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ALFRED ZIMMERN 
 

1. Sir Alfred Eckhard Zimmern, a towering figure in classics, history, and political 

theory, was born on January 26, 1879, in Surbiton, England, and passed away 

on November 24, 1957, in Oxford, England. His influence on international 

relations, political philosophy, and education, and his advocacy for the League 

of Nations, are widely acknowledged. Zimmern's pivotal role in establishing 

international relations as an academic field and his significant contributions to 

shaping liberal internationalism following World War I are a testament to his 

scholarly prowess. He was also a founding figure of the League of Nations and 

later offered critical insights into its limitations.  

 

2. Zimmern was born into a Jewish family that later converted to Christianity. He 

was educated at Winchester College and New College, Oxford, where he 

studied classics. He served as a fellow at New College, Oxford, and later held 

positions at Aberystwyth University and Oxford University. His early interest 

in Greek political thought influenced his later ideas on international 

cooperation and the moral foundations of states. 

 

3. Zimmern’s scholarly work covered classical studies, international relations, 

and political philosophy.  

 

Regarding Classical Background and Humanism, his early focus was on Greek 

political ideas—particularly how concepts such as citizenship, democracy, and 

community can shape contemporary politics. He believed Greek humanism 

provided enduring lessons for modern society, emphasizing moral order, 

rationality, and civic virtue.  

 

Zimmern played a key role in founding International Relations (IR) as an 

academic discipline. In 1919, he was appointed as the first professor of 

International Politics at University College of Wales, Aberystwyth—an 

unparalleled role worldwide—thanks to a donation from David Davies 

following World War I. His teaching and publications greatly influenced the 

development of IR as a field grounded in moral and educational principles.  
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Liberal Internationalism, exemplified by Zimmern, is a liberal idealist view that 

holds that international peace is achievable through cooperation, moral 

growth, and education. He saw institutions like the League of Nations as 

mechanisms to transition from global disorder to a system based on law and 

morality. Zimmern was heavily influenced by Immanuel Kant’s “Perpetual 

Peace” and Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points. 

 
 

4. Zimmern's role in the League of Nations and Internationalism is not just about 

his contributions but also about his critical insights. His work at the League of 

Nations Secretariat (1919 – 1921) was instrumental in shaping its educational 

and cultural programs. He co–founded the International Institute of 

Intellectual Cooperation (the forerunner of UNESCO). However, his critical 

insights into the limitations of international organizations, his vision for moral 

education, and his vision for cultural exchange are equally significant.  

 

● Key Ideas – 

- He advocated for a global governance framework based on law and ethics.  

- Collective Security relies on the idea that nations must guarantee each other’s 

peace. 



3 
 

- World Citizenship highlights that education should cultivate a sense of global 

belonging beyond national boundaries.  

 

5. Major Works –  

 

● The Greek Commonwealth (1911) explores Athenian democracy by linking 

classical ideals to contemporary politics.  

 

● In 1929, the League of Nations promoted its role and emphasized the importance 

of moral principles in international relations.  

 

● In 1936, The Third British Empire explores the evolution of the Commonwealth as 

a structure for global cooperation. 

 

● In 1937, The Purpose of Education examines education's role in fostering moral 

and civic development within a worldwide community. 

 

6. Zimmern’s Liberal Idealism in IR –  

 

Zimmern’s ideas align with the utopian or idealist view in international relations (1919–

1939). 

 

Important Points –  

 

● Human nature can be bettered through reason and moral growth. 

● War is avoidable; it stems from ignorance and moral shortcomings. 

● International institutions play a key role in promoting peace and justice.  

● Education and cultural exchange play a vital role in fostering global harmony. 

 

Criticisms –   

 

● Realist EH Carr (in The Twenty Years, 1939) criticized Zimmern and other idealists 

for being overly moralistic and naïve, neglecting power politics and human self-

interest.  

● Carr described Zimmern’s generation as “utopian idealists.” 

 

7. Later Life and Impact –  
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● Following WWII, Zimmern endorsed the establishment of the United Nations, 

seeing it as the realization of his long-held goals. 

● He contributed to shaping international educational policies after the war and 

served as the first director-general of UNESCO.  

● He also held the position of professor of international relations at Oxford. 

 

Legacy –  

 

● Influenced the liberal internationalist tradition in international relations. 

● Contributed to establishing international studies as a formal academic discipline.  

● Institutions like UNESCO and the concept of global citizenship 

 

8. Key Concepts and Philosophical Beliefs –  

 

● Human nature includes moral qualities and the potential for improvement.  

● Peace involves the possibility of achievement through international cooperation, 

education, and moral development. 

● State sovereignty ought to be balanced with international responsibility.  

● Excessive nationalism is harmful; it should evolve into internationalism. 

 

9. Relevance In Present Context –  

 

Zimmern’s ideas resonate in –  

 

● UNESCO seeks to promote education and cultural understanding.  

● Liberal Institutionalism in International Relations (IR) highlights the importance 

of global governance, international law, and collaborative efforts. 

● Discussion on education for global citizenship and human rights.  

 

10. Briefly –  

 

● Alfred Zimmern was an early liberal internationalist who blended classical 

humanism with modern globalism, promoting education and moral growth as 

paths to world peace. His concepts influenced early international relations theory, 

the League of Nations, and laid the intellectual foundation for the United Nations 

and UNESCO.  
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