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6th Cambridge Graduate Conference in Political Thought and Intellectual 
History: ‘Theory and Practice’, 18th-19th March 2013 
 
Graduate students in Political Thought and Intellectual History at Cambridge 
organised an innovative and distinctive conference, featuring students from across 
Britain, Europe and America. The programme reflected developments at the cutting 
edge of the field: intensifying interdisciplinary interactions with historically-oriented 
political theory, and a growing interest in the intellectual worlds of continental Europe 
and the United States in the 19th and 20th centuries. 
 
Our opening keynote lecture was offered by Dr. Joel Isaac of the Cambridge History 
Faculty on 18th March.  Dr. Isaac’s lecture, entitled ‘Theory and Practice from 
Philosophy of Science to Political Theory: Thomas Kuhn and John Rawls in Context’, 
offered a fresh take on the junction between the history of the human sciences in 
twentieth-century America and the prospects for what he termed a ‘Cambridge’ 
approach in contemporary political theory.  
 
Graduate papers were arranged thematically, rather than chronologically, and 
presented on the 19th March to a varied audience of 50 postgraduate students and 
faculty members, including Professor John Robertson, Dr. Isaac and Dr. Annabel 
Brett.  
 
The first panel featured papers by Pascale Siegrist of the University of Constance and 
Masa Mrovlje of the University of St. Andrews, who opened the day by focusing 
discussion on a recurring aspect of the day’s papers: the problem of political 
judgement, the ‘middle-term’ in Immanuel Kant’s famous 1796 analysis of ‘the 
saying, “that may be true in theory, but it is not so in practice”’. Siegrist’s paper 
offered a sophisticated historical account of the development (and renunciation) of a 
political theory of ‘propaganda by the deed’ in European anarchism of the later 
nineteenth century.  Mrovlje’s exploration of the role of existentialist philosophy in 
the development of Hannah Arendt’s account of political agency offered a fresh 
account of her contrasting take on the problem of political judgement in social and 
historical contexts, deepening our understanding of her theory of the ‘banality of evil’. 
 
The second panel, featuring Or Rosenboim of the University of Cambridge and 
Ardevan Yaghoubi, a Fulbright scholar from the University of Chicago currently 
researching at the University of Frankfurt, focused on the problem of relating theory 
to practice in the history of legal codification. Rosenboim’s paper charted the 
vicissitudes of the debate within a circle of American and German emigré 
intellectuals who tasked themselves with the construction of a durable ‘world 
constitution’, capable both of restraining war and restructuring the global economy on 
a more stable foundation in the aftermath of the crises of the 1930s and of World War 
II. The centrality of the theory-practice problem to the problem of writing 
philosophically defensible laws in a world of historically-formed particularity was 
also highlighted in Yaghoubi’s account of the debate between Hegel and Friedrich 
Carl von Savigny over the philosophical basis for legal reform in the German States 
in the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars. 
 



The third panel, featuring Maximilian Jaede of the University of St. Andrews and 
Samuel Zeitlin of the University of California, Berkeley, returned the discussion to 
the issue of political judgement. Jaede’s paper explored the distinct category of the 
‘enemy’ in the political thought of Thomas Hobbes to throw new light of its approach 
to the problem of punishment and the limits of sovereign authority over individuals 
bearing a natural right to self-preservation. Zeitlin’s, by contrast, offered an account 
the German Jewish theologian Jacob Taubes’ attempt to philosophically analyse the 
flawed political judgement of Hobbes’ most controversial 20th century interpreter, the 
Nazi jurist Carl Schmitt.  
 
Our final panel brought the discussion up to date with discussions relating to the 
problem of theory and practice in contemporary Anglo-American political theory. 
Arjun Ramamurti of Harvard University offered a paper that sought to redefine 
‘realist’ political theory as a methodological opposition to ‘fixed and closed’ forms of 
political justification, rather than a set of shared claims about substantive politics. 
Ashraf Ahmed of Columbia University offered a contrasting take on the meaning of 
‘realism’ through a reconstruction of the ethical foundations of G. A. Cohen’s 
influential account of political justice. Finally, Binesh Hass of Oxford University 
showcased the contribution analytic philosophy is currently making to understandings 
of the problem of judgement in contemporary jurisprudence. 
 
The graduate conveners of the conference were extremely satisfied with the range and 
quality of submissions we received, and the wide-ranging international and 
interdisciplinary exchanges they enabled, both within and beyond the formal settings 
of the conference. We are extremely grateful to the Centre for History and Economics 
for their assistance, without which the conference would not have been possible. 
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