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ry can be done without grave harm to the whole
body. If anyone cries that it is unjust that the sin-
ner should go unpunished, I answer that it is
much more unjust to bring desperate calamity on
so many thousands of innocent people who have
not deserved it. 

However, in these days we notice that almost
every war arises from some claim or other, and
from the selfish treaties of princes; for the sake of
asserting of right of dominion over one small
town, they gravely imperil their whole realm. And
then they either sell or give away the very thing
they have laid claim to with so much bloodshed.
Someone may say, ”Do you want princes not to
assert their rights?“ I know it is not for such as
myself to argue boldly about the affairs of princes,
and even if it were safe to do so, it would take lon-
ger than we have time for here. I will only say this:
if a claim to possession is to be reckoned sufficient
reason for going to war, then in such a disturbed
state of human affairs, so full of change, there is
no one who does not possess such a claim. What
people has not, at one time or another, been dri-
ven out of its lands or driven others out? How

many migrations have there been from one place
to another? How often has there been a transfer of
sovereignty, either by chance or by treaty? I sup-
pose the Paduans might try to recover the site of
Troy, because Antenor was a Trojan of old; or the
Romans expect to own Africa and Spain, because
these were once provinces of Rome. In addition
we call rule what is really administration. No one
can have the same rights over men, free by natu-
re, as over herds of cattle. This very right which
you hold, was given you by popular consent.
Unless I am mistaken, the hand which gave can
take it away. And look what petty affairs are in
question: the matter under debate is not whether
this or that state is to obey a good prince or be
enslaved by a tyrant, but whether it is to be coun-
ted as belonging to Ferdinand or Sigismund, or
pay tax to Philip or Louis. This is that important
right for which the whole world is to be entangled
with war and slaughter. 

Translation: Unknown (reprint from the book: 

International Relations in Political Thought. 

Cambridge University Press 2002)

Immanuel Kant (1724 – 1804)

Perpetual Peace

A s nations, peoples can be regarded as sin-
gle individuals who injure one another
through their close proximity while living

in the state of nature (i.e., independently of exter-
nal laws). For the sake of its own security, each
nation can and should demand that the others
enter into a contract resembling the civil one and
guaranteeing the rights of each. This would be a
federation of nations, but it must not be a nation
consisting of nations. The latter would be contra-
dictory, for in every nation there exists the relation
of ruler (legislator) to subject (those who obey,
the people); however, many nations in a single
nation would l constitute only a single nation,
which contradicts our assumption (since we are
here weighing the rights of nations in relation to
one another, rather than fusing them into a single 
nation). 

Just as we view with deep disdain the attach-
ment of savages to their lawless freedom prefer-
ring to scuffle without end rather than to place
themselves under lawful restraints that they them-

selves constitute, consequently preferring a mad
freedom to a rational one – and consider it barba-
rous, rude, and brutishly degrading of humanity,
so also should we think that civilized peoples
(each one united into a nation) would hasten as
quickly as possible to escape so similar a state of
abandonment. Instead, however, each nation sees
its majesty (for it is absurd to speak of the maje-
sty of a people) to consist in not being subject to
any external legal constraint, and the glory of its
ruler consists in being able, without endangering
himself, to command many thousands to sacrifice
themselves for a matter that does not concern
them. 

The primary difference between European and
American savages is this, that while many of the
latter tribes have been completely eaten by their
enemies, the former know how to make better use
of those they have conquered than to consume
them: they increase the number of their subjects
and thus also the quantity of instruments they
have to wage even more extensive wars. 

Second Definitive Article for a Perpetual Peace: 
The right of nations shall be based on a federation of free states.
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Given the depravity of human nature, which is
revealed and can be glimpsed in the free relations
among nations (though deeply concealed by
governmental restraints in law governed civil-
society), one must wonder why the word right has
not been completely discarded from the politics of
war as pedantic, or why no nation has openly ven-
tured to declare that it should be. For while Hugo
Grotius, Pufendorf, Vattel, and others whose phi-
losophically and diplomatically formulated codes
do not and cannot have the slightest legal force
(since nations do not stand under any common
external constraints), are always piously cited in
justification of a war of aggression (and who the-
refore provide only cold comfort), no example can
be given of a nation having foregone its intention
[of going to war] based on the arguments provided
by such important men. 

The homage that every nation pays (at least in
words) to the concept of right proves, nonetheless,
that there is in man a still greater, though present-
ly dormant, moral aptitude to master the evil prin-
ciple in himself (a principle he cannot deny) and
to hope that others will also overcome it. For
otherwise the word right would never leave the
mouths of those nations that want to make war on
one another, unless it were used mockingly, as
when that Gallic prince declared, ”Nature has
given the strong the prerogative of making the
weak obey them.“ 

Nations can press for their rights only by
waging war and never in a trial before an inde-
pendent tribunal, but war and its favorable conse-
quence, victory, cannot determine the right. And
although a treaty of peace can put an end to some
particular war, it cannot end the state of war (the
tendency always to find a new pretext for war).
(And this situation cannot straight forwardly be
declared unjust, since in this circumstance each
nation is judge of its own case.) Nor can one say
of nations as regards their rights what one can say
concerning the natural rights of men in a state of
lawlessness, to wit, that ”they should abandon
this state.“ (For as nations they already have an
internal, legal constitution and therefore have out-
grown the compulsion to subject themselves to
another legal constitution that is subject to some-
one else's concept of right.) Nonetheless, from the
throne of its moral legislative power, reason abso-
lutely condemns war as a means of determining
the right and makes seeking the state of peace a
matter of unmitigated duty. But without a contract
among nations peace can be neither inaugurated
not guaranteed. 

A league of a special sort must therefore be
established, one that we can call a league of peace
(foedus pacificum), which will be distinguished
from a treaty of peace (pactum pacis) because the
latter seeks merely to stop one war, while the for-

mer seeks to end all wars forever. This league does
not seek any power of the sort possessed by
nations, but only the maintenance and security of
each nation’s own freedom, as well as that of the
other nations leagued with it, without their having
thereby to subject themselves to civil laws and
their constraints (as men in the state of nature
must do). It can be shown that this idea of fede-
ralism should eventually include all nations and
thus lead to perpetual peace. For if good fortune
should so dispose matters that a powerful and
enlightened people should form a republic (which
by its nature must be inclined to seek perpetual
peace), it will provide a focal point for a federal
association among other nations that will join it in
order to guarantee a state of peace among nations
that is in accord with the idea of the right of
nations, and through several associations of this
sort such a federation can extend further and fur-
ther. 

That a people might say, ”There should be no
war among us, for we want to form ourselves into
a nation, i.e., place ourselves under a supreme
legislative, executive, and judicial power to resol-
ve our conflicts peacefully,“ is understandable.
But when a nation says, ”There should be no war
between me and other nations, though I recognize
no supreme legislative power to guarantee me my
rights and him his,“ then if there does not exist a
surrogate of the union in a civil society, which is
a free federation, it is impossible to understand
what the basis for so entrusting my rights is. Such
a federation is necessarily tied rationally to the
concept of the right of nations, at least if this lat-
ter notion has any meaning. 

The concept of the right of nations as a right to
go to war is meaningless (for it would then be the
right to determine the right not by independent,
universally valid laws that restrict the freedom of
everyone, but by one-sided maxims backed by
force). Consequently, the concept of the right of
nations must be understood as follows: that it ser-
ves justly those men who are disposed to seek one
another's destruction and thus to find perpetual
peace in the grave that covers all the horrors of
violence and its perpetrators. Reason can provide
related nations with no other means for emerging
from the state of lawlessness, which consists sole-
ly of war, than that they give up their savage (law-
less) freedom, just as individual persons do, and,
by accommodating themselves to the constraints
of common law, establish a nation of peoples
(civitas gentium) that (continually growing) will
finally include all the people of the earth. (...)

2 The idea of international right presupposes
the existence of many separate, independent,

adjoining nations; and although such a situation is
in itself a state of war (assuming that a federative
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union among them does not prevent the outbreak
of hostilities), yet this situation is rationally prefe-
rable to their being overrun by a superior power
that melds them into a universal monarchy. For
laws invariably lose their impact with the expan-
sion of their domain of governance, and after it
has uprooted the soul of good a soulless despo-
tism finally degenerates into anarchy. 

Nonetheless, the desire of every nation (or its
ruler) is to establish an enduring peace, hoping, if

possible, to dominate the entire world. But nature
wills otherwise. She uses two means to prevent
peoples from intermingling and to separate them,
differences in language and religion, which do
indeed dispose men to mutual hatred and to pre-
texts for war. But the growth of culture and men's
gradual progress toward greater agreement regar-
ding their principles lead to mutual understanding
and peace. 

Unlike that peace that despotism (in the gra-
veyard of freedom) brings about by vitiating all
powers, this one is produced and secured by an
equilibrium of the liveliest competing powers. 

3 Just as nature wisely separates peoples that
the will of every nation, based on principles

of international right, would gladly unite through
cunning or force, so also by virtue of their mutual
interest does nature unite peoples against violen-
ce and war, for the concept of cosmopolitan right
does not protect them from it. 

The spirit of trade cannot coexist with war,
and sooner or later this spirit dominates every
people. For among all those powers (or means)

that belong to a nation,
financial power may be the
most reliable in forcing
nations to pursue the noble
cause of peace (though not
from moral motives); and

wherever in the world war
threatens to break out, they
will try to head it off through
mediation, just as if they
were permanently leagued
for this purpose. By the very

nature of things, large alliances for [purposes of
waging] war are very rare and are even more rare-
ly successful. 

In this fashion nature guarantees perpetual
peace by virtue of the mechanism of man's incli-
nations themselves; to be sure, it does not do so
with a certainty sufficient to prophesy it from a
theoretical point of view, but we can do so from a
practical one, which makes it our duty to work
toward bringing about this goal (which is not a
chimerical one).

Translation: Ted Humphrey 
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”The Conquest of Baghdad“. Illustration

from the Diez Albums, Iran, 14th century.

Staatsbibliothek Berlin. Reproduction from

the catalogue: ”The Legacy of Genghis

Khan“. Exhibition at the Metropolitan

Museum of Art and the Los Angeles County

Museum of Art (until July 27th). ”The pain-

ting depicts the Mogul Conquest of

Baghdad. Various elements in the painting

have been simplified to create a decorative

effect. The water for example, both of the

river and the channel along the defensive

wall, is rendered in a highly ornamental,

Chinese inspired manner. The broad, wavy

patterns of the river and the tightly con-

trolled, overlapping streams in the moat,

though very different in appearance, equal-

ly convey a sense of speed and force of the

water. With their shapes and colors, the

shields of the warriors placed regularly

along the city walls are also reduced to a de-

corative element.“ (Text from the catalogue)


