
additional debates, such as those on the design of inter-
national institutions and on the role of power and domes-
tic politics in international relations.

Origins of Political Extremism: Mass Violence in the
Twentieth Century and Beyond. By Manus I. Midlarsky. New
York: Cambridge University Press, 2011. 442p. $99.00 cloth, $36.99
paper.
doi:10.1017/S1537592713001229

— Siniša Malešević, University College, Dublin

Despite recent attempts by such influential authors as
Steven Pinker, Pieter Spierenburg, or John Mueller to
downplay the importance of organized violence in the
twentieth century, there is no doubt that this was by far
the bloodiest era in human history. No amount of imag-
inative and arbitrary use of statistics—such as Pinker’s
pairing of apples and oranges where, for example, human
casualties resulting from 1,800 years of Mideast slave trade
are treated in the same way as the six years of unprec-
edented mass slaughter in World War II—can deny this
simple fact. Moreover, unlike the premodern world where
individuals were generally killed for where they were (i.e.,
resistance to religious conversion, occupation, enslave-
ment, or territorial loss), in modernity the tendency is to
murder people for who they are—their ethnicity, “race,”
religion, class, or ideological orientation. In other words,
it is no accident that the proliferation of mass murder
historically coincides with the expansion of political extrem-
ism. In the modern era, and particularly in the twentieth
century, ideology has played a much greater role in the
mobilization and legitimization of violent extremism.

In this highly erudite book, Manus Midlarsky attempts
to explain the origins of twentieth-century extremist social
movements and their pathways toward mass murder. Draw-
ing on up-to-date research in social psychology, political
theory, history, political science, and philosophy, the author
develops an original theory aimed at tackling the emer-
gence of violent political extremism. Since not all bellig-
erent extremist organizations have ended up committing
mass-scale slaughter, Midlarsky’s focus is on the key social
and historical processes that are likely to tip the extremist
groups toward indiscriminate violence. In the author’s view,
a combination of factors, including initial ephemeral gains,
contraction of the space of authority, intense emotional
experience of humiliation, shame, and anger, as well as
heightened awareness of morality and later territorial loss,
creates an explosive cocktail that is likely to lead toward
the unmitigated killings of huge numbers of individuals.

More specifically, Midlarsky argues that political extrem-
ism often emerges in the aftermath of a temporary, but sig-
nificant, political victory for a particular social movement.
However, once this movement finds itself under substan-
tial external threat, fearing that its victory will be reversed
(and in some instances this reversal becomes a reality), the

tendency is to develop a shared perception of injustice that
ultimately leads to common feelings of anger, humiliation,
and shame. The direct consequence of this process is the
movement’s attribution of blame and stereotyping of a group
deemed responsible for their expected or actual loss. For
Midlarsky, the pathway to extremist violence also entails a
substantial degreeof “mortality salience”; that is, an increased
sense of one’s mortality, which stimulates popular prefer-
ence for, and unquestioned loyalty to, a charismatic lead-
ership. For example, the route to extremist violence of the
Tamil Tigers in the late twentieth century is traced back to
the decline and eventual disappearance of the Jaffna king-
dom in 1619; ephemeral gains in civil service and economy
achieved by Tamils under British rule; the loss, humilia-
tion, and anger experienced by independent Sri Lanka’s lan-
guage bill (1956), which made Sinhala the only official
language; and another ephemeral gain accomplished by the
LiberationTigers ofTamil Eelam’s takeover of Jaffna in 1986,
followed by the heightened sense of threat that the Sri Lan-
kan Army would capture Jaffna. The ultimate outcome
of all these historical processes and events was the advent of
violent extremism, resulting in the devastating actions of
the LTTE suicide bombers.

Midlarsky has written an impressive book. His central
argument is well articulated, carefully elaborated, and tested
on a variety of examples from Nazi Germany, fascist Italy,
Stalinist Soviet Union, radical Islamist groups, Sri Lanka,
Poland, the Balkans, Japan, and Turkey, among others.
The book is also well written and based on comprehensive
research.

Nevertheless, as with all well-ordered theoretical mod-
els, Midlarsky’s theory cannot capture all of the complex-
ity and messiness of social life. Some of the case studies
analyzed in the book, such as that of a tiny and politically
insignificant British extremist group, Al-Muhajiroun, and
Croatian nationalism before World War II, seem highly
overstretched to fit this theoretical model. Several key con-
cepts utilized are a bit too vague or undefined (i.e., radi-
calism, extremism, or democracy). For example, it is not
clear what parameters are used to distinguish extreme from
the less extreme forms of nationalism.

More importantly, what is missing in Midlarsky’s study
is an analysis of the sociological processes involved. While
the author is good at linking micropsychological research
with broader macrohistorical transformations, there is not
much attempt to engage with the subtleties of the mezzo-
sociological world. This is most pronounced in the author’s
focus on elite behavior; his treatment of nations, ethnic
groups, and societies as homogenous entities; and his lack
of engagement with the social mechanisms that underpin
ideological transformations. While there is little dispute
that all human beings share some universal psychological
propensities, the complexities of collective action cannot
be captured well by the methods of clinical psychology.
Simply put, large-scale collectivites such as nations, ethnic
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groups, and societies cannot be treated in the same ways
as individuals: An individual direct experience of personal
humiliation is very different from the collectively learned
and externally imposed notion of “collective humiliation”
marked by an event that happened a long time in the past.
Hence, when writing about “a widespread feeling of humil-
iation [that] pervades Arab societies” (p. 150) or about
“Italian perceptions of injustice” over the 1915 Treaty of
London, which promised and then denied to Italy the
possession of the Dalmatian coast and Fiume (p. 309),
Midlarsky assumes that all “Arabs” and “Italians” shared
this feeling of humiliation. However, an engagement with
more sociologically grounded analyses, such as those by
scholars of nationalism (i.e., Ernest Gellner, Michael Mann,
John Breuilly or Rogers Brubaker), would show that in
the early twentieth century, most citizens of Italy and the
Middle East were illiterate peasants who had little or no
comprehension of what a nation is and thus could not
develop a coherent sense of collective humiliation.

It is important to distinguish between different social
strata and show which groups were influenced by the nar-
ratives of “national humiliation” and which remained igno-
rant. To understand how these processes operate and how
collective action is generated, one cannot take pronounce-
ments and speeches of the extremist leaders at face value
(p. 168). It is also crucial to look at the internal, societal
factors that have shaped popular response to extremist
political movements like fascism, Nazism, communism,
nationalism, and Islamic radicalism. When tackling the
problem of mortality salience, one has to differentiate
between an individual’s sense of personal mortality and
nationalist or religious visions that see nation-states and
religions through the prism of collective immortality. By
focusing on societies rather than just states, one would
avoid a too symmetrical view of complex and messy his-
torical realities that are often less visible from the overly
externalized analysis.

To sum up, Midlarsky has produced an excellent, theo-
retically innovative, and empirically rich study. A more
comprehensive engagement with the sociological dynam-
ics involved would have made Origins of Political Extrem-
ism even better.

Harmony and War: Confucian Culture and Chinese
Power Politics. By Yuan-Kang Wang. New York: Columbia
University Press, 2011. 328p. $55.00.

Ancient Chinese Thought, Modern Chinese Power.
By Yan Xuetong. Edited by Daniel A. Bell and Sun Zhe. Translated by
Edmund Ryden. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011. 312p.
$32.50.
doi:10.1017/S1537592713001230

— Brock F. Tessman, University of Georgia

What can Chinese history tell us about the factors—both
material and moral—that will shape China’s national secu-

rity strategy as it emerges on the world stage? Does evi-
dence from the pre-Qin, Song, and Ming periods offer
support for a unique “Chinese School” of international
relations theory? The two books under review answer these
questions, among others.

The primary argument in Yuan-Kang Wang’s Harmony
and War is that Chinese national security strategy always
has been, and always will be, guided by the material capa-
bilities possessed by China and its primary competitors.
Wang offers his structural-realist argument as an alterna-
tive to popular explanations of Chinese strategy that assign
great importance to the cultural tradition of Confucian
pacifism, as well as to those that, while agreeing with his
assertion that Chinese leaders have historically adhered to
the principles of realpolitik, attribute that pattern to an
embedded sort of “cultural realism,” rather than the dis-
tribution of material capabilities (e.g., see Alastair Iain
Johnston, Cultural Realism: Strategic Culture and Grand
Strategy in Chinese History, 1998). In short, Wang’s thesis
is that despite any rhetoric that may suggest otherwise,
Chinese leaders are not constrained by their Confucian
ideals. Rather, they engage in aggressive use of military
force and territorial expansion during times of relative
strength, and pursue accommodation and emphasize har-
mony during times of relative inferiority.

The core of Wang’s book is an extensive and admirable
analysis of historical documents from the Northern (960–
1127) and Southern (1127–79) Song dynasties, as well as
the Ming dynasty (1368–1644). Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6
use historical records of decision making and national secu-
rity strategy in order to uncover the determinants of stra-
tegic choice during almost 700 years of Chinese history.
Using what can be described as a loose method of process
tracing, the author shows that Chinese leaders made stra-
tegic choices that were primarily guided by the relative
balance of material capabilities, operationalized in terms
of “troops, horses, grain production, government budget,
fiscal balances, and domestic rebellions” (p. 32). For exam-
ple, the material strength of the early Ming dynasty allowed
it to undertake offensive warfare on land in places like
Vietnam and at sea, particularly with the expeditions of
Admiral Zheng He. As for Ming–Mongol relations, “the
broad contour of Ming strategic choice was consistent
with structural realist explanations. Chinese grand strat-
egy went through three stages: from offensive to defensive
and then to accommodation. This shift correlates with the
balance of power between the Ming and the Mongols”
(p. 143).

One of the subtle but significant strengths of the book
is the way that the theories—Confucian pacifism, cultural
realism, and structural realism—are tested. While Confu-
cian pacifism and Wang’s structural realism can be easily
distinguished because they predict divergent outcomes,
the two realist theories are much harder to disentangle
because they both predict the same outcome—Chinese
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