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Writing IR after COVID-19: Reassessing Political Possibilities, Good
Faith, and Policy-Relevant Scholarship on Climate Change Mitigation

and Nuclear Disarmament

BE N O Î T PE L O P I D A S A N D SA N N E CO R N E L I A J . VE R S C H U R E N 

Center for International Studies (CERI), CNRS, Sciences Po, Paris, France 

To address the COVID-19 pandemic, states around the world adopted a range of unprecedented and far-reaching policy 
measures, which had for a long time been presented as impossible. In this article, we argue that such actions suggest not only 
present but also past political possibilities and that these possibilities have been overlooked or denied by policymakers and 

scholars alike. We focus on two existential challenges about which pledges for transformative actions have been continuously 
made throughout the previous decades: climate change and the danger from nuclear weapons. We document the gap between 

pledges and accomplishments in these two realms and show how claims of impossibility to act do not hold up. Adopting a 
minimal standard of good faith as seeking to keep one’s promises, we argue that the lack of adequate action renders the 
assumption that policymakers are acting in good faith problematic. We then diagnose a Panglossian double failure of the 
policy-relevant international relations scholarship: a failure to provide policymakers with the necessary tools to address the 
root causes of these existential problems and enable them to learn from past experiences and a failure to hold policymakers 
accountable. We propose three modifications to the scholarship to avoid repeating such failures and conclude with a dual call 
for political courage and scholarly responsibility. 

Face à la pandémie de COVID-19, les États du monde entier ont adopté un éventail de mesures politiques importantes et 
sans précédent, longtemps considérées impossibles. Dans cet article, nous affirmons que ces actions suggèrent des possibil- 
ités politiques actuelles, mais aussi passées, qui ont été négligées ou niées tant par les législateurs que par les chercheurs. 
Nous nous concentrons sur deux défis existentiels qui ont constamment fait l’objet de promesses de mesures transformatrices 
ces dernières décennies : le changement climatique et le danger des armes nucléaires. Nous documentons l’écart entre les 
promesses et les accomplissements dans ces deux domaines avant de montrer que les déclarations d’impossibilité ne se tien- 
nent pas. Un niveau minimum de bonne foi étant certainement nécessaire pour tenir des promesses, l’absence de mesures 
adéquates remet en question selon nous l’honnêteté des législateurs. Nous établissons ensuite un diagnostic de double échec 
panglossien des travaux de rechercher de RI s’intéressant à la politique : l’incapacité de fournir aux législateurs les outils 
nécessaires pour s’attaquer aux causes profondes des problèmes existentiels et apprendre des expériences passées, mais aussi 
l’incapacité de les responsabiliser. Nous proposons trois modifications à la discipline pour éviter de renouveler ces échecs 
avant de conclure par un double appel : au courage politique et à la responsabilité académique. 

Con el fin de hacer frente a la pandemia de COVID-19, los Estados de todo el mundo adoptaron una serie de medidas políticas 
sin precedentes y de gran alcance, las cuales se habían considerado imposibles durante mucho tiempo. En este artículo, 
argumentamos que estas acciones sugieren posibilidades políticas, no solo actuales sino también pasadas, que habían sido 

ignoradas o rechazadas tanto por los responsables políticos como por los académicos. Nos centramos en dos retos existenciales 
sobre los cuales se habían prometido, continuamente, acciones transformadoras a lo largo de las décadas anteriores: el cambio 

climático y el peligro de las armas nucleares. Documentamos la brecha entre las promesas y los logros en estos dos campos y 
mostramos como los argumentos acerca de la imposibilidad de actuar no se sostienen. Argumentamos, adoptando un estándar 
mínimo de buena fe consistente en el intento de cumplir las promesas propias, que la falta de acciones adecuadas provoca 
que la presunción de que los responsables políticos actúan de buena fe resulte problemática. Posteriormente, diagnosticamos 
un doble fracaso panglosiano de la literatura académica de las RRII relevantes para la política: un fracaso en proporcionar 
a los responsables políticos las herramientas necesarias para hacer frente a las causas fundamentales de estos problemas 
existenciales y permitirles aprender de experiencias pasadas y un fracaso en hacer responsables a los responsables políticos. 
Proponemos tres modificaciones a la literatura académica con el fin de evitar la repetición de estos fracasos y concluimos con 

una petición doble de valentía política y responsabilidad académica. 
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In the process, states suspended certain structural obsta- 
cles, including the dictates of unabated economic growth 

and austerity. 1 For instance, governments around the world 
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Introduction 

aced with COVID-19, states around the world adopted

 range of unprecedented, far-reaching, and costly policy 
easures in a way that demonstrated their ability to over- 

ome structural obstacles and adversarial forces. They en- 
orced a slowdown of peoples’ lives by implementing severe 
estrictions on people’s freedom of movement, even among 

iberal democracies. They subordinated economic growth to 

ublic health priorities to such a degree that it was negative 
n 2020. And they enabled a rapid vaccine rollout across the 
lobal North. 

1 Rosa, for instance, observed that the response to the COVID pandemic rep- 
resented an unthinkable slowdown. This reversed the trend of a perceived need to 
accelerate that had been present for two centuries. Rosa, Hartmut. 2020. “Le Mir- 
acle et le Monstre: Un Regard Sociologique sur le Coronavirus.” AOC . Accessed 
September 5, 2020. https://aoc.media/analyse/2020/04/07/le-miracle-et-le- 
monstre-un-regard-sociologique-sur-le-coronavirus/ . In addition, Allen (2018 , 
chapter 5) demonstrated the primacy of economic growth over any other sociopo- 
litical goal since 1945. 
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proposed massive public investments to deal with the eco-
nomic turmoil caused by the stay-at-home orders. The pan-
demic response signaled a move away from austerity, a con-
cept that had dominated policymaking for a long time.
In the United States, policymakers pushed through several
economic relief packages, which included stimulus checks
for citizens below an income bracket that was significantly
higher than the mean household income. 2 Many lawmak-
ers, Republicans in particular, had previously been reluc-
tant to implement policies that could benefit citizens di-
rectly. Across the Atlantic, the European Union adopted a
historical rescue plan. This included both loans and grants
for member states. The latter would not have to be repaid.
These actions did not only expose a radical shift in think-
ing among European leaders but also demonstrated their
ability to overcome the objections from the so-called frugal
four, specifically Austria, Sweden, Denmark, and the Nether-
lands. These countries had set themselves up as veto play-
ers in the negotiations. 3 Indeed, throughout much of the
pandemic, states sidestepped the objections from powerful
groups in society, such as the proponents of the austerity
status quo or the airline industry. 4 

These actions—while by no means universally adopted,
effective at combating the COVID-19 crisis, and fair to all
citizens of the world—demonstrated an unexpected form of
state power . At multiple times during the crisis, states chal-
lenged or ignored what had previously been presented as
limitations on action, whether in terms of suspending struc-
tural obstacles or sidestepping adversarial forces. This stands
in stark contrast with what has happened in the domains
of climate change and nuclear disarmament. 5 Although
policymakers have repeatedly promised to drastically re-
duce greenhouse gas emissions and to eliminate nuclear
weapons, the necessary action has remained elusive. 

While scholars have recognized the power of crises to
create opportunities for a reconfiguration of the current
political landscape ( Widmaier, Blyth, and Seabrooke 2007 ;
Drezner 2020 ), we argue that state responses to COVID-19
shed light on another core feature of crises: their ability to
recast the past . 6 Without making any judgment about the
moral value or the adequacy of state responses to the pan-
demic, we claim that the fight against the coronavirus re-
veals not only that state power was mobilized to confront the
pandemic, but also that much less has been done to tackle
the climate and nuclear challenges. Indeed, state action dur-
ing COVID-19 enables us to reshape the scope of past possi-
2 Catie Edmondson. 2020. “5 Key Things in the $2 Trillion Coro- 
navirus Stimulus Package.” The New York Times . Accessed December 19, 
2022. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/25/us/politics/whats-in-coronavirus- 
stimulus-bill.html . 

3 Bojan Pancevski and Laurence Norman. 2020. “How Angela Merkel’s 
Change of Heart Drove Historic EU Rescue Plan.” The Wall Street Journal . Accessed 
December 19, 2022. https://www.wsj.com/articles/angela-merkel-macron-covid- 
coronavirus-eu-rescue-11595364124 . 

4 Gwyn Topham. 2020. “Coronavirus Outbreak Could Cost World’s 
Airlines up to $314bn.” The Guardian . Accessed September 9, 2022. 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/14/coronavirus-outbreak- 
could-cost-worlds-airlines-up-to-314bn . 

5 For the contrast between actions to address COVID-19 and climate change, 
see Scheidler (2020 , 508–12). 

6 As early as the 1930s, French philosopher Henri Bergson developed an ar- 
gument about the politics of possibility in an essay, entitled “The Possible and the 
Real.” He observed that when particular possibilities materialize, they reveal that 
such possibilities had existed before, therefore reshaping the scope of past possi- 
bilities. Specifically, he stated that “as reality is created, unpredictable and new, its 
image is reflected behind it in the indefinite past; it happens to have been pos- 
sible at all times; but it is from this precise moment that it begins to have always 
been so” ( Bergson 2021 [1930], 73). 

 

 

 

 

bilities in these two other domains. This invites us to reopen
the question of political possibility and action in good faith
in the domain of climate change and nuclear dangers. 

Scoping this article to the conduct of states in the Global
North and scholarship from these states, we identify a con-
sistent mismatch between the repeated promises made by
policymakers to address climate change and nuclear dan-
gers and the actions undertaken to tackle these catastrophe-
inducing phenomena. 7 Across the two domains, policymak-
ers have routinely mobilized tropes of impossibility—in the
form of structural obstacles and adversarial forces—to jus-
tify the foreseeable shortcomings of their actions or to hide
the fact that those goals never became priorities. Using the
fact that these forms of impossibility were suspended during
COVID-19 as an illustration, policymakers’ claims of impos-
sibility in the areas of climate change and nuclear dangers
can be questioned. Adopting a minimal standard of good
faith as seeking to keep one’s promises, the lack of ade-
quate action renders the assumption that leaders are acting
in good faith problematic. Rather than aid policymakers in
overcoming these obstacles and govern in good faith, schol-
arship has engaged in a Panglossian diagnosis that has re-
sulted in a double failure: a failure to provide policymakers
with the necessary tools to address the root causes of these
existential problems and enable them to learn from past ex-
periences and a failure to hold policymakers accountable. 8 
In doing so, problem-solving scholarship ended up being
problem-perpetuating. 

Hence, we propose a different way forward. We argue that
being open to the possibility of actions that would be up to
the scale of these existential challenges is crucial for fulfill-
ing the promises that were made. In doing so, we do not
claim that there are easy solutions to the climate change
and nuclear weapons challenges, nor that nothing was done
to try to meet them—although what was done was foresee-
ably not up to scale. We also do not argue that structural
obstacles or adversarial forces have no role to play in inter-
national politics. Instead, we employ state responses to the
COVID-19 pandemic to highlight the possibilities that ex-
isted in the past and will in the future to address the prob-
lems posed by climate change and nuclear weapons. To re-
cover good faith in the context of these promises, we call
upon policymakers to undertake the action needed to align
policy with what was promised, even when it would be politi-
cally costly for them to do so. The call for responsible policy
action is certainly not a call for decisionism ( Schmitt 2005 ),
but instead, it is one for accountable leadership and clear
priorities. Scholarship plays a crucial role in this process of
accountability, but it can only assume this role if three ad-
justments are made: (1) scoping political possibilities better;
(2) adjudicating the debate between malevolence and the
failure of imagination as causes of inadequate action; and
(3) reassessing the meaning of policy relevance.
7 States in the Global North are responsible for most of the greenhouse gas 
emissions and nuclear weapons production. Meanwhile, states in the Global South 
have critiqued governments in the Global North for their lack of action, as well 
as the inequities that were built into the systems that govern these issues. Simi- 
larly, work by scholars from the Global South, critical legal studies, and decolonial 
theory have documented the gap between promises and adequate action, particu- 
larly on the part of Western leaders. See, for example, Barkawi and Laffey (2006 ), 
Prashad (2007 ), Biswas (2014 ), Méndez (2020 ), Alexis-Martin et al. (2021 ), Taha 
(2021 ), Hunt (2022 ), and Ogunbode (2022 ). 

8 Panglossian refers to Voltaire’s character Master Pangloss. Pangloss claimed 
that everything was for the best in the best possible world while walking through 
Lisbon after the 1755 earthquake. In doing so, he assumed that every action that 
had not been taken would have made the world worse and that all action that was 
taken was conducted in good faith and for the greater good. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/25/us/politics/whats-in-coronavirus-stimulus-bill.html
https://www.wsj.com/articles/angela-merkel-macron-covid-coronavirus-eu-rescue-11595364124
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/14/coronavirus-outbreak-could-cost-worlds-airlines-up-to-314bn
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courts around the world made similar determinations. 

12 Article 2. UNFCC. 2015. Paris Agreement. Accessed September 9, 2022. 
https://unfccc.int/files/essential_background/convention/application/pdf/ 
english_paris_agreement.pdf . 

13 Nienaber, Michael. 2019. “I’m Using All My Strength to Fight 
Climate Change, Says Merkel.” Reuters . Accessed September 9, 2022. 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-germany-climatechange-idUSKBN1YY1IF . 

14 See Carrington, Damian. 2019. “Most Countries’ Climate Plans ‘to- 
The article proceeds as follows. In the first section, we
how how policymakers, despite repeated promises, have
ailed to address the climate change and nuclear weapon
hallenges. Then, we document policymakers’ claims of im-
ossibility around structural obstacles and adversarial forces
nd explain why those are unsatisfactory. The third section
s devoted to a discussion about good faith on the part of
olicymakers. In the fourth section, we demonstrate how
olicy-relevant scholarship has failed in the domains of cli-
ate change and nuclear politics. The fifth section outlines

hree modifications to scholarship in these two domains to
ddress this failure. We conclude with a dual call for political
ourage and scholarly responsibility. 

The Unfulfilled Promises 

ommon across climate change and nuclear politics is
he existence of a pledge, specifically the promises to re-
uce greenhouse gas emissions and to eliminate nuclear
eapons. With the looming prospect of or an already un-

olding large-scale catastrophe, policymakers have promised
heir domestic constituencies and the international commu-
ity to take the necessary steps to transform policy in these
omains. Such grand political gestures have grown into a
ore feature of political discourse. Leaders have regularly
eiterated the pledges and almost no leader has explicitly
enied or overturned them. 9 Every time that leaders do not
verturn or explicitly restate them, the horizon of account-
bility to the pledges is extended. This has entrenched the
ledges in a way that moves them beyond cheap talk. Even
olicymakers themselves have accepted this. In his Prague
peech, for example, US President Obama stated in relation
o a recent North Korean missile test: “Words must mean
omething. The world must stand together to prevent the
pread of these weapons.”10 Notwithstanding the continued
roclamation of good intentions, little to no progress has
een made on these promises. Sometimes, there even was
egression. And when action was undertaken, policymakers
dopted policies that were foreseeably not up to scale with
he problems that they promised to tackle. 

From the very beginning of the efforts to tackle climate
hange, policymakers have promised to adopt a legally
inding international agreement, aimed at maintaining
 livable biosphere through a radical reduction of green-
ouse gas emissions. This call was formalized in the 1992
nited Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change

UNFCCC). In an initial attempt to limit greenhouse gas
missions, thirty-seven industrialized states and the Euro-
ean Community adopted the Kyoto Protocol in 1997. 11 

hey promised to reduce greenhouse gasses between 2008
9 Policymakers can overturn past promises if they are unwilling to act upon 
hem. Former US President Donald Trump’s call to revive “clean, beautiful coal”
rovides an example of reversing a pledge. Fairley, Peter. 20 August 2020. “How a 
lan to Save the Power System Disappeared.” The Atlantic . Accessed September 
7, 2022. https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2020/08/how-trump- 
ppointees-short-circuited-grid-modernization/615433/ . Similarly, the Bolsonaro 
overnment in Brazil not only said that “there is no climate change catastro- 
he,” but it also undertook a large-scale deforestation campaign. This led to 
he worst degradation of the rainforest in 15 years. Pauline Fricot. Novem- 
er 24, 2021. "Malgré Les Promesses de Jair Bolsonaro, La Déforestation 
n Amazonie n’a pas cessé d’augmenter." Novethic . Accessed December 19, 
022. https://www.novethic.fr/actualite/environnement/agriculture/isr-rse/la- 
eforestation-en-amazonie-augmente-sous-le-mandat-de-bolsonaro-150330.html . 

10 Remarks by President Barack Obama in Prague, April 5, 2009. 
ccessed September 9, 2022. https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/ 

he-press-office/remarks-president-barack-obama-prague-delivered#: ∼:text= 
ules%20must%20be%20binding.,the%20spread%20of%20these%20weapons . 

11 The United States signed the Kyoto Protocol in 1998, but never ratified it. 
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nd 2012 to a level below the 1990 baseline. Yet, an exten-
ion of this commitment—in the form of the 2012 Doha
mendments—failed. After many years of struggling to
reate a legally binding instrument, states adopted the Paris
greement in 2015. This agreement required each state to

et its own target for emission reductions—in the form of na-
ionally determined contributions—to work toward the goal
f “holding the increase in the global average temperature
o well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels and pursuing
fforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C above
re-industrial levels.”12 Since then, leaders have become in-
reasingly vocal about the need to address climate change.
tressing the need for urgency, former German Chancel-
or Angela Merkel stated that “we have to do everything
umanly possible to overcome this human challenge.”13 

Notwithstanding these recurring promises, the world’s
rack record in reducing greenhouse gases has been
bysmal. Approximately half of the anthropogenic CO 2 
missions between 1750 and 2010 has occurred since the
lobal community realized that they were a problem in the
970s. ( The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
021 , 157–161). Not only are states not on track to meet
heir nationally determined contributions, but also these
ledges are insufficient to reach the goal of the Paris
greement ( Fawcett et al. 2015 ; Rogelj et al. 2016 ). 14 One
ould even argue that the incremental approach behind
he UNFCCC is inept to deal with the magnitude of what
as promised ( Clémençon 2016 ; Allan 2019 ; Geiges et al.
020 ). Following the publication of the Sixth Report of
he IPCC, UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres used
nusually strong words to describe the world’s predica-
ent: “This report of the IPCC is a litany of broken climate

romises [. . .] cataloging the empty pledges that put us
rmly on track towards an unlivable world. [. . .] We are
n a pathway to global warming more than doubled the
.5°C limit agreed in Paris.”15 In response to the COP
7’s decision to establish a “loss and damage” fund for
ulnerable states in November 2022, the Secretary-General
ffered an additional illustration of unfulfilled promises
nd the continued gap between the scale of the promises
nd that of the actions. He observed: “clearly this will not be
nough, but it is a much-needed political signal.”16 Several

17 
ally inadequate’—experts.” The Guardian . Accessed January 10, 2023. 
ttps://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/nov/05/most-countries- 

otally-inadequate-experts . As an example, Biden’s initial budget proposal to 
ght climate change ($36 billion) pales in comparison to the overall $1.2 trillion 

nfrastructure bill or the nuclear modernization efforts, which are estimated to 
ost $2 trillion over the next 30 years. Newburger, Emma. 2021. “Biden’s Budget 
roposal Calls for More Than $36 billion to Fight Climate Change.” CNBC . 
ccessed September 9, 2022. https://www.cnbc.com/2021/05/28/bidens- 
udget-proposal-calls-for-36-billion-to-fight-climate-change.html . 

15 United Nations. 2022. “Antonio Guterres on Climate Change 2022.” UN 

eb TV . Accessed September 9, 2022. https://media.un.org/en/asset/k1h/ 
1hsn9jq7v . 

16 Guterres, Antonio. 20 November 2022. “Twitter Video Message.” Accessed 
ecember 19, 2022. https://t.co/5yhg5tKXtJ . 

17 Setzer, Joana, and Catherine Higham. 2021. “Global Trends in 
limate Change Litigation.” Policy Report of the Grantham Research Insti- 

ute on Climate Change and the Environment . Accessed December 19, 2022. 
ttps://www.lse.ac.uk/granthaminstitute/publication/global-trends-in-climate- 

itigation-2021-snapshot/ . Also see Setzer and Benjamin (2020) for a discussion 
bout legal actions in the Global South. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2020/08/how-trump-appointees-short-circuited-grid-modernization/615433/
https://www.novethic.fr/actualite/environnement/agriculture/isr-rse/la-deforestation-en-amazonie-augmente-sous-le-mandat-de-bolsonaro-150330.html
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Many focused on governments’ duty of care toward their
citizens. In June 2021, for instance, a Belgian court found
that despite “being fully aware of the definitive risk of dan-
gerous changes to the climate, especially for the country’s
population,” the country’s governments have not acted in a
“prudent and careful” manner. 18 

In the nuclear realm, pledges to disarm have been made
repeatedly in different forms and settings for at least half a
century ( Egeland 2021a , 2017 ). The first resolution by the
United Nations General Assembly, adopted in January 1946,
already called for the elimination of atomic weapons from
national armaments. The disarmament pledge was also
included as a legal obligation under the Nonproliferation
Treaty (NPT) in the form of article VI. While the scope and
meaning of this article have been debated, it is clear that the
promise of disarmament was used to secure an indefinite ex-
tension of the NPT in 1995 ( Dhanapala 2010 , 62; Onderco
and Nuti 2020 , 81). A year later, the International Court
of Justice confirmed “an obligation to pursue in good faith
and bring to a conclusion negotiations leading to nuclear
disarmament in all its aspects under strict and effective
international control.”19 Nuclear disarmament remained a
key subject of subsequent NPT Review Conferences. At the
2000 NPT Review Conference, states adopted thirteen prac-
tical steps toward nuclear disarmament. 20 A decade later,
the final document of the 2010 NPT Review Conference
introduced an action plan to “accelerate concrete progress
on the steps leading to nuclear disarmament.”21 Dissatisfied
with the absence of nuclear disarmament, a coalition of
states decided to draft and secure the entry into force of
the Treaty on the Prohibition of Nuclear Weapons in 2021
( Ritchie and Egeland 2018 ; Egeland 2021a ). The 2022 NPT
Review Conference ended without agreement on a final
document. A few days before the end of the Conference,
the Permanent Representative of Costa Rica posted on
Twitter: “Nowhere is good faith more important than in our
NPT. Yet, and of the utmost regret, nowhere is this more
lacking than in the nuclear-weapon states’ interpretation
and application of Article VI.”22 

Seventy-seven years after the bombings of Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, world leaders have not only failed to abol-
ish nuclear weapons, but they have instead preserved the
capability to destroy human civilization several times over.
Since the onset of the nuclear age, nuclear weapon–related
activities—the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, over
2,000 tests, mining fissile material, and other production-
related activities and accidents—have caused a large
number of excess deaths ( Jacobs 2022 ; von Hippel 2022 ).
Although the number of warheads has decreased since
the end of the Cold War, the aggregated lethality of the
global nuclear arsenal has continued to rise, at least until
the 2000s ( Eden 2011 , 72). In this context, arms con-
trol has often been misleadingly presented as proof of
states’ compliance with the nuclear disarmament pledge
18 Tribunal of First Instance, Judgment of the Fourth Civil Division. 17 June 
2021. “Final Verdict of the Government Responsibility in the Environment.”

19 Judgment F, International Court of Justice, Legality of the Threat or Use of 
Nuclear Weapons , Advisory Opinion, July 8, 1996. 

20 2000 Review Conference of the Parties to the Treaty on the Non- 
Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, NPT/CONF.2000/28 (Parts I and II), New 
York, 2010, p. 14. 

21 2010 Review Conference of the Parties to the Treaty on the Non- 
Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, NPT/CONF.2010/50 (Vol. I), New York, 2010, 
p. 22.

22 Official Twitter Account of the Permanent Mission of Costa Rica to
the United Nations. Accessed September 27, 2022. https://twitter.com/ 
CostaRicaONU/status/1563315978712203265?s=20&t=7AHqmYvc_ 
qYzOM6KrXljrQ . 

 

 

 

 

( Ellsberg 2017 , 305; Egeland 2020 ). In addition, all nuclear
weapon states have started nuclear modernization programs
in the last few years. This promises to keep a world-ending
level of nuclear arsenals for at least another half a century. 

Despite repeated pledges to address these two
catastrophe-producing challenges over the last three to
five decades, policymakers’ promises have remained un-
fulfilled, as no action was taken or the measures that
were adopted were inadequate to meet the scale of the
challenges. This was not the case with COVID-19 when
policymakers promised to tackle the virus and implemented
several measures that were up to scale with the problem,
even if they were often not fair or entirely effective. 

Political (Im)Possibilities 

To justify the gap between what was repeatedly promised
and the foreseeably inadequate actions that were adopted,
policymakers who acknowledge climate change and the
dangers posed by nuclear weapons have often argued that
it was impossible for them to undertake the necessary
actions due to structural obstacles or adversarial forces. 23 

In terms of structural obstacles, policymakers presented the
promised action as impossible, because it would have jeop-
ardized something that was considered a more fundamental
component of the social contract, such as economic growth
or state security. Regarding adversarial forces, policymakers
contended that action at the required scale would have
been futile due to the presence of an expected veto player,
in the form of certain international players, domestic in-
terest groups, and even the broader public to whom those
promises were made. Taken together, policymakers have
imposed political boundaries upon what would be possible,
thereby inhibiting themselves from taking the necessary
action to fulfill their promises. While taking adequate action
might fail for a myriad of reasons, the mode of failure that
we identify in this article is a function of not even trying to
implement change at an adequate scale. This, we argue, con-
stitutes an undue narrowing of the scope of possible actions.

Political leaders have regularly deployed these two forms
of impossibility discourse in the realm of climate change
policy. From the beginning, actions to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions have been constructed as a threat to sustain-
ing global economic growth, particularly as growth in the
current system has been predicated on an ever-increasing
return to scale ( Nordhaus 1974 ). 24 This dichotomy has
produced two forms of boundaries in the contemporary
fight against climate change: measures to address climate
change can only be considered if they do not harm the
economy and climate change should be tackled through
market-based measures. The former has played a promi-
nent role in the debates around climate change ( Meckling
and Allan 2020 , 435). The UNFCCC, for example, talked
about “the need to maintain strong sustainable economic
growth” as part of its call for states to undertake measures to
mitigate climate change. 25 Even more explicitly, in the 2010
Report of the Commission on Growth and Development
that was written by several leading economists, Robert
23 The language of impossibility echoes Hirschman’s observations in The 
Rhetoric of Reaction ( Hirschman 1991 ). 

24 Economists such as William Nordhaus helped craft the idea that climate 
change could and should be addressed within the current economic framework, 
enabled by a faulty understanding of the implications of climate change for states’ 
gross domestic product. For a critique of this literature, see Keen (2020) . 

25 Article 2(a), United Nations Framework on Climate Change . May 9, 1992. 
Available at https://treaties.un.org/doc/Treaties/1994/03/19940321%2004- 
56%20AM/Ch_XXVII_07p.pdf . 
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endelsohn concluded: “The biggest threat climate change
oses to economic growth, however, is not from climate
amages or efficient mitigation policies, but rather from the

mmediate, aggressive, and inefficient mitigation policies”
 Mendelsohn 2010 , 292). Echoing such a sentiment, schol-
rs and policymakers alike have promoted market-based
olutions to combat climate change, including carbon pric-
ng, carbon taxation, and carbon emission trading schemes
 Nordhaus 1992 ). 26 Research has shown, however, that
hese market-based mechanisms are not capable of meeting
he targets that were set in the fight against climate change
 Wara 2007 ; Jenkins 2014 ; Green 2017 ; Ross, Hazlett, and
ahdavi 2017 ). Using the term “carbon lock-in,” scholars

ave described how carbon is deeply ingrained within the
echnological, economic, infrastructural, political, and so-
ial aspects of society. This has constrained the effectiveness
f market-based actions to such an extent that low-carbon
ptions have not been adopted, even when it would have
een cheaper and more beneficial to do so ( Seto et al. 2016 ,
26–27). 

Policymakers have invoked a second boundary to action
n climate change: expected veto players. They have argued
hat climate change measures would be ineffective or impos-
ible without the support of domestic and international veto
layers. However, policymakers often chose to empower
uch players. The failure to produce a climate deal during
resident Barack Obama’s first term, for example, can be
xplained by his desire to build a cooperative relationship
ith powerful industrial players and Republican members
f Congress, even though he held a majority of the votes

n both Houses of Congress at the time. In the search for a
orkable compromise, the Obama administration not only
ave exceptional leverage to these actors as veto players
n his climate deal, but the administration also put hope
here there was none: Republicans were never going to
e forthcoming on climate change. At the same time, the
dministration alienated grassroots activists, who would
ave been vital for pushing through change in this domain
 Skocpol 2013 , 129–30). 27 

Similar dynamics can be discerned in the plight for nu-
lear disarmament. Since the beginning of the nuclear age,
isarmament has been pitted against short- and long-term
ecurity goals through a double move. From the moment
hen nuclear weapons were first employed, a postnuclear

uture has been promised, yet endlessly postponed. This was
rounded in a fundamental valuation of nuclear weapons as
rreplaceable instruments of stability and aided through the
reation and reproduction of an imagined nuclear eternity.
o deal with the tension between the promises and the

nadequate action, policymakers have relied on two justifi-
ations: either they do not connect the present condition
f a nuclear world to the goal of nuclear disarmament or
hey claim that the proposed actions will achieve a postnu-
lear future even when they cannot ( Pelopidas 2021 ). For
nstance, when President Obama received the Nobel Peace
rize for his commitment to eliminate nuclear weapons,
e immediately admitted that his promise to achieve a
uclear-free world was “a distant goal,” one that would “not
26 Summers, Lawrence. 2015. “Oil’s Swoon Creates the Opening 
or a Carbon Tax.” The Washington Post . Accessed September 5, 2021. 
ttps://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/oils-swoon-creates-the-opening-for- 
-carbon-tax/2015/01/04/3db11a3a-928a-11e4-ba53-a477d66580ed_story.html . 

27 Lizza, Ryan. 2010. “As the World Burns.” The New Yorker . Accessed Septem- 
er 5, 2020. https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/10/11/as-the-world- 
urns . 

c  

a  

t  

t
n

e reached quickly—probably not even in my lifetime.”28 

et, the diagnostic of a structural lack of agency must be
ecognized as incorrect. As Tom Collina and former US Sec-
etary of Defense William Perry wrote: “Presidents [. . .] can
hoose to challenge conventional wisdom, stand up to the
uclear bureaucracy, take political risks, and try to do the
ight thing. It is in these times that true leadership emerges.
or when it comes to progress on nuclear disarmament,
here is one key ingredient that is required for success:
residential leadership” ( Perry and Collina 2020 , 195). 
In addition, political leaders have regularly set limits on

ction through the empowerment of veto players. To obtain
he ratification of the 2010 New START Treaty, President
bama sought support from those who had opposed the
reaty, most notably Senator Jon Kyl, by promising a large
uclear modernization plan, even though Vice President
iden had already shown him that such a compromise
as pointless ( Kaplan 2020 , 226–32). In the process, he

reated Senator Kyl and the nuclear weapons complex as
xpected veto players, capable of disrupting any ambitious
rms control plans, let alone disarmament proposals. There
re many other examples of this approach in US nuclear
istory. Between 1961 and 1964, for instance, there was
 constant disconnect between what Secretary of Defense
obert McNamara claimed to be the nuclear force require-
ents needed to preserve US national security and the

ctual number of nuclear capabilities that he requested
rom Congress. As early as February 1961, he claimed that
he missile gap was “an illusion.” Three years later, despite a
ignificant increase in Soviet nuclear weapons’ capabilities,
cNamara argued in a memo for President Johnson that

00 1-Megaton weapons would be enough to achieve “as-
ured destruction” ( Ball 1980 , 93). 29 However, in December
961, he asked for much more than that, requesting to
urchase 1,000 Minuteman missiles and 41 submarines.
ater, he explained that he thought that proposals with

ewer weapons would not have been considered credible by
ongress ( Pelopidas 2021 , 490–91). 
In both climate change and nuclear disarmament, pol-

cymakers have denied the possibility of action, either by
nvoking structural obstacles or by empowering adversarial
orces. If one compares what was done during the COVID-19
risis, during which structural obstacles were suspended and
eto players were overcome, to what was attempted within
he realm of climate policy or nuclear disarmament, one
an reach but one conclusion: policymakers’ many claims
f impossibility to act are unfounded. Instead, policymak-
rs imposed political boundaries upon what was possible,
hereby inhibiting themselves from taking the necessary ac-
ion to keep their promises. Although we do not imply that
here are easy-to-find or perfect solutions to the problems
osed by climate change and nuclear weapons, we contend
hat policymakers could have done more to overcome per-
eived structural obstacles or challenge veto players and that
any of the possibilities to do so were not even pursued. 
For example, policymakers can build winning coalitions

o implement decarbonization policies or to pursue nu-
lear disarmament. In the realm of climate change, this
an be done not just through alliances with climate change
ctivists, but also by fostering support among industries
hat would benefit from such policies or by enacting green
28 See footnote 10. 
29 McNamara, Robert. December 3, 1964. “Draft Presidential Memorandum 

o President Johnson.” Accessed December 24, 2015. http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/ 
ukevault/ebb275/20.pdf , p. 11. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/oils-swoon-creates-the-opening-for-a-carbon-tax/2015/01/04/3db11a3a-928a-11e4-ba53-a477d66580ed\begingroup \count@ "005F\relax \relax \uccode `\unhbox \voidb@x \bgroup \let \unhbox \voidb@x \setbox \@tempboxa \hbox {\count@ \global \mathchardef \accent@spacefactor \spacefactor }\accent 126 \count@ \egroup \spacefactor \accent@spacefactor \uppercase {\gdef 12{{\char "7E}}}\endgroup \setbox \thr@@ \hbox {12}\@tempdima \wd \thr@@ \advance \@tempdima \ht \thr@@ \advance \@tempdima \dp \thr@@ 12story.html
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/10/11/as-the-world-burns
http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/nukevault/ebb275/20.pdf
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industrial policies that would generate new allies ( Meckling
et al. 2015 ; Kennard 2020 ). Such a strategy was successfully
deployed in the Montreal Protocol, which is an international
treaty designed to protect the ozone layer by phasing out the
production of ozone-depleting substances. Even though ma-
jor producers of these substances opposed the adoption of
legislation aimed at reversing the hole in the ozone layer,
the Clinton administration persevered. Instead of lowering
its international commitments, the administration worked
with the industry to find substitutes that were not just read-
ily available, but that would require the type of high-tech in-
frastructure and know-how that these firms possessed. This
turned them into supporters rather than veto players for
future agreements ( Gareau 2010 ). Taking this to the nu-
clear domain, one could, for instance, transform weapons
production laboratories into dismantlement laboratories
( Reppy 2010 ). Such a course of action was taken during
COVID-19 when various national industries were rapidly re-
purposed to produce masks and hydroalcoholic gel. 

These steps do not necessarily have to be pursued mul-
tilaterally. California’s recent actions on climate change
demonstrate the importance and effectiveness of unilat-
eral action ( Drahos and Downie 2017 ). 30 Adequate action
also does not necessarily need to lead to electoral losses.
Research has shown that the public supports and rewards
policymakers for such measures ( Mildenberger and Leis-
erowitz 2017 ; Bergquist et al. 2020 ; Dechezleprêtre et al.
2022 ). Similarly, these steps do not have to imply a relative
loss in the game of (great) power politics. For instance, in-
vestment in carbon-neutral policy solutions could improve
one’s position in the international system, akin to the con-
cept of the first-mover advantage. Here, one could refer to
China’s massive investment in solar panels as an example. 31 

Revealed Preferences: Challenging the Assumption of 
Good Faith 

As policymakers have repeatedly promised to undertake
political action across these domains but have a sustained
track record of not keeping these promises, this opens up
the question of good faith among policymakers. Good faith,
we contend, is a function of policymakers being willing to
undertake action, with the foreseeable consequences of
those actions being up to scale with the pledge. 32 At the
core of the lessons from the COVID-19 crisis is the obser-
vation that some policymakers were willing to implement
health and safety regulations even though they knew that
these measures would have an unprecedented impact on so-
ciety, not least through a major economic downturn, could
negatively affect support among their constituencies, might
decrease their states’ standing in the international system,
and would not necessarily be followed by other states. 

This has not been the case in the domain of climate
change and nuclear disarmament. The track record of the
30 Plumer, Brad. 2022. “California Approves a Wave of Aggressive New 
Climate Measures.” The New York Times . Accessed September 27, 2022. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/01/climate/california-lawmakers-climate- 
legislation.html . 

31 Edmond, Charlotte. 2019. “China’s Lead in the Global So- 
lar Race.” The World Economic Forum . Accessed September 27, 2022. 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/06/chinas-lead-in-the-global-solar- 
race-at-a-glance/ . 

32 Our observations leave aside considerations about public opinion, the po- 
litical contestation of ideas, and the political bargaining process. Although these 
are important determinants of what policymakers’ promises look like and how 
they are made, this article only considers the relationship between the promises 
made and possible changes in these policy domains. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

policymaking elite over the last three to five decades sug-
gests that either they did not intend to address the problems
of climate change and nuclear weapons or that they con-
tinued making those pledges while simultaneously acting as
though they could not fulfill them. As policymakers made
little progress toward fulfilling their promises in either way,
the case for good faith is weak. The choice for inadequate
action therefore reveals policymakers’ preferences—at least
in terms of not prioritizing actions that would be in line
with the promises made. 33 

Still, there are actual boundaries to political possibility,
in terms of both structural impediments and adversarial
forces’ veto power. In the realm of climate change, for
example, one can find entrenched veto players who have
been able to marshal extensive resources to oppose action
aimed at lowering greenhouse gas emissions ( Brulle 2014 ).
Powerlessness does exist. 34 However, it is impossible to
know the presence and the extent of the boundaries of the
possible in the moment itself. As Roberto Unger noted:
“We lack the metric with which to measure the proximity
of our programs to our circumstances. We must walk, in
relative darkness, the narrow path between wishful thinking
and the denial of the pragmatic, prophetic residue in
our understanding of transformative possibility. We lack
the metric, and always will” ( Unger 1998 , 237). Instead,
policymakers have often interpreted the unknowability of
political possibilities as an objective understanding of their
limits. Yet, the inaccessibility of such knowledge should not
serve as a justification for inadequate action. Rather, it is the
reason why creative attempts to act at a scale commensurate
with the pledges should always be attempted. To return
to the earlier example, the way that political coalitions
around energy transitions are built shapes the possibility
for opposition from veto players in this domain ( Breetz,
Mildenberger, and Stokes 2018 ). 

However, if policymakers opt for foreseeably inadequate
action or no action at all, it should be presented as a choice
revealing their preferences, rather than hiding behind
claims about the impossibility to act. For instance, market-
based responses to climate change—which do not challenge
the status quo in climate change politics—should have been
presented as a choice in favor of short-term growth at the
expense of planetary devastation and policymakers should
have been honest about the subsequent failure to meet
their climate targets. 

Policy-Relevant IR Scholarship: A Panglossian Double 

Failure 

The issues of climate change and nuclear disarmament
allow for a reappraisal of “policy-relevant scholarship” in
these two domains. Policy-relevant scholarship is supposed
to be “problem-solving,” as opposed to “critical scholarship,”
according to the famous dichotomy established by Robert
Cox (1981 , 128–30). As Ken Booth wrote, scholarship
should not attempt to describe the future, “but to prevent
its dangers from materializing” ( Booth 1995 , 346). To fulfill
its problem-solving vocation, scholarship should first help
analyze the causes of the problems that it aims to solve in
order to allow policymakers to learn from past mistakes.
This is the analytical dimension of policy relevance. Next,
scholars should create a framework of accountability for
33 This notion of “revealed preferences” was introduced in economics by Paul 
A. Samuelson (1948) .

34 By powerlessness, we mean an objective impossibility to act in a way that
would produce intended outcomes. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/09/01/climate/california-lawmakers-climate-legislation.html
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/06/chinas-lead-in-the-global-solar-race-at-a-glance/
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37 On the narrowness of realism among analysts of nuclear weapons policy, see 
Carina Meyn (2018) . 

38 Recently, IR literature has made a turn toward studying the distributional as- 
olicy practices that are bound to fail. This is the account-
bility dimension of policy-relevant work. In doing this work,
e do not claim that scholarship could have stopped poli-
ymakers from doing what they did or that it has a massive
mpact on them. We are simply observing that scholarship
s being written as though it seeks such relevance, and
hat policy impact is a required feature of it. In this sec-
ion, we demonstrate that the enterprise of policy-relevant
cholarship in the domain of climate change and nuclear
isarmament has failed on both grounds. Problem-solving
cholarship thus ended up being problem-perpetuating. 

First, policy-relevant international relations (IR) scholar-
hip encounters an analytical failure by largely overlooking
he issues of climate change and nuclear disarmament, and
hus not addressing their causes. Even though 51 percent
f US-based IR scholars in a Teaching, Research, and In-
ernational Policy (TRIP) survey from 2017 ranked climate
hange among the top three most important policy issues,
ewer than 4 percent identified the environment as their pri-

ary area of research ( Green and Nale 2017 , 476). A similar
bservation was made by Katzenstein 3 years later: “Existing

nternational relations scholarship ignores [. . .] the possi-
ility of civilizational collapse in the face of environmental
isasters of unimaginable scope and scale” ( Katzenstein
020 , 495). 35 In addition, the effects of national secu-
ity policies on climate change have been an overlooked
spect in policy-relevant IR scholarship ( Egeland 2022 ).
imilar dynamics can be observed in the realm of nuclear
isarmament. Except in the few years around the Prague
peech, policy-relevant nuclear scholarship has not treated
uclear disarmament as a policy problem ( Cooper 2006 ;
arrington 2011 ; Ritchie 2019 ; Egeland 2021a ). 36 Instead,

cholars have focused on nonproliferation, deterrence,
nd strategic stability as the main issues on the research
genda, treating them as subsets of the broader problem of
aintaining order in the nuclear domain ( Pelopidas 2016 ,

31–32; Egeland 2021a ; Pelopidas 2022 , 44–45). While these
ssues fit with this overarching managerialist approach, the
ursuit of disarmament does not. By overlooking the causes
f those two existential threats, policy-relevant IR scholar-
hip has failed to enable decision makers to learn from past
olicy failures ( Lebow and Pelopidas 2023 ). 
Second, policy-relevant IR scholarship in the domains of

limate change and nuclear disarmament has failed to make
olicymakers accountable for their foreseeably inadequate
ction by legitimizing the unwarranted claims of political
mpossibilities and good faith. In doing so, they acted as an
cho chamber and even refused to hear policymakers’ own
cknowledgment of bad faith ( George 1993 , 137–38; Smith
997 , 513). 

When IR scholars address climate change and disarma-
ent, many have either reproduced policymakers’ claims

hat radical change is impossible or accepted policymak-
rs’ reframing of the yardstick for success. Realist theory,
hich still has a large number of proponents in policy-
elevant nuclear studies, assumes that nuclear disarmament
s impossible ( Tagma 2010 ; Müller 2013 ; Craig 2019 ). 37 
35 With only a few studies devoted to climate change within the field of in- 
ernational political economy, Paterson (2021) , for instance, points out that the 
iscipline has yet to come to terms with the scale of the disaster—potentially lead- 

ng to the collapse of human civilization—if climate change is not addressed. A 
imilar point was made by Ashworth (2021) . 

36 Ritchie’s work and a forthcoming book on inventing nuclear disarmament, 
s well as Cooper’s work that is cited above, are among the few exceptions. Critical 
ecurity studies scholarship deserves credit for showing that the reassertion of the 
uclear disarmament pledge was intended to produce order and stability, rather 

han nuclear disarmament. 

p
o
t
C

p
2
l
t

C
“

his assumption has persisted among realist luminaries,
ven after Ukraine, Belarus, Kazakhstan, and South Africa
enounced their nuclear armaments after the Cold War.
eyond realism, the idea of a deliberate non-nuclear na-

ional security strategy, which could pave the way toward
uclear disarmament, has been assumed to be a contra-
iction in terms, despite a large majority of states opting
or such strategy ( Biswas 2014 ). In the realm of climate
hange, scholars have upheld the illusion of impossibility
y using the language of collective action, free-riding,
nd other commitment problems ( Keohane and Victor
011 ; Nordhaus 2020 ). 38 In such a framework, action on
limate change has been assumed to be possible only with
he support of every country and every domestic player.
ven then, cheating would remain a constant worry. This
as led scholars to argue that the risk of free riding and
oncommitment would jeopardize the anticipated effects of
ooperation to mitigate climate change. In doing so, schol-
rship has regularly overlooked the possibility for and the
ccurrence of effective leadership in climate change policy,
s well as the role of other forms of governance, such as
nilateral state action, local governance, or judicial activism
 Andonova, Hale, and Roger 2017 ; Eckersley 2020 ). 

In addition, most scholarship has refrained from chal-
enging the assumption of good faith on the part of the
olicymaking elite. As a reminder, bad faith does not nec-
ssarily equate to bad intentions on the part of the actor.
ather, we define bad faith as repeating a pledge while not
cting at a scale that could conceivably allow one to keep
t. As one of the few systematic attempts at engaging with
ies in IR, John Mearsheimer’s Why Leaders Lie overlooks
uclear disarmament and climate change politics. 39 In fact,
nly a couple of scholars have shed light on what they call
obscurantist elites” acting in bad faith. However, they have
one so from outside of the IR discipline ( Castel 2018 ,
26–27; Latour 2018 , 17–25). In nuclear scholarship, even
mong the supporters of the Treaty on the Prohibition
f Nuclear Weapons, most criticism about states’ track
ecord on nuclear disarmament has been couched as weak
erformance, not as a sign of bad faith on the part of those
olicymakers who articulated and repeated the pledges
 Sagan 2009b , 161; Meyer and Sauer 2018 , 63). 40 We only
ound two instances of scholarship acknowledging that the
ledge of nuclear disarmament was a “lie” ( Tellis 2017 ;
geland 2021b ). Yet, it is striking that one of them depicts

t as a “noble lie” ( Tellis 2017 , 32). Similarly, in climate
cholarship, the failure of policymakers to live up to their
romises has often been cast as a function of the struggles

nherent to international treaties, climate clubs, and other
nternational instruments that are created to solve the col-
ective action problems behind climate change—whether
hrough the legally binding nature of climate change com-

itments, the lack of enforcement mechanisms, uncertainty
ects of climate change, dissecting why and how particular groups in society could 
bstruct climate change measures and reflecting upon how states could overcome 
he objections from these groups. See Mildenberger (2020 ), Stokes (2020 ), and 
olgan, Green, and Hale (2021 ). 

39 Mearsheimer claims not to include threat deflation, which he considers as a 
ossible type of strategic lie, in his book because it “rarely occurs” ( Mearsheimer 
013 , 23). While he states that lies at the international level are less frequent than 
ies at the domestic level, the consequences of lying on existential matters make 
he frequency of such lies insignificant. 

40 For exceptions, see Doyle (2017 , 17, 24) and Egeland (2021b) . In addition, 
raig and Ruzicka (2013 , 339–341) do not write about bad faith, but about the 

hypocrisy of the nuclear haves.” This encompasses bad faith. 
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45 This article should not be read as assuming that the problem of CO 2 emis- 
about compliance, or the lack of reciprocity ( Thompson
2010 ; Tingley and Tomz 2014 )—rather than as the result of
obstructionism ( Green 2020 , 153–54; Mitchell 2006 ). 

Surprisingly, the urge to preserve the assumption of good
faith has been unshaken by policymakers’ confessions of
bad faith. For example, US Ambassador Smith acknowl-
edged that the United States agreed to the phrasing of
article VI only because it did not commit them “to achieve
any disarmament agreement, since it is obviously impossible
to predict the exact nature and results of such negotiations”
( Sagan 2009a , 204). In 2005, meanwhile, former director
of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) John Deutch
wrote about how “unwise” it was for the United States “to
commit under Article 6 of the Nonproliferation Treaty
[NPT] ‘to pursue good-faith negotiations’ toward com-
plete disarmament, a goal it has no intention of pursuing”
( Deutch 2005 , 51). 41 In the domain of climate change, UN
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres, for instance, stated
“some government and business leaders are saying one
thing and doing another. Simply put, they are lying.”42 Yet,
scholars have not acknowledged this. One leading scholar
considered policymakers’ acknowledgment of bad faith
“unhelpful” ( Sagan 2009b , 161). 43 

Overall, policy-relevant scholarship has failed to help
decision makers and citizens with addressing the existential
problems that they are facing due to an analytical and
accountability failure. Instead, it has legitimized the unwar-
ranted assumptions of impossibility and good faith ( Green
2020 ). Scholarship has not helped policymakers learn from
the foreseeable results of their inadequate actions and has
not created the framework to make them accountable.
It has accepted that—no matter what the circumstances
are—elites are doing their best to produce the best possible
world, even when they admit otherwise. This was precisely
Master Pangloss’ worldview. 

Three Prescriptions for IR Scholarship 

To avoid repeating this Panglossian double failure, we
propose three amendments to IR scholarship. The first
prescription that follows from our analysis has to do with
the scoping of political possibilities . COVID-19 reminds scholars
that the unprecedented and unforeseen can happen and,
when it happens, it can have devastating consequences. We
therefore propose four avenues for thinking about possibil-
ities: (1) acknowledging the unknowability of the scope of
present possibilities, which requires including the possibil-
ity of the end of our society in the scope of what we study
( Sears 2021 opens a way in that direction); (2) introducing
the concept of vulnerabilities as an organizing descriptor
of the current global condition; (3) using a counterfactual
methodology to assess claims of past impossibility; and (4)
including imagined futures in our understanding of the pro-
duction of possible worlds. To think about possible ends, we
need to move beyond the “survivability bias” that underpins
much of the IR field ( Keen 2020 ; Pelopidas 2020 ). 44 Such
bias is visible in the scope of conceivable change within the
41 Also see quotes from former Australian representative Richard Butler 
(2001 , 146) and former Assistant Secretary-General of the United Nations Ramesh 
Thakur (2018) . 

42 United Nations. 2022. “Antonio Guterres on Climate Change 2022.”
UN Web TV . Accessed September 27, 2022. https://media.un.org/en/asset/ 
k1h/k1hsn9jq7v . 

43 Also see Futter and Williams (2016 , 254). 
44 One could also refer to the work of post–World War II futurologists as 

an example of thinking about and making space for the possibility of an end 
( Andersson 2018 , 17). 
discipline: a reconfiguration of existing power structures
or a redistribution of resources. Both make irredeemable
endings inconceivable. 45 This partly explains why the field
has claimed to predict international politics but has missed
crucial events, including the end of the Cold War. Bringing
the notion of vulnerabilities to the core of our inquiries
would open space to imagine unprecedented ends. In the
nuclear realm, for example, this enables one to seize both
the possible material consequences of nuclear war (material
vulnerabilities) and the temptation to overlook the gap
between the claims of control over those weapons and the
unsatisfactory record of doing so in practice (epistemic
vulnerability). Methodologically, counterfactual analysis
would be a useful way to assess good faith, as it constitutes
an instrument to examine policymakers’ claims about past
impossibilities ( Lebow 2010 ). Finally, it is crucial to study
imagined futures as constitutive of present and future possi-
bilities, thus turning them into central empirical objects for
IR ( Berenskoetter 2011 ; Beckert 2016 ; Verschuren 2022 ). 

Given the impact of foreseeably inadequate action in
the realms of climate change and nuclear weapon politics,
the second prescription revolves around the need to create
and adjudicate the debate between malevolence and failure of the
imagination as a cause of inadequate action . In recent years,
non-IR scholars who document the role of elites in produc-
ing environmental and nuclear disasters have restored the
notion of malevolence ( Perrow 2010 ; Castel 2018 , 126–27;
Latour 2018 , 17–25). 46 To the contrary, Günther Anders
blames the incompetence of our imagination, not evil intent,
for our inability to believe what we already know about the
scale of the unfolding disasters and to contemplate the
amount of harm that we can cause ( Anders 1962 , 496–97). 

Setting and adjudicating the debate between malev-
olence and the failure of imagination has considerable
implications for IR writing. First, it would require a more
circumspect use of the tragedy trope. 47 For instance, on
the failure to make progress toward disarmament, we need
to distinguish between two attitudes: deliberate failure out
of malevolence and the lack of attempts to bring about
progress, notwithstanding a sincere commitment to avoid
nuclear war, that is grounded in a failure of imagination or a
refusal to believe in its possibility . While both are faulty, tragedy
may apply to the latter, but should not be misused as an
excuse for the former. Second, this debate has implications
for contemporary discussions about populism, which have
made their way into IR ( Epstein, Lindemann, and Sending
2018 , 792–93). Because current scholarship assumes good
faith on the part of policymaking elites and naturalizes
their claims of impossibility to act, scholars have sometimes
blamed the public for its anger, anti-elitism, and naïveté
or incompetence. They have condemned the public for
believing that these pledges were sincere and that they
could have been kept in the first place. Yet, if the cause
of inadequate action turns out not to be malevolence, but
a failure to imagine the consequences of one’s action, as
sions is the only existential threat related to planetary boundaries that should be 
addressed. 

46 The fact that the oil industry was informed about the effects of carbon emis- 
sions on global warming as early as the late 1950s and validated that information 
in the 1970s but then developed campaigns to spread doubt about its validity con- 
stitutes an apt example of malevolence ( Conway and Oreskes 2010 , chapters 6 
and 7; Franta 2021 ; Bonneuil, Choquet, and Franta 2021 ). 

47 In the nuclear weapons realm, Charles Thorpe has documented how Robert 
Oppenheimer used the tragedy trope to avoid discussions of responsibility and 
guilt, for instance ( Thorpe 2006 ; Borgwardt 2008 ). Daniel Levine offers a skep- 
tical engagement with the ability of the “tragic frame” to account for the funda- 
mental vulnerability of a nuclearized world ( Levine 2018 ). 

https://media.un.org/en/asset/k1h/k1hsn9jq7v


BE N O Î T PE L O P I D A S A N D SA N N E CO R N E L I A J . VE R S C H U R E N 9 

A  

b  

t  

n  

e  

e
 

h  

c  

c  

t  

e  

a  

m  

c  

p  

w  

w  

c  

r
 

W  

c  

i  

1  

b  

t  

e  

“
 

b  

m  

c  

a  

t  

t  

a  

o  

A  

m  

i  

r  

s  

c  

a  

s  

r
 

r  

o  

T  

t  

t  

o  

c  

u  

c  

o  

s  

O  

r  

u  

c  

p  

p
u

W  

p  

n  

p  

c  

d  

n  

c
o  

i  

e  

b  

w  

t  

t  

b  

s

I  

a  

m  

t  

p
n  

p  

f
 

t  

t  

s  

t  

f  

n  

l  

e  

p  

p  

b  

s  

w  

I  

f  

m  

d  

e  

c  

a
 

o  

a  

a  

p  

m  

e  

r  

a  

m  

t  

f  
nders would claim, then the diagnostic of populism should
e flipped ( Anders 2008 , 194). Instead of populism being
he emotional expression of an ignorant populace who does
ot understand the complexity of politics, it becomes the
xpression of resentment against unfulfilled promises by
lites who are equally lacking the required imagination. 48 

The third prescription that follows from this analysis
as to do with the notion of policy relevance , which is widely
onsidered to be one of the central requirements of the dis-
ipline. To avoid repeating the Panglossian double failure,
he conceptualization of policy relevance should be broad-
ned and modified in terms of its audience, temporality,
nd normativity. As a result, scholars would not feel like they
ust accept the existing framing of the debate, defend the

laims of political impossibility and good faith on the part of
olicymakers, or even contradict the words of policymakers
hen they acknowledge bad faith. Policy-relevant work
ould be empowered to expand decision makers’ horizons,
hallenge their preconceived notions, and ensure that they
emain accountable to their democratic constituencies. 

In terms of audience, as indicated by early post–Cold
ar discussions about the requirements of policy relevance,

itizens from all parts of the world should be included
n the target audiences ( Wallace 1993 , 304–309; Smith
997 , 508–509). This allows for the possibility of citizens
ecoming elected officials and contributes to maintaining
he democratic character of representative democracies,
ven for issues commonly characterized as belonging to
high politics.”

Temporally, the notion of policy relevance should move
eyond presentism. If the three proposed shifts are imple-
ented, scholars will become responsible not just toward

urrent policymaking elites, but also vis-à-vis citizens of
 future in the making and victims of past harm due to
he lack of adequate action. In other words, it is crucial
o realize that climate change and nuclear arsenals have
lready produced and are presently producing harmful
utcomes, and not just in some possible distant future.
 consistent regime of accountability should thus include
uch more than the present generation. In order to do that

n a way that is compatible with our earlier recommendation
egarding contemplating the possibility of ends to power
tructures and civilizations, we recommend that scholarship
onstructs timescapes—the temporal horizons in which
gency is defined and accountability is organized—in the
hadow of possible ends. This allows for a reallocation of
esponsibilities ( Adam 1998 ). 

Normatively, while current mainstream scholarship has
ejected normative stances as nonscientific, we argue that
ur predicament confronts us with a utopian imperative.
he nuclear weapons realm offers a clear illustration of

his ( Pelopidas 2020 ). Given the potential devastation due
o nuclear weapons technology, the radical unacceptability
f nuclear weapon–related disasters, and the decades of
ommitment that nuclear modernization plans are asking
s to make, we cannot escape utopia. On one hand, one
ould bet on nuclear weapons technology never failing or
nly failing in non-catastrophic ways within the next five to
even decades. This would represent a technological utopia.
n the other hand, one could gamble on the adoption of

adical measures of nuclear disarmament that would bring
s below the nuclear winter threshold before unwanted nu-
lear explosions happen. Such a form of change is currently
resented as a political utopia by policymakers and scholars.
48 We do not claim that malevolence or failure to imagine are the only two 
ossible causes for inadequate action or that non-elite citizens are free from prej- 
dices, such as anti-intellectualism or racism. 

3  

i
y

ithout adequate action to meet the nuclear disarmament
ledge, only two possible alternatives remain: either a non-
uclear catastrophe will kill us before a nuclear disaster hap-
ens or nuclear war is considered inevitable, but its effects
ould be mitigated by developments such as effective missile
efenses. The latter would bring us back to a form of tech-
ological utopianism. As a result, there is no nonutopian
ourse of action, if utopian means “unusually challenging”
r “unprecedented.”49 This is what we call the utopian

mperative. Acknowledging the fact that utopia cannot be
scaped other than by accepting death from a third cause
ecomes crucial in this context. Policy-relevant scholarship,
hich claims to be non-normative, has denied and rejected

he utopian imperative. In doing so, it has unduly restricted
he policy options that it allows one to entertain and has
ecome an unacknowledged defense of existing power
tructures ( Ish-Shalom 2006 ; Meyn 2018 ; Green 2020 ). 

Conclusion: A Call for Political Courage and Scholarly 
Responsibility 

n the context of decades of repeated promises and failed
ttempts to address the existential problems posed by cli-
ate change and nuclear weapons, this article has argued

hat state responses during COVID-19 can shed a light on
ossibilities for action commensurate with the challenge—
ot just for the contemporary moment, but also for the
ast. This has led us to question the assumption of good

aith, widely ascribed to policymakers in these realms. 
Without presuming the relevance, efficacy, or fairness of

he measures to tackle COVID-19, an important lesson from
his crisis is that consequential action in good faith was pos-
ible: policymakers can, have, and should undertake action
o implement policy change, even when it is politically costly
or them to do so. The call for courageous policy action is
ot a call for decisionism, but rather one for accountable

eadership acting in good faith. This means that policymak-
rs should take the necessary steps to abide by what they are
romising. In doing so, political leaders should embrace the
olarizing dimension of politics by challenging structural
oundaries and upsetting veto players, particularly as the
cale of the problem requires it and because not doing so
ould entail a foreseeable failure to keep their promises.

t should be noted, however, that being held accountable
or the foreseeable consequences of one’s actions is only a

inimum criterion. To tackle climate change and nuclear
isarmament, policymakers should address questions of
quity and justice, in line with the kind of societies that they
laim to represent and the values that those societies regard
s foundational ( Schell 2000 , xxxvii–ix; Klinsky et al. 2017 ). 

Scholarship plays a crucial role in exploring the frontier
f possibility and ensuring that policymakers cannot escape
ccountability from their constituencies. Yet, it can only
ssume that role with three adjustments to IR: (1) rescoping
olitical possibilities; (2) adjudicating the debate between
alevolence and failure of imagination as causes of inad-

quate action; and (3) reassessing the meaning of policy
elevance. While these implications may sound grand, they
re apt for the current state of the world. We are in the
iddle of an environmental crisis at a planetary scale with

he ever-present risk of nuclear disaster, after constant
ailures to act at the adequate scale ( Booth 2007 , 2, 6,
96–98; Burke et al. 2016 ; Harrington 2016 ; Deudney 2018 ;
49 Kütt and Mian (2022) have documented the absence of any technological 
mpossibility, as we can dismantle all the remaining nuclear weapons under 10 
ears based on what has been achieved so far, without assuming any progress. 
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Deudney 2020 ). This is ironically consistent with the canon-
ical, if disputed, history of the discipline itself, which was
created at a time when scholars realized the abysmal failure
of World War I and were trying to prevent World War II. 
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