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Adrienn Nyircsák - Gergely Romsics                       President Obama’s Uneasy Position

The Nobel Peace Prize of 2009 has been awarded to Barack Obama, the forty-fourth 
president of the United States of America. By their choice, the Norwegian Nobel Peace 
Prize Committee decided to honor President Obama’s efforts “to strengthen international 
diplomacy and cooperation between peoples.”1 In this paper, we ask what President 
Obama’s recognition by the Committee says about the way Western mainstream elites 
conceptualize the “right” and “promising” kinds of international/cosmopolitan political 
action by drawing on the normative discourses available to them. We then go on to claim 
that such discourses of order and ordering in the world are currently suspended between 
two normative and at least partly mutually exclusive poles, Westphalia and Cosmopolis, 
by drawing on the conceptual framework offered by R. B. J. Walker. In this context, 
Westphalia refers to the conceptual horizon of an international society of sovereign 
states where the task of statesmanship consists primarily in strengthening the normative 
and other intersubjective bonds governing interactions in the system. Cosmopolis, on 
the other hand, evokes the vanishing point of world society as a systemic condition that 
accords legitimacy to political action that addresses the fate and claim to good life of 
the “universal individual.” Finally, we consider what the implications of the Prize may 
be for the US president, especially as regards potential future attempts on the part of his 
administration to normatively intervene in current political processes and trends.

The AwArd And The FirsT reAcTions

The decision of the Norwegian Nobel Peace Prize Committee took the world by 
surprise. Although this year’s nominations will not be made public for another 
fifty years, there had been many predictions and guesses over the identity of the 

2009 laureate. Listed among the possible nominees were Sima Samar, an Afghani human-
rights activist, Colombian Senator Piedad Córdoba, as well as prominent figures of the 
political and public scene, like French President Nicolas Sarkozy, Sir Bob Geldolf and 
even Russian Prime Minister Vladimir Putin.2 Following the announcement of the Peace 
Prize Committee on October 9, 2009, a heated debate soon emerged. This debate has 
centered on the question of merit and maturity—whether the award came too soon for the 
president, who has been in office for less than a year.

In his announcement speech, Thorbjørn Jagland, Chairman of the Committee 
highlighted Obama’s vision of a nuclear-free world, and called him the leading spokesman 

* Adrienn Nyircsák is a student of International Relations at Corvinus University, and an intern at the 
Hungarian Institute of International Affairs working on concepts of order and justice in the interna-
tional system.

 Gergely Romsics is a research fellow of the Hungarian Institute of International Affairs and assistant 
professor of International Relations at Eötvös  Loránd University, Budapest.

1 “The Nobel Peace Prize for 2009”. Nobelprize.org, http://nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/
laureates/2009/press.html. (Accessed: October 30, 2009.)

2 The odds were offered by online bookmakers and were published by the online version of The 
Economist. See: “Who is Favourite to Win the Nobel Peace Prize?”. The Economist, http://www.
economist.com/daily/chartgallery/displaystory.cfm?story_id=14588615&CFID=89343933&CFTOK
EN=24799525, October 8, 2009. (Accessed: October 30, 2009.)
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of the attitudes and policies that the Nobel Prize had represented all along its 108 years of 
existence. He also emphasized that President Obama managed to inspire a significant part 
of the global population with his campaign for change and hope, and set up new standards 
in international politics by making a stand for the necessity of cooperation and dialogue 
in the resolution of international conflicts and global challenges.3

Barack Obama himself was, as he remarked, humbled by the unexpected news he 
received by the phone (as part of a Nobel Prize awarding tradition, the laureates are informed 
by telephone that they have won the Prize minutes before the official announcement). He 
stated in his first reaction that he did not feel that he deserved to be “in the company of so 
many of the transformative figures who’ve been honored by this prize” and he interpreted 
the award as a “call to action.”4 He also confirmed that he regarded the recognition as 
“an affirmation of American leadership on behalf of aspirations held by people in all 
nations.”5

The worldwide reception of the news has been varied—important leaders and even 
past Nobel laureates have voiced different opinions. Among them there are those who 
entirely welcome the decision. Shimon Peres, Peace Prize laureate of 1994, President of 
Israel in his letter to Barack Obama, wrote: “[v]ery few leaders if at all were able to change 
the mood of the entire world in such a short while with such a profound impact.”6 The 
UN Secretary General, Ban Ki-moon also congratulated the President with enthusiasm. 
According to his statement, “President Obama embodies the new spirit of dialogue and 
engagement on the world’s biggest problems: climate change, nuclear disarmament and a 
wide range of peace and security challenges.”7 Former recipients of the Nobel Peace Prize, 
Mohamed El-Baradei, Desmond Tutu and Mikhail Gorbachev also spoke words of praise. 
There were other opinions in recognition of the honor that the Prize brings to Obama, 
yet many of these commentators expressed their skepticism concerning the timing of the 
award. Lech Walesa—former leader of the Polish trade unions and prize winner of 1983—
told reporters that the award was premature; as Obama had not had the time to actually 
do anything.8 A third group exists, too—those who do not approve of the decision at all. 
We also find fellow Peace Prize laureates among them, for example Mairead Corrigan, 
who received the award in 1976 for founding and leading the Northern Ireland Peace 
Movement. She said she was “very disappointed” about the decision, and added that the 
US occupation of Afghanistan is incompatible with the spirit and the principles of the 

3 “The Nobel Peace Prize for 2009”, op. cit.
4 “President Obama’s Nobel Reaction”. The New York Times, http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/09/us/

politics/09obama-text.html?_r=2&scp=3&sq=obama%20nobel&st=cse, October 9, 2009. (Accessed: 
October 30, 2009.)

5 Ibid.
6 Sharon Otterman: “World Reaction to a Nobel Surprise”. The Lede. The New York Times News Blog, http://

thelede.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/10/09/world-reaction-to-a-nobel-surprise/?scp=2&sq=Nobel%20
Obama%20Lede&st=Search, October 9, 2009. (Accessed: October 30, 2009.)

7 Ibid.
8 Philippe Naughton: “Barack Obama Wins Nobel Peace Prize”. Times Online, http://www.timesonline.

co.uk/tol/news/world/us_and_americas/article6867664.ece, October 9, 2009. (Accessed: October 30, 
2009.)



Adrienn Nyircsák - Gergely Romsics                       President Obama’s Uneasy Position

December 21, 2009            5

legacy of Alfred Nobel.9 Government members and prominent intellectuals in countries 
like Venezuela and Russia also expressed their objections.10

Although the issue has generated vivid discussions in different forums, this paper does 
not deal with the questions and doubts mentioned above with the aim of assessing their 
truth or lack thereof. Instead, it seeks to reveal whether the fact that he has been awarded 
the Prize says something about the state of contemporary mainstream political ethics in 
international relations. How can the Nobel Prize of 2009 be interpreted in the context of 
the previous prizes? What trends can be followed throughout the history of the Nobel 
Peace laureates and what conclusions can be drawn regarding the main fields in which 
the Prize was awarded? And finally, what impact do all of these factors and this, the latest 
prize, have on the international community? We proceed by highlighting how President 
Obama’s award reinforces the uncertainty over what is to be considered ethical political 
action not because of any fault of his own, but because the prize has come to reflect 
often conflicting cosmopolitan and Westphalian values, faithfully attesting to the uneasy 
“in-between” where current mainstream Western conceptualizations of the international/
global political arena are concentrated. We argue, following this line of reasoning, that 
President Barack Obama has to carry a very heavy burden: he is (now officially) expected 
to live up to two ideals: those of a daring cosmopolitan innovator and a Westphalian sage. 
The following years will bear out to what extent it is possible today to simultaneously 
acknowledge the two defining intellectual-normative traditions informing mainstream 
ethical judgment about the international/global system.

In the following sections, we first present a tentative categorization of past Nobel Peace 
Prizes so as to prepare the argument according to which the Prize itself is a reflection of 
the split consciousness of Western mainstream ethics applied to the international/global 
system. Second, we attempt to interpret this split consciousness (and perhaps its discontents 
or Unbehagen) by drawing on Walker’s observations about the dualism inherent in the 
Western political tradition, suspended between the poles of particularism and sovereignty 
on the one hand and between universalism and systemic sovereignty on the other.

inTerpreTing peAce And The peAce prize:
BeTween wesphAliA And cosmopolis

A logical first step towards interpreting the Nobel Peace Prize consists in outlining 
the term “peace,” especially since over time the concept has undergone a 
transformation with many consequences. In the process, the original, negative 

notion of the absence of war or violence has been enriched gradually by various connotations 
and addenda over the past century. The net effect of these has been an evolution in what 
is called the Western concept of peace, understood today as a political condition based 
on a contractual relationship that commits the participants to abide by certain rules, 
implies mutual recognition and the respect of each others’ interests and intents despite 

  9 Otterman: op. cit.
10 Ibid.; Naughton: op. cit.
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their possible incompatibility. In addition to this, the concept presupposes a broader 
understanding of human values that need to be respected in order to create the state of 
peace, namely justice and human rights, economic and social stability, and the peaceful 
resolution of conflicts. The establishment of reliable institutions and the implementation 
of practices and norms ensuring the above conditions and promoting these values are 
essential. Another important condition to be maintained is the balance of political power 
between various groups of actors and the legitimacy of the decision-makers of these 
groups to guarantee the transparency and the accountability of their actions.11

Behind the changes in the concept of peace there lies a parallel evolutionary trend 
in the social sciences. The field of peace research or peace studies has been rapidly 
and constantly evolving. Today, mirroring the increased complexity of its foundational 
concept, peace research draws on a score of related academic fields, such as psychology, 
anthropology, jurisprudence, international politics and conflict studies. As the notion of 
peace evolved from the absence of violence, the first goal of peace research and peace-
building was to find peaceful ways to settle disputes. This is called a minimalist agenda 
which is to be contrasted with the so-called maximalist agenda that considers economic 
and social exploitation as violence effects of the structure that need to be abolished and 
towards which current cosmopolitan tendencies in the field show a gradual shift.12 The 
discipline, in its present incarnation, also implies a global and multi-cultural approach 
to examine different situations globally and locally as well. The study of peace is both 
an analytic and a normative enterprise, and to this is attached the duality of practice and 
theory that have to be closely linked to each other.

As the cumulative effect of the transformation of the concept and the discipline, some 
experts of the field13 today argue that global non-violence is a more appropriate and specific 
term to designate movements against any forms of violence. This notion encompasses 
all aspirations to eradicate violence from a bottom-up perspective and emphasizes the 
importance of collective action that tends to move towards accepting global values or even 
positing them as a universal imperative. This development exhibits a striking divergence 
from the initial negative concept of peace.14 Implied here is, among other things, the claim 
that non-violence/peace has to be ensured as a collective and global undertaking, one that 
cannot be understood as merely a task for governments, given that the referent object of 
violence is, in the last end, the individual, who is both called upon to engage in political 
action and posited as that which is to be protected.15

Despite the transformation and its harmonization with the agenda of global liberal 
governance, peace research is once more encountering new challenges at the turn of 
the twenty-first century. More precisely, the recent transformation that has taken place 
in the interpretation of wars touches on the core suppositions of peace studies. The 

11 Christopher E. Miller: A Glossary of Terms and Concepts in Peace and Conflict Studies. San José: 
University of Peace, 2005. pp. 55–56.

12 Paul Rogers – Oliver Ramsbotham: “Then and Now: Peace Research—Past and Future”. Political 
Studies, Vol. 57. (1999). p. 744.

13 Michael True: “Since 1989: The Concept of Global Nonviolence and Its Implications for Peace 
Research”. Social Alternatives, Vol. 16. No. 2. (1997). pp. 8–11.

14 Rogers – Ramsbotham: op. cit. pp. 740–754.; Miller: op. cit. pp. 55–56.; True: op. cit. p. 9.
15 True: op. cit. p. 9.
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nature of violence and war has profoundly changed over the past decade. New ethical 
standards characterize the concept of what is called a “just war.” The focus has shifted 
to the legitimacy and the justification of the use of force, given the renewed prevalence 
of mixed humanitarian, democratizing and “traditional,” i.e. self-interested motives and 
justifications in military operations not sanctioned by the UN. The fact that contemporary 
warfare tends to be asymmetric (if we take examples of US intervention) further centers 
the question of peace around the utility and the underlying ethic of going to war, since high-
profile operations involve relatively low casualties for intervening forces while imposing a 
heavy toll in human life and material damages on the targeted states/societies.16 As a result 
of this shift, some peace research scholars describe the current situation as characterized 
by the “marked absence of a distinctive voice of peace research,” because the discipline 
has yet to adjust its concepts and research agenda to the transformed environment.17

As the notion of peace is constantly evolving, the message that is delivered by the 
most honored recognition in the field the Nobel Peace Prize has also been enriched. When 
he established the Nobel Foundation in 1895, to award those who have done the most for 
the benefit of humanity, the wish of Alfred Nobel was to give the Peace Prize to a person 
“who shall have done the most and the best work for fraternity between nations, for the 
abolition or reduction and of standing arms, and for the holding and promotion of peace 
congresses,” regardless of the candidate’s nationality.18 The will of Alfred Nobel has been 
interpreted quite liberally through the twentieth century: the Prize was awarded to not 
only individuals, but to institutions as well, and sometimes there were more than one 
laureates who shared a year’s prize.

There were many challenges to peace throughout the century that Alfred Nobel could 
not have foreseen. As a result, various dimensions of non-violence are represented by the 
decision of the Peace Prize Committee that cannot be grouped under a single and unified 
definition of peace. In the beginning of the century, Alfred Nobel interpreted the notion 
of peace in the context of internationality (a state-centric, Westphalian world); and he 
also sought to honor efforts towards the maintenance of the balance of power. In stark 
contrast to the early years, recently awarded Peace Prizes reflect that a more global and 
cosmopolitan notion of peace has emerged.

Our system of categorization is based on a revision of the categories established by 
Irwin Abrams, the perhaps most prominent scholar of the Nobel Piece Prizes. His categories 
are the following: The Organized Peace Movement, which incorporates different types of 
associations, leagues, movements of peace either targeting a specific problem or promoting 
understanding between nations, and scholars who advocated pacific values to a broader 
public; Humanitarian; Human Rights; International Jurist; Statesman; and Religious.19

16 Peter Lawler: “Peace Research, War and the Problem of Focus”. Peace Review, Vol. 14. No. 1. (2002). 
pp. 7–14.

17 Ibid. p. 7.
18 Irwin Abrams, “The Transformation of the Nobel Peace Prize”. Peace and Change, Vol. 10. (Fall/

Winter 1984). p. 1.
19 Irwin Abrams: The Nobel Peace Prize and the Laureates: An Illustrated Bibliographical History 

1901–1987. Boston: G.K. Hall, 1988. pp. 257–258. (Original table updated.)
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The way the categories were set up in this paper follows the structure of the theoretical 
framework mentioned above, emphasizing the two poles of Westphalia and Cosmopolis. 
Each category corresponds to a certain aspect, field of peace, reflecting accurately the 
evolution of the concept of peace. This means that some categories regroup laureates who 
received their prize in the last quarter of the century, as the field of peace on which they 
work is a recent enrichment of the peace concept. At the same time, traditional categories 
of peace, referring to the absence of interstate war, still exist and are reflected in the 
illustration (previous page).

There are two original categories of Abrams that remained untouched: Humanitarian and 
Human Rights, which are well-defined and compact notions. Statesman and International 
Jurist are abandoned, as the designation “statesman” refers only to the position of the 
laureate, and not to the field of action. International Jurist is integrated into the category 
of Conflict Resolution as a sub-category under the name of International Law. Religious 
is completely left out, mainly for practical reasons, as there was only one laureate classed 
in this section, whereas there are other religious leaders are more appropriately grouped 
under different other categories. The Organized Peace Movement has been renamed and 
semantically expanded, but the new category of International Peace and Non-violence 
Movements still covers approximately the same field as the original category. There are 
two newly introduced categories: Conflict Resolution (which includes three sub-categories: 
International Law, Mediation and Interstate) and Environmental Protection (which aims 
at demonstrating recent tendencies of shift in the peace concept). These categories are 
represented on a horizontal axis with two poles: the Westphalian system of states and 
“Cosmopolis”. Each category is positioned by how its set of values is determined in the 
context of this structural duality. As it is demonstrated by the illustration, there are two 
directions that the concept of peace and the trends in Nobel Peace Prizes head towards: 
conflict resolution, which is the traditional negative peace concept interpreted in the 
context of internationality, and human rights which supposes a set of norms and values 
that are binding to all humankind and constitute an overarching system of constraints 
over states, while being rooted in a cosmopolitan ethic. Between these are placed the 
categories that connect, if with tensions, the two opposing world systems: Humanitarian 
and International Peace and Non-violence Movements. These are in a special situation as 
the Prize was awarded for actions and works within these fields that strengthen, at least 
potentially, both aspects of the international community. Environmental Protection is in 
a specific position, of which both aspects can be imagined and realized, but the Prize 
has been given yet only for efforts that targeted environmental challenges in a manner 
that drew most on some notion of global civil society, hence its being positioned slightly 
toward the cosmopolitan pole.

The set of categories therefore demonstrate the fluctuations and hesitations between 
the two opposing structures that are perceived in contemporary Western mainstream 
ethical thinking about the international/global. To make it more spectacular by using the 
metaphor of Walker: the categories in between function as a “grand highway”20 connecting 
the Westphalian and the cosmopolitan system that is sometimes jammed, and sometimes 
open to cruising between the two poles.

20 R. B. J. Walker: “Lines of Insecurity: International, Imperial, Exceptional”. Security Dialogue, No. 
37. (2006). p. 74.
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In the early years, the Prize was awarded to representatives of various peace 
movements, such as Henry Dunant and Bertha von Suttner; and state leaders who 
concluded or brokered treaties, pacts, ceasefires, and established guidelines regarding the 
pacific coexistence of nation-states, for example Woodrow Wilson or F. B. Kellogg. The 
humanitarian aspect of peace appeared in and was strengthened by the aftermath of World 
War II. Such humanitarian actions characterizing the second half of the last century were 
mostly undertaken to fight deprivation and social disadvantage. The sudden emergence 
and recurrence of human rights awards starting from the sixties—Martin Luther King, 
Lech Walesa, Desmond Tutu—mirror and demonstrate the expansion of the peace 
concept. The three aforementioned awards may, for instance, be taken as representative 
of the Western acknowledgment to reformulate standards of core countries in the world 
system according to a more substantial concept of democracy, the effect of the totalitarian 
challenge to Western politics that reinforces the salience of basic rights for the “rich” 
concept of peace, and finally the search for a new ethic that reflects postcolonial Western 
moral responsibility while coupling it with an emancipatory dimension.

Recent tendencies in Nobel Peace Prizes concerning the distribution between the 
categories show a slow shift towards the cosmopolitan side, especially since the era 
of protection of human rights starting from 1960 with Albert John Lutuli of South 
Africa. This shift becomes more evident around the millennium, where we find mostly 
international peace movement and human rights cases along with the recent award of Al 
Gore and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change for directing public attention 
on the challenge posed by global warming. It is important to add however, that conflict 
resolution still remains a decisive aspect of peacemaking.

At the same time, accomplishments related to the traditional negative peace concept 
(absence of war) remained very much on the agenda. Towards the end of the twentieth 
century, the Nobel Peace Prizes reflect the ambiguous situation that resides in the system 
characterized by both international and global features. Among awards of the past decade 
we find a laureate for each semantic component of the concept of peace, to which even a 
new component has been introduced with the Prize of 2007: that of the global responsibility 
of humankind for the environment and natural resources.

If Barack Obama is to be placed in this system, it is hard to define the category in 
which he fits in. For his promotion of global values, he could be associated to the Peace 
Movement Category, an ambivalent category itself, and reflecting the careful balancing 
act of President Obama’s acceptance comments addressing “all people,” but also “all 
nations,” i.e. containing both a cosmopolitan and Westphalian reference. At the same 
time, as he was also awarded the Prize for strengthening cooperation between states, the 
Conflict Resolution category seems not much less appropriate, though not quite in the 
sense of previous prizes of this category, as in this case there is no distinctive action such 
as a treaty or a pact to which the award could be linked to.

Yet in a manner the case of Barack Obama is even more peculiar and ambivalent, 
as he received the award for his example in setting attitudes and the new tone which 
he introduced to international politics, not for any of his particular actions. One of the 
consequences of this justification is the division of public opinion. The other concerns 
the interpretation of the decision, as the aim of the Committee with the award could not 

Adrienn Nyircsák - Gergely Romsics                       President Obama’s Uneasy Position
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have been other than encouragement of the uncertain mix of ethical commitments and the 
resulting political action that President Obama stands for. While it can be easily supposed 
that the Prize affects the role, the view and to some extent the ideational resources of 
Obama as world leader, or the leader of the Western world in the narrow sense, and at the 
same time, the acceptance of the US leadership at a time when US hegemony is being 
challenged, it is far from clear what this role, view and these resources are.

inTerpreTing Being in-BeTween

The Nobel Peace Prize, as shown in the previous section, reflects both changes in 
the concept of peace and the underlying (partial) movement from an international 
to a global ethic of political action. The latter shift is, however, by no means 

undisputed. As it has already been proposed, the argument of this paper rests on the 
observation that mainstream international ethics is currently suspended between the 
moral codes of Cosmopolis-to-come and “obstinate” Westphalia. This uneasy position of 
being in-between reproduces the tension between a systemic, or Kelsenian and a statist, or 
Schmittian conception of sovereignty. According to the former, ethics requires universal 
norms and does not permit a “dual” or “realist” morality for political action whereby 
leaders entrusted with the task of providing security for political collectivities may act 
according to the dictates of necessity in the interest of the community they represent. The 
latter, on the other hand, calls for a plurality of moral and political universes to escape the 
alleged tyranny of particular norms and interests being instituted as images of a selfless 
and universal ethic. Systemic sovereignty seeks to eliminate the rapaciousness of rogue 
leaders and states, regardless of whether their actions are directed against nationals or 
foreign citizens. State sovereignty seeks to protect the identity and institutions of the 
political community from outside pressures. At first glance, the two may have a similar 
logic, but remain utterly irreconcilable.21

Yet, as Walker argued, it would be mistaken to conceive of the two as existing 
independently of each other—in fact, “traffic jams” frequently occur on the aforementioned 
“grand highway” connecting the two.22 This becomes visible not merely when great powers 
seek to legitimize unilateral action in the system by constructing discourses hovering 
between the two, as in the case of mixing (Westphalian) pre-emption and (cosmopolitan) 
democracy building, but also when representatives of the liberal “zone of law” reflect on 
what is to be done in the “zone of politics” that represents both a world to be tamed to 
liberal governmentality and a radical, frightening alterity that defies such rule.23

21 Ibid. pp. 73–74.
22 Ibid. p. 74.
23 For the strongest statement on this division cf. Anne-Marie Burley: “Law among Liberal States: 

Liberal Internationalism and the Act of State Doctrine”. Columbia Law Review, Vol. 92. No. 8. (1992). 
pp. 1907–1996., esp. pp. 1917–1921. Different takes include, famously, Robert Cooper’s liberal impe-
rialism and Niall Ferguson’s benevolent imperial theory: Robert Cooper: The Postmodern State and 
World Order. London: Demos, 2000. pp. 15–23.; Niall Ferguson: Colossus: The Rise and Fall of the 
American Empire. New York: Penguin, 2004.
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The fundamental riddle is well-known. Espousing a globalizing/liberal revolutionist 
ethic prescribes radical intervention into local social and political complexes inasmuch 
as the latter break fundamental norms defined in one manner or another. And this is part 
of the problem and of the discontents: a globalizing liberal ethic leaves many pondering 
whether their domestic structures fall within the boundaries of “legitimate difference.”24 
The ultimate problem—with all seemingly pragmatic distinctions that in one way or 
another reproduce the Rawlsian separation of “decent hierarchical states” and “outlaws” 
or “burdened societies”—is, of course, that in practice it will always come down to 
some authority (be it self-appointed or collectively established) that will pass judgment 
on which category best fits a given political collectivity. A Rawlsian route, despite the 
best intentions, can never overcome the decisionist aspect of international politics, and 
will never fail to produce ambiguous situations, as in the case of e.g. Saudi-Arabia being 
treated as a “decent hierarchical” or at least “benevolent absolutist” state while Iraq fell 
clearly into one or both of the “unlucky” categories mandating intervention.25

The disillusionment of the Western conscience with decisionist liberal politics such 
as those characteristic of the first Bush administration have, however, not produced 
anything like a massive return to Westphalia. Regardless of whether the concept of state 
sovereignty has ever been successfully broadened so as to become truly global (and here 
realists and post-structuralist would agree that it has not),26 it is today certainly not a 
program acceptable to Western liberal consciousness. No one in the “West,” save a few 
paleo-conservatives, would normatively argue for the immorality of a more assertive 
stance of the international community e.g. in Darfur. Yet, there is also a clear demand for 
a politics of mediation and dialogue rooted in a fundamentally Westphalian recognition 
of an interstate system of diplomacy that the new president of the foremost power in the 
system is often portrayed as inaugurating.

At this point, however, any analysis of the situation runs into one of Walker’s “traffic 
jams.” On the one hand, there is a large convoy on the way to Cosmopolis seeking to get 
away from the evils that men do to other men dressed in the garbs of government and law. 
At the same time, the historical and venerable Westphalian interdiction of “no empire!” 
resounds on the same highway, calling on those travelling to Cosmopolis to hit the brakes 
and return to a system built around the sovereignty of states.27 The way out would be a 
cosmopolitan world society that is not imperial and/or a Westphalian order that manages 
to incorporate global norms, at least as far as human rights and basic needs are concerned. 
One could argue that such calls need not come into conflict with each other, yet it was 
and still is clear enough that as soon as human rights are taken to include women’s rights 

24 Burley: op. cit. p. 1919.; Anne-Marie Slaughter: “International Law in a World of Liberal States”. 
European Journal of International Law, Vol. 6. (1995). p. 525.

25 Gerry Simpson: Great Powers and Outlaw States: Unequal Sovereigns in the International Legal 
Order. Cambridge – New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004. pp. 296–300.

26 Via very different routes and for very different reasons, both Stephen Krasner and Walker accom-Via very different routes and for very different reasons, both Stephen Krasner and Walker accom-
plish this critique: Stephen D. Krasner: Sovereignty: Organized Hypocrisy. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1999.; R. B. J. Walker: “The Double Outside of the Modern International”. Theory 
and Politics in Organization, Vol. 6. No. 1. (2006). pp. 56–69.

27 Walker: “Lines of Insecurity…”, op. cit. p. 69.
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and the principle of equality, or, for that matter, the freedom of speech (be it no matter 
how insulting to particular cultural collectivities), there remains little practical room for 
maneuver.

During his short time in office, President Obama has already experienced this traffic 
jam multiple times. During what was to become his first major international gesture as 
president, his Cairo speech to the Muslim world, he was simultaneously expected by 
various groups to express his respect for their alterity and his insistence that human rights 
be respected and basic political freedoms granted regardless of any alterity. In the simplest 
of terms: Egyptian exiles and the Egyptian government wanted to hear two very different 
speeches. During his November 2009 visit to China, the same dilemma re-emerged in 
the context of another key relationship, of as much “systemic” importance as those with 
the Muslim world. Quite a bit of guesswork followed the visit, focusing on the perceived 
trade-off between courtesy to the hosts and frankness on the human rights situation in 
the country. President Obama was expected to be able to gently guide Beijing towards a 
stakeholder mentality in the system, with the way leading to this goal being paved with 
conventional diplomacy, while others (and even the same observers) would have clearly 
considered it an impermissible moral lapse, had he not mentioned the liberties Chinese 
society is still largely deprived of.28

Things have not changed since Cairo, nor are they likely to do so in the near future. 
Currently, a post-Bush fatigue still prevails in the international system, making it easier 
for the new US administration to follow a permissive, largely Westphalian foreign policy 
vis-à-vis other major players and regions where interventionism would be regarded as 
seriously encroaching on their interests. Even in Afghanistan, periodical news of impending 
talks with Taliban factions are usually accepted as “sane” and “pragmatist.” But as the 
example of Egyptian and Chinese exile organizations show, a liberal cosmopolitan ethic 
is always in-the-waiting, ready to be deployed as a critique of overly accommodating 
policies towards illiberal states or non-state partners.

Of course, in some cases the cosmopolitan ethic is invoked in an inconsequential 
manner: Central European intellectuals and politicians bemoaned in summer 2009 the 
rapprochement with increasingly authoritarian Russia, yet had no opinion about US 
pragmatism vis-à-vis other regimes with at least equally problematic credentials.29 But the 
fact that (some) uses of the discourse of a particular ethic are accepted as being at the very 
least selective does not change the underlying condition of there existing more than one 
framework for evaluating political action in the international system, often acknowledged, 
despite their practical contradictions, by the very same individuals.

At this point, however, the question of whether President Obama’s new foreign policy 
discourse represents a flat-out turn from cosmopolitan to Westphalian ethics becomes 
suspect. If a second dimension is added to the analysis of the ethical core reflected 
consciously or unconsciously in his stance, it becomes potentially possible offer an 

28 “Reaction: Obama’s Cairo Speech”. BBC News, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/8083171.stm, June 4, 2009. 
(Accessed: October 30, 2009.)

29 “East Central Europe to Barack Obama: An Open Letter”. (Originally published in the Washington 
Post on July 22.) OpenDemocracy, http://www.opendemocracy.net/article/east-central-europe-to-
barack-obama-an-open-letter, July 24, 2009. (Accessed: October 30, 2009.)
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interpretation that relativizes the Westphalia/Cosmopolis dichotomy, while enriching 
both concepts with the attribute of interaction norms. The key to asking the question 
which opens up this additional dimension is bringing Walker’s third concept—that of 
the exception—into play. The state of exception, with Schmitt, refers to the moment of 
sovereign decision, hence its relevance to both conceptions of sovereignty underlying 
cosmopolitan and statist political ethics. Exceptional practices may be (and are being) 
introduced with reference to either, bringing about a “zone of indistinction” where power 
operates in a sovereign manner, deciding on killing and letting live in a state of emergency 
that is at least as much a product of the decision itself as that of any circumstances.30 
Accordingly, one may conceive of cosmopolitan exceptional practices just as much as of 
Westphalian emergencies, both being directed at some threat identified/constructed by 
power operators—typically governments.31

As Jef Huysmans argued, it is possible to think of international/global politics in terms 
of four distinct modes or attitudes towards the Other. Such an argumentation introduces 
an “existential” axis next to the normative axis, which opens up the possibility of 
interpreting the exception as either a state/governmental or as a cosmopolitan emergency. 
This is so because for Huysmans, the normative axis includes a realist and a liberal half, 
quite easily related to the Westphalia–Cosmpolis poles. According Huysmans, “[r]ealists 
believe that international law and multilateral security orders play at most a very limited 
role in restraining international political authority, but this does not imply that they do 
not seek to constrain the arbitrary use of violence.”32 This is part of the original credo 
of Westphalia, rooted as it is in the right of political communities to define themselves 
domestically and to defend themselves externally. International institutions are, at least in 
a perfectly Westphalian world, legitimate only as long as they do not infringe upon these 
fundamental freedoms of sovereign states. We do go beyond Huysman’s first definition of 
liberalism as the belief that “international law and its sociological variant, institutionalized 
multilateralism, are the instruments of restraint”, yet in some ways still keep with his 
broader perspective that accommodates the idea of a cosmopolitan moral order as the 
ultimate realization of not merely restraining but overcoming the international defined as 
the site of danger and uncertainty.33

With the normative axis in place, Huysmans moves to introduce a second dimension, 
that of the “existential”, which may be approached by interpreting how various attitudes 
to the international/global seek to define the legitimacy and prevalence of exceptional 
practices in the system. Moving from one extreme to the other, the opportunities for 
mediation decrease, just as the prevalence of the exception, increases. Diplomatic realism, 
predicated upon the possibility of communication and understanding, yields its place 
to ultrapolitical realism which rests of the denial of the possibility of such restraining 

30 Giorgio Agamben: Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1998. p. 50.

31 Michael C. Williams: “Words, Images, Enemies: Securitization and International Politics”. 
International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 47. (2003). pp. 511–531.

32 Jef Huysmans: “International Politics of Insecurity: Normativity, Inwardness and the Exception”. 
Security Dialogue, Vol. 37. No. 1. (2006). p. 16.

33 Ibid.
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and tempering practices, while normative liberalism which seeks to limit the exception 
through norms and rules is overtaken by ultrapolitical liberalism which knows only one 
Law, in the name of which any exception may be justified.34

It is this third concept (Walker) or second axis (Huysmans) that permits a better 
positioning of contemporary contributions to peace—a term seemingly ever more 
ambiguous. Traditionally, war would be a Westphalian activity and permit movement 
in two directions: towards diplomatic realism (Westphalia restrained) and normative 
liberalism (Cosmopolis peacefully envisioned or approached), with the latter often being 
an Augustinian activity in the sense of acting in a manner appropriate to a secularized 
“City of God”, i.e. a “City of the World”, while not directly challenging the Westphalian 
international structure. Humanitarian activism does just this, while human rights activism 
may take numerous forms more or less counter to the tradition of the international order 
composed of sovereign units.

One of the novelties of contemporary international/global politics consists in the 
increasingly assertive presence of nominally liberal-universalist activity that openly or 
implicitly undermines the Westphalian order. This is qualitatively different from such 
realist disregard for the most quintessentially realist norm as the US–Soviet proxy (civil) 
wars of the 1970s. Liberal war and liberal ultrapolitics encapsulate visions of a global 
liberal order, extending membership in a global emancipated community to all human 
beings that—while posing as the highest good, cause harm of the kind—it is nominally 
seeking to eradicate. Whether such liberal harm justifies the Schmittian criticism of all 
universalist aspirations as bound to be realized as tyranny is a question that need not be 
engaged here,35 yet it is certain that in its specific historical form as it appears in the present 

34 Ibid. p. 25.
35 Fabio Petito: “Against World Unity: Carl Schmitt and the Western-Centric and Liberal Global Order”. 

In: The International Political Thought of Carl Schmitt: Terror, Liberal War and the Crisis of Global 
Order (ed. by Louiza Odysseos – Fabio Petito). London – New York: Routledge, 2007. pp. 166–184.
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Note: continuous arrows represent traditional notions of “ethical political intervention,” dotted arrows 
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disillusionment with the policies of the Bush administration. Table is printed in Huysmans: op.cit. p. 
25., arrows are the authors’ additions.
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it has reduced the potential for intersubjective emergent communicative rationalities, in 
other words, for agreements that rest on mediated preferences accommodated in various 
sites of joint symbolic representation.

A less novel, yet equally critical development has been the re-introduction of the 
ultrapolitical into Westphalia. In tandem with attempts to institute minimal liberal norms 
and (at a minimum) non-rogue governments for the sake of “all,” interventions—by force, 
yet also immediately legitimized by discourse—have also taken place in the name of 
national security. These involve—in their softest form—offers of police, customs and 
judicial cooperation as promoted by the EU, while in their more direct and unilateral 
incarnations they extend to violations of airspace and territory in the “hunt” for rogue 
individuals, groups or, if rarely, even governments.

At its most problematic, then, the War on Terror has been ultrapolitical in both a 
realist and a liberal manner, being fought, as it were, for the security of Americans and 
Western societies in general and for the inclusion and integration of crisis zones into the 
liberal order of peace and law. In the process, the enemy was defined as the Other of the 
dual Western self, a self that recognizes itself through both culturally contingent practices 
and through its commitments to a universal concept of what it means to be human.36 As a 
result, reconfiguring Western engagements in the international/global system has become 
a dual task, requiring a simultaneous restitution of mediation in both the Westphalian and 
the cosmopolitan dimension of contemporary politics.

At this point, it becomes possible to interpret the prize being awarded to President 
Obama. It does nothing to alleviate the deep-seated ambiguity of contemporary Western 
international/global ethics, but touches a nerve nevertheless. It recognizes, if only 
instinctively, the dual work of restoration commenced by him in attempting to move 
beyond the flaring up of the ultrapolitical after 9/11. The slogan of “listening,” introduced 
during the election campaign was, after all, a promise to engage the Other as the other, 
as in a number of ways similar to and equally equipped to articulate preferences as 
the self. In this sense, the award must be deemed logical as long as the prevalence of 
the ultrapolitical is acknowledged as the most or at least one of the most critical and 
problematic developments of the post-2001 worlds of Westphalia and Cosmopolis.

At the same time, one must note that Westphalia and Cosmpolis are both quintes-
sentially Western constructs, as is the Nobel Peace Prize and both dimensions reinforce 
fundamentally Western valuations of personalities and actions. In this much, the Prize 
cannot but be testimony to the state of the Western mind(s) and to the ongoing dialogues 
in the liberal geographical and ideational core of the contemporary international/global 
system. It cannot but reflect the imposition of a judgment on the politics of the age that 
institutes a certain political knowledge of what is ethical and that facilitates certain types 
of deploying power (cognitive and other) in the system. It seems that there exists more 
of a commitment to and agreement around the vision that seeks this power to operate in 
less exceptional (sovereign) ways than witnessed in the past decade. This commitment, 
then, leaves us with the question of how and in what ways common ground for symbolic 

36 Andreas Behnke: “Terrorising the Political: 9/11 Within the Context of The Globalisation of Violence”. 
Millennium, Vol. 33. (2004). pp. 279–312.; William Rasch: “Lines in the Sand: Enmity as a Structuring 
Principle”. South Atlantic Quarterly, Vol. 104. (2005). pp. 253–262.
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interactions with the new others (often the Others/Foes of yesterday) may be established. 
Once again, this is a question deeply ambiguous, as it seems clear that it will in one way or 
another reflect our Western consciousness as split between Westphalia and Cosmopolis. 
But it may well be that we can live with this ambiguity—showing more of how we can 
live with it, without being forced to assist to the ultrapolitical turn of our tenuous rela-
tionships, is certainly the greatest conceptual task in foreign policy that President Obama 
faces today.

Thorbjørn Jagland,
Chairman of the Norwegian Nobel Peace Prize Committee 

announcements the 2009 winner, Barack Obama.

Barack Obama accepts the Nobel Peace Prize.
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