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Introduction by Daniel J. Levine, The University of Alabama

Manners constitute a restraint.[1]

Toward the end of Second World War, the British defense intellectual Basil  Liddell  Hart began
publishing extensively on fashion and manners.  In part, this reflected his much-diminished standing
in policy circles: personal scandal, an emotional breakdown, and political maneuverings had taken
their toll  on Britain’s one-time ‘unofficial Chief of the Imperial General Staff.’[2]   In part, too, it
reflected  a  long-standing preoccupation  with  femininity  and female  bodies  –  one  that,  on  Alex
Danchev’s account, “outsailed the boundaries of fashion, and yawed into fetishism.”[3]

In part, though, Liddell Hart’s turn to fashion was motivated by an attempt to address the root
challenges  that  late-industrial  and  early  atomic  warfare  posed  to  global  security.   Decades  of
unbridled populism and mass mobilization did not bode well for a humanity now teetering on self-
extinction.   New forms of  self-imposed restraint  –  emotional,  social,  and  political  –  had  to  be
cultivated.  These, he asserted, were all of a piece:
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Manners are apt to be regarded as surface polish. That is a superficial view. They arise from inward
control. A fresh realization of their importance is needed in the world today, and their revival might
prove the salvation of civilization – as happened after the devastating civil and religious wars of the
seventeenth century, and again after the French Revolutionary earthquake. For only manners in the
deeper sense – of mutual restraint for mutual security – can control the risk that outbursts of temper
over political and social issues may lead to mutual destruction in the atomic age.[4]

This revival of ‘inward control’ it appears, had begun at home. “Basil,” Kathleen Liddell Hart wrote to
her parents in 1944, “wants to start a campaign for the re-refeminization of women.”  Accordingly,
she and her daughters by a previous marriage (Jennifer and Judith, aged 16 and 13) were learning “to
cook…make jam and bottle fruit;” “to be charming and elegant…when we have guests;” and to dress
for dinner – including stockings and corsets.  The author of The British Way in Warfare apparently
wished to measure Jennifer’s and Judith’s waists – as he had that of their mother.[5]

Having spent the early years of the war (and their mother’s second marriage) in Canada, Jennifer and
Judith seem not to have known Basil very well.  When Kathleen’s family remonstrated on their behalf,
Liddell Hart’s reply stressed the corset’s historic role in moral and civilizational development:

The habit…of women wearing ‘stays’ from adolescence on grew up when our civilization emerged
from barbarian chaos, and the few short intervals where there has been a break in the habit have
been disorderly and disruptive periods…the corset is of fundamental importance in determining the
character of a mode, and the influence of a mode on a character.[6]

Restraint could not simply be studied.  It was acquired through direct bodily experience, along the
lines of military drill – the emotional or affective equivalent of ‘muscle memory.’  To that end, the
corset was a tool.  Basil himself had apparently also worn one from time to time – a detail he chose to
omit here.[7]

Readers of Brent Steele’s Restraint in International Politics – the subject of the present roundtable –
will not be surprised to discover that policy prescriptions are inseparably bound up with complexes of
libidinal desire and aesthetic sensibility.  Nor that the labor of sustaining those prescriptions may be
disproportionately shifted onto those who have the least ‘voice’ in such matters.  The former, Steele
argues, is always the case, while the latter constitutes a distinct politics of its own.

By restraint, Steele means the power “to go…against or resist...something we would otherwise expect
to prevail” (12 and 22).  This includes the power to step outside the ebb and flow of events; to resist
the call of instinct and desire; and to confront, reflect upon, or push back against routinized practices
and ‘standard operating procedures.’ Less a virtue in itself – as Steele points out, restraint’s moral
worth can only be understood in relation to the ends it is put to – it is rather a precondition for virtue.

Indeed, it may be impossible to imagine democratic politics without it.  That is because properly
autonomous political agents must first emancipate themselves from themselves – one must deaden, or
resist, one’s own felt preferences, urges, and predilections.  Only then will one have the space to
reflect upon events,  to argue over their meaning, or to work collectively and collaboratively to
respond to them.
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Even so, it may bear asking: who is assumed to possess these faculties as a matter of course?  Who,
by contrast, must demonstrate their mastery of them as a condition of inclusion – or is denied even
the opportunity to try?  Consider, Steele notes, that restraint is typically ‘coded’ as a masculine,
heroic trait, while its lack is widely associated with the historically marginalized: women, the working
class, and racialized outsiders (83-86; 94-115).  This might explain, he continues, why elite narratives
for restraint not only encounter strong counter-narratives of “actionism” – a complex of populist
beliefs and dispositions in which the power of bold decisions to create and/or shape history restraint
is celebrated – but actually produce them (74-77, 90-1).  If restraint is mistrusted among actionists
for  undermining,  weakening,  or  misdirecting  the  political  agency  of  the  community,  it  may be
because it is so closely associated with their own marginalization and exploitation.

Thus, Steele explains, it is not enough to call for policies of restraint.  We must also acquire a
synoptic understanding of what those policies entail:

If we want a more meaningful and useful debate about the policy of restraint, we need a better
account of the challenges of and for restraint in global politics, from individuals, to groups, to states,
to the structure of the global system itself. We need, then, a comprehensive account of the politics of
restraint (Steele 2020, 1; emphasis in original).

To this end, Restraint in International Politics combines Jungian accounts of libido and its emotional
complexes with historical/sociological accounts of the practices, institutions, and policies from which
they emerge and into which they are decanted.  Drawing at turns on Aristotelian accounts of political
virtue, the psychology of Carl Gustav Jung, and the historical sociology of Norbert Elias and Anthony
Giddens, Steele maps out the ‘career’ of restraint.  He does so along three distinct axes: conceptual,
temporal – across different ‘generations’ of US foreign and security policy – and across a set of
substantive issue areas, from health and development to global security.

The breadth and richness of this work is such that the brief overview undertaken here cannot fully do
it full justice.  Fortunately, the contributors to this roundtable provide their own, richly-nuanced
‘takes’ on various aspects of it.

For Lina Benabdullah, a key point in Steele’s analysis is the ‘polyvalent’ quality of restraint.  “While it
might  seem like  a  no-brainer”  that  would-be  hegemons  would  need  to  master  the  practice  of
restraint, it turns out that upon close examination, the ostensible distinction between restraint and
actionism is extremely difficult to sustain.  Consider the effort one must invest in ‘holding back’ from
actions one might very much wish to undertake.  “When do we draw the line,” Benabdullah asks,
“between categorizing policies or practices as ‘restraint’  (be it  towards the self  or  others)  and
thinking about them as actionism? Is there a degree of actionism in restraint, and can restraint be a
form of  actionism?”  Further,  if  there  is  no  firm normative  ground for  distinguishing between
restraint and akrasia – moral and/or emotional ‘incontinence’ – then is restraint not simply another
aspect of phronesis and/or prudence (viz., Steele 50)?  If that case, what is the distinction between
them, and in what way is its cultivation not a straightforwardly Foucauldian project of ‘disciplinary’
rule, cast in more classically or psychologically ‘heroic’ terms?

In  Maria  Mälksoo’s  account,  Steele  is  to  be  congratulated  for  challenging  two  longstanding
shibboleths in Anglo-American International Relations.  First, it opens up the ‘black box’ of the state. 
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Second, it stands squarely against a mode of political analysis that has not entirely come to terms
with the irrational and the essentialist.   Steele,  Mälksoo asserts,  has given us “a measured re-
enchantment of how we think of, and exercise, world politics,” one that brings “the body and bodily
knowledge emphatically  to the centre of  sense-making attempts of  world politics.”  Yet Mälksoo
expresses concern with Steele’s singular focus on the United States.  “Are the parameters of restraint
and actionism comparable in Russia, the West and East of Europe, Asia, and Africa? Do all politics
everywhere incentivize action and speed” in terms comparable with his account of American politics?

Manali Kumar’s discussion – which opens with a recent example of a disciplinary case from an Indian
military academy, in which male and female cadets were differentially punished for violating the
school’s prohibition on physical intimacy – suggests one possible line for such inquiry.  Might Steele’s
understandings of actionism and restraint rely too heavily on a variant of standpoint feminism? 
“[B]ecause politics has always been gendered masculine,” Kumar argues, “arguments in support of
actionism or restraint are often accompanied by gendered understandings of identity and masculine
behavioral expectations.” Accordingly, we must take care not to universalize a set of masculine ‘ideal
types’ that “may be culturally specific to the West, and perhaps even racialized as ‘White.’”

Along those lines, two further analytical questions could be posed.  First, does Steele adequately
account for the national state as an appropriate ‘container’ for the analysis of restraint which his
study proposes?  Jung and Elias are making arguments whose boundaries do not covary with either
the American state or its civil society.  How, if so, does the complex political economy of libido, and
its instantiation into Eliasian institutional-sociological frameworks of outsiders and insiders ‘bolt on’
to  the political,  social,  and institutional  history  of  the US?  Second,  what  is  the basis  for  the
‘generational’  analysis  Steele  undertakes,  and  how  are  his  generations  conceived?   Are  they
exogenous  periodic  impositions  –  the  demographic  equivalent  of  ‘Kondratieff  cycles’  –  or  do
generational shifts follow from immanent shifts in the forces that produce particular sensibilities
within elites across time?

Finally,  Benjamin Friedman’s  discussion of  Restraint  presses  Steele  from another,  more policy-
oriented direction:

[A]s someone who is professionally focused on restraint in U.S. foreign policy, the book left me
wanting  more  in  three  distinct  senses:  theoretical  attachments  to  existing  takes  on  restraint,
explanations of how ideologies that are conducive to restraint or actionism are relevant, and the use
of cases to explain why restraint fails.

Against Steele’s psychological and sociological analyses, Friedman offers a ‘structural’ explanation
for pendulum swings between ‘restraint’ and ‘actionism’ in US foreign policy.  Recent examples of US
overreach must be understood in the context of a ‘unipolar moment,’ he explains – thus, the cost to be
paid for them was minimal.  Further, if Steele’s argument for restraint is not merely analytical, but
also in some sense strategic – if,  that is, Steele wishes not merely to describe  restraint, but to
revalorize it, given a moment in which actionism seems to be in the ascendant – “it would have been
useful to hear more about the content of this strategic narrative and how politicians and pundits
might employ it.”[8]

Steele takes up these challenges – along with the arguments of the other three contributors – in his
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rebuttal, which nicely rounds out the discussion.
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Review by Lina Benabdallah, Wake Forest University

Restraint  in  International  Politics  is  a  major  contribution  to  the  examination  of  restraint  in
International Relations.[9] In it, Brent Steele offers a definitive, thorough, and powerful examination of
the ways in which restraint permeates social, economic, and political life. Given the constellation of
crises and frictions this year, ranging from pandemic management, crisis around US presidential
elections, a summer of Black Lives Matter protests that were global, the timing of the publications of
Restraint in International Politics could not have been more apt. Yet beyond timeliness, Steele offers
not only a comprehensive account of restraint in IR but also elegantly and convincingly argues for
restraining restraint.

Five key themes around the politics of restraint emerge from this book. First, drawing on a Jungian
concept of the Complex,[10] Steele issues three precepts regarding restraint. These are that restraint
involves both agents and structures, that it concerns mind and body (and not physical restraint only),
and that restraint has a normative or moral quality (65). Yet, even if we are talking about restraint as
having a moral quality, Steele contends that restraint is contextual and situational. It is, in his words,
“polyvalent” (90) rather than being a net good or a net bad. The study of restraint in international
relations, and more specifically in foreign policy analysis can be polarized and polarizing, with two
main camps that diverge in their assessment of restraint. On the one hand, some view that the only
way for global hegemons to be kept in check is for them to elect to practice restraint and refrain from
interventionism and expansionism. Others, however, might view restraint as “a weak and immoral
quality of international politics” (205). Certainly, these two camps are represented in the making of
US foreign policy with the interventionist camp represented by Wilsonian and Jacksonian strategies,
and the Washingtonian retrenched and restrained approach. Whereas it might seem like a no-brainer
for many to be persuaded that hegemons need to be ‘kept at bay’ and need to practice restraint,
Steele’s  granular  account  of  restraint  resists  giving  a  blanket  endorsement  of  restraint.  After
thorough examinations and rich case illustrations, Steele makes a compelling case for a restrained
restraint.

Second, Steele constructs the book’s theoretical framework via the interplay of two complexes: the
complex of Restraint and complex of Actionism. The actionist complex refers to “the unleashing of the
libido as psychic energy” whereas the restrained complex is about “the ways in which such libido is
curtailed, cultured, blocked, or channeled” (71). Put in the context of U.S. foreign policy making, for
example, the actionist complex can be said to be represented by interventionist strategies and the
restrained complex by non-interventionist ones. It then follows that since emotions and affective
discourses are important resources for the “unleashing” of psychic energy and fueling support for
interventionism,  resistance  and  retrenchment  are  important  for  the  restrained  complex.  The
complexes  developed  in  Steele’s  account  are  “not  only  schema  for  understanding  the  active
proclivities  of  individuals,  groups,  and  even  cohorts  or  nations  (the  ‘is’),  they  are  also  social
ideologies that serve as blueprints for how one should live and go about acting within the world
through time (the ‘ought’)” (90). These two complexes are interdependent.

Third, Steele draws some parallels between the politics of restraint and other familiar concepts in
politics that are linked to restraint but operate differently from it. These concepts include among
others moderation, constraint, mindfulness, punishment, and discipline (self-discipline).[11] In helping
us discern the differences between these nuanced terms, Steele explains that moderation is an active
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component of restraint and that punishment is an expression of moderation. However, at times the
nuancing between restraint and discipline is unclear. This is perhaps due to the fact that the two
concepts share much in common. Discipline as well as the process and politics of disciplining can
both be turned towards oneself as much as they can be imposed on ‘others.’ This is congruent with
Steele’s definition of restraint “as a multilayered, multilevel process in International Relations” (12,
emphasis in original).

Fourth, and directly related to the previous point, I find that one of restraint’s multiple affordances is
that it can be understood as a technology of government. This is perhaps the second reason why I
find restraint and discipline to share more overlap than restraint and moderation or punishment.
Much like restraint, disciplining is also used as a technology of government whereby ‘outsiders’ that
cannot control or govern themselves are either socialized in banisters of norms and regulations that
can teach them the “civilized” way, or they are sanctioned (at varying degrees) if they are perceived
to be ‘unteachable.’ Government, in the Foucauldian sense of regulating and managing through self-
control, guidance for the family, directing the soul and so on can be viewed as the interplay of the
two complexes that Steele develops, the restrained and the actionist.[12] It is this interplay between
actionism and restraint that explains the “government” or “management” of the (add the date) Global
Financial Crisis (GFC) whereby “’outsiders’ incapacity to restrain required austerity at the same time
that the creative energies of the ‘Established’ needed to be unleashed to get economic growth back
on a healthy track” (232).

Last, it is necessary to examine the full range of applicability of restraint (both domestic as well as
foreign policy applications) in order to fully understand its intricate workings and appreciate Steele’s
case for restraining restraint. Along the lines of restraining the self-versus restraining the other,
Steele observes various cases where restraint is not only imposed on foreign actors, cohorts, or
nations,  but also deployed to restrain “outside” groups from within the same societies.  To me,
perhaps the most compelling argument for restraining restraint is found in Steele’s delicate account
of the hierarchical dynamics and power relations that are at play when “Established” groups restrain
and constrain “Outsider” groups based on gender, race, and class dynamics. As Steele contends,
“restraint  has,  for  millennia,  consistently  been  hierarchically  imposed  upon  women  and  the
‘feminine’” (103). Indeed, those who are on the outside or, in Steele’s words, “those who can’t
restrain themselves,” are then “disciplined” or “socialized” into the societal norms as viewed by the
“Established” groups (83).

In terms of the book’s overall arguments, even when we know that restraint and actionism can have a
symbiotic relationship, I am compelled to ask when do we draw the line between categorizing policies
or practices as “restraint” (be it towards the self or others) and thinking about them as actionism? Is
there a degree of actionism in restraint, and can restraint be a form of actionism? In practical terms,
is there a place where eugenics, for example, stops being perceived as a practice that can be used
towards  restraining  “outsiders”  and  starts  being  understood  as  an  action  of  violence  that  is
productive of (as opposed to a passive means towards) domination, exclusion, subjugation, and so on
by a group of “Established” people against a group of “Outsider” people?[13] Similarly, to what extent
would colonial legacies (which relied on eugenics sciences distinguishing between ethnic groups
based on physical attributes, facial features, and so on) be viewed as restraining practices if they are
or they led to ethnic cleansings and genocides? Another example of the intertwining character of
restraint and actionism can be found in the threat to use force against protesters in the U.S. in the
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summer of 2020. In June 2020 and as a response to Black Lives Matter protesters in DC, President
Donald J. Trump ordered the deployment of active-duty forces to ‘restrain’ the protesters. Trump
justified this on the grounds that “we need to get control of the streets. We need 10,000 troops up
here [in Washington]. I want it right now.” In response to that, then-Defense Secretary Mark T. Esper
“ordered about 1,600 active-duty U.S. Army troops to move forward for possible deployment in
Washington.”[14] In Esper’s analysis, “moving the active-duty forces, but not actually deploying them
on the streets ‘was enough to keep the president at bay.’” In a way, despite the fact that Trump was
the commander-in-chief, his impulses to ‘restrain’ protesters denouncing racial injustice and police
brutality through the use of even more force were then ‘kept at bay,’ and ‘restrained’ through the
action of ‘moving’ rather than ‘deploying’ the troops. Here again, the blurring of the lines between
restraint and actionism is evident and the question becomes whose restraint and whose actionism?

Second, can restraint be developed, learned, routinized, and perfected if it is a moving target? Is
restraint learned in the school of hard knocks? Do stories and narratives provide instructive examples
that can be recounted for perfecting the craft of restraint? Indeed, if restraint is polyvalent, and if we
situate it along a spectrum of actionism to restraint, it seems that there would be need for a faculty of
judgment, of practical wisdom (or phronesis) to navigate the spectrum. The very notion of sustaining
restraint seems to call  for an act of  judgment.  It  can be said that from a practical  wisdom or
phronesis perspective, it is the active choice of practicing restraint of one’s capabilities that is viewed
as a virtue.[15] In navigating akrasia (acting against one’s better judgment) and the balance of vice and
virtue, phronesis can act as the regulator of all virtues and it is what allows us to determine the
(golden) mean which exists between excess and deficiency. If so, who has access (or privilege) to
perfect restraint?

By way of conclusion, I would like to emphasize that this book is a tour de force. For all the attempts
to frame its contributions in a humble (and perhaps restrained) terms, it is a big (and a much-needed)
intervention  in  theorizing  IR.  Although  restraint  might  be  thought  mostly  to  apply  to  (or  be
recommended for) situations of crises, Steele’s in-depth account reminds us that restraint is found in
everyday politics just as much as in big crisis moments. Such banality of restraint with practices that
are  typically  applied  to  Outsider  groups  who  are  perceived  to  be  incapable  of  restraining  (or
governing) themselves serve as a good antidote to dogmatic (or even impulsive) endorsements of
restraint.  For example,  the discussion that Steele presents about the GFC and the Eurozone is
particularly worth highlighting. The austerity measures and first set of bailouts of Greece in 2010
were  characterized  by  former  Greek  finance  minister  Yanis  Varoufakis  as  “tough love”  by  the
European Union which was ‘fed up’ with Greece and other Southern EU members for “living beyond
their means” (228). These austerity measures can be examined as part of a (restrained) technology of
government meant to “teach” the citizens of Greece (Portugal, Spain, Italy as well) values about
spending, saving, debt management, and so on. These measures of restraint which were described as
exceptionally tough and heartless when applied within the EU are ordinary everyday practices that
international monetary institutions impose on even more “Outsider” groups such as African peoples.
Therefore, examining the quiet and ordinary locations of restraint can tell us as much if not more
than exceptional times or times of crises about how restraint works and for whom it works. In such
ordinary sites, restraining those “who can’t restrain themselves” permeates the raison d'être of a
constellation  of  global  governance  institutions  which  are  themselves  productive  of  swaths  of
‘unteachables’ who then exist in a perpetual mode of needing to be restrained. Steele’s case for
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restraining restraint is compelling and convincing.

 

 

Review by Benjamin H. Friedman, Defense Priorities

The cover of Brent Steele’s Restraint in International Politics  shows “Laocoön and his Sons,” an
immensely famous Roman statue depicting a man and two boys suffering as they are attacked by
serpents. What makes this image an icon of restraint, I’m not sure. It could be how the serpents, sent
by a vengeful god, seem to tie down the humans they are killing— a somewhat odd image for a book
that ends by advocating foreign policy restraint. Or maybe it relates to what Laocoön did to earn this
punishment, which was, depending on which story you credit,  either having sex in a temple or
warning his fellow Trojans against accepting the “Trojan horse” that would be their downfall. In that
sense, he was a punished for advocating a kind of restraint, and wise check on the collective will that
was, typically, rejected.

Perhaps the cover should have shown an image of Odysseus, as described by Homer, tied to the mast
amid his oarsmen, whose ears are full of wax. These restraints, dreamed up by Odysseus to resist the
siren calls that would draw his boat to be dashed against the rocks, are an apt metaphor for the
defenses people and nations erect against their potentially ruinous desires.

Steele’s book might have focused more on such strategies of self-restraint in foreign policy. That is a
broad enough topic,  especially given that much of the theorizing about liberal  government and
institutional checks on power concerns it. Governments’ restraining their citizens and others, as
discussed  especially  in  chapters  three  and  six,  seems  a  theoretically  distinct  matter,  and  an
impossibly broad one. After all, government, whether it’s democratic or not, exists to restrain people
in various ways. The topic is as big as the field.

The range of theoretical tools Steele employs in taking us through his vision of the actionist and
restraint  complexes,  and their  application in  a  broad array of  political  circumstances,  is  wildly
impressive. Steele reviews a range of international relations literature that bears on restraint and
uses Karl Jung’s idea of complexes—psychological tendencies that became socio-political ones as they
spread  among  groups—to  elaborate  restraint  and  actionist  tendencies  in  politics.[16]  These  two
complexes are interdependent; they define themselves largely in opposition to each other. Actionism
arises as a consequence of a buildup libido as psychic energy (10) in society (another concept of
Jung’s), and is therefore very hard to resist.

Steele takes us through various cases of actionism and restraint. Chapter 3 explores how restraint
“has historically been utilized to justify actionist  intervention” upon marginalized classes,  racial
minorities, women and others (94). Chapter 4 tackles American foreign policy, with a special focus on
President Eisenhower and the Suez crisis. In this chapter, Steele adds the idea that actionism and
restraint rise and fall with generations. It also briefly touches on foreign policy in Germany and
Japan.

Chapter 5 connects restraint to Just War theory, securitization theory and ontological security. It uses
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these frameworks to look at two recent events is U.S. Syria policy: President Obama’s decision to not
bomb Syria in 2013 after chemical weapons attacks and the U.S. intervention after ISIS’s beheadings
of terrorists in 2014. Chapter four deals with various governments uses of fiscal “restraint” after the
global financial crisis and “restraint” as applied in global public health.

The  trip  through  so  many  sorts  of  restraint,  individual  and  collective,  in  theory  and  then
demonstrated with examples in fiscal, defense, and public health policy, is a powerful feat of scholarly
bridge building. But it’s hard to see how these forms of restraint have enough theoretical coherence
to apply usefully in so many areas. And as someone who is professionally focused on restraint in U.S.
foreign policy, the book left me wanting more in three distinct senses: theoretical attachments to
existing  takes  on  restraint,  explanations  of  how  ideologies  that  are  conducive  to  restraint  or
actionism are relevant, and the use of cases to explain why restraint fails.

By theoretical attachments to existing takes on restraint, I primarily mean the realist focus on the
balance of international power as an explanatory variable for the action of states. Steele brings up
the balance of power on several occasions: in discussing the work of Kenneth Waltz (87-88), John
Herz (41-44), and the English School (81-82).[17] But he does not explore, either in theory or in the
case material, what this means for modern United States.

It is no accident that the article that coined the term “restraint” in its modern foreign policy and
academic usage came out in 1997, early in the so-called unipolar moment following the Soviet
Union’s demise.[18] With no great rival to balance U.S. power, the temptation of American leaders to
fruitlessly meddle and boss beckoned, the authors argued, so the United States, like Odysseus, should
restrain itself. Both Waltz and Robert Jervis have sounded similar chords, albeit with greater focus on
the tendency of hegemonic (or unbalanced) powers to be drawn into foolish foreign policy by the
relative  lack  of  consequences.[19]  For  these  structural  realists,  the  trouble  isn’t  so  much  that
aggressive foreign policies will produce catastrophe. Such a clear signal, an evident disincentive,
would produce some restraint that ducks disaster. The danger is the bleeding cost of overstretch. For
a unipole, the structure of the international system can produce folly.

I was one of the organizers of the 2016 Cato conference “The Case for Restraint,” which Steele
briefly discusses (253).[20] It is true that “we failed to recognize the reasons for the recurrence of
actionism,” (283). But I did give—in a presentation there and a co-authored chapter in the edited
volume  the  conference  papers  produced—an  explanation  for  the  triumph  of  what  Steele  calls
actionism and what I  would call  primacy and a tendency towards foreign policy ideologies that
conflate global dominance with security.[21] The argument there is that relatively unbalanced U.S.
power, even during the Cold War, shifted the balance of domestic interests in the United States,
solidifying a support base for primacy/actionism and atrophying the sources of support for restraint.

Steele’s concluding suggestion that restraint should be not just a grand strategy but a “story,” is
compelling. But it would have been useful to hear more about the content of this strategic narrative
and how politicians and pundits might employ it to achieve more restrained policy results. Is a
strategic narrative different from ideology? I doubt it, except perhaps in being a relatively undefined
one.

Ideology is a kind of institution, a set of normative rules that govern conduct.[22] Ideologies that are
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conducive to restraint, after all, have always been part of U.S. politics. The most prominent one is the
liberal tradition that views an overactive foreign policy as a threat to liberty at home, including the
exceptionalist and even bigoted notion that the world is a wicked and corrupting place from which
Americans  should  stand  apart.[23]  A  newer  version  of  restraint  (or  perhaps  a  restraint-adjacent
conception) that is more evident on today’s progressive left is suspicious of notions of American
exceptionalism and the excessive militarization of foreign policy while remaining enthusiastic about
ambitiously employing non-military tools of U.S. foreign policy.[24]

Steele briefly touches on these traditions (132-133), but they do not seem to inform the narrative he’s
promoting. This seems both a theoretical and prudential error. A restraint narrative will likely sell
better if it attaches itself to the public’s (or maybe elite public’s) ideological predispositions. It is
notable that the sketch of the narrative Steele gives, based around Reinhold Niebuhr’s Serenity
Prayer, mirrors some the ideological tension within the fledgling restraint policy community. The
serenity to “accept the things that cannot be changed” tracks a conservative disinclination to avoid
trying to manage and reform foreign countries and seeing the U.S. as indispensable to history’s
direction. On the other hand, Steele notes that the prayer’s hope “to change the things which should
be changed” concedes” a “habit of U.S. identity” to be an active and humanitarian country and thus
carries the potential for the U.S. to engage in non-militarized activism for the greater good (263).

Restraint’s success and failure seems partly a reflection of how foreign policy ideology has shifted
over U.S. history, which I attribute, per the discussion above, to changes in the United States’
relative power abroad. The shift from an exemplarist tradition, however unevenly it was applied amid
westward expansion, to the crusading idea of liberalizing the world provides an alternative way of
accounting for the shift from restraint to actionism, which Steele sees as a function of generational
change.

The decision to take up the limited episodes of restraint in the 1956 Suez Crisis and the potential
strike  on Syria  in  2013 is  defensible,  but  misses  an opportunity  to  discuss  restraint’s  broader
contours and challenges. More fulsome case material might have clarified what kind of restraint
Steele has in mind, prescriptively. What precisely does it mean to be a stoic in the mode Steele
describes when the temptations of the actionist complex—its political rewards—beckon? Is restraint
an  alternative  politics,  one  that  maybe  succeeds  by  exciting  a  different  constituency  than
actionism?[25] Or is it a Gary Cooperesque refusal to appeal to the emotionally to the masses?[26]  The
cases touch on, but mostly miss, how fleeting and limited restraint in U.S. foreign policy has become
and how limited success for restraint may require embracing and channeling actionist impulses—that
Jungian psychic energy.

President Dwight Eisenhower’s efforts to restrain U.S. power at the start of the Cold War seems more
important and essential to understanding restraint than holding back allies during the Suez Crisis.
When a country is very powerful, restraining allies and clients is a less difficult and theoretically
important kind of restraint. As Steele discusses (155-156), Eisenhower’s temporary success with the
New Look seemed to require action-oriented promises—threats of massive nuclear retaliation on
behalf of allies and enhanced efforts at covert warfare. This means of restraint, like the progressive
variant discussed above, surrenders a lot to its actionist critics, granting some of their basic premises
about the size of threats and American capacity to manage history to meet them.
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Eisenhower left office having failed to contain a fearful public reaction to the Soviets’ 1957 Sputnik
launch, which fueled the efforts of John F. Kennedy and others who were running for president to
peddle  a  missile  gap.  His  “chin-up” speeches trying to  reduce public  anxiety  didn’t  have their
expected  aim.[27]  But  the  administration  did  manage  to  use  the  public’s  overwrought  fear  in
constructive  ways  by  channeling  federal  funding  for  scientific  research  at  universities,  public
education, the space program and more.[28]

Steele sees this desperate kind of restraint can be seen as a buildup of psychic energy that was
satisfied  by  an  actionist  policy  brought  about  by  a  generational  shift.  But  the  Kennedy
administration’s embrace of a more global Cold War largely continued policies embraced by the
Truman Administration. President Harry Truman’s Secretary of State, Dean Acheson (born the year
before Eisenhower), with the help of NSC-68 and the Korean War, helped make containment into a
more aggressive posture that led to the Vietnam War.[29] Eisenhower, with his anti-statist beliefs and
redirection of actionist impulses, seems more a temporary holding actor restraining the Cold War
floodgates than a generational avatar.

President Barack Obama’s restraint was a slight thing. His decision not to bomb Syria in 2013
occurred amid a broader pattern of embracing the actionist status quo, one which was emblematic of
the 44th president’s ambivalence about military policy. Obama hired mostly conventional hawks to top
security positions,  surged troops into Afghanistan, launched innumerable drone strikes in seven
countries with shaky legal backing that helped overthrow the Libyan government, pushed, albeit half-
heartedly to overthrow Syria’s, sent troops back in Iraq after pulling them out, and fought, at least
rhetorically, to keep defense spending high, amid deficit concerns. On the other hand, Obama gave
an interview in his year in office, making forceful arguments against what he deemed Washington’s
foreign policy playbook and much of the policy his administration had been executing for seven
years.[30]

Even more than for Eisenhower, whatever restraint Obama produced came by giving in to most of the
central premises about the virtues of U.S. global dominance that inform actionism. And without
getting into a discussion of which of President Donald Trump’s largely illiberal foreign policy ideas
rate as restraint, we can say that he too failed to implement the pro-restraint tendencies he harbored.
There was no retrenchment in the Middle East, contra Steele (1). Actionism was dominant.

Steele’s cases seem a missed opportunity to reflect on this outcome and explain how in 2013 the U.S.
had so much less room for restraint than in 1956, where the policy was already endangered. From my
perspective the cause of this is the global U.S. and how it deranged the U.S. liberal identity. But I
would like to hear more about how Steele’s actionist and restraint complexes can be said to interact
to produce that result. It is good news for restraint to have more diverse intellectual roots, especially
ones as theoretically creative as those depicted in this book.

 

 

Review by Manali Kumar, UniversitӒt St. Gallen
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In November last year, an article in The Washington Post criticized the President of Notre Dame for
lacking “self-control.” Commenting on the president’s letter to students who had stormed the football
field after a game in November, the author observed that having “a lack of personal self-discipline
while demanding it from others will utterly erode your authority.”[31] On the other side of the world in
India, a female cadet with the Indian Naval Academy alleged discrimination after she was punished
more harshly for physical intimacy with a fellow male cadet.[32] Since reading Brent Steele’s award-
winning new book, Restraint in International Politics, I have been noticing the undercurrents of the
‘politics of restraint’ beyond global politics as well. It appears that “struggles over restraint are
everywhere” (248).

In  contrast  to  the  vast  international  security  literature  that  advises  policy  self-restraint  as
moderation,[33]  Steele’s masterful book-length treatment of restraint as a process in international
relations, and his original conceptualization along the three dimensions of space, time, and issue
area, are valuable additions to the discipline. The principal objective of the book is to make “a
political and normative argument” in support of restraint in global politics, but with the recognition
that “restraint has been used to discipline, repress, and oppress groups, as much as it has prevented
conflict” (7). The author does so by introducing Carl Jung’s concepts of ‘libido’ and ‘complex’ to
international relations.[34] The first half of the book focuses on theory building, with the first chapter
devoted to developing a sociological account of restraint by combining insights from Norbert Elias
and Anthony Giddens.[35]  The second chapter draws on Jung to articulate the twin complexes of
actionism and restraint. The former involves “the unleashing of the libido as psychic energy” to push
a community to address “a crisis or occurrence… “out there” needing rectification” (73). By contrast,
in restraint the “libido is curtailed, cultured, blocked, or channelled” (74); it resists and conceals
emotion “to present a front of calm” (75). The third chapter explores how restraint has historically
been  employed  to  “justify  actionist  intervention  upon  individuals  and  groups”  by  using  moral
discourses to portray particular others “as less capable of rationality and judgment for self-control”
and providing “asymmetric access to spaces” which makes these groups more likely to publicly
demonstrate their lack of restraint (94). Chapters four through six apply these complexes to explore
how they function in democracies, in the context of security, and in international political economy
and public health, generating novel insights and offering several interesting questions for further
research.

Steele’s addition of the perspective of restraining the other to the usual approach of restraining the
self, adoption of a mixed ontology, emphasis on taking seriously the interdependence of causes and
consequences, and discussion of the relationality of social contexts are some of the most compelling
elements of this book. Yet, the one thing I struggled with throughout the book is Steele’s insistence
that  both  actionism and  restraint  are  “unique  masculine  emotional  states”  (72)  and  that  both
complexes involve “a masculine sensibility” (84). Engaging only briefly with the question of how such
a binary approach is useful,  Steele offers only “the simplest defense…that the public sphere of
politics has been gendered masculine for millennia” (84). It seems Steele’s argument is that because
politics has always been gendered masculine, arguments in support of actionism or restraint are
often accompanied by gendered understandings of identity and masculine behavioural expectations.
But  does  this  require  treating  these  complexes  as  “masculine  ideal  types”  (44)?  While  these
complexes  may  indeed  be  universal,  the  particular  instincts  identified  as  ‘masculine’  may  be
culturally specific to the West,  and perhaps even racialized as ‘White.’  Moreover,  it  makes one
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wonder what a feminine sensibility would be or what feminine complexes and emotional states might
involve. What would we lose by treating these complexes as gender-neutral, while recognizing that
they are enmeshed with gender politics?

Nonetheless, it  is easy to see the value of Steele’s approach to restraint and its many possible
applications. Jumping ahead to chapter six, Steele’s discussion of restraining discourses pertaining to
particular groups is exceedingly relevant to contemporary events.  At the start of  the COVID-19
pandemic this year, much global discourse focused on the need to ‘restrain’ China. The virus was
blamed on Chinese peoples’ cultural preference to consume “wild animals” such as bats and shop in
“dirty wet markets.”[36]  This apportioning of blame was situated within a broader discourse that
identified China as an authoritarian society that could not be trusted to be honest about the scale of
the crisis. China had an inherent ‘moral failing,’ had become a ‘burden’ on international society, and
continued restraint in the face of China’s moral failings was irresponsible. And so people and many
leading politicians called for investigations and action against China. Likewise, pandemic mitigation
efforts can also be seen to involve a “struggle between restraining and breaking free of restraints”
(247). Government policies intended to restrain public behavior to control the spread of the virus are
being met with protests by those seeking to restrain what they perceive as unwarranted actionism on
the government’s part. As Steele notes, the two complexes are mutually constitutive and “[work] with
and against one another” (72).

At the same time, applications of this understanding of restraint raise several questions. Steele’s
treatment of national generations as “both structures and agents” in chapter four is also thought-
provoking (125). Briefly, drawing on Elias, Steele suggests that since “established generations occupy
positions of power and are more organized and coherent,” they dominate society until ousted by “an
Outsider generation” (125).  Conceiving of  both complexes and generations as “arrangements of
emotions, materials, ideas, and the environment” (135) shaped by a “formative experience” does offer
interesting insights into how particular foreign policies may be informed by generational factors. 
And yet, in every Reactive generation, for instance, we can find also examples of actionist foreign
policy.  Former  US  President  Harry  S.  Truman  and  diplomat  George  F.  Kennan’s  generational
predispositions may have made them more receptive to calls for restraint; Steele argues that the
doctrine of containment is precisely such an example. However, in making the case for the European
Recovery  Program,  many  members  of  the  Truman  administration  including  Kennan  adopted  a
strikingly actionist discourse. For example, Kennan argued in favor of undertaking “dramatic action”
urgently to restore “hope and confidence” in Western Europe.[37]  One might perhaps argue that
underlying the actionist rhetoric to push for American aid to Europe was the motivation to restrain
the spread of Communism. But going down this path only demonstrates the difficulty of disentangling
actionism and restraint.

Likewise, Steele’s discussion of President Barack Obama as an advocate for both actionism and
restraint in chapter five also raises some intriguing questions. Obama’s restraint, as Steele notes,
may have been a result of factors such as his race and the need “to avoid the label of an “angry black
man”  (183).  How might  individual-level  factors  interact  with  generational  ones?  Similarly,  the
author’s discussion of the Syria decision shows that it was the British House of Commons’ rejection of
strikes that served to restrain the United States. Yet, given the interplay of both complexes and
Obama’s own apparent preference for action in this case, why did the UK succeed in pushing the U.S.
towards restraint  while  actionist  allies  such as Israel,  Saudi  Arabia,  and Jordan failed? Within-
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administration case studies of actionist versus restrained policy choices may help illuminate some of
these mechanisms, especially given the Obama administration’s rather unrestrained drone strike
policy.

In offering a new way to think about restraint in conjunction with its  twin,  actionism, Steele’s
Restraint in International Politics offers up new avenues of inquiry and analytical tools for other
general concepts in international relations. For example, one may conceive of strategic interaction
among states in pairs of actionist-actionist, restrained-restrained, or actionist-restrained tendencies.
Some insights may be valuable beyond the realm of the international as well. Steele notes that “the
neoconservative finds a virtue in the actionist complex, seeing it as necessary to engage an otherwise
dangerous and chaotic world” (77). Extending this insight to American domestic politics, one could
argue that both the far-right and the progressive left appear to value actionism. In a highly polarized
political environment, what can we expect when two actionist groups try to pull policy and society in
opposite directions?

 

 

Review by Maria Mälksoo, University of Copenhagen

Rarely does an International Relations (IR) book meet the high bar of engagement usually offered by
intelligent novels. Brent J. Steele’s fourth single-authored book and the first comprehensive study of
restraint in international politics manages the counterintuitive feat of bringing together the erotic
and philosophical. What Milan Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being and Bernhard Schlink’s
The  Reader  convey  aesthetically,  Restraint  in  International  Politics  explores  intellectually.[38]

Published at the apex of the age featuring excessive rhetoric and overindulgences in U.S. foreign
policy and beyond, this imaginative study is an active reminder of physicality, affect, and the all too
human  in  international  relations.  Empirically  timely  and  normatively  timeless,  theoretically
compelling  and  analytically  elegant,  Restraint  in  International  Politics  delivers  a  provocative
investigation of the libidinal undercurrents of world politics, with a nuanced proposal for holding
back in the current age of collective incontinence.

With this book, Steele expertly brings Social Theory and Political Psychology to a deep conversation
with the key subfields of IR – democratic “peace” (Ch. 4), security (Ch. 5), international political
economy, and global health (Ch. 6). The achievement of Restraint in International Politics surpasses
his  earlier  books,  which  are  otherwise  comparable  in  their  characteristically  passionate  and
unrestrained imagination,[39] for its wide-ranging breadth of theorization. The grand themes of social
theory – race, gender, class, generation, structure, and agency – are brought to bear on the logic of
state behaviour in international politics (Ch.-s 3 and 4). The “black box” of the state is opened up with
both a deep historical curiosity (notably, a generational analysis in the study of U.S. foreign policy)
and embracing of the various psychological idiosyncrasies that IR with its fetish of rationality has
traditionally sought to keep in check. While not leaving a stone of the IR orthodox subjects unturned,
the achievement of this thorough ploughing is ultimately refreshingly unorthodox: engaging critically
with the disenchanted view of international politics across the IR spectrum (1-44, 72-91), Steele
offers a measured re-enchantment of how we think of, and exercise, world politics.
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Theoretically, Restraint in International Politics makes the original move of bringing Carl Gustav
Jung,[40] the father of analytical psychology, and Norbert Elias,[41] the doyen of “the civilizing process”
in a productive dialogue to illuminate the social,  psychological, and moral stakes of restraint in
international politics. While the study of political ideas of Jung is not alien to Political Science (for
example, in the context of animating collective archetypes in the analysis of Nazism and the New
Right movements),[42] Steele’s book is the first to introduce the giant of psychoanalysis systematically
to the terrain of IR. Mobilizing Jung’s account of the libido (which is understood as broadly psychic
energy, not just sexual drive), Steele develops two “masculine ideal types,” restraint and actionism,
detecting them throughout global politics as well as its theorization in various IR perspectives (Ch.
2).[43] Delineating these two “emotional complexes” in international relations via conceptual deep-
digging and empirically sweeping illustrations, the book offers a set of novel thinking tools and a
creative  vocabulary  to  make  sense  of  restraint  and  the  power  politics  thereof  in  international
relations. Setting out to explore how urges and bodily desires matter politically; which groups have
historically  been  considered  capable  of  restraint  and  which  ones  have  not  in  domestic  and
international politics; and what actionist and restraint complexes do in world politics, Steele provides
a programmatic  contribution to  the micro-interactionist  study of  IR.  In the spirit  of  the recent
scholarship  investigating  the  “ugly  twin”  of  international  socialization  processes,[44]  Restraint  in
International Politics critically complements the progressive Eliasian narrative of restraint with a
Jungian account on “why, when, and how, [the] backsliding of the Civilizing Process occurs” (247).
Jung’s account of the libido enables to plug some gaps in the Eliasian account of the civilizing
process:  the  sociological  dynamics  between  the  Established  and  the  Outsiders  is  thereby
supplemented with the psychological zooming in on the build-up patterns of psychic energy behind a
restrained façade that requires channeling outward. Various insecurities of dominant groups shed
light on the puzzling persistence of violent lashing out (and ostensibly “out of character”) behaviours
in modern state practice and international interactions (for example, torture, lynching, eugenics).

Epistemologically,  creating  a  dialogue  between  Elias  and  Jung  (with  Giddens  looming  in  the
background),  brings the body and bodily knowledge emphatically to the centre of sense-making
attempts of world politics.[45] Defying the rationalist presumptions of the behavioural logic of states in
international relations, Restraint in International Politics rejects the separation between bodies and
minds. Instead, it zooms in on the variegated ways in which embodied emotions make people to act
out and upon the world, and the struggles over restraint in their collective embodied interactions in
world  politics.  Arguing  that  “struggles  over  the  libido  as  psychic  energy  are  ubiquitous  and
historically universal” (94), Steele’s conceptualization of restraint does not ontologically privilege
materials  or ideas,  and agents or structures,  in the analysis  of  global  politics.  Attentive to the
impossibility of bracketing analytically and practically the players of world politics from the games
played,  Restraint  in  International  Politics  offers  a  theoretically  persuasive and empirically  well-
rounded human psychology-bound perspective on world politics via multiple spaces, timings, and
issue areas, notably from the post-war U.S. foreign policy to the deep discursive dive into the dealing
with the systemic troubles of capitalism in the 2010s, and the international and transnational politics
of global health in the twentieth century. Throughout its effortless weaving of the conceptual threads
from International Political and Social Theory with animated and richly detailed empirical capsule
studies, Steele’s reading of the politics of restraint is intently cognizant of the normative dimension of
the global political struggles over restraint. Indeed, the actionist and restraint complexes in world
politics are “not only schema for understanding the active proclivities of individuals, groups, and even
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cohorts of nations (the “is”), they are also social ideologies that serve as blueprints for how one
should live and go about acting within the world through time (the “ought”)” (90).

Two contributions stand out in particular on a conceptual and empirical level.

First, stemming from a relational and interdependent ontology, Steele’s conceptualization of restraint
and actionist complexes in world politics adds an innovative layer to the standard understanding of
“control power” in IR as the ability of an actor to control other actors.[46] As the restrained view of
power entails resisting emotions and, by extension, maintaining ‘control’ of one’s own emotions and
body, the politics of restraint crucially entails self-disciplining (and hence the “control power” over
Self, or “channel[ing] and push[ing] the libido into subterranean locations”) (78), along with the
paradoxical self-appointment to restrain other actors purportedly unable to restrain themselves. The
frequent succumbing to de facto actionalism for the sake of restraining others for “the common good”
(for example, via military interventions, fiscal and moral disciplining of various states and population
groups) is the characteristically inconsistent feature of the politics of restraint. The book attends to
the manifold “struggles between restraining and breaking free of restraints, the discourses used to
justify restraint or a lack thereof, the emotions involved in and outside of restraint, and the processes
and outcomes that are enabled by the politics that surround restraint in international relations” (247)
with an empathic understanding of the normative and cultural draw of “doing something” and the
intuitively lesser appeal of moderation in international politics. Importantly, the book practices what
it preaches.  While proceeding from a bold suggestion that “almost any conflict, tension, dilemma, or
anxiety in global politics, today, in the distant past, and anywhere in between, has its origins in the
politics of restraint” (2), restraint is amply in evidence in the presentation of the argument, as instead
of boasting, the author consistently seeks to add but “one more layer” to existing analyses.

Second, it is in the intersection of the rich empirical illustrations and the subtle normative reminders
about the ethics of restraint (against the backdrop of the more evident pull of actionism) where the
paradoxes and promises of restraint are most evocatively illuminated. Investigating restraint through
the  empirical  “test  drives”  along  various  discursive  and  social  contestations  in  the  realms  of
democratic  institutions  and  norms  affecting  foreign  policy  making,  security,  global  health,  and
international political economy, Steele offers a critical reflection of the actionist impulses in general
and an expert unpacking of  the reasons for the recurrence of  actionism in the U.S.  politics in
particular. Chapter 3 “The Historical (Ab)uses of Restraint: Gender, Race, and Class” serves as an
exemplary reminder of the richness that sociological scholarship provides for IR,[47] not least in the
context of understanding the socially thick back-stories of various moral discourses on restraint
frequently  utilized  to  justify  actionist  intervention  upon  various  individuals  and  groups  in
international politics. The ensuing empirical chapters deliver on the conceptual promise with gusto.

The author’s expertise in the topic of U.S. politics at home and abroad exposes simultaneously the
main  vulnerability  of  the  theorization  offered.  Although  the  book  provides  various  illustrative
vignettes around the world, one is left wondering how culturally U.S.-specific the constant striving to
move forward as the bottom line of the actionist complex really is. Are the parameters of restraint
and actionalism comparable in Russia, West and East of Europe, Asia, and Africa? Do all politics
everywhere incentivize action and speed (and hence actionism) to the comparable degree of the
United States? The author acknowledges the book’s “parochial selection bias” (255), yet the effective
generalization from the potentially sui generis example of the knee-jerk actionist in world politics
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could  have  received  further  methodological  contemplation.  I  would  have  further  appreciated  a
compactly rounded methodological prequel of the author’s take on the relation between thinking and
acting before the recap offered in the conclusion of the book.

Various extensions of the argument can be imagined in further probes of the proposed analytical
framework. The religious dimension in international politics[48] could certainly be addressed more
systematically as a notable source of social restraints and hence a social organiser and discipliner to
different degrees in different places of the world. It would be interesting to “mirror back” the self-
restraint practices of various Outsiders of international politics, either via the manifold practices of
mimicry in the attempts to lure and convince the Established for instrumental and strategic gains in
asymmetrical international relationships, or via the instances of bottled-up psychic energies bursting
onto the social scene through various social movements (for instance, Black Lives Matter). Steele’s
creative application of Jung’s account of the libido and complexes could be further stretched to the
study of individual leaders in foreign policy making. For instance, the last four years of American
presidency encourage us to consult Jung’s later works on the “Hitler conundrum,” particularly his
diagnosis of pseudologia phantastica, or the form of hysterics which is characterized by a distinct
tendency to believe one’s own lies.[49] Finally, while Restraint in International Politics is perhaps too
self-depreciating about its allegedly masculine bias, it would be fascinating if the Jungian libido as a
central referent would receive an equally methodical application in IR from the perspective of the
feminine “life energy” of Freya, so to speak.

The book also delivers its own actionist paradox of sorts by outlining a strategic narrative of restraint
as a delicate placeholder for the standard “what is to be done?”-hand-wringing of IR scholarship,
seeking to generate concrete policy advice from scholarly musings. The coda of the book reads like a
stand-alone essay, embedded in the Niebuhrian humble recognition of the limits of our knowledge
and our power. It is in the conclusion where the humane ethics of Brent J. Steele shine through most
intensely: we read a call for humility, for recognition of one’s own limits in the face of the world, and
for slowing down, pausing, and listening (255). Taking a breather from the continuously talking and
acting political and professional world of IR is more acutely relevant in the pandemic context of non-
stop “digital academia” than ever. With its message of “a restrained case for restraint” (266), Steele’s
thought-provoking book offers important solace in the hectic world for the IR scholarly community
more generally. With its stoic sensibility, this book leaves us with something to breathe – a lungful of
mountain air.

 

 

Response by Brent J. Steele, University of Utah

I want to thank Andrew Szarejko for organizing this review of my book. Thanks as well to Daniel J.
Levine for his introduction to this forum, and of course thanks to the respondents, Lina Benabdallah,
Benjamin  H.  Friedman,  Manali  Kumar,  and  Maria  Mälksoo,  who  have  provided  such  in-depth
engagements with the book.

I will start with Friedman’s review, which focused on detailing a book that Friedman wanted me to
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write rather than the one I wrote, even down to the choice in cover art. As such, a substantive
response  is  not  required.  However,  the  review points  to  what  I  see  as  a  shortcoming in  how
International  Relations as a field has generally  understood or discussed restraint.  That is,  very
narrowly, both in terms of for whom, and of what, restraint can be appreciated.  Friedman notes that
he was left “wanting” in several areas, primarily regarding a lack of discussion in my book of “the
realist focus on the balance of international power as an explanatory variable for the action of states.”

This  is  such  a  narrow  and  largely  superficial  ground  for  evaluating  the  phenomenon  I  title
“actionism” that it radically simplifies the debate over restraint to be almost inconsequential. How
many more debates do we need about the balance of power? U,S. actionism is, by and large, a
product of many other factors besides, and perhaps even separate from, the ‘balance of international
power.’ The move towards hierarchy, the attempt to maintain U.S. hegemony and primacy, anxieties
over race, gender, and class, those urges and even reflexes of a U.S. polity (and, to be fair, some IR
‘realists’ too), are not animated or even driven by balance of power logic. Rather the cause is the
United States’ obsession with being on top, dominating, and controlling other international actors. It
is a story that can understand the major events that have transpired, I think, even since my book’s
publication  (as  I  note  below  in  response  to  Kumar’s  review),  including  the  dynamics  of  the
devastating COVID-19 pandemic and how an unrestrained United States has been unable to prevent
the deaths of over 700,000 Americans and counting, the Black Lives Matter protests of 2020, and the
January 6th insurrection by Trump and his supporters and one political party of the United States’
very precarious democratic republic.

Balance of power logic isn’t wrong, then, so much as it is radically incomplete in a story about
restraint. I recently elaborated on this concern (and referred to many of these more recent events) in
a study and conversation with Chris Peys, in Contemporary Voices, when I note:

…why simple calls for the US to be more “restrained”, or to adopt restraint as a ‘Grand Strategy’
…are going to be heeded for a very short period of time. If realist scholars actually read my book, or
work similar to it, they would, as I note in my conclusion, have a more realistic understanding of the
challenges  of  restraint.  In  my story,  psychic  energy builds  up,  it  even gets  backed up,  and it
eventually overwhelms the US political community.[50]

This is part of a broader issue in how scholarly discussions on ‘restraint’ have unfolded, not only
through narrow topics but narrow groupings of voices. Very rarely do these discussions include the
voices of BIPOC scholars, those from the Global South, and female-identifying scholars. In short,
restraining one’s scholarly self within these debates on restraint may help broaden the terms of that
debate, and also enable others whose voices have been marginalized and not consistently included
within them.

All the same, Friedman seems to advocate a more restrained U.S. polity (see his fn. 11 on Gary
Cooper as a model), which I do as well.

I am honored by Kumar’s review of my book. I knew her work on India and identity,[51] but I am guilty
of only just now discovering her work on prudence, which is a huge but related topic to restraint that
I only address in passing in this book through the work of Harry Gould.[52]  I think there is a big coda
of  a  story  to  tell  about  restraint  vis-à-vis  prudence,  and Kumar’s  work will  be  central  to  that
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understanding of that story as it unfolds.

Kumar asks a very good question in her review about the gendering of the complexes of restraint and
actionism, why it is “required,” and what would be lost if we treated them in a “gender-neutral”
manner. She also notes that if this is the case, why not also view these complexes as racialized as
“White” and “culturally specific to the West”? I discussed the gendering of the complexes in the book
(p. 72, pp, 84-86), but I can make a more pointed defense here. Simply put, if we make them gender-
neutral we risk naturalizing and essentializing them as ‘the way things are’ rather than constructed
forms  of  conduct.  The  complexes  reflect  not  universal  categories  across  time  and  space  that
represent the ‘true two views’ on the politics of restraint, but rather are ideal types that approximate
how individuals, groups, and states uphold, re-enact, and re-embody the politics of restraint. More
directly, they are forms of discipline (here I’m overlapping with some of the points in Benabdallah’s
review), that are enacted not as those in power would tell us to ‘ensure the national interest’ or to do
‘what is prudent’ or ‘what is right,’ but rather to perform and embody masculine roles. The point here
is not only analytical, but political. Restraint and actionism when enacted and defended and valorized
can  be  contested,  because  they  are  not  ‘just  the  way  things  are’  but  are  instead  politically
problematic ways of relating to others within communal spaces that exclude some and include and
prioritize others.

I appreciate Kumar’s other point about these complexes being “culturally specific to the West” and
“even racialized as ‘White’.” I wish had thought about that exact point a bit more. It would have
enlivened and enriched the cases of racial violence (such as lynching and red-lining) I focus on in
especially chapter 3, and would definitely have extended from what I have always found to be the
somewhat sanitized approach that Elias and Eliasians take to understanding the ‘established’ versus
‘outsiders’  dynamic  I  use  to  organize  some of  my  illustrations.[53]  And  it  would  have  helpfully
politicized those categories within especially the dynamics of Global North-South relations.

I  want to thank Kumar as well  for  drawing the connections she finds in contemporary events,
especially with COVID-19 and policies that demonstrate the interdependence of the complexes, in her
example of the context of China. Finally, I want to additionally express my appreciation, but also
anxiety, at the spot-on troubling implication she draws for U.S. domestic politics in the review’s
closing paragraph. Specifically, she asks whether “one could argue that both the far-right and the
progressive left appear to value actionism,” and what this might mean if those two groups continue in
that direction pulling U.S. society further apart.

The answer, in short, isn’t good. I think the only way in which it will be mitigated (I won’t say
resolved), and that will still probably involve continued low-scale violence by the right in the U.S. is
through constant, active, democratic participation by a coalition of the left in every local, state, and
national election in the U.S. for years to come. But of course one insight from the book is that
exhaustion is always a possibility following a period of actionism. If that happens, then the rage-
fueled actionism of the right, enabled and consistently reinforced by a structural set of political
economic conditions which continue to enable and monetize that actionism, will win out. And because
it only represents a minority of the US polity – albeit an activated one aided and abetted by the
United States’ skewed electoral system – the implications are not positive.

Benabdallah’s engagement with my book does a better job of summarizing it than I ever could,
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extracting insights and repackaging it in ways that will be useful to readers. Her main concern is one
shared by other reviewers (including Kumar) in this roundtable regarding where restraint ends and
actionism begins, or vice versa. She notes, in a very helpful application of the two complexes, that the
deployment of U.S. troops against BLM protestors indicates a “blurring of the lines between restraint
and actionism” as “whose restraint and whose actionism?”

I  completely  agree.   I  considered  the  broader  context  of  the  BLM  protests,  again,  in  the
aforementioned conversation with Chris Peys.[54] But Benabdallah’s question especially gets to the
crux of why restraint cannot only be considered via agents (protestors, the ‘few bad apples’ within
police departments), but also within and from structures (like structural racism), and how all of this
shapes judgments of who needs to be restrained, whose actionism is legitimate and whose is not, and
even what is considered restraint or restrained. The complexes themselves are always intertwined,
but they can be useful for enabling us to reflect on how we not only understand but judge and
evaluate others in our political communities.

Let me make two further observations in reflecting on Dr. Benabdallah’s excellent review. First, she
is absolutely right about the connections between Foucauldian discipline and restraint, and that the
“two concepts share much in common.” It is why I noted that the “discipline articulated by Foucault
…hews closest to the conceptualization of restraint that I develop in this book” (99). I assume that the
concept of restraint that I develop precedes the era of disciplinary punishment as articulated by
Foucault, and probably will extend beyond it (if we are indeed beyond it, and I think in some ways we
are moving that direction).

Second, I am heartened, relieved and grateful for her observation that the book is a ‘big intervention’
and a “tour de force,” and all the more given her own breathtaking and incisive book from 2020,
Shaping the Future of Power.[55] I put my all into my book. But putting one’s all into a book doesn’t
necessitate that it will be received in kind as something that is useful or necessary. I do attempt to
frame the book in modest terms, as she notes, simply because I know there is more to say and write
on restraint. But I am relieved, honored and humbled that Benabdallah took so much from the book,
how it can be applied to contemporary politics from the geopolitical to the everyday, and how we
might develop from it in the future in both analytical and political ways of knowing, acting, and
challenging. I thank her again for a wonderful and thoughtful essay on the book, and look forward to
our conversations about her work, and mine, and others, in the years to come.

Last, but not least, I want to thank Mälksoo for her very careful and kind thoughts on my book. I
thanked a number of people in my lengthy acknowledgments section to the book, including Maria, for
their help along the way with the argument and the approach. She was one of those whose advice
made possible the book, and indeed without which the book wouldn’t  have happened. So I  am
especially grateful and honored by her participation in this roundtable.

As with Benabdallah’s review, I am lucky to have Mälksoo’s succinct and detailed summary of the
book’s arguments and insights. Her main concern is one I was also acutely aware of when I wrote the
book over the course of several years – my U.S.-centric focus in it at the expense of other cases. This
indeed risks making it “culturally U.S.-specific,” although considering how little it has been either
engaged or understood by U.S.-based and U.S. foreign policy-focused ‘realists’ who otherwise write
on restraint, those specialists will not likely be aware of it.
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In response, I do not know if other countries experience the ebb and flow of restraint and actionism
as regularly as the United States. I suspect for reasons mentioned at the end of Chapter 4 that such a
flow obtains in Japan and Germany. However,  stemming from my concerns about restraint and
actionism within both agents and structures, I do think there are structural, and global, features of
what Giddens calls “late” or “high modernity” that have enabled and incentivized actionism.[56] These
include the global neoliberal capitalist system/era, and the increasing pace and speed of social life[57]

that has been fostered but not determined by technological developments.  The challenge of restraint
is one that goes beyond the space and time of the contemporarily decadent and fractured United
States.

Finally, I appreciate Mälksoo’s closing observations regarding my call for restraint in doing IR (as a
field, as a vocational endeavor), and how it is even more resonant in our pandemic era of “non-stop
‘digital academia’.” One thing the pandemic has demonstrated to me (which I noted earlier in this
response) is how much we gain by listening and empathizing with others. Restraint enables that
listening. What we have to say to others should not be confused for us having to say it. We need to
listen, to allow others to act, enable others to bring their voices into the conversation. I know that
sounds corny. But within the terror that has been this pandemic, some of the best things that have
happened have been when I have listened to others tell  me their experiences and stories – my
students, my children, my parents, my brother, my colleagues, and my friends who share their stories
on my podcast, including Mälksoo herself.[58]  As academics, as researchers, as lecturers, we are
incentivized by our vocation (at times) to speak, to write, to get our arguments out. But a strategic
narrative of restraint, applied to IR, applied to myself, hopefully will be read as a call for some of us
to quiet down, enable marginalized and overlooked voices, and see what they have to say about our
world while we, while I, listen.
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