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In this new edition of The Globalization of World Politics we have followed a similar format and
structure to previous editions, but we have added several new and exciting chapters that we believe
make this already popular and successful book even better. These alterations are based on the edi-
tors’ sense of changes that are happening in the field of International Relations, but they are also in
response to feedback from students from around the world, comments from teachers and scholars of
International Relations, and the extremely detailed reviews of the seventh edition commissioned by
Oxford University Press. Together, all these comments have helped us identify a number of additional
areas that should be covered. We have included a thoroughly rewritten chapter on globalization and
global politics that explores the implications of the current crisis of globalization for world politics
and world order. We have made the excellent section on the diversity of theoretical perspectives even
better by strengthening the historical contextualization of the theories that have shaped the field and
by including a new chapter on postcolonial and decolonial approaches. We have improved the section
on international issues by commissioning new chapters on human rights and on refugees and forced
migration. We have also updated the learning features, including nearly two dozen brand new case
studies and many new suggestions for further reading.

Praise for The Globalization of World Politics

“The chapter on Postcolonial and Decolonial Approaches offers many new insights and excellent examples
and debates. The Opposing Opinions feature will ignite heated and reflexive debate amongst students’

Birsen Erdogan, Lecturer in International Relations, Department of

International and European Law, Maastricht University

“The new chapter on Refugees and Forced Migration covers a topic of great relevance and interest to

students, including good discussion of the theoretical and legal debate of various categories of refugees
and effective examples and case studies to illustrate the complexities of such a challenging policy issue.

Craig Mark, Professor in the Faculty of International Studies,

Kyoritsu Women’s University

“The updated chapter on Human Rights pushes the reader to challenge and re-think common assump-
tions - the critical and reflective focus is a very welcome addition to the current IR textbook market.

Samuel Jarvis, Teaching Fellow in International Relations,

University of Southampton

‘It still does what it has always set out to do, introducing students to the main theoretical and conceptual
underpinnings of global politics while offering a set of highly relevant and contemporary case studies
to show these ideas in action. I am really delighted that the editors are engaging with authors from the
Global South - this is long overdue and demonstrates the quality of scholarship from these regions. In
particular, Chapter 10 provides excellent coverage of the origins, historical context and main intellectual
contribution of postcolonial and decolonial approaches.
Neville Wylie, Deputy Principal and Professor of International History,
University of Stirling



Producing an edited book is always a collective enterprise. But it is not only the editors and authors
who make it happen. We make substantial revisions to every new edition of this book based on the
numerous reviews we receive on the previous one. We are extremely grateful to all those who sent to us
or Oxford University Press their comments on the strengths and weaknesses of the seventh edition and
our plans for this eighth edition of the book. Very many of the changes are the result of reviewers’ rec-
ommendations. Once again, we would also like to thank our excellent contributors for being so willing
to respond to our detailed requests for revisions, and sometimes major rewrites, to their chapters. Many
of these authors have been involved with this book since the very first edition, and we are extremely
grateful for their continued commitment and dedication to International Relations pedagogy.

Here we would also like to make a special acknowledgement and extend our greatest thanks to
the editorial assistant on this edition, Dr. Danielle Cohen. With efficiency, deep conscientiousness,
patience, and humour, she has done an excellent job working with the contributors and the editors to
ensure deadlines were met and all tasks completed on time. The book is much better because of her
hard work.

The editors would also like to thank the editorial and production team at Oxford University Press,
especially Sarah Iles and Emily Spicer. They are always a pleasure to work with.

John Baylis, Steve Smith, and Patricia Owens

The authors of Chapter 32 are grateful to Zeenat Sabur for her research support in preparing this
updated version of the chapter.

The publishers would be pleased to clear permission with any copyright holders that we have in-
advertently failed, or been unable, to contact.

The eighth edition has been rigorously updated following extensive reviewer feedback. Key changes
include:

e New Chapter 25 on refugees and forced migration by Professor Ariadna Estévez, University of
Mexico

e Incorporation of postcolonial and decolonial approaches in Chapter 10 by Dr Meera Sabaratnam,
SOAS University of London

e Newly authored Chapter 31 on human rights encourages you to think critically about key issues in
the field and consider whether human rights are universal

e Expanded coverage of non-Western approaches, particularly perspectives from the Global South,
is woven throughout the chapters to ensure you appreciate the importance of viewing interna-
tional relations from representative and varied perspectives

e Updated International Relations theory chapters reflect a more contextualized and historical per-
spective, allowing you to gain a thorough, nuanced understanding of the historical and political
context in which these approaches emerged






The Globalization of World Politics provides a
range of carefully selected learning tools and ad-
ditional material to help you navigate the text and
contextualize your understanding, supporting de-
velopment of the essential knowledge and skills
you need to underpin your International Relations
studies.

Framing Questions
Each chapter opens with provocative questions to
stimulate thought and debate on the subject area.

Glossary terms

Glossary terms highlight the key terms and ideas
in IR as you learn, and are a helpful prompt for
revision.

Opposing Opinions boxes

Fully updated opposing opinions feature with ac-
companying questions will help you evaluate the-
ory and facilitate critical and reflective debate on
contemporary policy challenges, from campaigns
to decolonise the curriculum to debates over open
borders and migration.

Case Studies

Two engaging and relevant Case Studies in every
chapter illustrate how ideas, concepts, and issues
are manifested in the real world. Each Case Study
is followed by questions to encourage you to apply
theory to current and evolving global events.

Ve

Framing Questions

e Is it useful to distinguh between different types of nationalism and, if so, how
these vary from ongb another?

Ccepted historical sequence of nation > nationalism > nation
everse of the normal sequence?

® Is the principle of national self-determination incompatible with that of state
sovereignty?

A\ /

Feminism: a polit Funds and p‘:'ogr;
are subject to the
and which depend|
other donors.

Futures market:

t has collapsed and cannot pro-
change, women’s inequt substantial external support,
is the aim to move Hent of the state has ceased to
borders of the state.

] project to understand, so as to

matters; for other;

chagriences, a equality or oppression. For some, this  can place bets on fuy
is the aim to move beyond gender, so that it no longer  ing to either buy o
matters; for others, it is to validate womens interests,  specified date.

experiences, and choices; for others, it is to work for
more equal and inclusive social relations overall.

Feminized labour: work that is in large part done by
women, and which is associated by social convention

G20 (Group of 2
in which major 4
discuss global fina
inception, it has hy

Opposing Opinions\ universities can be decolonized )

For Against

e with the times, with lots
Universities have changef students, and students of
qore women, workipéof the barriers of colonial preju-
out of the classroom are being bro-
pes of students can expand the horizons
versities provide, meaning that they can
become less tied to the imperial attitudes of the West.

Thanks to globalization, there are more resources available
in terms of g and ives avail-
able in different subjects. One of the factors limiting the kinds
of knowledge taught by universities has been access to sources
of knowledge from different groups, in different languages, and

Universities tend to promote elite know
views. Precisely because the West has don
universities have promoted forms of knowls
that reinforce this domination. Many unive
South have sought to emulate, rather th;
organization of knowledge.

The domination of English language al
lishing formats limits access. As long as
nant language for academic research, ther
in terms of access to knowledge. The glob.
publishing has not meant an end to imperi;
corporate publishers located in the West/

Case Study 26.1

nger in Haiti: food security and rice imports

~

imported rice was available in the
below that of local growers. Forced
farmers abandoned their farms and
of work, adding further to the legiony
The 2008 global economic crisis b
price of rice (and many other staplg
short of the daily calorie intake reco
Programme. In 2010, Haiti was struc
further misery, killing an untold num
1.5 million with limited access to foo|
brought Category 4 Hurricane Mattl
ple in need of emergency food sul
further aggravated by a three-yea
the El Nifo effect of 2015-16, brin,
in local food production. Accordip’




Boxes

Each chapter offers a rich supply of concise boxes
that enhance your understanding of key IR develop-
ments, definitions and debates and facilitate critical
thinking skills.

Key Points

Lists of Key Points throughout the text sum up the
most important arguments, acting as a useful revi-
sion tool and provide an at a glance overview of the
issues raised within each chapter.

Questions

End-of-chapter questions not only probe your un-
derstanding of each chapter, but also encourage you
to reflect on the material you've just covered.

Further Reading

Annotated recommendations for further reading at
the end of each chapter help you familiarise yourself
with the key academic literature and suggest how
you can explore your interest in a particular aspect
of IR.

How to use the learning features

Box 25.1 Co
migration

onial powers and forced

Joday, people Wifio are forced to leave their home countries are
fily threatened by political forces linked to inter-
national conflict. The situation has changed to such an extent
that if forced migration was defined by this type of political
conflict, it would not be such a pressing issue. Mainstream lit-

erature argues that forced migration is produced by problems
£ frnnil at S

and tha lacitiom ctatnc! (Ct,

Key Points

e Postcolonial ay
about the
gapproaches include insights about how we think abo

and know the world (epistemology), what we study
(ontology), and our ethical or normative responsibilities.

d decolonial approaches are a way of thin
¢orld rather than a rigid theory.

e Postcolonial and decolonial approaches seek to

Questions

1. Why is ur?t}/ a ’conte.sted §oncept’? . A
0 traditional realist writers focus on national security?
. Why do wars occur?
. Why do states find it difficult to cooperate?
. Do you find ‘liberal institutionalism’ convincing?
. Why might democratic states be more peaceful?
. How do ‘constructivist, human security, ‘feminist, and poststructur

security differ from those of ‘neorealists’?

N oUW

Walt, S. M- (2002), ‘The Enduring Relevance of the Realist Tradition’, in I. Katznelso
(eds), Political Science: The State of the Discipline (New York: W. W. Norton). An
realist tradition from one of its leading proponents.

Twentieth-century classical realism

Carr, E. H. (1939), The Twenty Years’ Crisis 1919-1939: An Introduction to the Study
\ Relations (London: Macmillan). An important critique of liberal idealism. Yy,

XIX
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This textbook is accompanied by many helpful additional resources for both students and lecturers, pro-
viding opportunities to consolidate understanding and further develop skills of critical analysis and apply
theory to practice.

rinning Negotiations

Student Resources

@ International relations simulations
encourage you to develop negotiation and
problem solving skills by engaging with

. Poszihle propasals:
topical events and processes Pt |
. . . . nvr._nlrcmL'snn(.-xmum:nrsmﬂ-mxummrnmmnumnw
@ Web links to journal articles, blogs and video S e frery B o= o :
content to deepen your understanding of key _ S |
topics and explore your research interests e e ————— —
@ Video podcasts of contributors from this i unl

book analysing current issues and new
situations, supporting you to engage with
real-world cases in a lively, accessible
manner

@ Guidance on how to evaluate the Opposing
Opinions arguments and approach the
questions, supporting you to engage in
nuanced debate over key policy challenges

@ Extended IR Case Studies encourage you to
apply theories to current and evolving global
events

@ Multiple choice questions—a popular
interactive feature that provide instant
feedback, helping you test your knowledge
of key points in each chapter and also at
revision time

@ Interactive flashcards of key terms and
concepts from the book, so you can check
your understanding of IR terminology



Lecturer Resources

These resources are password-protected, but access
is available to anyone using the book in their teach-
ing. Please contact your local sales representative.

Additional Case Studies to use in class discus-
sions to contextualise and deepen theoretical
understanding

Customizable PowerPoint® slides, arranged
by chapter, for use in lecture or as hand-outs to
support efficient, effective teaching preparation

A fully customizable test bank containing
ready-made assessments with which to test
your students’ understanding of key concepts

Question bank of short-answer and essay ques-
tions encourages critical reflection on core is-
sues and themes within each chapter

All figures and tables from the book available
to download, allowing clear presentation of key
data to support students’ data analysis

How to use the online resources

Case Study 2: Brazil

« Motion of Brazil as rising power emerged under

President Luis Inacio Lula

* Lula urged Brazil to challenge unipolarity and

strive toward more balanced multipolar world
order:

- reassert national autonomy

- form coalitions with other developing states
- increase bargaining power

* However, Brazil has become mired in economic

and political problems

Chapter 18: International law

Short answer questions

1 Define 'customary international law” (50 words o less).

2. What is meant by opinio juns?

3 Describe what is meant by *standard of civiization.”

4. What is the difference between jus ad beflurrr and jus i bailo?

5 What is meant by a ‘fundamental institution™?

XXi
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Part One

In this part of the book, we introduce you to how
this book makes sense of international relations
in a global era. We have two main goals in this
part.

First, we want to provide you with a context
in which to read the different chapters that fol-
low. We do this by explaining why the main title
of this book refers to ‘world politics’ rather than
‘international politics’; giving you a brief his-
tory of the study and discipline of International
Relations; and providing a very brief introduction
to the main theoretical approaches to the study of

International Relations, including how each con-
ceives of globalization.

Second, we go into much more detail on the
dynamics, complexities, and contradictions of con-
temporary globalization. What is globalization, and
what are its main engines and drivers? How should
we understand the contemporary crisis of globaliza-
tion and its implications for the current world order?
Making sense of these questions is essential to under-
standing world politics in the twenty-first century.
We hope that these two chapters provide a powerful
entry point into what follows in the rest of the book.
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Reader’s Guide

This book provides a comprehensive overview of
world politics in a global era. The term most often
used to explain world politics in the contemporary
period—'globalization’—is controversial. There is
considerable dispute over what it means to talk of
‘globalization’, whether this implies that the main
features of contemporary world politics are differ-
ent from those of the past, and whether much of the
world is experiencing a backlash against ‘neoliberal
globalization’ The concept can be most simply used
to refer to the process of increasing interconnected-
ness among societies such that events in one part of
the world increasingly have effects on peoples and
societies far away. On this view, a globalized world is
one in which political, economic, cultural, and social
events become more and more interconnected, and
also one in which they have more impact. For oth-
ers, ‘globalization’ is the ideology associated with
the current phase of the world economy—neoliberal
capitalism—which has most shaped world politics
since the late 1970s. In this introduction we explain
how we propose to deal with globalization in this
book, and we offer some arguments both for and
against seeing it as an important new development
in world politics.

We will begin by discussing the various terms used
to describe world politics and the academic disci-
pline—International Relations (IR)—that has led the
way in thinking about world politics. We then look

at the main ways in which global politics has been
explained. Our aim is not to put forward one view of
how to think about world politics somehow agreed
by the editors, let alone by all the contributors to this
book. There is no such agreement. Rather, we want
to provide a context in which to read the chapters
that follow. This means offering a variety of views.
For example, the main theoretical accounts of world
politics all see globalization differently. Some treat it
as a temporary phase in human history; others see
it as the latest manifestation of the growth of global
capitalism; yet others see it as representing a funda-
mental transformation of world politics that requires
new ways of understanding. The different editors and
contributors to this book hold no single agreed view;
they represent all the views just mentioned. Thus, they
would each have a different take, for example, on why
powerful states cannot agree on how to tackle global
climate change, why a majority of British people
voted to leave the European Union, the significance
of the Arab Spring and the global financial crisis, or
the causes and significance of economic, gendered,
and racialized inequality in world politics.
There are three main aims of this book:

e to offer an overview of world politics in a global era;

e to summarize the main approaches to understand-
ing contemporary world politics; and

e to provide the material necessary to develop a
concrete understanding of the main structures and
issues defining world politics today.
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In Part Two we will examine the very important histor-
ical background to the contemporary world, including
the rise of the modern international order; the major
crises of international order that defined the twenti-
eth century; more recent developments since the end
of the cold war; and the significance of the rise of new,
non-Western powers in contemporary world politics.
Part Three gives a detailed account of each of the
main theories of world politics—liberal internation-
alism, realism, Marxism, constructivism, poststruc-
turalism, postcolonial and decolonial approaches,

and feminism—along with a chapter on normative
approaches that focuses on a series of important ethi-
cal questions, such as whether it can ever be morally
right to wage war. In Part Four we look at the main
structures and processes that do most to shape the
central contours of contemporary world politics, such
as global political economy, international security,
war, gender, and race. Then in Part Five of the book
we deal with some of the main policy issues in the
globalized world, such as poverty, human rights, refu-
gees, and the environmental crisis.

From international politics to world politics

Why does the main title of this book refer to ‘world
politics’ rather than ‘international politics’ or ‘interna-
tional relations’? These are the traditional terms used
to describe the kinds of structures and processes cov-
ered in this book, such as the causes of war and peace
or the global economy and its inequalities. Indeed, the
discipline that studies these issues is nearly always called
International Relations. We will say more about this
discipline shortly. The point here is that we believe the
phrase ‘world politics’ is more inclusive than either of
the alternative terms ‘international relations’ or ‘interna-
tional politics’. It is meant to signal that in this book we
are interested in a very wide set of actors and political
relations in the world, and not only those among nation-
states (as implied by ‘international relations’ or ‘inter-
national politics’). It is not that relations between states
are unimportant; far from it. They are fundamental to
contemporary world politics. But we are also interested
in relations among institutions and organizations that
may or may not be states. For example, this book will
introduce you to the significance of multinational cor-
porations, transnational terrorist groups, social classes,
and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) such
as human rights groups. We also think that relations
among transnational corporations, governments, or
international organizations can be as important as what
states and other political actors do or don’t do. Hence,

The study of International Relations

As you will discover reading this book, International
Relations (IR) is an incredibly exciting and diverse field
of study. It is exciting because it addresses the most

we prefer to use the more expansive term ‘world politics’,
with the important proviso that we do not want you to
define ‘politics’ too narrowly. You will see this issue aris-
ing time and again in the chapters that follow, since many
contributors also understand ‘politics’ very broadly.
Consider, for example, the distinction between
‘politics’ and ‘economics’. Clearly, a great deal of power
accrues to the group that can persuade others that the
existing distribution of wealth and resources is ‘simply’
an economic or ‘private’ question rather than a political
or ‘public’ issue. Of course, the very distinction between
‘politics’ and ‘economics’ has a history and is open to dis-
pute. When, where, and why did this particular distinc-
tion between public and private, politics and economy,
develop? What role does it play in global political econ-
omy today? As you read this book, already 82 per cent of
the world’s global wealth is held by 1 per cent of its pop-
ulation; the world’s richest 27 people possess the same
wealth as its poorest 50 per cent—3.8 billion people. And
the global wealth gap increases every year. The point here
is that we want you to think about politics very broadly
because many of the chapters in this book will describe
as ‘political’ features of the contemporary world that you
may not have previously thought of as such. Our focus
is on the political and power relations, broadly defined,
that characterize the contemporary world. Many will be
between states, but many—and perhaps most—will not.

pressing problems shaping the lives of everyone on the
planet: matters of war and peace, the organization of
the global economy, the causes and consequences of
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global inequality, the pending global environmental
catastrophe, to name just a few of the most obvious. The
key concepts that organize debate in the field are also
some of the most contentious: power, violence, sover-
eignty, states, empire, genocide, intervention, inequal-
ity, justice, and democracy, again to name just a few.

The field is highly diverse, organized into vari-
ous subfields and specialisms, including international
history, international security, international political
economy, international law, and international organi-
zations. Scholars of International Relations also often
work with regional specialisms, focusing on Latin
America, East Asia, the Middle East, Europe, Africa, or
North America.

International Relations is also highly interdisci-
plinary, drawing on theoretical and methodologi-
cal traditions from fields as diverse as History, Law,
Political Science, Geography, Sociology, and increas-
ingly Anthropology, Gender Studies, and Postcolonial
and Decolonial Studies. In Britain, historians were
most influential in the earliest decades of the orga-
nized study of international relations (Hall 2012). In
more recent decades, especially after the end of the
Second World War, and especially in the United States,
Political Science has tended to have the greatest influ-
ence on the discipline of International Relations. This
tended to narrow the range of acceptable approaches to
the study of IR and also led to an excessive focus on US
foreign policy, to the detriment of non-Western history
and theories of world politics. However, very recently,
both inside and outside the United States, scholars have
started to pay much more attention to how and why IR
has neglected non-Western histories and experiences,
and have begun to rectify this (Tickner and Weever
2009). In doing so, they have increasingly moved the
field away from Eurocentric approaches to world poli-
tics and begun to take seriously the project of develop-
ing a Global IR (Acharya 2014b).

Watch a video of Sir Steve Smith discussing the
move away from a Eurocentric approach to
world politics www.oup.com/he/baylis8e

People have tried to make sense of world poli-
tics for centuries. However, the formation of the aca-
demic discipline of International Relations is relatively
recent. This history also partly accounts for some of
the issues just described. Consider how the history of
the discipline of IR is itself contested. One of the most
influential accounts of its history is that the academic
discipline was formed in 1919 when the Department of

International Politics was established at the University
of Wales, Aberystwyth (now Aberystwyth University).
The emphasis in this version of the story is that the
Department of International Politics was founded after
the horrors of the First World War to help prevent a
tuture war. If scholars could find the causes of war, then
they could put forward solutions to help politicians pre-
vent them from breaking out. According to this view,
the discipline of IR was—or should be—marked by
such a commitment to change the world; the task of
academic study should be one of making the world a
better place.

Others have challenged this story as a foundation
myth for a field with a much darker history, situating
the emergence of IR somewhat earlier in the history of
colonial administration and the study of imperialism
(Long and Schmidt 2005; Vitalis 2015). For example,
the first journal in the field was called Journal of Race
Development, first published in 1910, and which is now
the influential US-based publication known as Foreign
Affairs. The beginning of the twentieth century was not
only a period of world war, but also one of empire, theft
of land, and belief in racial supremacy—that is, main-
taining and justifying white supremacy in world poli-
tics. In the United States, African-American scholars
interested in studying race and world politics were sys-
tematically marginalized from the emerging discipline
of IR (Vitalis 2015). However, situating the history of
the field in this context gives a very different gloss to the
role of academic International Relations today, which
exists in a context of international hierarchy and the
continuing significance of race and racism in world
politics, as discussed later in this book.

The point to note here is that there are impor-
tant debates about how academic knowledge is pro-
duced, the contexts in which academic disciplines
are formed, and some of the enduring legacies of this
history. Another example is how histories of inter-
national thought and the discipline of International
Relations almost entirely exclude women thinkers
and founders of the discipline (for an exception, see
Ashworth 2014). Yet, women in the past thought and
wrote a great deal about international politics (Sluga
and James 2016; Owens 2018). Their work has yet to be
fully recovered and analysed. Knowledge about world
politics—and the academic subjects that you study at
university—also has a history and a politics. This his-
tory is relevant for the identity of the academic field of
International Relations and for how we should think
about world politics today. Indeed, you should keep in
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mind that the main theories of world politics did not
arise from nowhere. They were developed by intellec-
tuals and practitioners in specific circumstances for

Theories of world politics

The basic problem facing anyone who tries to under-
stand contemporary world politics is that there is so
much material to look at that it is difficult to know
which things matter and which do not. Where on earth
would you start if you wanted to explain the most
important political processes? How, for example, would
you explain the failures of climate change negotiations,
‘Brexit’ from the EU, the 9/11 attacks, or the rise of the
so-called Islamic State (IS, otherwise known as ISIS,
ISIL, or Daesh) after the United States’ invasion and
occupation of Iraq? Why was the apparent economic
boom in much of the capitalist world followed by a near
devastating collapse of the global financial system?
Why are thousands of migrants from North Africa
seeking to make the extremely dangerous voyage across
the Mediterranean Sea to the European Union? Why
does the United States support Israel in its conflict with
Palestinians in the occupied territories? As you will
learn, there are very different responses to these ques-
tions, and there seems no easy way of arriving at defini-
tive answers to them.

Whether you are aware of it or not, whenever you are
taced with questions like these you have to turn, not only
to the study of history, though that is absolutely essen-
tial, but also to theories. Theory is a kind of simplify-
ing device that allows you to decide which historical or
contemporary facts matter more than others when try-
ing to develop an understanding of the world. A good
analogy is using sunglasses with different-coloured
lenses: put on the red pair and the world looks red; put
on the yellow pair and it looks yellow. The world is not
any different; it just looks different. So it is with theo-
ries. Shortly, we will summarize the main theoretical
views that have dominated the study of world politics
so that you will get an idea of which ‘colours’ they paint
world politics. But before we do, please note that we do
not think that theory is an option. It is not as if you
can say you do not want to bother with theory; all you
want to do is to look at the ‘facts’. We believe that this is
impossible, since the only way you can decide which of
the millions of possible facts to look at is by adhering to
some simplifying device that tells you which ones mat-
ter the most. Theory is such a simplifying device. Note

very concrete and political reasons. International the-
ories have histories too (Knutsen 1997; Keene 2005;
Ashworth 2014).

also that you may well not be aware of your theory.
It may just be the view of or even ideology about the
world that you inherited from your family, social class,
peer groups, or the media. It may just seem common
sense to you and not at all complicated. But we fervently
believe that in such a case your theoretical assumptions
are just implicit rather than explicit. We prefer to try
to be as explicit as possible when it comes to thinking
about world politics.

Of course, many proponents of particular theo-
ries also claim to see the world the way it ‘really is’
Consider the International Relations theory known
as ‘realism’. The ‘real” world as seen by realists is not
a very pleasant place. According to their view, human
beings are at best selfish and domineering, and proba-
bly much worse. Liberal notions about the perfectibility
of human beings and the possibility of a fundamental
transformation of world politics away from conflict and
hierarchy are very far-fetched from a realist perspec-
tive. Indeed, realists have often had the upper hand
in debates about the nature of world politics because
their views seem to accord more with common sense,
especially when the media daily show us images of how
awful human beings can be to one another. Again, we
will say more about realism in a moment. The point
here is to question whether such a realist view is as neu-
tral as it seems commonsensical. After all, if we teach
world politics to generations of students and tell them
that people are selfish, then does this not become com-
mon sense? And when they go to work in the media,
for government departments, or for the military, don’t
they simply repeat what they have been taught and act
accordingly? Might realism simply be the ideology of
powerful states, interested in protecting the status quo?
What is the history of realism and what does this his-
tory tell us about its claims about how the world ‘really
is’? For now, we would like to keep the issue open and
simply point out that we are not convinced that realism
is as objective, as timeless, or as non-normative as it is
often portrayed.

What is certainly true is that realism has been one
of the dominant ways in the West of explaining world
politics over the last 150 years. But it is not the only
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theory of international relations, nor the one most
closely associated with the earliest academic study of
international relations. We will now summarize the
main assumptions underlying the main rivals as theo-
ries of world politics: liberal internationalism, realism,
Marxism, constructivism, poststructuralism, post-
colonialism and decolonialism, and feminism. These
theories will be discussed in much more detail in Part
Three of this book; although we do not go into much
depth about them here, we need to give you a flavour
of their main themes since, after summarizing them,
we want to say something about how each might think
about globalization.

() Watch a video of Sir Steve Smith discussing the

value of theory www.oup.com/he/baylis8e

Liberal internationalism

Liberal internationalism developed after the First World
War, in a period defined by competing but unstable
empires, class conflict, women’s suffrage, and experi-
ments in international organization (Sluga and Clavin
2017). As you will later learn, there are many kinds of
‘liberalism’. But the main themes that run through lib-
eral thought are that human beings and societies can
be improved, that representative democracy is neces-
sary for liberal improvement, and that ideas—not just
material power—matter. Behind all this lies a belief in
progress, modelled on the achievements of liberal capi-
talist societies in the West. Hence, liberals reject the
realist notion that war is the natural condition of world
politics. They also question the idea that the state is the
main actor on the world political stage, although they
do not deny that it is important. They see individuals,
multinational corporations, transnational actors, and
international organizations as central actors in some
issue-areas of world politics. Liberals tend to think of
the state not as a unitary or united actor, but as made up
of individuals and their collective, societal preferences
and interests. They also think of the state as comprised
of a set of bureaucracies, each with its own interests.
Therefore, there can be no such thing as one ‘national
interest’ since it merely represents the result of what-
ever societal preferences or bureaucratic organizations
dominate the domestic decision-making process. In
relations among states, liberals stress the possibilities
for cooperation; the key issue becomes devising inter-
national institutions in which economic and political
cooperation can be best achieved.

The picture of world politics that arises from the lib-
eral view is of a complex system of bargaining among
many different types of actors. Military force is still
important, but the liberal agenda is not as restricted
as the realist one of relations between great powers.
Liberals see national interests in more than just mili-
tary terms, and stress the importance of economic,
environmental, and technological issues. Order in
world politics emerges from the interactions among
many layers of governing arrangements, comprising
laws, agreed norms, international regimes, and insti-
tutional rules to manage the global capitalist economy.
Fundamentally, liberals do not think that sovereignty is
as important in practice as realists believe. States may
be legally sovereign, but in practice they have to nego-
tiate with all sorts of other actors, with the result that
their freedom to act as they might wish is seriously cur-
tailed. Interdependence between states is a critically
important feature of world politics.

Realism

Realists have a different view of world politics and, like
liberals, claim a long tradition. However, it is highly
contested whether realists can actually claim a lineage
all the way back to ancient Greece or whether realism is
an invented intellectual tradition for cold war American
foreign policy needs. Either way, there are many vari-
ants of something called ‘realism’. But in general, for
realists, the main actors on the world stage are states,
which are legally sovereign actors. Sovereignty means
that there is no actor above the state that can compel
it to act in specific ways. According to this view, other
actors such as multinational corporations or interna-
tional organizations have to work within the frame-
work of inter-state relations. As for what propels states
to act as they do, realists see human nature as centrally
important, and they view human nature as rather self-
ish. As a result, world politics (or, more accurately for
realists, international politics) represents a struggle for
power among states, with each trying to maximize its
national interest. Such order as exists in world politics is
the result of the workings of a mechanism known as the
balance of power, whereby states act so as to prevent
any one state from dominating. Thus, world politics is
all about bargaining and alliances, with diplomacy a
key mechanism for balancing various national inter-
ests. But finally, the most important tool available for
implementing states’ foreign policies is military force.
Ultimately, since there is no sovereign body above the
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states that make up the international political system,
world politics is a self-help system in which states must
rely on their own military resources to achieve their
ends. Often these ends can be achieved through coop-
eration, but the potential for conflict is ever present.

Since the 1970s and 1980s, an important variant
of realism has developed, known as neorealism. This
approach stresses the importance of the structure of
the international system in affecting the behaviour of
all states. Thus, during the cold war two main powers
dominated the international system, and this gave rise
to certain rules of behaviour; now that the cold war has
ended, the structure of world politics is said to be mov-
ing towards multipolarity (after a phase of unipolarity),
which for neorealists will involve very different rules of
the game.

Social constructivism

Social constructivism is a relatively new approach
in International Relations, one that developed in the
United States in the late 1980s and has been becom-
ing increasingly influential since the mid-1990s. The
approach arose out of a set of events in world politics,
notably the disintegration of the Soviet empire, as sym-
bolized most dramatically by the fall of the Berlin Wall
in 1989. These events indicated that human agency had
a much greater potential role in world politics than
implied by realism or liberalism. But the theoreti-
cal underpinnings of social constructivism are much
older; they relate to a series of social-scientific and
philosophical works that dispute the notion that the
‘social world’ is external to the people who live in it,
and is not easily changed. To different degrees, realism
and liberalism stress the regularities and ‘certainties’
of political life (although liberalism is somewhat less
adamant).

By contrast, constructivism argues that we make
and remake the social world and so there is much more
of a role for human agency than realism and liberalism
allow. Moreover, constructivists note that those who
see the world as fixed underestimate the possibilities
for human progress and for the betterment of people’s
lives. To this degree, social constructivism strongly
overlaps with liberalism and can even be seen as pro-
viding the social theory underpinnings of liberal politi-
cal theories of world politics. In the words of one of the
most influential constructivist theorists, Alexander
Wendt, even the self-help international system por-
trayed by realists is something that we make and

remake: as he puts it, ‘anarchy is what states make of it’
(Wendt 1992). Therefore, the world that realists portray
as ‘natural’ or ‘given’ is in fact far more open to change,
and constructivists think that self-help is only one pos-
sible response to the anarchical structure of world poli-
tics. Indeed, not only is the structure of world politics
amenable to change, but so also are the identities and
interests that neorealism or neoliberalism take as given.
In other words, constructivists think that it is a funda-
mental mistake to think of world politics as something
that we cannot change. The seemingly ‘natural’ struc-
tures, processes, identities, and interests of world poli-
tics could in fact be different from what they currently
are. Note, however, that social constructivism is not a
theory of world politics in itself. It is an approach to the
philosophy of social science with implications for the
kinds of arguments that can be made about world poli-
tics. Constructivists need to marry their approach to
another political theory of world politics, such as real-
ism but usually liberalism, to actually make substantive
claims.

Realism, liberalism, and social constructivism are
generally considered to be the ‘mainstream’ theories
of world politics. This means that they are the domi-
nant approaches in the most influential location for IR
scholarship, which is currently in the United States.
But this is changing. And by no means should real-
ism, liberalism, and social constructivism be consid-
ered the only compelling theories. On the contrary,
outside the United States these theories are often
considered to be far too narrow and thus unconvinc-
ing. We now turn to some other approaches that are
highly critical of the mainstream and move beyond it
in quite far-reaching ways.

Marxist theories

The fourth main theoretical position we want to men-
tion, Marxist theory, is also known as historical materi-
alism, which immediately gives you clues as to its main
assumptions. But first we want to point out a paradox
about Marxism. On the one hand, Marxist theory has
been incredibly influential historically, inspiring social-
ist revolutions around the world, including during the
process of decolonization, and also in the recent global
uprisings in response to the global financial crisis since
2007, for instance in Greece. On the other hand, it has
been less influential in the discipline of IR than either
realism or liberalism, and has less in common with
either realism or liberalism than they do with each
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other. Indeed, from a Marxist perspective, both realism
and liberalism serve the class and imperial interests of
the most powerful actors in world politics to the detri-
ment of most of the rest of the world.

For Marxist theory, the most important feature of
world politics is that it takes place in a highly unequal
world capitalist economy. In this world economy the
most important actors are not states but classes, and
the behaviour of all other actors is ultimately explica-
ble by class forces. Thus states, multinational corpora-
tions, and even international organizations represent
the dominant class interest in the world economic
system. Marxist theorists differ over how much leeway
actors such as states have, but all Marxists agree that
the world economy severely constrains states’” freedom
of manoeuvre, especially that of smaller and weaker
states. Rather than an arena of conflict among national
interests or an arena with many different issue-areas,
Marxist theorists conceive of world politics as the setting
in which class conflicts are played out. In the branch of
Marxism known as world systems theory, the key fea-
ture of the international economy is the division of the
world into core, semi-periphery, and periphery areas. In
the semi-periphery and the periphery there exist cores
that are tied into the capitalist world economy, while
even in the core area there are peripheral economic
areas. In all of this, what matters is the dominance of
the power not of states but of global capitalism, and
it is these forces that ultimately determine the main
political patterns in world politics. Sovereignty is not
nearly as important for Marxist theorists as for realists
since it refers to political and legal matters, whereas the
most important feature of world politics is the degree of
economic autonomy, and here Marxist theorists see all
states as having to play by the rules of the international
capitalist economy.

Poststructuralism

Poststructuralism has been a particularly influential
theoretical development throughout the humanities
and social sciences in the last 30 years. It reached inter-
national theory in the mid-1980s, but it can only be said
to have really arrived in the last few years of the twen-
tieth century. Nonetheless, in recent years poststruc-
turalism has probably been as popular a theoretical
approach as any discussed in this book, and it overlaps
with a number of them. Part of the difficulty, however,
is precisely defining poststructuralism, which is also
sometimes referred to as postmodernism. This is in

addition to the fact, of course, that there are substantial
theoretical differences within its various strands. One
useful definition is by Jean-Fran¢ois Lyotard (1984:
xxiv): ‘Simplifying to the extreme, I define post-modern
as incredulity towards metanarratives’. ‘Incredulity’
simply means scepticism; ‘metanarrative’ means any
theory that asserts it has clear foundations for making
knowledge claims and involves a foundational epis-
temology. You do not need to worry too much about
what this means right now. It’s explained in more detail
in the chapter on poststructuralism, and we say a little
bit more about these meta-theory questions below (see
‘Some meta-theoretical questions’). Put simply, to
have a foundational epistemology is to think that all
truth claims (about some feature of the world) can be
judged true or false (epistemology is the study of how
we can claim to know something).

Poststructuralism is essentially concerned with dis-
trusting and exposing any account of human life that
claims to have direct access to ‘the truth’. Thus realism,
liberalism, social constructivism, and even Marxism
are all suspect from a poststructuralist perspective
because they claim to have uncovered some fundamen-
tal truth about the world. Michel Foucault, an impor-
tant influence on poststructuralists in International
Relations, was opposed to the notion that knowledge
is immune from the workings of power. Instead, and
in common with Marxism, he argued that power pro-
duces knowledge. All power requires knowledge and all
knowledge relies on and reinforces existing power rela-
tions. Thus there is no such thing as ‘truth’ existing out-
side of power. Truth is not something external to social
settings, but is instead part of them. Poststructuralist
international theorists have used this insight to exam-
ine the ‘truths’ of International Relations theory, to
see how the concepts that dominate the discipline are
in fact highly contingent on specific power relations.
Poststructuralism takes apart the very concepts and
methods of our thinking, examining the conditions
under which we are able to theorize about world poli-
tics in the first place.

Postcolonial and decolonial approaches

Postcolonialism has been an important approach in
cultural studies, literary theory, and anthropology for
some time now, and has a long and distinguished pedi-
gree. However, postcolonial approaches have until quite
recentlylargelybeenignoredinthe field of International
Relations. This is now changing, not least because old
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disciplinary boundaries are breaking down. As noted
earlier in this chapter, more and more scholars study-
ing international politics are drawing on ideas from
other disciplines, including postcolonial ideas, espe-
cially those that expose the Eurocentric character of
IR. It is noteworthy that all the major theories we have
discussed so far—realism, liberalism, Marxism, social
constructivism, and poststructuralism—emerged in
Europe in response to specific European problems.
They are all ‘Eurocentric’. Postcolonial scholars ques-
tion whether Eurocentric theories can really purport
to explain world politics as a whole, or world politics
as it relates to the lives of most people on the planet.
It is more likely that they help to continue and justify
the military and economic subordination of the Global
South by powerful Western interests. This process is
known as ‘neocolonialism’. Postcolonialism has also
become more popular since the 9/11 attacks, which
encouraged people to try to understand how the his-
tories of the West and the Global South have always
been intertwined. For example, the identities of the
colonized and colonizers are constantly in flux and
mutually constituted. Postcolonial scholars argue that
the dominant theories, especially realism and liberal-
ism, are not neutral in terms of race, gender, and class,
but have helped secure the domination of the Western
world over the Global South. In this way, postcolonial-
ism suggests that traditional Marxism did not pay suf-
ficient attention to the way that racial and gendered
identities and power relations were central to uphold-
ing class power. Decolonial scholarship, which comes
out of and is closely linked to postcolonialism, then
proceeds to think about how to ‘decolonize’ the domi-
nant theories and ways of knowing. Thus, an impor-
tant claim of postcolonial and decolonial approaches
is that global hierarchies of subordination and control,
past and present, are made possible through the his-
torical construction and combination of racial, gen-
dered, and class differences and hierarchies. As other
chapters in this volume suggest, IR has been slightly
more comfortable with issues of class and gender. But
the issue of race has been almost entirely ignored. This
is even though race and racism continue to shape the
contemporary theory and practice of world politics in
far-reaching ways, as shown in the chapter on racism
in this book. In 1903, W. E. B. DuBois famously argued
that the problem of the twentieth century would be the
problem of the ‘colour-line’. How will transnational
racism continue to shape global politics in the twenty-
first century?

Feminism

Feminists were among the earliest and most influential
writers on international politics in the period during
which theacademic discipline of International Relations
was said to emerge (Ashworth 2011; Sluga 2017). But,
as noted earlier, this tradition of international theory
was marginalized from the discipline of International
Relations after the Second World War until the 1980s.
The first and most important thing to note about femi-
nism itself is that there is no one feminist theory; there
are many kinds of feminisms. However, the different
approaches are united by their focus on the construc-
tion of differences between ‘women’ and ‘men’ in the
context of hierarchy and power and the highly contin-
gent understandings of masculinity and femininity that
these power relations produce. Indeed, the very catego-
ries of ‘women’ and ‘men’, and the concepts of mas-
culinity and femininity, are highly contested in much
feminist research. Some feminist theories assume natu-
ral and biological (i.e. sex) differences between men and
women. Some do not. However, what all of the most
interesting work in this field does is analyse how gen-
der both affects world politics and is an effect of world
politics; in other words, how different concepts (such as
the state or sovereignty) are gendered and, in turn, how
this gendering of concepts can have differential conse-
quences for ‘men’ and ‘women’.

Some feminists look at the ways in which women are
excluded from power and prevented from playing a full
part in political activity. They examine how women have
been restricted to roles critically important for the func-
tioning of things (such as reproductive economies) but
that are not usually deemed to be important for theories
of world politics. Other feminists argue that the cause
of women’s inequality is to be found in the capitalist
system; overthrowing capitalism is the necessary route
for the achievement of the equal treatment of women.
‘Standpoint feminists’ identify how women, as a par-
ticular class by virtue of their sex rather than economic
standing (although the two are related), possess a unique
perspective—or standpoint—on world politics as a
result of their subordination. For example, in an impor-
tant early essay, J. Ann Tickner (1988) reformulated the
famous ‘Six principles of political realism’ developed by
the ‘godfather’ of realism, Hans J. Morgenthau. Tickner
showed how the seemingly ‘objective’ rules of realism
actually reflect hegemonic ‘male’ values and definitions
of reality. As a riposte, she reformulated these same rules
taking women’s experiences as the starting point.
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Postcolonial and decolonial feminists work at the
intersection of class, race, and gender on a global scale,
and especially analyse the gendered effects of trans-
national culture and the unequal division of labour in
the global political economy. From this perspective, it
is not good enough to simply demand (as some liberal
feminists do) that men and women should have equal
rights in a Western-style democracy. Such a move
ignores the way in which poor women of colour in the
Global South remain subordinated by the global eco-
nomic system—a system that liberal feminists were too
slow to challenge in a systematic way.

Some meta-theoretical questions

For most of the twentieth century, realism, liberalism,
and Marxism tended to be the main theories used to
understand world politics, with constructivism, femi-
nism, and poststructuralism becoming increasingly
influential since the mid-1990s and postcolonialism
gaining some influence in the 2000s.

While it is clear that each of these theories focuses on
different aspects of world politics, each is saying more
than this. Each view is claiming that it is picking out
the most important features of world politics and that it
offers a better account than do its rival theories. Thus,
the different approaches are really in competition with
one another. While you can certainly choose among
them and combine some aspects of some of the theories
(see, for example, Marxism, feminism, and postcolo-
nialism), it is not always so easy to add bits from one
to the others. For example, if you are a Marxist then
you think that state behaviour is ultimately determined
by class forces, which realists and liberals do not think
affect state behaviour in any significant way. In other
words, these theories are really competing versions of
what world politics is like rather than partial pictures
of it. They do not agree on what the ‘it’ is.

One way to think about this is in relation to meta-
theoretical questions (questions above any particu-
lar theory). Such terms can be a little unsettling, but
they are merely convenient words for discussing fairly
straightforward ideas. First consider the distinc-
tion between explanatory and constitutive theories.
An explanatory theory is one that sees the world as
something external to our theories of it. In contrast,
a constitutive theory is one that thinks our theories
actually help construct the world. In a very obvious
way our theories about the world shape how we act,
and thereby make those theories self-confirming. For

example, if we think that individuals are naturally
aggressive then we are likely to adopt a different pos-
ture towards them than if we think they are naturally
peaceful. However, you should not regard this claim
as self-evidently true, since it assumes that our abil-
ity to think and reason makes us able to determine
our choices (i.e. that we have free will rather than hav-
ing our ‘choices’ predetermined). What if our human
nature is such that we desire certain things ‘naturally’,
and that our language and seemingly ‘free choices’
are simply rationalizations for our needs? The point
is that there is a genuine debate between those who
think of the social world as like the natural world, and
those theories that see our language and concepts as
helping create that reality. Theories claiming the natu-
ral and the social worlds are the same are known as
naturalist (Hollis and Smith 1990).

In IR, realist and liberal theories tend to be explana-
tory, with the task of theory as reporting on a world that
is external to our theories. Their concern is to uncover
regularities in human behaviour and thereby explain
the social world in much the same way as a natural sci-
entist might explain the physical world. By contrast,
nearly all the approaches developed in the last 30 years
or so tend to be constitutive theories. Here theory is not
external to the things it is trying to explain, and instead
may construct how we think about the world. Or, to put
it another way, our theories define what we see as the
external world. Thus, the very concepts we use to think
about the world help to make that world what it is.

The foundational/anti-foundational distinction refers
to the simple-sounding issue of whether our beliefs
about the world can be tested or evaluated against any
neutral or objective procedures. This is a distinction
central to the branch of the philosophy of social science
known as epistemology (the study of how we can claim
to know something). A foundationalist position is one
that thinks that all truth claims (about some feature of
the world) can be judged true or false. An anti-foun-
dationalist thinks that truth claims cannot be judged
in this way, since there are never neutral grounds for
doing so. Instead each theory will define what counts
as the facts and so there will be no neutral position
available to adjudicate between rival claims. Think,
for example, of a Marxist and a liberal arguing about
the ‘true’ state of the economy. Foundationalists look
for ‘meta-theoretical’ (above any particular theory)
grounds for choosing between truth claims. In con-
trast, anti-foundationalists think that there are no such
positions available, and that believing there to be some
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is itself simply a reflection of an adherence to a particu-
lar view of epistemology.

Most of the contemporary approaches to inter-
national theory are much less wedded to founda-
tionalism than were the traditional theories. Thus,
poststructuralism, postcolonialism, and some feminist
theory would tend towards anti-foundationalism,
whereas neorealism and neoliberalism would tend
towards foundationalism. Interestingly, social con-
structivism wishes to portray itself as occupying the
middle ground. On the whole, and as a rough guide,
explanatory theories tend to be foundational while
constitutive theories tend to be anti-foundational.
The point at this stage is not to construct some check-
list, nor to get you thinking yet about the epistemo-
logical differences among these theories. Rather we
want to draw your attention to the important impact

Theories and globalization

None of these theories has all the answers when it comes
to explaining world politics in a global era. In fact, each
sees ‘globalization’ differently. We do not want to tell
you which theory seems best, since the purpose of this
book is to give you a variety of conceptual lenses through
which you might want to look at world politics. All we
will do is say a few words about how each theory might
respond to the debate about ‘globalization’. We will then
go on to say something about the possible rise of global-
ization and offer some ideas on its strengths and weak-
nesses as a description of contemporary world politics.

e For liberals, globalization is the end product of a
long-running, progressive transformation of world
politics. Liberals are particularly interested in the
revolution in economy, technology, and communi-
cations represented by globalization. This increased
interconnectedness among societies, which is eco-
nomically and technologically led, results in a very
different pattern of world political relations from
that which has gone before. States are no longer such
central actors as they once were. In their place are
numerous actors of differing importance according
to the issue-area concerned. The world looks more
like a cobweb of relations than like the state model of
realism or the class model of Marxist theory. From
this perspective, the British vote to exit from the EU
was a foolish and very expensive decision to reject
political and economic integration.

of these assumptions about the nature of knowl-
edge on the theories that you will learn about. The
last 30 years have seen these underlying assumptions
brought more into the open. The most important
effect of this has been to undermine realism’s and lib-
eralism’s claims to be delivering the truth.

Note that this is a very rough representation of how
the various theories can be categorized. It is misleading
in some respects, since there are quite different versions
of the main theories and some of these are less founda-
tionalist than others. In other words, the classifications
are broadly illustrative of the theoretical landscape, and
are best considered a useful starting point for think-
ing about the differences among theories. As you learn
more about them you will see how rough and ready a
picture this is, but it is as good a general categorization
as any other.

o Forrealists, the picture looks very different. For them,
globalization—however its advocates define it—does
not alter the most significant feature of world poli-
tics, namely the territorial division of the world into
nation-states. While the increased interconnected-
ness among economies and societies might make
them more dependent on one another, the same can-
not be said about the state system. Here, powerful
states retain sovereignty, and globalization does not
render obsolete the struggle for political power among
those states. Nor does it undermine the importance
of the threat of the use of force or the importance of
the balance of power. Globalization may affect our
social, economic, and cultural lives, but it does not
transcend the international political system of states.
We might think of the decision of the British people
to leave the European Union as a demonstration of
the enduring significance of national sovereignty.

e For constructivist theorists, globalization tends to be
presented as an external force acting on states, which
leaders often argue is a reality that they cannot chal-
lenge. This, constructivists argue, is a very political
act, since it underestimates the ability of changing
social norms and the identity of actors to challenge
and shape globalization, and instead allows leaders
to duck responsibility by blaming ‘the way the world
is’. Instead, constructivists think that we can mould
globalization in a variety of ways, notably because
it offers us very real chances, for example, to create
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cross-national human rights and social movements
aided by modern technological forms of communi-
cation such as the internet.

e For Marxists, globalization is a sham, and the recent
backlash against ‘globalization’ is evidence of this.
From a historical perspective, it is nothing particu-
larly new, and is really only the latest stage in the
development of international capitalism: neoliber-
alism. It does not mark a qualitative shift in world
politics, nor does it render all our existing theories
and concepts redundant. Above all, it is a Western-
led capitalist phenomenon that simply furthers the
development of global capitalism, in a neoliberal vein.
Neoliberalism, in this sense, is less a variant of liberal
internationalism, though there are links, than the
effort to deregulate global capitalism for the benefit
of the rich. Rather than make the world more alike,
neoliberal globalization further deepens the existing
divides between the core, the semi-periphery, and
the periphery. From this perspective, the decision of
British people to retreat from transnational collabo-
ration, voting to exit the EU, was because ordinary
working people did not feel the benefits of it.

e Forpoststructuralists, ‘globalization’ does notexistout
there in the world. It is a discourse. Poststructuralists
are sceptical of the grand claims made by realists, lib-
erals, and Marxists about the nature of globalization,
and they argue that any claims about the meaning of
so-called ‘globalization’ make sense only in the con-
text of a specific discourse that itself is a product of
power. These various regimes of truth about global-
ization merely reflect the ways in which both power
and truth develop together in a mutually sustaining
relationship throughout history. The way to uncover
the workings of power behind the discourse of ‘global-
ization’ is to undertake a detailed historical analysis of
how the practices and statements about globalization
are ‘true’ only within specific discourses.

e Postcolonial and decolonial scholarship on global-
ization is similar to much Marxist thought in that it
highlights the important degree of continuity and

Globalization: myth or reality?

The focus of this book is to offer an overview of world
politics in a global era. But what does it mean to speak of a
‘global era’? Societies today are affected both more exten-
sively and more deeply by events in other societies. The

persistence of colonial forms of power in the global-
ized world. For example, the level of economic and
military control of Western interests in the Global
South is in many ways actually greater now than it
was under direct control—a form of ‘neo’-colonial-
ism that is compatible with neoliberal capitalism.
So, although the era of formal colonial imposition
by force of arms is largely over, an important start-
ing point for postcolonial scholarship is the issue of
vast inequality on a global scale, the forms of glo-
balizing power that make this systematic inequal-
ity possible, and the continued domination of
subaltern peoples, those classes dominated under
hegemony such as poor rural women in the Global
South.

e Each of the different branches of feminist scholar-
ship responds differently to the question of global-
ization, but they all address and debate the effects
that it has on gendered forms of power. Liberal
feminists, as is to be expected, are most positive
and hopeful about globalization, viewing it as a
way to incorporate more women into the existing
political and economic system. Others are much
more sceptical, pointing to the negative effects of
neoliberalism and economic globalization on the
global wealth gap, which has a disproportionately
negative effect on women, especially women of
colour. From a feminist perspective, to really assess
the significance, causes, and effects of globalization
requires concrete analysis of the lived experiences
of men and women, showing how seemingly gen-
der-neutral issues are highly gendered, reinforc-
ing relations of power and other forms of gender
injustice.

By the end of the book we hope you will work out which
of these theories (if any) best explains not only ‘global-
ization’, but world politics more generally. The central
point here is that the main theories see globalization
differently because they have a prior view of what is
most important in world politics.

world seems to be ‘shrinking’, and people are increasingly
aware of this. The internet is the most graphic example,
since it allows you to sit at home and have instant com-
munication with people around the world. Email and
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social media such as Facebook and Twitter have also
transformed communications and hence how we come
to know about world politics. But these are only the most
obvious examples. Others would include: global newspa-
pers, international social movements such as Amnesty
International or Greenpeace, global franchises such as
McDonald’s, Coca-Cola, and Apple, the global economy,
and global problems such as pollution, climate change,
and HIV/AIDS. Have these developments really changed
the nature of world politics? The debate about global-
ization is not just the claim that the world has changed
but whether the changes are qualitative and not merely
quantitative. Has a ‘new’” world political system really
emerged as a result of these processes?

Our final task in this introduction is to offer you a
summary of the main arguments for and against glo-
balization as a distinct new phase in world politics. We
do not expect you to decide where you stand on the
issue at this stage, but we think that we should give you
some of the main arguments so that you can keep them
in mind as you read the rest of this book. Because the
arguments for globalization as a new phase of world
politics are most effectively summarized in Chapter 1,
we will spend more time on the criticisms. The main
arguments in favour are:

e The pace of economic transformation is so great that it
has created a new world politics. States are less and less
like closed units and they cannot control their own
economies under global capitalism. The world econ-
omy is more interdependent than ever, with cross-
border trade and financial flows ever expanding.

e Communications have fundamentally revolution-
ized the way we deal with the rest of the world. We
now live in a world where events in one location can
be immediately observed on the other side of the
world. Electronic communications alter our notions
of the social groups we live in.

e There is now, more than ever before, a global cul-
ture, so that most urban areas resemble one another.
Much of the urban world shares a common culture,
a good deal of it emanating from Hollywood.

e Time and space seem to be collapsing. Our old ideas
of geographical space and of chronological time are
undermined by the speed of modern communica-
tions and media.

e A global polity is emerging, with transnational
social and political movements and the beginnings
of a transfer of allegiance from the state to sub-state,
transnational, and international bodies.

e A cosmopolitan culture is developing. People are
beginning to ‘think globally and act locally’.

e A risk culture is emerging, with people realizing
both that the main risks that face them are global
(pollution, HIV/AIDS, and climate change) and
that individual states are unable to deal with these
problems.

However, just as there are powerful reasons for see-
ing globalization as a new stage in world politics, often
allied to the view that globalization is progressive—that
it improves people’s lives—there are also arguments
that suggest the opposite. Some of the main ones are:

o Globalization is merely a buzzword to denote the
latest phase of capitalism: neoliberalism. In a very
powerful critique of globalization theory, Paul Hirst
and Grahame Thompson (1996) argue that one effect
of the globalization thesis is that it makes it appear
as if national governments are powerless in the face
of global economic trends. This ends up paralysing
governmental attempts to subject global economic
forces to control and regulation. Just think about
how this played out in the negotiations between
Greece and its debtors in 2015. Believing that most
globalization theory lacks historical depth, Hirst
and Thompson point out that it paints the cur-
rent situation as more unusual than it is, and also
as more firmly entrenched than it might in fact be.
Current trends may well be reversible. They con-
clude that the more extreme versions of globaliza-
tion are ‘a myth’, and they support this claim with
five main conclusions from their study of the con-
temporary world economy (Hirst and Thompson
1996: 2-3). First, the present internationalized econ-
omy is not unique in history. In some respects, they
say it is less open than the international economy
was between 1870 and 1914. Second, they find that
‘genuinely’ transnational companies are relatively
rare; most are national companies trading interna-
tionally. Third, there is no shift of finance and capi-
tal from the developed to the underdeveloped world.
Overseas direct investment continues to be highly
concentrated among the countries of the developed
world. Fourth, the world economy is not global;
rather trade, investment, and financial flows are
concentrated in and among different blocs—Europe,
North America, China, and Japan. Finally, if they
coordinated policies, this group of blocs could regu-
late global economic markets and forces. Hirst and
Thompson offer a very powerful critique of one of
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the main planks of the globalization thesis: that the
global economy is something beyond our control.
Their central criticism is that this view both mis-
leads us and prevents us from developing policies
to control national economies. All too often we are
told that our economy must obey ‘the global market’,
with enormous consequences for social spending
and social justice. Hirst and Thompson believe that
this is a myth.

Another obvious objection is that globalization is
very uneven in its effects. At times it sounds very
much like a Western theory applicable only to a
small part of humankind. To pretend that even a
small minority of the world’s population can con-
nect to the internet is clearly an exaggeration when
in reality most people on the planet are not so tech-
nologically connected. In other words, globalization
applies only to the developed world. We are in dan-
ger of overestimating both the extent and the depth
of globalization.

A related objection is that globalization may well
be simply the latest stage of Western imperialism.
It is the old modernization theory in a new guise.
The forces that are being globalized are conveniently
those found in the Western world. What about non-
Western experiences and values? Where do they fit
into this emerging global world? The worry is that
they do not fit in at all, and what is being celebrated
in globalization is the triumph of a Western world-
view, at the expense of the worldviews of others.
Critics have also noted that there are very consid-
erable losers as the world becomes more globalized.
This is because globalization represents the seeming
‘success’ of neoliberal capitalism in an economically
divided world. Perhaps one outcome is that neolib-
eral globalization allows the more efficient exploi-
tation of poorer nations, and segments of richer
ones, all in the name of ‘openness’. The technologies
accompanying globalization are technologies that
benefit the richest economies in the world, and allow
their interests to override those of local communi-
ties. Not only is globalization imperialist; it is also
exploitative.

Not all globalized forces are necessarily ‘good’ ones.
Globalization makes it easier for drug cartels and
terrorists to operate, and the internet’s anarchy
raises crucial questions of censorship and prevent-
ing access to certain kinds of material, including
among those trading in the sexual exploitation of
children.

e Turning to the so-called global governance aspects
of globalization, the main worry here is about
responsibility. To whom are the transnational social
movements responsible and democratically account-
able? If IBM or Shell becomes more and more power-
ful in the world, does this not raise the issue of how
accountable it is to democratic control? One of the
arguments for ‘Brexit’ was that EU decision-making
is undemocratic and unaccountable. Most of the
emerging powerful actors in a globalized world are
not accountable to democratic publics. This argu-
ment also applies to seemingly ‘good’ global actors
such as Amnesty International and Greenpeace.

We hope that these arguments for and against the
dominant way of representing globalization will cause
you to think deeply about the utility of the concept of
globalization. The chapters that follow do not take a
common stance for or against. We end by posing some
questions that we would like you to keep in mind as you
read the remaining chapters:

e Isglobalization a new phenomenon in world politics?

e Which theory discussed above best explains
globalization?

e Isglobalization a positive or a negative development?

e Is neoliberal globalization merely the latest stage of
capitalist development?

e Does globalization make the state obsolete?

e Does globalization make the world more or less
democratic?

e Is globalization merely Western imperialism in a
new guise?

e Does globalization make war more or less likely?

e In what ways is war a globalizing force in itself?

e Do you think that the vote for Brexit and the elec-
tion of President Donald Trump in 2016 represent a
major new challenge to globalization?

« Watch a video of Sir Steve Smith discussing the

() impact of Brexit and the election of President

Donald Trump www.oup.com/he/baylis8e

We hope that this introduction and the chapters that
follow help you to answer these questions, and that this
book as a whole provides you with a good overview of
the politics of the contemporary world. Whether or not
you conclude that globalization is a new phase in world
politics, whether you think it is a positive or a negative
development, or that it doesn’t really exist at all, we leave
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to you to decide. But we think it is important to conclude
this chapter by stressing that globalization—whatever it
is—is clearlya very complex phenomenon. How we think
about politics in the global era will reflect not merely the
theories we accept, but also our own positions in this
globalized world. In this sense, how we respond to world

events may itself be ultimately dependent on the social,
cultural, gendered, racialized, economic, and political
spaces we occupy. In other words, world politics sud-
denly becomes very personal: how does your economic
position, your ethnicity, race, gender, culture, or your
religion determine what globalization means to you?
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Globalization and

global politics

ANTHONY MCGREW

Framing Questions

© Why is globalization so contentious?

© What are the implications of the current crisis of globalization for world politics and

world order?

© How does the study of globalization advance understanding of world politics?

Reader’s Guide

Globalization is a concept which refers to the widen-
ing, deepening, and acceleration of worldwide con-
nectivity or interconnectedness. Popular metaphors
portray it in vivid terms as: a ‘shrinking world’, ‘net-
worked world’, the ‘death of distance’, a ‘global village’,
or ‘'global civilization'’. Globalization, in simultaneously

unifying and dividing the world, is a much more
complex and contradictory phenomenon than these
metaphors presume. This chapter will explore these
complexities and contradictions through an analysis
of the characteristics and dynamics of contemporary
globalization. Making sense of globalization is essen-
tial to comprehending and explaining world politics in
the twenty-first century.
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Introduction

A little over a century ago, the so-called ‘belle époque’
of European globalization catastrophically imploded
with the onset of the First World War. Global connec-
tivity, as with war, has been central to the formation of
the modern world system and essential to understand-
ing contemporary world politics (Bayly 2004, 2018;
Osterhammel 2014). Yet within the academy, the sig-
nificance of globalization is seriously contested, while
beyond the academy it is deeply detested by many,
including advocates of nationalist populism (para-
doxically itself a global phenomenon). This chapter is

Making sense of globalization

Globalization today is evident in almost every aspect
of modern life, from fashion to finance, social media
to supermarket merchandise, multinational corpora-
tions to the #MeToo movement. Indeed, it so integral
to the functioning of modern economies and societies
that it is an institutionalized feature of contemporary
life, at least for the world’s most prosperous citizens.
Universities, for instance, are literally global institu-
tions, from the recruitment of students to the dissemi-
nation of academic research.

Mapping globalization

In today’s global economy, the fate and fortunes of
entire nations, communities, and households across
the world is bound together through complex webs of
global trade, finance, and production networks. Such is
the integration of the world economy that no national
economy can insulate itself from the workings of global
markets, as the 2008 global financial crisis (GFC) dem-
onstrated to such disastrous effect (see Ch. 16). A global
crash was only averted through coordinated action by
the world’s major economies at the 2009 G20 sum-
mit which (at the time) prompted the ironic headline:
‘(Communist) China comes to the “rescue of global
capitalism”.

Before the eruption of the GFC, economic globaliza-
tion (measured by global flows of capital, trade, and pro-
duction) reached historic levels, consistently outpacing
for almost three decades the growth of the world econ-
omy. At its peak in 2007, global flows of capital, goods,
and services were estimated at a staggering 53 per cent

organized into three parts. The first is concerned with
making sense of globalization by addressing some fun-
damental questions: What is globalization? What are its
dominant features? How is it best conceptualized and
defined? The second part reassesses the current ‘crisis
of globalization” alongside its potential consequences
for the liberal world order and world politics. The third
considers the contributions of globalization scholar-
ship to advancing a critical understanding of twenty-
first-century global affairs. The chapter concludes with
brief reflections on the three core framing questions.

of world economic activity (GDP) (McKinsey Global
Institute 2016). Global economic integration had inten-
sified and expanded to embrace most of the world’s
population as the emerging economies of China,
Brazil, India, and others were fully incorporated into
a 24-hour world economy. Following the GFC, the
pace of economic globalization slowed dramatically, as
capital and trade flows temporarily reversed, prompt-
ing much commentary about the end of globalization or
deglobalization. Although today (2019) global economic
flows remain below peak 2007 levels, they have for the
most part recovered to levels near or above those of the
turn of this century, now estimated at 39 per cent of
world GDP, and expected to continue to grow (although
more slowly than in the recent past) (McKinsey Global
Institute 2016; WTO 2018a; Lund et al. 2019).

Every single working day, total turnover on the
world’s money markets amounts to a remarkable
$5 trillion, only just short of the combined annual
GDP of the UK and France, the fifth and seventh larg-
est economies in the world, respectively, as of 2017.
Few governments today have the resources to resist
sustained 24-hour global market speculation against
their currency without significant consequences for
domestic economic stability and prosperity (see Ch. 27).
Nor are governments necessarily the primary deci-
sion-makers in today’s global economy, since trans-
national corporations, scores of which have turnovers
which well exceed the GDP of many countries,
account for over 33 per cent of world output, control
global production networks which account for 30 per
cent of world trade, and are the primary sources of



international investment in manufacturing and ser-
vices (UNCTAD 2018). Every iPhone is the product of
design services and components supplied by some 700
companies across the globe from Malaysia to Malta.
Transnational corporations therefore have enormous
influence over the location and distribution of produc-
tive, economic, and technological power. Their opera-
tions confound the traditional distinction between
the foreign and the domestic: the German automotive
company BMW is the top exporter of automobiles
from the US. BMW’s largest manufacturing plant is
in Spartanburg, South Carolina, and, together with
other German-owned car plants located in the US,
accounts for over 60 per cent of American car exports
to China as of 2018.

Contemporary globalization is associated intimately
with the revolutions in modern transport and commu-
nication technologies, from jet transport and container-
ization to mobile phones and the internet (see Box 1.1).
Digitalization has revolutionized worldwide com-
munications through relatively cheap, instantaneous,
round-the-clock global communication and informa-
tion flows. Between 2005 and 2014, global data flows
increased by a remarkable 45 times, while access to the
internet, although still highly uneven, expanded from
over 1 billion users to 4.1 billion in 2018 (55 per cent
of the world’s population), with the majority in Asia
(McKinsey Global Institute 2016).

Box 1.1 Global entrepreneurs: the agents
of globalization

Globalization is not an autonomous process, but is very much
a product of the actions of individuals as well as large organi-
zations such as multinational companies. A powerful illustra-
tion of this is the moambeiras or suitcase traders of Luanda,
Angola. Each week, an estimated 400 women fashion traders
from the poorer districts of Luanda organize buying trips to
Sao Paolo, Brazil. They head straight to the city’s global fashion
district, Feira da Madrugada, to purchase the latest Brazilian
fashion merchandise, produced in the local informal economy,
which they bring back in suitcases to sell in Luanda’s markets.
Why Brazil? Because Angolans and Brazilians share a colonial
history and language from the era of Portuguese empire. As a
result, Brazilian telenovelas are hugely popular in Angola as is
Brazilian fashion, not to mention Havaianas flip-flops. There
is also a significant Angolan diaspora in Brazil. More recently,
some moambeiras have begun trading with China too, as com-
petition increases. These women ‘global entrepreneurs’ are
the agents of an informal globalization which for many in the
Global South is a bridge to economic security.

(Barreau Tran 2017)
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These global communication and mobility infra-
structures have made it possible not only to manage
just-in-time production networks across continents,
but also to organize and mobilize like-minded people
across the globe in virtual real time (see Box 1.2). The
#MeToo movement became a spontaneous global phe-
nomenon in late 2017 as women, from Afghanistan to
Nepal, organized to advocate for justice for women.
Somewhat paradoxically, the current wave of national-
ist populism has acquired a global reach through trans-
national networking and cooperation across Europe,
the US, and Latin America between like-minded
political parties and ideological factions (Moffitt 2017).
People organize across borders on a remarkable scale,
such that currently over 38,000 international non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), from Amnesty
International to Women Working Worldwide, operate
across 166 countries, hosting some 481,000 meetings
in 2018 alone (see Ch. 22). Alongside these global civil
society NGOs, the same communication and mobility
infrastructures facilitate the uncivil activities of trans-
national organized criminal and terrorist networks,
from the Yakuza to Al Shabaab, human trafficking
to money laundering. This illicit globalization, which
has expanded exponentially over the last two decades,
contributes to a more disorderly, violent, and insecure
world. Globalization is a source of unprecedented risks
and societal vulnerabilities.

Box 1.2 The engines of globalization

Explanations of globalization tend to focus on three inter-
related factors: technics (technological change and social
organization); economics (markets and capitalism); and poli-
tics (power, interests, and institutions).

e Technics—central to any account of globalization, since it
is a truism that without a modern communications
infrastructure, a global system or worldwide economy
would not be possible.

e Economics—crucial as technology is, so too is
globalization’s specifically economic logic. Capitalism’s
insatiable demand for new markets and profits leads
inevitably to the globalization of economic activity.

e Politics—shorthand here for ideas, interests, and power,
politics constitutes the third logic of globalization. If
technology provides the physical infrastructure of
globalization, politics provides its normative infrastructure.
Governments, such as those of the US, China, Brazil, and
the UK, have been critical actors in nurturing the process
of globalization.
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As Goldin and Mariathasan (2014) observe, the scale
and intensity of global connectivity today has created
a world of highly complex systemic interdependencies
not just between countries, but also between global sys-
tems, from finance to the environment (see Chs 15, 24,
27, 28, and 29). Such complexity, in turn, creates pro-
found systemic risks in which, for example, household
mortgage defaults in Ohio precipitate a financial chain
reaction culminating in a global shock which threatens
the collapse of the entire global financial system. If this
seems somewhat fantastical, histories of the 2008 GFC
describe such a scenario and just how close the world
came to financial collapse and economic catastrophe
(Tooze 2018). From health pandemics to the prolifera-
tion of technologies of mass destruction, hacking of
critical infrastructures to global warming, globaliza-
tion is implicated in the emergence of a global risk soci-
ety in which national borders provide little protection
from distant dangers or the consequences of systemic
failures. Preventing and managing these systemic risks
has contributed to the expanding jurisdiction of global
institutions and regulatory regimes (see Chs 19, 20,
and 23).

Over the last four decades, there has been a dra-
matic growth in transnational and global forms of
governance, rule-making, and regulation, from for-
mal G20 summits (sometimes referred to as the gov-
ernment of globalization) to the 2018 Conference of
the Parties to the Climate Change Treaty, alongside
the many private global regulatory bodies such as the
International Accounting Standards Board and the
Forest Stewardship Council. Today there are over 260
permanent intergovernmental organizations consti-
tuting a system of global governance, with the United
Nations at its institutional core. While in no sense a
world government, this system of multilateral gov-
ernance has been critical to both the promotion and
regulation of globalization, from the World Trade
Organization’s (WTO) mandate to liberalize world
trade to the International Labour Organization’s role
in promoting workers’ rights. For much of the world’s
population, more significant are the humanitarian,
development, and peacekeeping functions of this sys-
tem, which are vital to the human security of the most
vulnerable.

With the expanding jurisdiction of global gover-
nance has come its deepening reach into the domes-
tic affairs of states, as global standards, norms, and
legal rules are incorporated into domestic law or pub-
lic policy and political discourse. National and local

government bureaucracies are increasingly regionally
and globally networked, sharing information and col-
laborating with their opposite numbers abroad on mat-
ters from agricultural policy to human trafficking, from
the Financial Action Task Force (which brings together
government experts on money-laundering from major
OECD countries) to the BRICS National Security
Advisors network (which connects senior national
security officials from the BRICS governments). Just as
national economies have been globalized, so too have
national politics and governance.

While capital freely circulates the globe, the same is
not the case for people: borders and national controls
continue to matter even more than during the ‘belle
époque’ of nineteenth-century globalization. Despite
this, people—along with their cultures—are on the
move on a scale greater than those historic nineteenth-
century migrations. Though most migration is still
within countries, the pattern of global migration has
significantly altered: from the world’s South to North
and from East to West, contributing to public percep-
tions, especially in the West, of a migrant crisis, despite
evidence to the contrary (see Chs 14 and 25). Migration
to affluent OECD countries increased from 3.9 million
in 2000 to over 6 million in 2015, while across the entire
world 258 million people (almost 49 per cent of whom
are women, and 164 million are migrant workers) were
resident in countries outside those of their birth (UN
IOM 2018; ILO 2018). Furthermore, despite the GFC,
the world’s expanding middle classes are touring the
globe on a historically unprecedented scale, with some
1.3 billion tourist visits in 2017 (compared with 680
million in 2000 and 952 million in 2010). These tourists
spent some $1.34 trillion in 2017, equivalent to the GDP
of Australia (WTO 2018a).

With the resurgence of identity politics and the
populist backlash against globalization, migration has
become a contentious global issue even within nomi-
nally multicultural and liberal societies. Migration
highlights difference, which is perceived to threaten
orthodox ethnic and cultural ideologies of national
identity—what Kwame Anthony Appiah (2018) refers
to as the ‘lies that bind’. It is an especially conspicu-
ous illustration of how globalization both unites
and divides neighbourhoods, communities, nations,
and the world. Indeed, in this digitally hypercon-
nected world there is little evidence of significant cul-
tural convergence, despite the fact, for instance, that
Netflix’s 137 million subscribers across 190 countries
stream the same programmes, or Facebook’s 2.27



billion monthly worldwide users swap much con-
tent, or even the 3.2 billion global viewings of PSY’s
‘Gangnam Style’. Rather than bridging cultural divi-
sions, some argue the internet reinforces heightened
awareness of irreconcilable cultural or religious dif-
ferences (see Chs 17, 18, and 30). However, this view
overlooks the growing significance of the mixing or
hybridization of cultures expressed in everything
from cuisine to the assertion of hyphenated identities
(Asian-British, Italian-American, Japanese-Brazilian,
Greek-Australian). If anything, cultural globalization
is associated with a world of increasing cultural com-
plexity in which, for instance, the youth of northeast
India revere ‘Hallyu’ (a global wave of Korean popular
culture) whilst Ibeyi (a French-Cuban twins musi-
cal duo) performs in Yoruba, English, French, and
Spanish.

Analysing globalization

Globalization is a historical process characterized by:

o the stretching of social, political, and economic
activities across national frontiers such that
events, decisions, and actions in one region of
the world have the potential to impact directly
and indirectly on individuals, communities,
and countries in distant regions of the globe.
For instance, civil war and conflict in Syria and
Yemen has displaced millions of people, who have
fled to adjacent states and even further to Europe
and beyond seeking asylum.

o the intensification, or the growing magnitude, of
interconnectedness in almost every sphere of mod-
ern life, from the economic to the ecological, from
the global presence of Google to the spread of harm-
ful microbes such as the SARS virus.

o the accelerating pace of global flows and processes
as the velocity with which ideas, news, goods, infor-
mation, capital, and technology circulate the world
increases. For example, during ‘Red October’ 2018,
stock markets across the globe experienced a syn-
chronized collapse within minutes of the opening of
trading.

o the deepening enmeshment of the local and global
such that the domestic and international are indis-
tinguishable. For instance, reducing carbon emis-
sions in Mumbai or Glasgow can moderate the
impact of climate change on the Pacific Islanders of
Samoa and Kiribati (see Ch. 24).
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Box 1.3 Approaches to conceptualizing
globalization

e Materialist: The most common approach conceives of
globalization as a substantive process of increasing
worldwide connectivity which is open to empirical and
historical methods of enquiry.

e Constructivist: Globalization is conceived in ideational
terms as a principally discursive phenomenon which has
no objective or permanent meaning, but rather is ‘what we
(or they) make of it’ (see Chs 11 and 12).

o |deological: Globalization is conceived as a political and
economic project and ideology advanced by the most
powerful (states and elites) to fashion the world order
according to their interests, e.g. neoliberal globalization.

This chapter rests primarily on the materialist approach,
although it draws on the other approaches. Accounts of globali-
zation often elide or combine these three distinct approaches.

The concept of globalization focuses attention on
the flows, connections, systems, and networks which
transcend states and continents, the virtual and
material world wide webs which sustain modern
existence (see Box 1.3). It is indicative of an unfold-
ing structural change in the scale of human social
and economic organization. Human affairs are no
longer organized solely on a local or national terri-
torial scale, but are also increasingly organized on
transnational, regional, and global scales. Examples
include the global production networks of GAP and
the year-long (2011-12) worldwide protests of the
Occupy movement in 951 cities across 82 countries
in the wake of the GFC. The concept of globaliza-
tion denotes this significant shift in the scale of
human social organization, in every sphere from the
economy to security, connecting and transcending
all continents—what Jan Aart Scholte (2005: ch. 2)
refers to as ‘transworld’ (as opposed to international)
relations. In this respect, globalization is associ-
ated with a process of deterritorialization: as social,
political, or economic activities are organized at the
global or transnational levels, they become in a sig-
nificant sense disembedded or detached from their
place or locale. For instance, property prices in the
most expensive neighbourhoods of the world’s major
global cities are more highly correlated with each
other than with prices in their respective national
real-estate markets.
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Under conditions of globalization, the very idea
of a national economy as coterminous with national
territory is compromised because corporate owner-
ship and production transcends borders. Many of
the UK’s largest companies have their headquarters
in India, Japan, and Germany, while many small
enterprises outsource their production to China,
Vietnam, and other East Asian countries. Even
national borders are no longer always coterminous
with national territory: Toronto airport is home to
the US border.

However, this structural shift is not experienced
uniformly across the world. Indeed, the concept of
globalization should be differentiated from that of uni-
versality, which implies worldwide convergence and
inclusivity. By contrast, globalization is marked by
highly differential patterns of inclusion, giving it what
Castells (2000) calls a ‘variable geometry’. Western
countries are much more comprehensively globalized
than are the poorest sub-Saharan African states (see
Chs 16 and 26). Even within countries, globalization
is differentially experienced, varying significantly
between cities and rural areas, sectors of the economy,
and between households in the same neighbourhood.
Thus, in both Western and sub-Saharan African states,
elites are enmeshed in global networks, while the poor-
est find themselves largely excluded. Globalization
exhibits a distinctive geography of inclusion and exclu-
sion with significant distributional consequences,
creating economic winners and losers not just among
countries but also within them. Indeed, globalization
is associated with growing global inequality of wealth,
income, and life chances (Alvaredo et al. 2018). For
the most affluent, it may very well translate into ‘one
world’, but for much of humanity it is associated with a
deeply divided world marked by inequality and exclu-
sion. Beyond the West, globalization is frequently per-
ceived as Westernization, stoking fears of imperialism
and provoking anti-Western movements and resis-
tance. Accordingly, the concept of globalization has no
implied teleology: it does not presume that the process
has a historical logic (teleology) or singular purpose
(telos) leading inevitably towards a harmonious world
society.

Although geography and distance very much still
matter, the concept of globalization is associated with
a process of time-space compression. This refers
to the impact of new technologies of mobility and
communication effectively ‘shrinking’ geographi-
cal space and time. From live global coverage of the

inauguration of Donald Trump on 20 January 2017
to the global supply chains which put fresh fruit on
UK supermarket shelves within days of being har-
vested thousands of miles away, the world appears
to be literally shrinking. A ‘shrinking world’ is also
one in which the sites of power and the subjects of
power quite literally are often continents apart.
During the GFC, the principal agencies of decision-
making, whether in Washington, Beijing, New York,
or London, were oceans apart from the local com-
munities subject to their policies. In this respect, the
concept of globalization highlights the ways in which
power is organized and exercised (or increasingly
has the potential to be) at a distance transcending
the constraints of geography and territorial jurisdic-
tion (see Case Study 1.1). This highlights the rela-
tive denationalization of power in world politics in
so far as power is organized and exercised not only
on a national scale but also on transregional, trans-
national, and worldwide scales. This, combined with
the complexity of a networked world, makes the exer-
cise of power enormously opaque, such that identi-
fying responsible and accountable agencies is almost
impossible, a situation dramatically illustrated by the
GFC (Tooze 2018). Such complexity and opacity has
very significant implications for all states, but most
especially for liberal democracies which champion
democratic accountability, transparency, and the rule
of law, because it creates a public perception that they
are subject to global or external forces over which
elected governments exert little control.

To summarize: the concept of globalization can
be differentiated from that of internationalization or
international interdependence. Internationalization
refers to growing connections between sovereign inde-
pendent nation-states; international interdependence
refers to mutual dependence between sovereign states
such that each is sensitive or vulnerable to the actions
of the other. By contrast, the concept of globalization
refers to a process of widening, deepening, and acceler-
ating worldwide interconnectedness which transcends
states and societies, dissolving the distinction between
domestic and international affairs. Globalization can
be defined as:

a historical process involving a fundamental shift or
transformation in the spatial scale of human social
organization that links distant communities and
expands the reach of power relations across regions and

continents.
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Case Study 1.1 Rubbishing globalization: the crisis in toxic trade

Thailand: used plastic bottles for recycling
© Muellek Josef / Shutterstock.com

In 2018, just as the worldwide Save our Oceans campaign to
ban plastic waste disposal in the world’s seas gained political
momentum, a largely unnoticed crisis in the global recycling
system erupted. The residents of Thathan in eastern Thailand
were unaware that the increasing lorryloads of electronic waste
which arrived at the local recycling facility were connected to
the crisis. A decision in Beijing in July 2017 to ban from January
2018 this import of all recycled waste, to improve the nation’s
environment, led almost overnight to the near collapse of the
global trade in recycled waste. The ban was further extended in
2018 to include solid waste. In 2016, almost 50 per cent of the
world’s 270 million tonnes of recyclable waste was processed
outside its country of origin, with over 60 per cent of plastic
and electronic waste exports from the G7 countries and 37 per
cent of the world’s paper waste ending up in China and Hong
Kong (Brooks, Wang, and Jambeck 2018; Hook and Reed 2018;
van der Kamp 2018). The global recycling trade transfers rub-
bish from North to South and West to East. Critics refer to it as
‘toxic colonialism’.

Debating globalization

Globalization is a contentious issue in the study of world
politics. Indeed, some theorists would probably contest
the discussion so far as taking globalization too seri-
ously. Theoretical disagreement concerns the descrip-
tive and explanatory value of globalization scholarship:
whether it constitutes either a ‘conceptual folly’ or
alternatively a new paradigm for understanding world
politics. Although the controversy is far more nuanced,
two broad clusters of arguments can be identified in
this great globalization debate: the sceptical and the
globalist.

The sceptical argument contends that globalization
is a highly exaggerated and superficial phenomenon—a

One of the more significant consequences (externali-
ties) of the ban has been to divert recycling exports from
the West to other countries across Asia, which by the end of
2018 had become large-scale importers of the West's plas-
tic waste. Thailand’s imports recorded a staggering 1,370 per
cent increase. A second consequence of the ban was to alter
fundamentally the economics of recycling. Governments in
G7 countries, both local and national, were forced to rethink
recycling policies and to manage the immediate consequences
of the crisis. In many British cities and others across Europe,
Australia, and the US, recycled waste piled up or was disposed
of in landfill.

As awareness of the crisis grew, through the activities of
Greenpeace and other transnational environmental groups,
resistance to the trade mobilized across Asia, Europe, and the
US from the village, local, and national levels to the global level.
Although the Basel Convention on Hazardous Waste seeks to
regulate the trade in hazardous materials, an amendment to the
Convention to cover recycling waste is yet to come into force
(2019) as it has not acquired a sufficient number of country rati-
fications. It is significantly opposed by vested interests in indus-
try and by some Western governments, including the US. The
Basel Action Network, along with other environmental groups,
plays a significant advocacy role in this multilateral context by
pressuring like-minded governments for tougher global regula-
tion similar to the more restrictive Bamako Convention among
African states.

Sources: Brooks, Wang, and Jambeck 2018; Hook and Reed 2018;
van der Kamp 2018.

Question 1: What key features of globalization does the recycling
case illustrate?

Question 2: What are the ethical and normative issues raised by
this case?

myth or ‘conceptual folly’ that distracts attention from
the primary forces which determine world politics: state
power, geopolitics, nationalism, capitalism, and imperial-
ism (Hirst and Thompson 1999; Rosenberg 2000; Gilpin
2002). Those of a traditional realist or neorealist persua-
sion argue that geopolitics and the anarchical structure
of the state system remain the principal determinants
of world politics today (Gilpin 2001; Mearsheimer 2018)
(see Ch. 8). Globalization, or more accurately interna-
tionalization, quite simply, is a product of hegemonic
power. It is dependent entirely on the most power-
ful state(s) creating and policing an open world order
(whether the Pax Britannica of the nineteenth century
or the Pax Americana of the twentieth) which is con-
ducive to global commerce (see Box 1.4). It is therefore
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Box 1.4 Waves of globalization

Globalization is not a novel phenomenon and historians
suggest it has occurred in distinct waves.

In the first wave, the ‘age of discovery’ (1450-1850),
globalization was decisively shaped by European expansion
and conquest.

The second wave (1850-1914), often referred to as
the ‘belle époque’ or ‘Pax Britannica, involved a dramatic
expansion in the spread and entrenchment of
European empires, followed by the collapse of
globalization in 1914.

The third wave of contemporary globalization (from the
1960s on) marks a new epoch of global connectivity which
many argue exceeds that of the belle époque.

Some argue that a fourth wave of globalization is
now in the making, driven by new digital technologies
and the emerging economic powers of China, Brazil,
and India.

a contingent phenomenon, its fortunes entirely tied to
those of its hegemonic sponsor(s). As such, globalization
or internationalization does not alter the basic structures
of world politics, nor the centrality of states and state
power to national security and survival. While sceptics
acknowledge growing interconnectedness, they argue
that to label this condition ‘globalization’ is entirely mis-
leading since these flows are far more international and
regional than global. Moreover, they rarely involve the
deep integration of national economies, so are merely
evidence of international interdependence.

Those associated with the Marxist tradition share
this scepticism towards globalization, though from
a substantively different (historical materialist) per-
spective. Globalization has its origins in the inevitable
expansionary logic of capitalism, and as such shares
much in common with, though its form is different
to, the imperialisms of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries (Harvey 2003, 2010b). Globalization is a new
label for an old phenomenon, but it has little explana-
tory value (Rosenberg 2005). It is a myth or ‘concep-
tual folly’ which conceals the principal forces shaping
world politics, namely capitalism and capitalist impe-
rialism (Rosenberg 2000). Sceptics therefore conclude
that globalization is epiphenomenal: a derivative of
more primary forces, such as geopolitics or capitalism.
Globalization scholarship thus not only lacks explana-
tory power, but also offers a misleading interpretation
of contemporary world politics.

In contrast, globalists reject this harsh dismissal
of globalization scholarship. Globalization, they
argue, is a fundamental source of disruptive change
in world politics. Castells, for instance, links global-
ization to significant changes in the form of modern
capitalism, which he argues is best conceived as a new
epoch of ‘global informational capitalism’ (Castells
2009). Other neo-Marxist accounts explore how
this new epoch of global capitalism is reshaping the
world order (W. Robinson 2014). Liberal accounts, by
contrast, emphasize how globalization is creating a
‘flat world’ or an ‘emerging global network civiliza-
tion’ overlaying the inter-state system (T. Friedman
2011; Khanna 2017: xvii). Finally, critical globaliza-
tion scholarship, which embraces a diverse range of
theoretical approaches, explores how globalization
from below is associated with new forms of transna-
tional politics and (communicative) power in world
politics: expressions of alter-globalizations advocat-
ing for a more just and fair world (see Chs 9, 10, 11,
and 22). Besides a shared focus on disruptive global
social change, these accounts are united by their cri-
tiques of orthodox theories of international relations.

For some globalists—often referred to in the lit-
erature as the transformationalists—this disruptive
change is associated with significant transformations
in world politics, creating a profoundly more complex,
dangerous, and unpredictable world. This is evident
not just in historic power shifts—from West to East
and from state to non-state forces—but also in changes
to modern statehood, societies, and the dynamics of
world politics. Although transformationalists empha-
size that globalization is neither inevitable nor irrevers-
ible, they argue it is deeply socially embedded in the
comprehensive functioning of all aspects of modern
societies. For transformationalists, the epoch of con-
temporary globalization is not only historically unique
but is also associated with a fundamental reconfigu-
ration of how power is organized, distributed, exer-
cised, and reproduced (see Box 1.3) (Held et al. 1999;
Keohane and Nye 2003; Castells 2009; Khanna 2017).
Transformationalists therefore argue that globalization
requires a corresponding radical conceptual shift in the
study of international relations.

The next part will explore how both sceptical and
globalist perspectives offer distinctive insights into the
current crisis of globalization and its implications for
world politics.



Key Points

e Globalization refers to the widening, deepening, and
acceleration of worldwide interconnectedness. Following the
GFC, economic globalization temporarily reversed and
remains below its peak in 2007, though higher than at the
turn of the century. By contrast, the non-economic
dimensions of globalization have continued to intensify
despite the GFC, especially digital globalization.

e Globalization has contributed to a dramatic growth in
transnational and global forms of governance, rule-making,
and regulation.

e Contemporary globalization is a not a uniform process. It is
highly uneven in terms of its inclusivity and distributional
consequences.
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e Globalization is associated with a process of time-space
compression and linked to the deterritorialization and the
denationalization of power.

e Sceptical accounts consider globalization to be a conceptual
folly, and argue that hegemony or imperialism better
describe and explain world politics.

e Globalist accounts conceive globalization as a really existing
condition which is associated with significant disruptive
change in world politics. Some globalists—the
transformationalists—take this further, arguing that
globalization is transforming world politics and requires a
corresponding conceptual or paradigm shift.

The crisis of globalization and the liberal world order

It was the GFC which precipitated ‘the first crisis of
globalization” (G. Brown 2011). Global economic flows
reversed with alarming speed and ferocity, proving an
existential threat to the global economic system. As a
result of unprecedented G20 coordinated state inter-
vention, the immediate crisis was contained. Although
global economic depression may have been averted,
the GFC and the great recession which followed added
momentum to an already resurgent movement of the ‘left
behind’ (Eatwell and Goodwin 2018). This resurgence of
nationalist populism and widespread public disenchant-
ment in the West with the ‘system’ which produced and
‘fixed’ the GFC crystallized in the 2016 UK referendum
result to withdraw from the European Union (EU) and
the electoral success of Donald Trump’s MAGA (Make
America Great Again) campaign in the US. These two
‘shocks’, followed by national populist electoral victories
across Europe, in Brazil, and in the Philippines, among
others, signified a powerful popular backlash not just
against globalization but also the liberal multilateral
order which nurtured and sustained it. Somewhat ironi-
cally, by the two hundredth anniversary celebrations of
Karl Marx’s birth, the ‘spectre haunting Europe’ and far
beyond was not a progressive ideology but an illiberal,
nationalist, populist revolt (M. Cox 2017). Many believe
this ‘grave new world’ heralds, if not the ‘end of global-
ization’, certainly the second great ‘crisis of globalization’
(S. King 2017). As French President Emmanuel Macron
proclaimed at the 2018 Davos Summit, ‘globalization is
going through a major crisis and this challenge needs to
be collectively fought by states and civil society’.

What makes this current crisis of globalization
especially perilous is that it is primarily a political cri-
sis: one in which the international consensus that pro-
moted and sustained globalization for many decades
appears to be dissolving. Three developments have
coalesced which threaten not only the legitimacy of
this consensus, but also that underlying the post-war
Western liberal world order itself (Acharya 2014q;
Kagan 2017; Haass 2018; Layne 2018). These three
interlocking developments comprise: the global popu-
list revolt; the drift towards authoritarianism; and the
return of great power rivalry.

The dominant form of populism today is that of the
right: nationalist populism or radical right populism
(Mudde and Kaltwasser 2017; Eatwell and Goodwin
2018). It has assimilated into mainstream politics across
Europe, the Americas, and beyond: from Hungary and
the Philippines to the US and Australia. Although the
GFC accelerated its rise in the West, it is by no means
simply a movement of the ‘left behind” or ‘the forgot-
ten people’. It has built on festering public distrust with
mainstream politics that well predates the GFC, com-
bined with a growing aversion to multiculturalism,
widening economic inequality, and the decline of tra-
ditional allegiances to political parties (dealignment)
(Eatwell and Goodwin 2018). Public support for Brexit,
for instance, cut across traditional party allegiances and
class divisions. Such developments have contributed not
only to the erosion of the international political consen-
sus which sustained globalization through the GFC, but
also declining international support and advocacy for
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the liberal world order (Stokes 2018). This has been com-
pounded by dramatic shifts in US policy with the Trump
administration’s ‘America First’ agenda, captured in the
aphorism, ‘Americanism not globalism will be our credo’,
which is displacing US advocacy for globalization and
multilateralism with an emphasis on protectionism, uni-
lateralism, and anti-globalism—what Barry Posen calls a
strategy of illiberal hegemony (Posen 2018). It has been
articulated in, among other actions, withdrawing from
the global Climate Change Treaty and the Trans-Pacific
Partnership, imposing tariffs on China, and rejecting
multilateralism (Curran 2018). In some respects, the
most significant threats to globalization and the liberal
world order now emanate from the US and within the
West, as Brexit too illustrates (Kagan 2018).

These threats are exacerbated by the reversal of the
global trend towards liberal democratic rule which fol-
lowed in the aftermath of the cold war, as a global drift
towards authoritarianism has gathered pace (Diamond
2018). This, according to Freedom House, is evident on
all continents as authoritarian practices take hold in
nominally liberal democratic states, such as the ‘illib-
eral democracies’ of Hungary and Turkey, and as more
emerging democracies, such as Thailand, fail (Freedom
House 2018). Some predict that by 2025 the share of the
world economy controlled by autocratic states will out-
strip that of liberal democratic states—a condition last
experienced in the 1930s (Mounk and Foa 2018). The
rise of authoritarianism presents a growing normative
challenge to the liberal world order, since the norms
and values that underpin it are increasingly openly con-
tested and resisted. Furthermore, authoritarian regimes
seek to restrict globalization.

The resurgence of great power rivalry is the third
significant development. Even before the GFC, the
world was experiencing a historic redistribution of
power with the rise of new economic powers, such as
China, Brazil, and India. This power transition repre-
sents a movement from a unipolar world, with the US
as the sole superpower, to a world of many great pow-
ers—a multipolar world. In 2010, China became the
second largest economy in the world, displacing Japan,
and by 2015 had overtaken the US (according to some
measures) to become the world’s largest economy, with
India now the third largest after the US (IMF 2017). This
power shift has resulted in growing rivalry and stra-
tegic competition between the US, China, India, and
Russia. Such strategic competition threatens to under-
mine global stability, and with it the consensus which,
for many decades, has fostered and sustained the liberal
world order and globalization (Ikenberry 2018a).

These three developments constitute a dangerous
conjuncture in world politics. Whether this conjunc-
ture necessarily prefigures the end of globalization and
the liberal world order, as many conclude, is a matter of
significant disagreement.

Sceptical interpretations emphasize that it is princi-
pally symptomatic of the underlying (relative) decline of
US power. As US hegemony is eroded, so too are the foun-
dations of the post-war liberal order and the neoliberal
globalization it fostered. Such crises are inevitable since
they reflect the historical cycle of the rise and decline of
great powers and the differential (uneven) development
between countries associated with capitalism. However,
although some realists fear the consequences of the
demise of the liberal world order and globalization, for
others their demise will not be mourned (Kagan 2018;
Mearsheimer 2018). Many realists and most Marxists
are long-standing critics of both, since they conceal the
reality of US hegemony and imperialism. Both the crisis
of the liberal world order and of globalization, therefore,
are primarily ideological, brought on, respectively, by
the failure and hypocrisy of Western liberal hegemony
in the wake of endless futile wars to promote democ-
racy abroad and the contradictions of global capitalism
so ruthlessly exposed by the GFC. Dangerous as this
conjuncture may initially appear, it is primarily a cri-
sis of the legitimacy of Western liberal hegemony. As
historically significant as this is, sceptics suggest it does
not automatically threaten a coming new world disor-
der, a grave new world, or the collapse of globalization
(Mearsheimer 2018).

Globalist interpretations of this conjuncture divide
into two broad kinds: liberal accounts and transforma-
tionalist accounts. Liberal accounts emphasize that it
is indicative of a return to a dystopian world without
a rules-based order, and one in which might is right.
Defenders of the liberal world order and globalization
therefore prescribe that the only effective response to
both crises is to strengthen and defend the existing
order through more assertive US and Western leader-
ship (World Economic Forum 2016).

By contrast, transformationalist accounts are not
persuaded by either such nostalgic prescriptions, nor the
deep pessimism concerning the futures of globalization
and the liberal world order. They argue that the twin cri-
ses of globalization and the liberal world order have been
exaggerated (Ikenberry 2018b; Deudney and Ikenberry
2018) in two senses: first, the liberal world order has
never been entirely liberal, nor universal, nor orderly,
but has always been contested; and second, the empiri-
cal evidence is not consistent with either deglobalization



Box 1.5 The multiplex order

Amitav Acharya describes the emerging global order as a
‘multiplex order’. This is a global order which is:

1. decentred: there is no global hegemon or Western
hegemony, but instead many powers;

2. diverse: it is less US- and Western-centric than the liberal
world order, more global in scope, and inclusive;

3. complex: there are multiple and overlapping levels of
governance, while the world is highly interconnected and
interdependent;

4. pluralistic: there are many actors or agents, not just states;
power, ideas, and influence are widely diffused.

Acharya’s metaphor for this order is the multiplex cinema:
multiple theatres with different films all showing simultane-
ously but all ‘'under one complex ... sharing a common archi-
tecture’ This order is ‘a decentralised and diversified world
in which actors, state and non-state, established and new
powers from the North and the South, interact in an interde-
pendent manner to produce an order based on a plurality of
ideas and approaches’ (Acharya 2018a: 10-11). It is a form of
order which has many features in common with the historical
international orders of both medieval Europe and the Indian
Ocean from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century (Bull
1977, Phillips and Sharman 2015; Acharya 2018a, 2018b).

or any profound erosion of worldwide public support for
globalization and the liberal world order (M. Smith 2016;
Bordo 2017; Lund et al. 2017, 2019). Despite these dan-
gerous times, globalization and the liberal world order
have proven much more embedded and resilient than
even their strongest advocates have presumed (Deudney
and Ikenberry 2018; Ikenberry 20184).
Transformationalist accounts assert the current con-
juncture marks a historic transition involving not only
a major global power shift, but also the emergence of a
post-American or post-Western global order (Acharya
20184, 2018b). Amitav Acharya argues that this emerg-
ing post-American global order is not simply a more
inclusive liberal order (see Box 1.5). Rather, it is a much
more diverse and pluralistic order defined by the coex-
istence and overlap between elements of the old liberal
order alongside the parallel orders of emerging pow-
ers, regional institutions, and the patchwork of private
transnational governance. As Robert Keohane con-
cluded in his classic study of the liberal world order,
hegemony is not a necessary condition for international
orders to function effectively (Keohane 1984). Contrary
to those who fear the passing of the liberal world
order, a post-American or post-Western global order
is not necessarily an anti-Western order, but rather a
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non-Western order: an order of neither confrontation
nor chaos (Stuenkel 2016). Neither, too, is the world
witnessing the demise of globalization.

Globalization has proved much more resilient than
its critics assumed. In the decade after the GFC, three
developments have contributed to its resurgence. First,
the digital revolution is powering a new phase of eco-
nomic globalization with exponential growth in global
e-commerce (McKinsey Global Institute 2016; Lund
and Tyson 2018). Second, in the wake of the GFC, other
non-Western centres of economic power, particularly
China, have become increasingly significant drivers of
globalization, accounting today for 50 per cent of world
trade, and by 2025 (current predictions suggest) home
to 230 of the world’s 500 largest multinational corpo-
rations (McKinsey Global Institute 2016). Third, in
2013, as globalization was faltering, Chinese President
Xi Jinping announced the One Belt One Road ‘proj-
ect of the century’, a parallel model of globalization
with ‘Chinese characteristics’ (see Case Study 1.2). As
Acharya observes, ‘instead of the “end” of globaliza-
tion . . . The new globalization is likely to be led more by
the . . . emerging powers such as China and India than
by the established powers’ (Achayra 2018b: 204-5).

The demise of the liberal world order and the end of
globalization are not imminent, but both are undergo-
ing significant reconfiguration to align with the chang-
ing circumstances of power in the twenty-first century.
What are the implications of this for the study of con-
temporary world politics?

Key Points

e There is a prevalent discourse in the West concerning the
crisis of the liberal world order and the crisis of
globalization.

e Three developments are central to this discourse: the rise
of nationalist populism, the growth of authoritarianism,
and the revival of great power rivalry.

e Sceptical accounts suggest the scale and implications for
world politics of both crises are exaggerated.

e Globalist accounts are of two kinds: liberal and
transformationalist.

e Liberal accounts stress the deep threats to the liberal world
order and globalization, and the profound consequences
for global security and prosperity of their inevitable
breakdown.

e Transformationalist accounts are more sanguine and
contend that the intersecting crises of the liberal world
order and globalization are associated with the emergence
of a new post-Western global order alongside a resurgence
of new forms of globalization.
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Case Study 1.2 Globalization 4.0: the next phase

President Xi Jinping addressing the 2017
Belt and Road Forum in Beijing
© ITAR-TASS News Agency / Alamy Stock Photo

Globalization is not in retreat, but, on the contrary, is entering
a new phase. Two significant developments are shaping this
new phase: digital globalization and globalization ‘with Chinese
characteristics’.

Consider the case of SpeedOutfitters in Elkhart, Indiana.
Run by motorcycle enthusiast Travis Baird, it started as a tradi-
tional retail store named Baird Motorcycles, before expanding
to include online sales. Some 41 per cent of SpeedOutfitters’
total sales are now outside the United States in 131 different
countries. This business is not unique; 97 per cent of eBay
sellers export. Global e-commerce is growing rapidly, and by
2020 is predicted to reach $1 trillion. A new form of digital
globalization is rapidly emerging as the services sectors of
economies become increasingly disrupted by the digital rev-
olution. The fusing of robotics, artificial intelligence, super-
computing, and advanced communications technologies
with other new manufacturing technologies and methods
(the fourth industrial revolution) is driving a renewed phase
of globalization (or globotics) (Baldwin 2019). This is more
decentred, and is more the preserve of small companies,
rather than huge corporations. In 2017, for instance, small UK

companies on Amazon Marketplace exported a record £2.3
billion of merchandise.

A continent away from Elkhart, Indiana, the ceremonial
opening by Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn of the
Addis Abba to Djibouti railway took place on 1 January 2018.
Following years of construction, the successful completion of
the 720 km project marked a significant milestone for China’s
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in Africa. The railway is critical
to Ethiopia’s development strategy and national prosperity
since over 90 per cent of its trade flows through Djibouti. The
railway was financed through China’s ‘project of the century’,
initiated in 2013 by President Xi Jinping, as an ambitious global
infrastructure investment programme covering 70 countries on
all continents, with a $1 trillion budget. China’s project ‘aims
to promote the connectivity of Asian, European and African
continents and their adjacent seas, establish and strengthen
partnerships among the countries along the Belt and Road . . .
and realize diversified, independent, balanced and sustainable
development in these countries’ (PRC State Council 2015). In
effect, the BRI is a high-speed version of the ancient Silk Road,
both on land and across the oceans: a form of infrastructural
globalization on a historic scale distinct from the digital glo-
balization of the virtual world. It involves the financing and
construction of many infrastructure projects in Africa, Asia,
Latin America, and Central Asia, from hospitals in Iran to the
Pan-Asia railway. In Pakistan alone, there are infrastructure pro-
jects to the value of $60 billion. Not surprisingly, it has attracted
considerable global interest but also much criticism, with some
referring to it as ‘high speed empire’. The BRI, however, is a sig-
nificant force shaping this new phase of decentred globaliza-
tion, albeit ‘globalization with Chinese characteristics’.

Sources: PRC State Council 2015; Woetzel et al. 2017; Baird 2018.

Question 1: How does the globalization of past eras differ from
this new phase?

Question 2: What ethical questions does this new phase of
globalization raise?

Globalization and the transformation of world politics

Globalization presents several related challenges to tra-
ditional approaches to the study of world politics. First,
in focusing attention on worldwide interconnectedness
—those global flows, networks, and systems which
transcend societies and states—it invites a conceptual
shift from a state-centric imaginary to a decidedly
geocentric, world-centric, or global imaginary (Steger
2008). It takes a holistic global systems (economic,
political, social) perspective, rather than one princi-
pally focused on the state system (Albert 2016). Second,
the focus on the global highlights the Western-centric

nature of much scholarship in International Relations
and thereby challenges the discipline to be more reflec-
tive about its principal assumptions and theories (see
Box 1.6) (Hobson 2004; Mahbubani 2018). Third, much
globalization scholarship focuses on disruptive change
or transformations in world politics, compared with
those traditional approaches which emphasize the
essential continuities in world politics. Drawing from
this transformationalist scholarship, this final section
will discuss briefly several of the most significant trans-
formations associated with globalization.



Box 1.6 Globalization and world order:
global perspectives

A genre is emerging of original studies of world politics which
adopt a critical global approach. This genre bridges Western
and non-Western perspectives and scholarship. Many fig-
ures in this genre combine the roles of academic and public
intellectual: Amitav Acharya (Professor, American University,
Washington DC), Parag Khanna (former Senior Research
Fellow, National University of Singapore), Kishore Mahbubani
(Professor, National University of Singapore), and Oliver
Stuenkel (Professor, Getulio Vargas Foundation, Sdo Paulo).
Their work is distinctive and an essential corrective to much
Western centrism in the discipline.

From (state-centric) international politics
to (geocentric) global politics

Just as nineteenth-century Europe witnessed the
nationalization of politics, a noticeable trend in the
last five decades has been towards the globalization of
politics. Globalization is associated with an evolving
global political system. This system embraces an enor-
mous diversity of states, international agencies, non-
state actors, and civil society organizations. Power in
this global political system is no longer the monopoly
of states, but is highly diffused, with important con-
sequences for who gets what, how, when, and where.
This gives rise to a distinctive form of contentious
global politics: a politics of domination, competition,
and resistance among and between powerful states and
powerful transnational non-state forces.

‘Global politics’ is a term which acknowledges
that the scale of political life has been transformed:
politics is not confined within territorial boundaries.
Decisions and actions taken in one locale affect the
security and prosperity of communities in distant parts
of the globe, and vice versa, such that local politics is
globalized and world politics becomes ‘localized’. The
substantive issues of political life consistently escape
the artificial foreign/domestic divide. Thus, the study
of global politics encompasses much more than solely
the study of conflict and cooperation among the great
powers or states more generally (inter-state or interna-
tional politics), vital as this remains. Indeed, even the
great powers are themselves bound together through
thickening webs of global connectivity. Geopolitics in
the twenty-first century is therefore best understood
as ‘inter-polar’—a system of highly interconnected or
interdependent great powers—rather than multipolar
(Grevi 2009).
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From the liberal world order to
a post-Western global order

Globalization is associated with a historic power shift in
world politics propelling China, India, and Brazil to the
rank of major twenty-first-century powers (see Ch. 5).
This power transition is eroding several centuries of
Western dominance of the global order and transform-
ing the political and normative foundations of the lib-
eral world order. These new powers are increasingly
assertive about refashioning the rules and institutions
of world order to reflect their transformed status and
power (Stuenkel 2016). The architecture of this post-
Western global order is already visible, signifying a
remarkably profound transformation in world politics.
Whether the transition to this new order is peaceful or
conflictual is perhaps the most critical and controver-
sial issue in contemporary world politics, for on this
will depend whether the twenty-first century, as with
the twentieth, is defined by the spectre of great power
war or a continuing ‘long peace’.

From intergovernmentalism to global
governance

Since the UN’s creation in 1945, a vast nexus of global
and regional institutions has evolved, in tandem with
globalization, into what Michael Zurn refers to as a
global governance system. Although by no means histor-
ically unique in itself, its scale, jurisdictional scope, and
authority undoubtedly is (Zurn 2018). This accelerating
transformation from intergovernmentalism—coopera-
tion between sovereign states—to global governance is
associated with globalization. World politics today is
marked by a proliferation of enormously diverse ‘trans-
boundary issues’, from climate change to migration,
which are a direct or indirect product of globalization
and the systemic interdependencies or systemic risks/
vulnerabilities it creates (see Case Study 1.1).

While world government remains a fanciful idea,
this shift has significant implications for the nation-
state (see Opposing Opinions 1.1). Far from globaliza-
tion leading to ‘the end of the state’, it engenders a more
activist state. In a radically interconnected world, gov-
ernments are forced to engage in extensive multilat-
eral collaboration and cooperation simply to achieve
domestic objectives. States confront a real dilemma: in
return for more effective domestic policy and deliver-
ing on their citizens’ demands, their capacity for self-
governance—state autonomy—is compromised. Today,
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Opposing Opinions 1.1 Globalization is eroding the power and sovereignty of the state

For

States are impotent in the face of global markets. This is par-
ticularly true for financial markets, as the events of the GFC dem-
onstrated. Moreover, national economic policies are severely
constrained by global market disciplines, as evidenced by the
austerity policies ‘forced on’ many indebted countries in the
wake of the GFC.

States are ceding power in many key areas to unelected
global and regional institutions, from the EU to the WTO.
States are bound by global rules, such as cutting CO, emissions.
This erodes both their sovereignty and their democratic auton-
omy to manage their own affairs.

States are increasingly vulnerable to disruption or violence
orchestrated from abroad. This may include terrorism, organ-
ized crime, or cyber attacks. These vulnerabilities undermine
national security and states’ effective ability to ensure the secu-
rity of their citizens.

States are experiencing an erosion of democracy. Growing
inequalities resulting from economic globalization undermine
trust in democratic institutions and unelected international
bureaucracies determine the rules. Both reinforce the belief that
global capital and international institutions trump the demo-
cratic will of the people. Such concerns have been crystallized in
the recent revival of nationalist populism.

States’ control of borders is central to the principle of sover-
eign statehood, but many states appear ineffective in con-
trolling immigration and preventing illicit migration. The
very same infrastructures which facilitate economic globalization
enable the mobility of peoples.

Against

State power is not in decline, as the responses to the GFC
signally demonstrate. It was only extensive state interven-
tion that prevented a global depression. When the crisis hit, the
bankers called their finance ministries or central banks, not the
International Monetary Fund (IMF).

States are not ceding power or sovereignty to unelected
international bureaucracies. On the contrary, by acting mul-
tilaterally they increase their power to act effectively in world
politics. Although global agencies may require states to trade
some of their national autonomy for a greater chance of realizing
their national interests, it does not diminish national sovereignty,
understood as their absolute legal right to rule within their own
territory.

Globalization is part of the solution to states’ growing vul-
nerabilities. Although states are increasingly vulnerable to dis-
tant threats, globalization offers increased global surveillance
capacity and intelligence cooperation, rather than undermining
national security.

States are indeed experiencing challenges to democracy, but
these are not the result of globalization, but rather of other
domestic factors. Nor is the tension or contradiction between capi-
talism and democracy in any sense new: it is structural. Globalization
simply raises this to a new level and makes it more publicly visible.
The reform and democratization of global governance would go
some way to addressing these challenges and the inequalities of
globalization. But it is a fallacy to argue that because of globalization
governments are unable to address such challenges or inequalities,
as the Scandinavian welfare systems indicate.

State control of borders (or at the least the capacity to
control) has probably never been greater. Impressive technolo-
gies and systems of monitoring and control of people movements
are available today. While globalization has certainly increased
people mobility, national and international controls remain restric-
tive by comparison with the free movement of capital around the
globe. lllicit migration and people trafficking is an issue which can
only be resolved through multilateral cooperation.

1. Why do you think the issue of state power and sovereignty is so central to globalization studies?

2. Are you more persuaded by the ‘for’ or ‘against’ position? If so, why? If neither, what other arguments and evidence might be

relevant?

3. What political values and normative beliefs underlie your judgement on this proposition?

. Y
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all governments confront a trade-off between effective
governance and self-governance. In this respect, the
sovereignty of the state appears to be in question since
governments appear to have dwindling control over

national affairs. However, the doctrine of sovereignty
never presumed control, but rather the undisputed
right to rule within a defined territory (see Chs 2 and
19). Sovereignty remains a principal juridical attribute



of states, but it is increasingly divided and shared
among local, national, regional, and global authori-
ties. The sovereign power and authority of national

Key Points

e Globalization scholarship presents three challenges to
traditional approaches to the study of world politics:
state-centrism, Western-centrism, and static analysis.

e Globalization is associated with several on-going
transformations in world politics: from international to global
politics, from a liberal world order to a post-Western global
order, and from intergovernmentalism to global governance.

e Globalization requires a conceptual shift in thinking about
world politics, from a principally state-centric perspective to
the perspective of geocentric or global politics—the politics
of worldwide social relations.

Conclusion

This chapter has sought to clarify the concept of global-
ization and to explain why it is so significant for under-
standing contemporary world politics. It began by
examining critically the concept of globalization and
exploring differing theoretical interpretations, nota-
bly the sceptical and globalist accounts. Globalization
is a contentious subject in the study of international
relations because there is still fundamental theoreti-
cal disagreement with respect to its descriptive and
explanatory power, not to mention its conceptual and
theoretical status. Similarly, it is a highly contentious
and divisive issue in political life since there are very
divergent normative and political perspectives on
whether it is a benign or malign force, whether it should
be promoted, resisted, or reformed, and what viable
alternatives to globalization are desirable or feasible.
Indeed, one of the most critical issues in world politics
today is how globalization should be governed, to what
purpose, and in whose interests: a struggle, played out

Questions

Chapter 1

governments—the entitlement of states to rule within
their own territorial spaces—is being reconfigured or
transformed, but in no meaningful sense eroded.

e Global politics is best described as contentious global politics
because it is imbued with significant inequalities of power,
information, opportunities, and capabilities.

e Globalization is not leading to the demise of the sovereign
state, but rather to the transformation of sovereign
statehood.

e Global governance is associated with a reconfiguration of the
power and authority of national government.

across the globe every day, from the town hall to the
citadels of global power (see Chs 5 and 13).

The chapter went on to analyse the three major
sources of the current crisis of globalization and how it
is implicated in a wider crisis of the liberal world order.
Rather than the collapse of globalization, as many have
argued, the evidence suggests it is entering a new phase.
Furthermore, the alleged demise of the liberal world
order is confused with a historic transition towards a
post-Western global order which builds on the institu-
tions and principles of the liberal order.

The final part of the chapter discussed the chal-
lenges posed by globalization to traditional approaches
to the study of world politics. It concluded by identify-
ing and examining three major on-going transforma-
tions in world politics associated with globalization.
Understanding globalization remains essential to com-
prehending and explaining twenty-first-century global
politics.

1. Distinguish the concept of globalization from those of internationalization and international

interdependence.

2. Critically review the three major transformations in world politics associated with globalization.
3. Why is global politics today more accurately described as contentious global politics?
4. Compare the globalist and sceptical interpretations of globalization.
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5. What are the sources of the current crisis of globalization? Is the world entering a period of
deglobalization?

6. What is meant by the term ‘liberal world order’?

7. What is meant by the term ‘global governance system’? How does global governance impact the
sovereignty and power of states?

8. Distinguish the concept of global politics from those of geopolitics and international (inter-state)
politics.

9. Critically assess some of the key arguments of the transformationalists.

10. Why do some argue the world is witnessing the emergence of a post-Western global order?

(. Test your knowledge and understanding further by trying this chapter’s Multiple Choice
2 Questions www.oup.com/he/baylis8e
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In this part of the book, we provide a historical con-
text within which to make sense of international rela-
tions. We have two main aims.

Our first aim is to introduce you to some of the
most important aspects of international history, and
we shall do this by giving you a chronologically con-
centrated set of chapters. We start with an overview
of the rise of the modern international order itself. We
think that you need to have some basic understand-
ing of the main developments in the history of world
politics, as well as some kind of context for thinking
about the contemporary period of world history.
This is followed by a chapter that looks at the main
themes of twentieth-century history up to the end of
the cold war. The third chapter looks at developments
in international history since 1990. The final chapter
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The historical context

of this part of the book examines the historical sig-
nificance of the emergence of new powers, such as
China, India, and Brazil, that are challenging the exist-
ing Western-centric world order. These chapters give
you a great deal of historical information that will be
of interest in its own right.

Our second aim is to draw to your attention the main
themes of international history so that you can develop
a deeper understanding of the structures and issues—
both theoretical and empirical—that are addressed in
the remaining three parts of this book. We hope that
an overview of international history will give you a con-
text within which to begin thinking about globalization:
is it a new phenomenon that fundamentally changes
the main patterns of international history, or are there
precedents for it that make it seem less revolutionary?







Chapter 2

The rise of modern
international order

GEORGE LAWSON

Framing Questions

e When did modern international order emerge?

e To what extent was the emergence of modern international order shaped by the

experience of the West?

e s history important to understanding contemporary world politics?

Reader’s Guide

This chapter explores the rise of modern international
order. It begins by surveying international orders
before the modern period, examining how trade and
transport helped to tie together diverse parts of the
world. The chapter then examines debates about
the 1648 Peace of Westphalia, which is often said to
mark the origins of modern international order. Next
it turns to nineteenth-century developments, ranging

from industrialization to imperialism, which played a
major role in the formation of modern international
order. Particular attention is paid to the main ideas
that underpinned modern international order, the
‘shrinking of the planet’ that arose from the advent
of new technologies, and the emergence of a radi-
cally unequal international order. The chapter closes
by assessing the significance of nineteenth-century
developments for twentieth- and twenty-first-century
international relations.
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Introduction

All international systems are made up of multiple
political units. Whether these units are empires, city-
states, or nation-states, the key feature that distin-
guishes international from domestic politics is that, in
the international sphere, political units are forced to
coexist in the absence of an overarching authority. This
means that the discipline of International Relations is
fundamentally concerned with the issue of ‘political
multiplicity’ (Rosenberg 2010). Its guiding question is
how order can be generated in an environment that is
fragmented rather than unified.

Political multiplicity, though, is only part of the
story. Although international systems are fragmented,
this does not stop political units from interacting with
each other. These interactions are what make up inter-
national orders: regularized practices of exchange
among discrete political units that recognize each other
to be independent. International orders have existed
ever since political units began to interact with each
other on a regular basis, whether through trade, diplo-
macy, or the exchange of ideas. In this sense, world
history has seen a great many regional international
orders. However, it is only over the past two centuries
or so that we can speak of a distinctly modern interna-
tional order in the sense of the construction of a global
economy, a global system of states, and the global cir-
culation of ideas. This chapter explores both historical
international orders and the emergence of the modern,
global international order to show how world politics
has become marked by increasingly deep exchanges
between peoples and political units.

One of the most noteworthy aspects of the contem-
porary international order is the dominance of “‘Western’
ideas and institutions. “The West’ is usually taken to
mean Europe (with particular emphasis on the northern
and western parts of the continent) and the Americas
(with particular emphasis on the United States). The

Historical international orders

When should we start thinking about the emergence of
‘international orders’? Although the term ‘international
order’ is a relatively recent innovation, some accounts
trace the historical origins of international orders to the
period when nomadic groups first settled and became
sedentary communities (Buzan and Little 2000). The
earliest recorded example of this process took place

West looms large in the functioning of the global politi-
cal economy—just think of the importance of London
and New York as financial centres. The West is also
central to global political institutions—the main home
of the United Nations (UN) is in New York, and most
of the permanent members of the UN Security Council
are Western powers. Western ideas (such as human
rights) and Western culture (particularly music) are well
known around the world. But why is this the case? Some
people argue that Western power has arisen because of
its innate strengths: liberal ideas, democratic practices,
and free markets (Landes 1998). These people tend to see
Western power as both natural and enduring. Others see
Western domination as rooted in specific historical cir-
cumstances, many of them the product of practices of
exploitation and subjugation (Hobson 2004). For these
people, Western power in the contemporary world is
unusual and likely to be temporary. This debate is dis-
cussed in Opposing Opinions 2.1.

For the purposes of this chapter, it is important
to note two preliminary points. First, the ‘rise of the
West’ has occurred only relatively recently: over the
past two or three centuries. Second, many aspects of
its rise can be traced to international processes, such
as imperialism and the global expansion of the market.
These international dynamics allowed a small number
of mostly Western states to project their power around
the world. As they did so, they generated a range of
new actors that subsequently became leading par-
ticipants in international affairs: nation-states, trans-
national corporations, and intergovernmental and
non-governmental organizations (IGOs and NGOs).
They also helped to bind the globe together through
new forms of transport (such as the steamship) and
technologies (such as the telegraph). This chapter
explores these dynamics and explains how they helped
to shape contemporary world politics.

around 13,000-14,000 years ago in Sumer—modern
day Iraq. Sedentary communities in Sumer accumu-
lated agricultural surpluses that allowed for year-round
subsistence. These surpluses generated two dynamics:
first, they fostered trade between groups; and second,
they put groups at risk of attack. The response of sed-
entary communities was to increase their capabilities:
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Opposing Opinions 2.1 The rise of the West was the result of its own strengths

For

The West alone had inclusive political institutions. Representa
tive institutions promoted negotiation among elites and height-
ened links between elites and publics.

The Enlightenment promoted new forms of scientific think-
ing. These ideas fostered an independence of thought and an
experimental tradition that, in turn, led to advances in engineer-
ing and the sciences.

The West pioneered a range of new economic practices.
Double entry bookkeeping and comparable innovations allowed
for a clear evaluation of profit, thereby enabling companies to
provide credit in depersonalized form—the hallmark of commer-
cial capitalism.

The West enjoyed unusually beneficial geographical cir-
cumstances. For example, British industrialization was aided
greatly by the unusual co-location of coal and iron.

Against

Very few, if any, of the materials that were fundamental
to the rise of the West originated from within Western-
societies. Most notably, cotton is not indigenous to England.
Similarly, Europe’s pre-industrial trade with Asia was largely
underpinned by gold and silver mined in Africa and the Americas.

For many centuries, Asian powers were held in respect,
even awe, in many parts of Europe. The West interacted with
Asian powers sometimes as political equals, and at other times
as supplicants. Between 1600 and 1800, India and China were so
dominant in manufacturing and many areas of technology that
the rise of the West is sometimes linked to its relative ‘backward-
ness’ in comparison to major Asian empires.

European success was based on imperialism. Between 1815
and 1865, Britain alone conquered new territories at an average
rate of 100,000 square miles per year. Many of the resources that
enabled the rise of the West originated from imperialism: Indian
textiles, Chinese porcelain, African slaves, and colonial labour.

European power was premised on multiple forms of
inequality. Particularly crucial was the restructuring of econo-
mies into a primary producing ‘periphery’ and a secondary pro-
ducing ‘core’. Western powers established a global economy in
which they eroded local economic practices and imposed their
own price and production systems. This allowed Western states
to turn an age-old, and more or less balanced, system of trade
in elite goods into a global market sustained by mass trade and
marked by inequality.

1. Did the 'rise of the West’ stem from its own distinct institutions and ideas?

2. To what extent was Western power forged through its encounters with non-Western states?

3. What are the implications of the history of the ‘rise of the West' for the West's contemporary relations with the rest of the world?

. Y
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they got bigger, they developed specializations (such
as dividing people into distinct ranks of soldiers and
cultivators), and they developed political hierarchies,
establishing order through the command of a leader or
group of leaders (Buzan and Little 2000). These leaders
increasingly interacted with their counterparts in other
groups, establishing rituals that we now know as diplo-
macy. In the process, these communities generated reg-
ularized practices of exchange among discrete political
units that recognize each other to be independent—the
definition of international orders.

Beyond ancient Sumer can be found a great many
historical international orders. Indeed, if we take world
history as our canvas, every region in the world has been

home to regular, widely shared practices of commerce,
war, diplomacy, and law. Many of these historical inter-
national orders developed through encounters with other
parts of the world: the extensive interactions between the
Byzantine and Ottoman empires is one example; a sec-
ond is the early modern international order centred on
the Indian Ocean that incorporated actors from Asia,
Africa, and Europe (Phillips and Sharman 2015).

Most accounts of international order, however, begin
not in early modern South Asia, but in early modern
Europe. The majority of accounts date the birth of ‘mod-
ern’ international order to a specific date—the 1648
Peace of Westphalia, which marked the end of the wars
of religion in Europe (Ikenberry 2001; Philpott 2001;
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Spruyt 1994). Westphalia is seen as important because it
instituted the principle of cuius regio, eius religio (‘whose
realm, their religion’). This principle, it is argued, acted
as a brake on the reasons by which states could go to
war. After Westphalia, so the story goes, European states
could no longer intervene in other states on the basis of
religious belief. In other words, states assumed sover-
eignty over their own territories—first in terms of their
right of confession, and later over other spheres of activ-
ity, such as the ways in which they organized their gov-
ernance and economies. In this sense, Westphalia is seen
as important because it established the principle of ‘sov-
ereign territoriality’ (a claim to political authority over a
particular geographical space).

A number of criticisms of the Westphalian narrative
have emerged in recent years. Three of these are worth
considering. First, Westphalia was not a European-wide
agreement, but a local affair—its main concerns were to
safeguard the internal affairs of the Holy Roman Empire
and to reward the victors of the Wars of Religion (France
and Sweden). The impact of Westphalia on European
international relations, let alone global affairs, was not
as great as is often imagined (Teschke 2003). Second,
even within this limited space, the gains of Westphalia
were relatively slight. Although German principali-
ties assumed more control over their own affairs after
1648, this was within a dual constitutional structure
that stressed loyalty to the Empire and that was sus-
tained by a court system in which imperial courts
adjudicated over both inter-state disputes and internal
affairs (a bit like the modern-day European Union).
Third, Westphalia actually set limits to the principle of
sovereignty established at the 1555 Peace of Augsburg,
for example by retracting the rights of polities to choose
their own religion. Westphalia decreed that each terri-
tory would retain the religion it held on 1 January 1624.
For the most part, after 1648, European international
order remained a patchwork of marriage, inheritance,
and hereditary claims. Imperial rivalries, hereditary
succession, and religious conflicts remained at the heart
of European wars for several centuries after Westphalia.

Although Westphalia is usually considered to be the
basis for ‘modern’ international order, it is not the only
starting point for thinking about these issues. In part,
the choice of when to date the emergence of modern
international order depends on what people consider
to be the most important components of international
order. In the paragraphs above, international orders
were described as: ‘regularized practices of exchange
among discrete political units that recognize each other

to be independent’. But what form do these ‘regularized
practices of exchange’ take?

One type of regularized exchange occurs through
economic interactions. Here we might stress the impor-
tance of long-distance trade routes in silks, cotton,
sugar, tea, linen, porcelain, and spices that connected
places as diversely situated as Malacca, Samarkand,
Hangzhou, Genoa, Acapulco, Manila, and the Malabar
Coast for many centuries before Westphalia (Goldstone
2002). Another example is systems of transport and
communication. Here, we could highlight the European
‘voyages of discovery’ during the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries, which opened up sea-lanes around Africa and
across the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans (Hobson 2004).
As discussed earlier, when Europeans moved into the
Indian Ocean, they found a well-developed interna-
tional order in place. India’s huge coastline, skilled arti-
sans, and plentiful traders had long made it a central
node in the trans-Eurasian exchange of goods, ideas,
and institutions. Further east could be found an equally
well-developed regional international order, mainly
thanks to Chinese advances in ocean-going shipbuild-
ing and navigation techniques, which were in many
respects more advanced than those of the Europeans.

Itis also possible to combine economic and infrastruc-
tural interactions, highlighting dynamics such as the
trafficking of African slaves, which fostered a ‘triangular
trade’ in which the demand for sugar in London fostered
the plantation system in the Caribbean, which was sup-
plied by African slaves and North American provisions
(Blackburn 1997). This vile feature of international order
was linked both to increasing trade and to advances in
transport technologies; it helped to forge the Atlantic
into a regional international order. Also important to this
process was the increasing number of ecological trans-
fers between the Americas and Europe: maize, potatoes,
tomatoes, beans, and tobacco were imported from the
‘New World’, while horses, cattle, pigs, chickens, sheep,
mules, oxen, vines, wheat, rice, and coffee travelled in the
opposite direction. Even more important was the trans-
atlantic transfer of diseases: smallpox, measles, influ-
enza, and yellow fever killed two-thirds of the population
of the Americas by the middle of the sixteenth century
(Crosby 2004). These examples help to illustrate the ways
in which, over time, regularized exchanges among politi-
cal units generate forms of interdependence in which
events in one place have a major effect on others. One of
the consequences of the increasingly dense interactions
that have characterized international orders over recent
centuries has been heightened levels of interdependence.



Despite the plentiful examples of regional interna-
tional orders in world history, before the last two cen-
turies or so, the ties of interdependence that bound
international orders were relatively limited in scope. For
example, until the nineteenth century, the vast major-
ity of economic activities did not take place over large
distances, but in ‘microeconomies’ with a 20-mile cir-
cumference (Schwartz 2000: 14). Those activities that
went beyond the micro-scale, such as the long-distance
trading corridors noted above, were usually lightly con-
nected. A journey halfway around the world would
have taken a year or more in the sixteenth century, five
months in 1812, and one month in 1912. In the contem-
porary world, it takes less than a day. In general, the pace
of change during the period before the nineteenth cen-
tury was much slower than the rapid, incessant change
that has become a feature of the past two centuries.
In this sense, although we can speak of many regional
international orders before the nineteenth century, we
should locate the emergence of a distinctly modern
international order only in the last two centuries.

What makes the last two centuries such a strong
candidate for thinking about the emergence of modern
international order? As noted in the previous paragraph,
during this period, multiple regional international orders
were linked in a global order in which all parts of the world
were closely connected. This period is sometimes known

Chapter 2 Therise of modern international order

as the ‘global transformation” a term used to denote the
shift from a world of multiple regional international sys-
tems to one characterized by a global international order
(Buzan and Lawson 2015). The global transformation
brought to an end a long period in which human history
was mainly local and contact among peoples fairly light.
It replaced this with an era in which human history was
increasingly global and contact among far-flung peoples
intense. For better or worse, and often both together, the
nineteenth century saw the transformation of the daily
condition of peoples nearly everywhere on the planet
(Hobsbawm 1962; Bayly 2004; Osterhammel 2014).

Key Points

e |International orders are regularized practices of exchange
among discrete political units that recognize each other to
be independent.

e |tis possible to speak of multiple international orders in
world history, perhaps even as far back as ancient Sumer.

e In International Relations, the 1648 Peace of Westphalia is
often considered to be the benchmark date from which
‘modern’ international order emerged.

e More recently, scholars have viewed the emergence of
modern international order as the product of the last two
centuries, as this is when various regional systems were forged
into a deeply interdependent, global international order.

How did modern international order emerge?

Up until around 1800, there were no major differences in
living standards among the most developed parts of world:
in the late eighteenth century, gross domestic product
(GDP) per capita levels in the Yangtze River Delta of China
were around 10 per cent lower than the wealthiest parts
of Europe, less than the differences today between most
of the European Union (EU) and the US. Major sites of
production and consumption such as Hokkaido, Malacca,
Hangzhou, and Samarkand enjoyed relative parity with
their European counterparts across a range of economic
indicators, and were technologically equal or superior in
many areas of production (Pomeranz 2000).

A century later, the most advanced areas of Europe
and the United States had levels of GDP per capita
between tenfold and twelvefold greater than their Asian
equivalents. In 1820, Asian powers produced 60.7 per
cent of the world’s GDP, and ‘the West’ (defined as
Europe and the United States) only 34.2 per cent; by
1913, the West produced 68.3 per cent of global GDP

and Asia only 24.5 per cent. Between 1800 and 1900,
China’s share of global production dropped from 33
per cent to 6 per cent and India’s from 20 per cent to
2 per cent (Maddison 2001). The rapid turnaround dur-
ing the nineteenth century represents a major shift in
global power (see Box 2.1).

Box 2.1 The importance of the nineteenth
century

The nineteenth century saw the birth of international relations
as we know it today.
(Osterhammel 2014: 393)
During the nineteenth century, ‘social relations were assem-
bled, dismantled and reassembled’.
(Wolf 1997: 391)
Nothing, it seemed, could stand in the way of a few western
gunboats or regiments bringing with them trade and bibles.
(Hobsbawm 1962: 365)
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What happened to generate this shift in global
power? There are a number of explanations for what is
sometimes called the ‘great divergence’ between East
and West (Pomeranz 2000). Some accounts concentrate
on innovations such as the capacity of liberal constitu-
tions in the West to restrict levels of domestic conflict
(North, Wallis, and Weingast 2009). Others, in con-
trast, focus on the frequency of European inter-state wars:
European powers were involved in inter-state wars in
nearly 75 per cent of the years between 1494 and 1975
(Mann 2012: 24). The frequency of European inter-
state wars, it is argued, led to technological and tacti-
cal advances, the development of standing armies, and
the expansion of permanent bureaucracies (Tilly 1990).
In this way, nineteenth-century European states com-
bined their need for taxation (in order to fight increas-
ingly costly wars) with support for financial institutions
that could, in turn, deliver the funds required for
investment in armaments. A third set of explanations
highlights the role of ideas in producing the great
divergence, most notably the scientific advances asso-
ciated with the European Enlightenment (Israel 2010).
A fourth set of approaches concentrate on the geograph-
ical and demographic advantages enjoyed by the West:
a temperate climate that was inhospitable to parasites,
and later marriage habits, which led to lower fertility
rates and, in turn, lower population densities (E. Jones
1981). Finally, some accounts stress the role of capital-
ism in generating Western ‘take-oft’, whether this is
seen as emerging from favourable access to credit and
bills of exchange (P. Kennedy 1989), or through the
ways in which private property regimes enabled capi-
tal to be released for investment in manufacturing and
finance (Brenner 1985).

Relatively few of these accounts stress the interna-
tional dimensions of the global transformation. Yet
these were significant (see Box 2.2). First, European
success was predicated on imperialism. Between 1878
and 1913, Western states claimed 8.6 million square
miles of overseas territory, amounting to one-sixth
of the Earth’s land surface (Abernathy 2000: 81). By
the outbreak of the First World War, 80 per cent of
the world’s land surface, not including uninhabited
Antarctica, was under the control of Western pow-
ers, and one state—Britain—claimed nearly a quar-
ter of the world’s territory. Germany’s colonies in
East Africa were forced into producing cotton for
export, just as Dutch Indonesia became a vehicle for
the production of sugar, tobacco, and later rubber. In
a similar vein, after the British East India Company

was ceded the right to administer and raise taxes in
Bengal, they made the cultivation of opium obliga-
tory, subsequently exporting it to China in a trading
system propped up by force of arms. Through imperi-
alism, European powers exchanged raw materials for
manufactured goods and used violence to ensure low
production prices. Although the gains from these cir-
cuits are difficult to measure precisely, they were cer-
tainly profitable. The Atlantic slave trade, for example,
returned profits to British investors at an average rate
of 9.5 per cent at the turn of the nineteenth century
(Blackburn 1997: 510).

Second, European powers assumed control, often
coercively, over the trade of commodities as diverse
as sandalwood, tea, otter skins, and sea cucumbers, as
well as silver, cotton, and opium. Europeans used silver
from the Americas and opium from India to buy entry
into regional trading systems. This led to radically
unequal patterns of trade: while Britain provided 50 per
cent of Argentina’s imports and exports, and virtually
all of its capital investment in 1900, Argentina provided

Box 2.2 Key dates in the emergence
of modern international order

e 1789/1791: The French and Haitian revolutions begin a
long ‘wave’ of ‘Atlantic Revolutions’ that lasts until the
1820s. These revolutions introduced new ideas such
as republicanism and popular sovereignty, and challenged
the central place of slavery in the Atlantic economy.

® 1842: In the First Opium War the British defeat China,
perhaps the greatest classical Asian power.

e 1857: The Indian Revolt prompts Britain to assume formal
control of the Indian subcontinent, while serving as a
forerunner to later anti-colonial movements.

® 1862: The British Companies Act marks a shift to limited
liability firms, opening the way to the formation of
transnational corporations as significant international
actors.

e 1865: The International Telecommunications Union
becomes the first standing intergovernmental
organization, symbolizing the rise of permanent
institutions of global governance.

e 1866: The opening of the first transatlantic telegraph cable
begins the wiring together of the planet with
instantaneous communication.

e 1884: The Prime Meridian Conference establishes world
standard time, easing the integration of trade, diplomacy,
and communication.

e 1905: Japan defeats Russia in the Russo-Japanese War,
becoming the first non-Western, non-white great power.



just 10 per cent of Britain’s imports and exports (Mann
2012: 39). European control of trade also led to radi-
cally unequal patterns of growth: whereas India’s GDP
grew at an average of 0.2 per cent per year in the cen-
tury before independence, Britain’s grew at ten times
this rate (Silver and Arrighi 2003: 338). India pro-
vided a colonial tribute to Britain that saw its budget
surpluses expatriated to London so that they could be
used to reduce British trade deficits. The inequality that
marks modern international order is discussed in the
final section of this chapter (see “The consequences of
the global transformation’).

Third, Western advances arose from the emulation
and fusion of non-Western ideas and technologies.
Technologies used in the cotton industry, for example,
drew heavily on earlier Asian advances (Hobson 2004).
These ideas and technologies were carried, in part, via
migration. Up to 37 million labourers left India, China,
Malaya, and Java during the nineteenth century and the
early twentieth, many of them to work as bonded labour
in imperial territories. Over 50 million Europeans also
emigrated between 1800 and 1914, most of them to the
United States. By 1914, half of the population of the US
was foreign-born. Six million Europeans emigrated to
Argentina between 1857 and 1930; at the onset of the
First World War, one-third of Argentinians, and half
the population of Buenos Aires, had been born outside
the country (Crosby 2004: 301).

The great divergence was therefore fuelled by a global
intensification in the circulation of people, ideas, and
resources—what was described in the previous section
as interdependence. More precisely, it can be linked to
three main dynamics: industrialization, the emergence
of ‘rational’ states, and imperialism.

Industrialization

Industrialization took place in two main waves. The
first (mainly British) wave occurred in the early part
of the nineteenth century and was centred on cotton,
coal, and iron. Here the crucial advance was the cap-
ture of inanimate sources of energy, particularly the
advent of steam power, an innovation that enabled the
biggest increase in the availability of power sources for
several thousand years. Also crucial was the applica-
tion of engineering to blockages in production, such
as the development of machinery to pump water effi-
ciently out of mineshafts. Engineering and technology
combined to generate substantial gains in productivity:
whereas a British spinner at the end of the eighteenth
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century took 300 hours to produce 100 pounds of cot-
ton, by 1830 the same task took only 135 hours; by 1850,
18 million Britons used as much fuel energy as 300 million
inhabitants of Qing China (Goldstone 2002: 364).

The second (mainly German and American) wave of
industrialization took place in the last quarter of the
century and was centred on advances in chemicals,
pharmaceuticals, and electronics. Once again, new
sources of energy were crucial, with oil and electric-
ity emerging alongside coal, and internal combustion
engines replacing steam piston engines. The oil indus-
try took off in Russia, Canada, and the US from the
middle of the nineteenth century, initially to provide
kerosene for lighting. Before the century’s end, pipe-
lines and tankers were bringing oil to a global market,
and further advances in distillation and mechanical
engineering were opening up its use as a fuel. During
the 1880s, electricity began to be generated and distrib-
uted from hydroelectric and steam-powered stations.
Advances in light metals and electrics, allied to the
use of oil products for fuel, provided an impetus to
the development of cars, planes, and ships.

These two waves of industrialization helped to pro-
duce a dramatic expansion of the world market. After
several centuries in which the volume of world trade
had increased by an annual average of less than 1 per
cent, trade rose by over 4 per cent annually in the half
century after 1820 (Osterhammel 2014: 726). By the
early years of the twentieth century, world trade was
increasing at a rate of 10 per cent per year, increasing
levels of interdependence and heightening practices of
exchange. The expansion of the market brought new
opportunities for accumulating power, particularly
because of the close relationship between industrial-
ization in the West and deindustrialization elsewhere.
For example, Indian textiles were either banned from
Britain or levied with high tariffs—the British govern-
ment tripled duties on Indian goods during the 1790s
and raised them by a factor of nine in the first two
decades of the nineteenth century. In contrast, British
manufacturing products were forcibly imported into
India without duty. Between 1814 and 1828, British
cloth exports to India rose from 800,000 yards to over
40 million yards; during the same period, Indian cloth
exports to Britain halved. For many centuries before
‘the global transformation’, India’s merchant class
had produced the garments that ‘clothed the world’
(Parthasarathi 2011: 22). By 1850, the English county
of Lancashire was the new centre of a global textiles
industry.
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Rational states

The extension of the market was accompanied by impor-
tant changes in how states were organized. During the
nineteenth century, states began to assume greater con-
trol over the use of force within their territory. This was
not as straightforward as it might seem when viewed
from the vantage point of the contemporary world and
its nearly 200 nation-states (see Ch. 30). In the eigh-
teenth century, institutions such as the Dutch East India
Company held a constitutional warrant to ‘make war,
conclude treaties, acquire territory and build fortresses’
(P. Stern 2011). These companies remained influential
throughout the nineteenth century: the British parlia-
ment provided a concession of several million acres of
land to the British North Borneo Company as late as
1881, while the Imperial British East Africa Company
and the British South Africa Company also held state-
like powers of governance.

In general, though, after the French Revolution
in 1789, armies and navies became more distinctly
national, increasingly coming under the direct con-
trol of the state. Although nation-states coexisted with
other political units—and most Western polities were
states and empires simultaneously—there was a general
‘caging’ of authority within states (Mann 2012). Most
notably, states became staffed by permanent bureaucra-
cies, selected by merit and formalized through new legal
codes. State personnel in the last quarter of the century
grew from 67,000 to 535,000 in Britain and from 55,000
to over a million in Prussia/Germany. During the same
period, state military personnel tripled in Britain and
quadrupled in Prussia/Germany. The term ‘rational
state” refers to the ways in which states become orga-
nized less through interpersonal relations and family
ties, and more by abstract bureaucracies such as a civil
service and a nationally organized military.

Once again, there was a distinctly international
dimension to this process: many aspects of the modern,
professional civil service were formed in India before
being exported to Britain; cartographic techniques
used to map colonial spaces were reimported into
Europe to serve as the basis for territorial claims; and
imperial armies acted as the frontline troops in con-
flicts around the world. Britain deployed Indian police
officers, bureaucrats, and orderlies in China, Africa,
and the Middle East, and Indian troops fought in 15
British colonial wars. Other Western states also made
extensive use of colonial forces: 70 per cent of the Dutch
army deployed in the Dutch East Indies were colonial

forces, while 80 per cent of the French expeditionary
forces that fought in North and East Africa were colo-
nial conscripts (MacDonald 2014: 39-40). These impe-
rial wars increased the coercive capacities of European
states, while requiring states to raise extra revenues,
which they often achieved through taxation. This, in
turn, fuelled further state development.

Imperialism

Until the nineteenth century, nearly three-quarters of the
world’s population lived in large, fragmented, ethnically
mixed agrarian empires. During the nineteenth century,
these empires were swamped by mono-racial Western
powers. The bulk of European imperialism took place
during the ‘scramble for Africa’, which saw European
powers assume direct control of large parts of Africa. But
experiences of imperialism went much further than this.
Between 1810 and 1870, the US carried out 71 territorial
annexations and military interventions (Go 2011: 39).
The US first became a continental empire, seizing terri-
tory from Native Americans, the Spanish, and Mexicans.
It then built an overseas empire, extending its authority
over Cuba, Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic, Haiti,
Hawaii, Puerto Rico, Guam, the Philippines, Samoa, and
the Virgin Islands. Other settler states also became colo-
nial powers in their own right, including Australia and
New Zealand in the Pacific.

Imperialism took many forms. In the case of
the British, their imperial web included direct-rule
colonies (e.g. India after 1857), settler colonies (e.g.
Australia), protectorates (e.g. Brunei), bases (e.g.
Gibraltar), treaty ports (e.g. Shanghai), and spheres of
influence (e.g. Argentina). The image of a late nine-
teenth-century map of the world in which imperial ter-
ritories are represented by a single colour is, therefore,
highly misleading. British India included several hun-
dred ‘Princely States’ that retained a degree of ‘quasi-
sovereignty’, as did nearly 300 ‘native states’ in Dutch
East Asia. Where imperialism was successful, it relied
on establishing partnerships with local power brokers:
the Straits Chinese, the Krio of West Africa, the ‘teak-
wallahs’ of Burma, and others (Darwin 2012: 178). Two
hundred Dutch officials and a much larger number of
Indonesian intermediaries ran a cultivation system that
incorporated 2 million agricultural workers. A little
over 75,000 French administrators were responsible for
60 million colonial subjects (Mann 2012: 47).

Imperialism was deeply destructive. At times, this
destruction took the form of ecocide. Manchuria was



deforested by the Japanese in the interests of its min-
ing and lumber companies, while ‘wild lands’ in India
were cleared by the British so that nomadic pastoral-
ists could be turned into tax-paying cultivators. At
other times, destruction took the form of genocide.
The Belgians were responsible for the deaths of up to
10 million Congolese during the late nineteenth cen-
tury and the early twentieth. In the opening years of
the twentieth century, Germany carried out a system-
atic genocide against the Nama and Herero peoples
in its South West African territories, reducing their
population by 80 per cent and 50 per cent respectively.
Similar stories could be told about the conduct of the
Americans in the Philippines, the Spanish in Cuba, the
Japanese in China, the British in Kenya, the French in
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Algeria, and the Australians in the Pacific. Overall, the
casualty list of imperialism numbered tens of millions
(Osterhammel 2014: 124-7).

Key Points

o After 1800, there was a ‘great divergence’ between some
Western states and much of the rest of the world.

e There were three main sources of the ‘great divergence”.
industrialization, the ‘rational’ state, and imperialism.
e These three dynamics served as the mutually reinforcing

foundations of modern international order.

e These dynamics were deeply intertwined with
international processes, most notably industrialization with
deindustrialization, and rational states with imperialism.

The consequences of the global transformation

The previous section examined the main dynamics that
underpinned the global transformation. This section
explores three of its main consequences: the ‘shrinking’
of the planet, the emergence of international organi-
zations and non-governmental organizations, and the
development of an unequal international order.

Shrinking the planet

A thin global trading system existed for many centuries
before ‘the global transformation’. Lightweight luxury
goods such as silk, porcelain, spices, precious metals,
and gems moved across Eurasia and other transnational
trading circuits for millennia, although generally at a
slow pace. During the eighteenth century, it took three
years for a caravan to make the round trip from Moscow
to Peking. This meant that, until the nineteenth century,
international orders tended to be somewhat limited in
scale. Two thousand years ago, imperial Rome and Han
China knew of each other, and had a significant trade in
luxury goods. But their armies never met, they had no
diplomatic relations, and the trade between them was
indirect rather than direct, taking the form of a relay
through a range of intermediaries.

The infrastructural gains prompted by the global
transformation generated major efficiency savings:
communication times between Britain and India
dropped from a standard of around six months in
the 1830s (via sailing ship), to just over one month
in the 1850s (via rail and steamship), to the same
day in the 1870s (via telegraph) (Curtin 1984: 251-2).

There were three main sources that lay behind these
efficiency savings: steamships, railways, and the
telegraph.

During the nineteenth century, as steam engines
became smaller, more powerful, and more fuel-efficient,
they began to be installed in ships, initially driving
paddle wheels, and later the more efficient screw pro-
peller. As a result of these improvements, ocean freight
rates dropped by 80 per cent during the century as a
whole, with a corresponding expansion in the volume
of trade. One million tons of goods were shipped world-
wide in 1800; by 1840, ships carried 20 million tons of
tradable goods; by 1870, they carried 80 million tons
(Belich 2009: 107). By 1913, steam tonnage accounted
for 97.7 per cent of global shipping. Steam engines both
freed ships from dependence on wind (although at the
cost of dependence on coal or oil) and tripled their aver-
age speed. Because steamships were not dependent on
weather or season, they provided predictable, regular
services to replace sporadic and irregular links by sail.

Equally important was the arrival of railways.
Widespread railway building began in Britain during
the 1820s, spreading to the United States, France, and
Germany during the 1830s. By 1840 there were 4,500
miles of track worldwide, expanding to 23,500 miles by
1850 and 130,000 miles by 1870; by the end of the cen-
tury, there were half a million miles of track worldwide
(Hobsbawm 1962: 61). As with steamships, the expan-
sion of the railway had a major effect on trade. By the
1880s the cost of transportation by rail in Britain was
less than half of that by canals, and a sixth of transport
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by road. The figures for the US were even more dra-
matic, with late nineteenth-century railways between
30 and 70 times cheaper than trade via road in 1800.
Investment in railways served to internationalize capi-
tal: France invested heavily in Russian railways, while
British investors provided the capital for railways in
continental Europe, the Americas, and Asia. By 1913,
41 per cent of Britain’s direct overseas investments were
in railways (Topik and Wells 2012: 644).

Railways had two further effects on international
order. First, they prompted the emergence of timetables
and, in turn, pressed states to regularize time. World
standard time was pioneered at the Prime Meridian
Conference in Washington in 1884, and the universal
day of 24 time zones was consolidated at the 1912 Paris
International Conference on Time. Second, as railways
spread, they became pipelines from continental inte-
riors to coastal ports, linking with steamships to pro-
vide a global transportation system. Railways linked
Argentinian food producers to the port of Buenos
Aires, Australian wool to the port of Sydney, and South
African diamonds and gold to the port of Cape Town.
This allowed Western states to import products in a
way that had not been possible before, and they could
establish mass industries that depended on raw materi-
als grown in India, Egypt, and the US. The combination
of railways and steamships underpinned the division of
labour between an industrial ‘core’ and a commodity-
producing ‘periphery’ that first emerged as a defining
teature of the global political economy during the nine-
teenth century.

The final breakthrough technology was the telegraph.
During the 1840s, telegraph networks spread through-
out Europe and North America, increasing from 2,000
miles in 1849 to 111,000 miles by 1869. By 1870, a sub-
marine telegraph system linked the UK and India. By
1887, over 200,000 km of underwater cable connected
(mainly imperial) nodes in the world economy. And by
1903, there was a global network in place consisting of
over 400,000 km of submarine cabling (Osterhammel
2014: 719). Use of the telegraph was widespread, if
uneven. At the end of the nineteenth century, two-
thirds of the world’s telegraph lines were British owned.
In 1913, Europeans sent 329 million telegraphs, while
Americans sent 150 million, Asians 60 million, and
Africans 17 million (Topik and Wells 2012: 663).

The impact of the telegraph on the speed of commu-
nications was dramatic: a letter sent from Paris to St
Petersburg took 20 days in 1800, 30 hours in 1900, and
30 minutes in 1914. This, in turn, had a major impact

on key features of international relations, from war and
diplomacy to trade and consumption. Governments
could learn about political and military developments
almost as they happened, while financiers and traders
had faster access to information about supply, prices,
and market movements. One consequence of this was
the formation of command structures over long dis-
tances. With instant communication, ambassadors,
admirals, and generals were not granted as much inde-
pendence of action, and firms kept tighter control over
their distant subsidiaries.

Steamships, railways, and the telegraph were the
core technologies of modern international order, add-
ing greatly to levels of interdependence and prompting
far deeper practices of exchange. In combination, they
helped to construct a global economy and a single space
of political-military interactions. They also ratcheted
up cultural encounters, enabling (and often requiring)
people to interact on a previously unprecedented scale.
Increasingly, the human population knew itself as a
single entity for the first time.

Intergovernmental organizations
and international non-governmental
organizations

Technological changes created demands for international
coordination and standardization. This resulted in the
emergence of intergovernmental organizations (IGOs)
as permanent features of international order. The link
between these dynamics is made clear by the functions of
most early IGOs: the International Telecommunications
Union (1865), the Universal Postal Union (UPU) (1874),
the International Bureau of Weights and Measures
(1875), and the International Conference for Promoting
Technical Unification on the Railways (1882). The UPU,
for example, responded to the need for inter-operability
among state and imperial postal systems that was cre-
ated by new forms of transportation.

As they developed, IGOs and international non-
governmental organizations (INGOs) covered a wide
range of issue-areas, from religion and politics to sport
and the environment. By the 1830s, transnational asso-
ciations were taking part in vigorous public debates on
issues as varied as trade policy and population growth.
Several prominent INGOs, including the Young Men’s
Christian Association (YMCA) and the International
Red Cross, were formed in the 1850s and 1860s, as were
issue-based groups such as those seeking to improve ani-
mal welfare, promote the arts, and formalize academic



subjects ranging from botany to anthropology. The lat-
ter half of the nineteenth century saw a further growth
in INGO activity with the emergence of a number of
groups formed in response to the inequities of indus-
trialization and, in the last part of the century, the first
industrial-era depression. An organized labour move-
ment emerged in the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury. A further tranche of INGOs put pressure on states
to enact faster, deeper processes of democratization.
A transnational movement for women’s suffrage emerged
in the last quarter of the nineteenth century; by the early
years of the twentieth century, the membership of the
International Council of Women counted up to 5 mil-
lion women around the world (Osterhammel 2014: 507).

Inequality

As previous sections have explored, the global transfor-
mation generated a deeply unequal international order.
This section explores this inequality through two issue-
areas: racism and economic exploitation.

Racism

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century,
a new form of racism emerged. ‘Scientific’ racism
was based on a radically unequal view of world poli-
tics (see Ch. 18). Its proponents argued that it was
possible—and desirable—to establish a political hier-
archy based on biological markers, either visible (as
in skin colour) or according to bloodline (as in who
counts as Jewish, black, or Chinese). Broadly speak-
ing, for ‘scientific’ racists, lighter-skinned peoples
inhabited the highest rung on the evolutionary lad-
der and darker-skinned peoples were situated at the
bottom. These ideas allowed Europeans to racially
demarcate zones within imperial territories, as well
as to homogenize diverse indigenous peoples, such as
Native Americans, into a single category of ‘Indians’.
The result was the formation of an international
order premised in large measure on a ‘global colour
line’ (Du Bois 1994 [1903]). This colour line, in turn,
served as the basis for a global ‘standard of civiliza-
tion’ (see Case Study 2.1).

The global colour line and its accompanying ‘stan-
dard of civilization’ were strengthened by mass emi-
gration from Britain to Australia, Canada, and New
Zealand. These emigrations created ‘settler states’ ruled
by white elites who saw themselves as inherently supe-
rior to the indigenous peoples. The scale of this enter-
prise is striking: white settlers in Australia increased
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from 12,000 in 1810 to 1.25 million in 1860; one million
white British emigrated to Canada between 1815 and
1865, multiplying the country’s population by a factor
of seven. In 1831, the white population of New Zealand
was little more than 1,000; 50 years later, it was 500,000
(Belich 2009: 83). The cumulative effect of these repop-
ulations was significant. Whereas at the beginning of
the nineteenth century, the white English-speaking
world was made up of 12 million (mostly poor) people,
by 1930 it constituted 200 million (mostly rich) people.

The racism fostered by white emigration forged
what W. E. B. Du Bois (1994 [1903]: 61) called ‘the new
religion of whiteness’. Settler colonists became a racial
caste united by fear of rebellion by the indigenous pop-
ulation and by a sense of their own cultural and racial
superiority. As white Westerners became a ‘global
people’, settlers helped to racialize international poli-
tics, making the colour bar a globally recognized tool
of discrimination.

Economic exploitation

Industrialization and associated processes, such as
the commercialization of agriculture, were global in
form. As profits from these processes could only be
achieved through higher productivity, lower wages, or
the establishment of new markets, capitalist expansion
was constant, leading to the development of both new
areas of production (such as southeastern Russia and
central parts of the United States) and new products
(such as potatoes). In 1900, Malaya had around 5,000
acres of rubber production; by 1913, it contained 1.25
million acres (Wolf 1997: 325). Deindustrialization
was equally rapid. As discussed in earlier sections,
after 1800, the British government ensured that British
products undercut Indian goods and charged prohibi-
tive tariffs on Indian textiles. Within a generation or
two, the deindustrialization of India meant that centu-
ries-old skills in industries such as cloth dyeing, ship-
building, metallurgy, and gun making had been lost
(Parthasarathi 2011).

The profits from capitalist expansion helped to forge
an unequal global economy. In the cultivation system
operated by the Netherlands in Indonesia, Dutch set-
tlers enjoyed 50 times the level of per capita income as
indigenous Indonesians. Around half of the revenue
collected by the Indonesian government under the
cultivation system was remitted to the Netherlands,
constituting 20 per cent of the state’s net revenue
(Osterhammel 2014: 443). This is just one example
of the ways in which imperial powers adapted global
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Case Study 2.1 The standard of civilization

v
Nineteenth-century German illustration comparing racial
characteristics
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The idea that people around the world could be ranked, cultur-
ally and/or racially, was the hallmark of the nineteenth-century
‘standard of civilization’. The standard of civilization determined
which parts of the world lay outside the ‘civilized’ realm of white,
Christian peoples. Distinctions between the ‘civilized" world of
the white West, ‘barbarians’ (mostly light-skinned peoples with
an urban 'high culture’), and ‘savages’ (mostly dark-skinned peo-
ples without an urban ‘high culture’) formed the basis for a range
of international practices, such as the rules of war. These rules
distinguished between ‘privileged belligerents’ (inhabitants of
the ‘civilized’ world) and ‘unprivileged belligerents’ (those liv-
ing outside this zone). During the nineteenth and twentieth

production to their needs, setting up the modern hier-
archy between providers of primary and secondary
products. While colonized countries could be the main
producers of primary products, as India was with tea,
Burma with jute, Malaya with rubber, Nigeria with
palm oil, Bolivia with tin, and Brazil with coffee, impe-
rial powers maintained an advantage in high-value
exports and finance. This division of labour, with its
accompanying upheavals, was first established in the
nineteenth century; it came to dominate the global
political economy in the twentieth century. Case Study
2.2 illustrates how these dynamics worked.

centuries, privileged belligerents became increasingly subject
to rules that determined the scope of legitimate violence, not
least that it should be discriminate and proportional. Unprivileged
combatants were considered to be outside such rules—violence
in ‘uncivilized’ spaces took place largely without legal restrictions.

The standard of civilization was also central to the way in which
Western powers interacted with other peoples. This interaction
came in many forms: unequal treaties for those polities left nomi-
nally independent (like China); partial takeovers, such as protec-
torates, where most functions of local government were allowed
to continue, but finance, defence, and foreign policy were han-
dled by a Western power (as in the case of Sudan); and formal
colonization, resulting in elimination as an independent entity
(as in India after the 1857 revolt). Those states, like Japan, that
sought to emulate European power underwent both a restruc-
turing of their domestic society through rapid ‘modernization’
and a reorientation of foreign policy towards imperialism: Japan
invaded Taiwan in 1874 (annexing it formally in 1895), fought
wars for overseas territory with both China (1894-5) and Russia
(1904-5), and annexed Korea (1910). Becoming a ‘civilized’ mem-
ber of international society meant not just abiding by European
law and diplomacy; it also meant becoming an imperial power.

It is important to note that, in many ways, the standard of
civilization was a moving target. When being ‘civilized" was
considered to be exclusively Christian, majority Muslim polities
such as the Ottoman Empire automatically fell outside its scope.
However, the shift to an idea of ‘civilization’ based on the ‘'mod-
ern’ capacities of a state meant that, in theory, every state could
be ‘civilized'. This is one reason why the Ottomans, the Japanese,
and others embraced ‘modernizing’ projects—implementing
legal, administrative, and fiscal reforms held out the promise of
equal international status. In theory, if less so in practice, ‘civiliza-
tion’ was a ladder that could be climbed (see Box 2.3).

Question 1: What was the basis of the ‘standard of civilization’?

Question 2: How did the ‘standard of civilization" impact the for-
mation of the contemporary international order?

Key Points

e A major consequence of the global transformation was the
‘shrinking of the planet’ via steamships, railways, and the
telegraph.

e These technologies increased the ‘regularized exchanges’
that serve as the foundations of international order.

e These exchanges were increasingly managed by IGOs and
INGOs.

e The modern international order that emerged during the
nineteenth century was profoundly unequal. The sources of
this inequality included racism and economic exploitation.
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Case Study 2.2 Imperialism with Chinese characteristics

American cartoon, circa 1900
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At the heart of imperialism was a claim about the material, cul-
tural, and moral superiority of the West. As Case Study 2.1 illus-
trated, Western powers exacted vastly unequal terms of exchange
with those they dominated, even if these polities had once been
great empires, as was the case with China. Indeed, the decline of
China helps to illustrate the ways in which imperialism served to
transform international order in the nineteenth century.

During the nineteenth century, Western powers pressed
China to open up to higher levels of trade. This was particu-
larly important for the British, for whom the (illegal) opium
trade was extremely lucrative: by the 1830s, the British were
exporting 30,000 chests of opium from India to China each
year, each of which carried 150 pounds of opium extract. It
was little surprise when, in 1840, Britain used the pretext of
a minor incident involving the arrest of two British sailors to
instigate conflict with China (the ‘First Opium War’), which it
won easily.

The Treaty of Nanjing that followed the war required China to
cede Hong Kong to the British, pay an indemnity for starting the
conflict, and open up five new treaty ports. The treaty also legal-
ized the opium trade. After defeat in the Second Opium War of
1856-60, which included the sacking of the Summer Palace in
Beijing by British and French forces, China signed a further series
of unequal treaties, including some that guaranteed low tariffs on
European imports.

Conclusion

This chapter defined international order as ‘regularized
practices of exchange among discrete political units
that recognize each other to be independent’. There
have been many international orders in world history.
However, it is only over the past two centuries that an
international order has emerged that is global in scale
and deeply interdependent politically, economically,
and culturally. Not everything has changed over the

If these treaties weakened China, so too did domestic unrest.
During the 1850s, a rebellion originating among the Hakka minor-
ity in Guangxi spread to the Yangtze region and the imperial capital
of Nanjing. The rebellion was oriented around a strain of apocalyp-
tic Christianity, blended with elements of Manchu and Confucian
thought. Over the next decade, the ‘Taiping Rebellion’ mobilized
over a million combatants and spread to an area the size of France
and Germany combined. The conflict severely diminished imperial
control. It also destroyed both land and livelihoods, and between
1850 and 1873, over 20 million people were killed. War and related
dynamics, including starvation, saw China’s population as a whole
drop from 410 million to 350 million during this period.

The Taiping Rebellion was not the only uprising experienced
by China during this period. In 1898, a series of ‘modernizing’
reforms by the 17 year old Emperor Guangxu prompted a coup
by the Empress Dowager Cixi. Cixi fanned a wave of assertive
nationalism, including a movement—the Boxer Rebellion—that
sought to overturn the unequal rights held by Westerners. The
defeat of the Boxers by a coalition of Western forces led to the
stationing of foreign troops in China, as well as a range of new
concessions. Key aspects of public finances were handed over to
outsiders, most notably the Maritime Customs Services, which
was used to collect taxes, regulate tariffs, and finance the sub-
stantial indemnity owed to the Western powers.

All in all, China’s experience of Western imperialism was
deeply destructive. During this period, Chinese per capita income
dropped from 90 per cent to 20 per cent of the world average,
while the country’s share of global GDP fell from around a third to
just 5 per cent. China lost wars with Japan, Britain, and France. It
saw large parts of its territory handed over to foreign powers and
suffered the ignominy of being forced to sign a number of unequal
treaties. China went through two major rebellions, including one
(the Taiping Rebellion) that produced more casualties than any
other conflict during the nineteenth century. No wonder that this
period is known in China as the ‘Century of Humiliation'

Question 1: What were the main features of China’s ‘Century of
Humiliation'?

Question 2: How has China’s experience of imperialism in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries impacted its contemporary
foreign policy?

past two centuries. But the world has undergone a major
transformation enabled by imperialism, the emergence
of industrialization, and rational states. These dynam-
ics have prompted far-reaching changes to how interna-
tional order has been organized and understood. And
they have deepened degrees of both interdependence
and inequality to levels that are unprecedented in world
history.
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The legacies of this period are profound: a global
economy, a global system of states, global communi-
cation and transportation systems, a huge number of
IGOs and INGOs, and more. Even the basic terminol-
ogy used to describe much of the contemporary world
has nineteenth-century origins, from the idea of ‘the
West’ to framings such as ‘the Middle East” and ‘Latin
America’ (Osterhammel 2014: 73-86). Equally important
are the legacies of imperialism, racism, and economic

Box 2.3 Japan’s ‘modernizing mission’

The most spectacular example of a nineteenth-century ‘mod-
ernizing mission’ outside the West was that of Japan. Following
the shock caused by the appearance of American gunboats
in Tokyo Bay in 1853 and the subsequent signing of unequal
treaties, Japan sent over a hundred representatives on a
mission to 11 European countries and the United States in
order to negotiate revisions to these treaties and learn from
Western practices. The Iwakura Mission subsequently bor-
rowed extensively from the institutions and technologies of
Western states.

The result was a radical programme known as the Meiji
Restoration. The Charter Oath of the Meiji Restoration made
frequent references to Confucianism. However, it did so in the
context of the need to revive Japanese thought and practices
within a new, ‘modern’ context. Under the slogan fukoku kyo-
he (rich country, strong military), the Meiji oligarchy sought to
erode feudal forms of governance, abolish the Shogunate, and

Questions

exploitation that continue to generate resentment in many
parts of the world. The West ignores these sentiments at
its peril. Although the world continues to be based largely
on Western terms, this is changing (see Ch. 5). The ‘mod-
ernizing mission’ first undertaken by nineteenth-century
Japan (see Box 2.3) has now been undertaken in various
forms by many of the world’s states. Understanding how
we got here is crucial to assessing both the shape of con-
temporary international order and the challenges it faces.

replace the Samurai (who numbered over 5 per cent of the
population) with a conscript army.

The Meiji pioneered the idea of the developmental state. They
imported industrial technologies (often through ‘international
experts’), increased military spending (which climbed from 15 per
cent of government spending in the 1880s to around 30 per cent
in the 1890s, and nearly 50 per cent in the 1900s), and mobilized
the population through an ideology of (sometimes chauvinistic)
nationalism. A new private property regime was introduced along-
side new systems of taxation, banking, and insurance. The Meiji
state built cotton mills, cement works, glass factories, and mines,
and maintained a leading interest in arms: between 1873 and 1913,
Japan constructed the sixth largest merchant marine in the world.

During the Meiji period as a whole, the state was responsi-
ble for 40 per cent of the capital investment in the country. This
was state-led development with a vengeance. And it served as a
model for later such projects around the world.

1. What are the main components of ‘international order’?
2. How important was the Peace of Westphalia to the formation of modern international order?

)

the nineteenth century?

© 0 NV

O

What were the international dynamics that helped Western powers become so powerful during

What was the significance of industrialization to Western ascendancy?

What ideas sustained the ‘global transformation’?

How significant was the ‘standard of civilization’ to the formation of global inequality?
What were the consequences of the ‘shrinking of the planet'?

Why did IGOs and INGOs emerge in the nineteenth century?

In what ways did imperialism impact the construction of modern international order?
What have been the main consequences of the global transformation?

Test your knowledge and understanding further by trying this chapter’s Multiple Choice
Questions www.oup.com/he/baylis8e
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Framing Questions

¢ To what extent do you believe that the colonial powers were mainly responsible for the
violence and armed conflict that characterized much decolonization?

e Do you agree that nuclear weapons were vital to keeping the peace after 1945?

® Do you think that the cold war is best understood as the defence of Western values and

interests against Soviet aggression?

Reader’s Guide

This chapter examines some of the principal develop-
ments in world politics from 1900 to 1999: the devel-
opment of total war, the end of European imperialism,
the advent of nuclear weapons, and the onset of cold
war. Confrontation between the United States (US)
and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR)
became the key dynamic in world affairs, replacing
the dominance of—and conflict among—European
states in the first half of the twentieth century. The
cold war encompassed the ideological, political, and

military interests of the two states (and their allies)
and extended around the globe. To what extent, and
in what ways, the cold war promoted or prevented
conflict are central questions. Similarly, how decolo-
nization became entangled with East-West conflicts
is crucial to understanding many struggles in the
‘Third World'. Finally, how dangerous was the nuclear
confrontation between East and West? This chap-
ter explores the role of nuclear weapons in specific
phases of the cold war, notably détente, and then dur-
ing the deterioration of Soviet-American relations in
the 1980s.
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Introduction

The First World War (also known as the Great War)
began among European states on European battlefields,
and then extended across the globe. It was the first
modern, industrialized total war, as the belligerents
mobilized their populations and economies as well as
their armies, and as they endured immense casualties.
The Second World War was yet more total in nature
and global in scope, and fundamentally changed world
politics. Before 1939, Europe was the arbiter of world
affairs, when both the USSR and the US remained, for
different reasons, primarily preoccupied with inter-
nal development. The Second World War brought the
Soviets and Americans militarily and politically deep
into Europe, and transformed their relationship from
allies to antagonists. This transformation was reflected
in their relations outside Europe, where various con-
frontations developed. Like the First and Second World
Wars, the cold war had its origins in Europe, but quickly
spread, with enormous global consequences.

The First World War led to the demise of four
European Russian, German,
Hungarian, and Ottoman (in Turkey). After 1945,
European power was in decline. The economic plight
of the wartime belligerents, including victors, was
increasingly apparent, as was growing realization of
the military and economic potential of the US and
the USSR. Both emerged as ‘superpowers’, combin-
ing global political ambition with military capabilities
that included weapons of mass destruction. European
political, economic, and military weakness contrasted

empires: Austro-

Modern total war

The origins of the First World War have long been
debated. For the victorious allies, the question of how
war began became a question of how far the Germans
and their allies should be held responsible. At Versailles,
the victors imposed a statement of German war guilt in
the final settlement, primarily to justify the reparations
they demanded. Debates among historians about the
war’s origins focus on political, military, and systemic
factors. Some suggest that responsibility for the war
was diffuse, as its origins lay in the complex dynamics
and imperatives of the respective alliances. The West
German historian Fritz Fischer, however, argued in his
influential 1967 book, Germany’s Aims in the First World

with the appearance of Soviet strength and growing
Western perception of malign Soviet intent. The onset
of the cold war in Europe marked the collapse of the
wartime alliance between the UK, the USSR, and the
US. The most ominous legacy of the Second World
War was the atomic bomb, built at enormous cost, and
driven by fear that Nazi Germany might win this first
nuclear arms race. After 1945, nuclear weapons posed
unprecedented challenges to world politics and to lead-
ers responsible for conducting post-war diplomacy.
The cold war provided both context and pretext for
the growth of nuclear arsenals that threatened the very
existence of humankind, and which have continued to
spread well after the end of the East-West confronta-
tion (see Ch. 29).

Since 1900, world politics has been transformed
in multiple ways, reflecting political, technological,
and ideological developments, of which three are
examined in this chapter: (1) the transition from cri-
ses in European power politics to total war; (2) the
end of empire and withdrawal of European states
from their imperial acquisitions; and (3) the cold war:
the political, military, and nuclear confrontation
between East and West. There have, of course, been
other important changes, and indeed equally impor-
tant continuities, which other chapters in this volume
address. Nevertheless, these three principal develop-
ments provide a framework for exploring events and
trends that have shaped world politics during the
twentieth century.

War, that German aggression, motivated by the inter-
nal political needs of an autocratic elite, was respon-
sible for the war. Whatever the causes, the pattern of
events is clear. A Serbian nationalist’s assassination of
the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, Archduke
Franz Ferdinand, triggered Austro-Hungary’s declara-
tion of war against Serbia. Russia’s alliance with Serbia,
and Germany’s alliance with Austro-Hungary, then
became catalysts for European-wide conflict. Germany
feared war on two fronts against France and Russia,
and so attacked France in search of a speedy victory.
This not only failed, but British treaty obligations to
Belgium brought the UK into the war.
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However complex or contested the origins of the
Great War, the motivations of those who fought were
more explicable. The peoples of the belligerent nations
shared nationalist beliefs and patriotic values. As they
marched off to fight, most thought war would be short,
victorious, and, in many cases, glorious. The real-
ity of the European battlefield quickly proved other-
wise. Defensive military technologies, symbolized by
the machine gun and trench warfare, triumphed over
the tactics and strategy of attrition. It was not until
November 1918 that the allied offensive finally achieved
rapid advances that helped end the fighting. War was
total in that whole societies and economies were mobi-
lized: men were conscripted into armies and women
into factories. Germany’s western and eastern fronts
remained the crucibles of combat, although conflict
spread to other parts of the globe, as when Japan went to
war in 1914 as an ally of Britain. Most importantly, the
United States entered the war in 1917 under President
Woodrow Wilson, whose vision of international soci-
ety, articulated in his Fourteen Points, later drove
the agenda of the Paris Peace Conference in 1919. The
overthrow of the Tsar and seizure of power by Lenin’s
Bolsheviks in November 1917 quickly led Russia (soon
to become the USSR) to seek peace. Germany no longer
fought on two fronts, but faced a new threat as America
mobilized. With the failure of its last great offensive in
the west in 1918, and an increasingly effective British
naval blockade, Berlin agreed to an armistice.

The Treaty of Versailles in 1919 promised a new
framework for European security and a new interna-
tional order. Neither was achieved. There were crucial
differences among the victorious powers over poli-
cies towards Germany and over principles governing
the international order. Moreover, the treaty failed
to tackle, what was for some, the central problem of
European security after 1870—a united and frustrated
Germany. Moreover, it further encouraged German
revanchism by creating new states and contested bor-
ders. Economic factors were also crucial. The effects
of the Great Depression, triggered in part by the Wall
Street Crash of 1929, weakened liberal democracy in
many countries and strengthened the appeal of com-
munist, fascist, and Nazi parties. The economic impact
on German society was particularly damaging. While
all European states suffered mass unemployment,
in Germany there was hyperinflation. The value of
the German currency plummeted as more and more
money was printed and the cost of living rose dra-
matically. Economic and political instability provided

the ground in which support for the Nazis took root.
In 1933, Adolf Hitler gained power, and transforma-
tion of the German state began. Debate remains about
the extent to which Hitler’s ambitions were carefully
thought through and to what extent expansion was
opportunistic. A. J. P. Taylor provided a controversial
analysis in his 1961 book, The Origins of the Second
World War, in which he argued that Hitler was no dif-
ferent from other German political leaders. What was
different was the philosophy of Nazism and the combi-
nation of racial supremacy with territorial aggression.
British and French attempts to negotiate with Hitler
culminated in the Munich Agreement of 1938. Hitler’s
territorial claims on the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia
were accepted as the price for peace, but within months
Germany had seized the rest of Czechoslovakia and
was preparing for war on Poland. Recent debates about
appeasement have focused on whether there existed
realistic alternatives to negotiation, given the lack of
allied military preparedness.

In 1939, the defensive military technologies of the
First World War were overwhelmed by armoured war-
fare and air power, as the German blitzkrieg brought
speedy victories against Poland and in Western Europe.
Hitler was also drawn into the Balkans and North
Africa in support of his Italian ally, Benito Mussolini.
With the invasion of the USSR in June 1941, the scale of
fighting and the scope of Hitler’s aims were apparent.
Massive early victories gave way to winter stalemate
and the mobilization of the Soviet people and military.
German treatment of civilian populations and Soviet
prisoners of war reflected Nazi ideas of racial supremacy
and caused the deaths of millions. Nazi anti-Semitism
and the development of concentration camps gained
new momentum after a decision on the ‘Final Solution
of the Jewish Question’ in 1942. The term Holocaust
entered the political lexicon of the twentieth century as
the Nazis attempted the genocide of the Jewish people
and other minorities, such as the Roma.

The rise and fall of Japan

After 1919, attempts to provide collective security were
pursued through the League of Nations. The US Senate
prevented American participation in the League, how-
ever, and Japanese aggression against Manchuriain 1931,
the Italian invasion of Abyssinia in 1935, and German
involvement in the Spanish Civil War of 1936-9 were
met with ineffectual international responses. In 1868,
Japan emerged from centuries of isolationism to pursue
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industrial and military modernization and then imperial
expansion. In 1937, it invaded China, already embroiled
in civil war between communists and nationalists. The
brutality of the Japanese troops is best remembered for
“The Rape of Nanjing’ in 1937-8, when 40,000-300,000
civilians were massacred and over 20,000 women raped.
Tokyo’s strategic ambitions, however, could only be real-
ized at the expense of European empires and American
interests. President Franklin D. Roosevelt increasingly
sought to engage America in the European war, against
strong isolationist forces; by 1941, German subma-
rines and American warships were in an undeclared
war. The American imposition of economic sanctions
on Japan precipitated Japanese military preparations

for a surprise attack on the US fleet at Pearl Harbor on
7 December 1941. When Germany and Italy declared
war on America in support of their Japanese ally,
Roosevelt committed the United States to the liberation
of Europe. After a combined strategic bombing offen-
sive with the British against German cities, the allies
launched a ‘second front’ in France in 1944, for which
the Soviets had been pressing.

Defeat of Germany in May 1945 came before the
atomic bomb was ready. The subsequent destruc-
tion of the Japanese cities Hiroshima and Nagasaki
remains controversial (see Opposing Opinions 3.1 and
Table 3.1). Aside from moral objections to attacking
civilian populations, fierce debate emerged, particularly

Opposing Opinions 3.1 The use of atomic bombs against Hiroshima and Nagasaki was justified

For

Dropping atomic bombs was decisive in bringing about
Japanese surrender and ending the Pacific war. Up until
then, the Japanese had continued to fight on regardless of
casualties—even in the face of military defeat, the bombing of
their cities, and an increasingly effective naval blockade. Other
demonstrations of allied military power would not have been
decisive.

Bombing several targets was necessary to shock Tokyo into
surrender. The bombing of Tokyo in March 1945 caused some
80,000-120,000 deaths, yet the Japanese government remained
determined to fight on. Using atomic bombs on several cities,
and against non-military installations, was necessary to con-
vince Tokyo that burning cities would continue until Japan
surrendered.

Other military options would not have ended the war
swiftly. Japanese military resistance, including kamikaze sui-
cide attacks, inflicted significant casualties on allied forces.
Invasion of Japan would have meant huge losses among allied
soldiers as well as Japanese civilians. Continuing naval block-
ade and conventional air power would not have ended the war
in 1945.

The legacy of Hiroshima and Nagasaki has strengthened
the nuclear taboo. The demonstration of the horror of nuclear
weapons has strengthened deterrence and the avoidance of war
since 1945.

Against

The war was already won. Soviet entry into the war against Japan
was imminent, and President Truman knew from American signals
intelligence that the Japanese government was already pursuing
peace feelers through Moscow. The only significant obstacle to
peace was retention of the emperor. Although the allies continued
to insist on unconditional surrender, once the bomb was dropped,
they accepted the emperor as a constitutional monarch after 1945.

It was morally wrong to target cities when other options
existed. Inadequate thought was given to alternatives, including
attacks on military targets or adjusting unconditional surrender
to preserve the emperor. Even if the bombing of Hiroshima might
be justified, the destruction of Nagasaki was wholly unnecessary.
Truman himself displayed moral qualms by stopping the drop-
ping of a third bomb.

The bomb helped to create the cold war. One reason why
Truman used the atomic bomb was to end the war before
Moscow could extend its influence in Asia. Atomic bombing
underscored America’s nuclear monopoly and aimed to extend
US political and economic power in Asia and Europe.

Dropping the bomb fuelled nuclear proliferation. Demon-
strating the destructiveness of nuclear weapons strengthened states’
determination to acquire them, both to enhance their political sta-
tus and to deter attacks on themselves. After Hiroshima, the Soviets
accelerated their atomic programme. Dropping the bomb may have
ended the war, but it started a global arms race.

1. Do you believe that it was morally acceptable to use atomic bombs against Japanese cities?

2. Are you convinced that the only reason for the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki was to end the war?

3. What in your view were the positive and negative consequences for world politics after 1945 of using atomic bombs against Japan?

() For advice on how to answer these questions, see the pointers www.oup.com/he/baylis8e
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Table 3.1 Second World War estimated casualties

Hiroshima (6 August 1945): 70,000-80,000 ‘prompt’; 140,000
by end 1945; 200,000 by 1950

Nagasaki (9 August 1945): 30,000-40,000 ‘prompt’; 70,000 by
end 1945; 140,000 by 1950

Tokyo (9 March 1945): 80,000-120,000

Dresden (13-15 February 1945): 24,000-35,000+

Coventry (14 November 1940): 568

Leningrad (siege 1941-44): 1,000,000+

among American historians, about why the bomb was
dropped. Gar Alperovitz, in his 1965 book Atomic
Diplomacy, argued that, as President Truman already
knew Japan was defeated, his real motive was to coerce
Moscow in pursuit of post-war American interests
in Europe and Asia. Such claims generated angry and
dismissive responses from other historians. Ensuing
scholarship has benefited from the greater availability of
historical evidence, though debate persists over whether
Truman dropped the bomb simply to end the war, or
how far other factors, including coercion of the Soviets,
informed his calculations.

End of empire

The demise of imperialism in the twentieth century
marked a fundamental change in world politics. It
reflected, and contributed to, the decreasing impor-
tance of Europe as the arbiter of world affairs. The
belief that national self-determination should be a
guiding principle in international politics marked a
transformation of attitudes and values. During the
age of imperialism, political status accrued to impe-
rial powers. After 1945, imperialism became a term
of opprobrium. Colonialism and the United Nations
Charter were increasingly recognized as incompat-
ible, although achievement of independence was often
slow and sometimes marked by prolonged and armed
struggle. The cold war frequently complicated and
hindered the transition to independence. Different
factors influenced decolonization: the attitude of the
colonial power; the ideology and strategy of the anti-
imperialist forces; and the role of external powers.
Political, economic, and military factors played vari-
ous roles in shaping the transfer of power. Different
imperial powers and newly emerging independent

Key Points

e Debates about the origins of the First World War focus on
whether responsibility should rest with the German
government or whether it resulted from more complex
factors.

e The Treaty of Versailles in 1919 failed to address central
problems of European security, and in restructuring the
European state system created new sources of grievance
and instability. Principles of self-determination, espoused
in particular by Woodrow Wilson, did not extend to the
colonial empires of the European powers.

e The rise of Hitler presented threats that European political
leaders lacked the ability and will to meet, culminating in
the outbreak of the Second World War.

e The German attack on the Soviet Union extended the
war from short and limited campaigns to extended,
large-scale, and barbaric confrontation, fought for total
victory.

e The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor brought America into
the war in Europe, and eventually forced Germany into
war on two fronts (again).

e Debate persists about whether the atomic bomb should
have been used in 1945.

states had different experiences of the end of empire
(see Table 3.2).

Britain

In 1945, the British Empire extended across the globe.
Between 1947 and 1980, 49 territories were granted
independence. In 1947, the independence of India, the
imperial Jewel in the Crown’, created the world’s largest
democracy, although division into India and Pakistan
led to inter-communal ethnic cleansing and hundreds
of thousands of deaths. Indian independence was largely
an exception in the early post-war years, however, as suc-
cessive British governments were reluctant to rush decol-
onization. The end of empire in Africa came towards the
end of the 1950s and early 1960s, symbolized by Prime
Minister Harold Macmillan’s speech in South Africa in
February 1960, when he warned his hosts of the ‘wind of
change’ blowing through the continent.

British withdrawal from empire was comparatively
peaceful, except for India and conflicts in Kenya (1952-6)
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Table 3.2 Principal acts of European decolonization, 1945-80

Country Colonial Year of
state independence

India Britain 1947
Pakistan Britain 1947
Burma Britain 1948
Sri Lanka Britain 1948
Indonesia Netherlands 1949
French Indo-China France 1954
Ghana Britain 1957
Malaya Britain 1957
French African colonies* France 1960
Zaire Britain 1960
Nigeria Britain 1960
Sierra Leone Britain 1961
Tanganyika Britain 1961
Uganda Britain 1962
Algeria France 1962
Rwanda Belgium 1962
Kenya Britain 1963
Guinea-Bissau Portugal 1974
Mozambique Portugal 1975
Cape Verde Portugal 1975
Sao Tomé Portugal 1975
Angola Portugal 1975
Zimbabwe Britain 1980**

* Including Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Gabon,
Ivory Coast, Madagascar, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Senegal, and
Upper Volta.

**1n 1965, the white minority government in (what was then)
Rhodesia declared independence from Britain. Civil war ensued,
eventually followed by the creation of Zimbabwe in 1980.

and Malaya (1948-60). In Rhodesia/Zimbabwe, the tran-
sition to ‘one person one vote’ and black majority rule
was opposed by a white minority willing to disregard
the British government and world opinion. The South
African government aided and abetted this minority.
Under apartheid, after 1948, South Africans engaged in
what many saw as the internal equivalent of imperialism,
while South Africa also conducted traditional imperialist
practices in its occupation of Namibia. In addition, South
Africa exercised important influence in postcolonial/cold
war struggles in Angola and Mozambique after the last
European empire in Africa—that of Portugal—collapsed
when the military dictatorship in Lisbon was overthrown.

France

The French experience of decolonization stood in con-
trast to that of the British. France had been occupied dur-
ing the Second World War, and successive governments

sought to preserve French international prestige by
maintaining its imperial status. In Indo-China after
1945, Paris withdrew only after prolonged guerrilla war
and military defeat at the hands of the Viet Minh, the
Vietnamese revolutionary forces led by Ho Chi Minh. In
French Africa, the picture was different. Under President
Charles de Gaulle, France withdrew from empire while
attempting to preserve its influence. In Algeria, however,
the French refused to leave. Many French people regarded
Algeria as part of France itself. The resulting war, from
1954 to 1962, caused hundreds of thousands of deaths,
and France itself was brought to the brink of civil war.

Legacies and consequences: nationalism
or communism?

From the perspective of former colonies, the principles
of self-determination that underpinned the new global
order were often slow to be realized, and required politi-
cal, ideological, and in some cases military mobilization.
The pattern of decolonization in Africa was diverse,
reflecting the attitudes of colonial powers, the nature
of local nationalist or revolutionary movements, and in
some cases the involvement of external states, including
cold war protagonists. Tribal factors were also important
in many cases. The most horrifying example of the polit-
ical exploitation of tribal divisions came in the former
Belgian colony, Rwanda, when in 1994 some 800,000
1,000,000 Tutsis were massacred by the Hutu majority
(of whom an estimated 100,000 were also killed). Tutsi
women were also subjected to mass rape, including with
the purpose of spreading HIV/AIDS. To what extent the
imperial powers created or exacerbated tribal divisions
is an important question in examining the political sta-
bility of newly independent states. Equally important
is how able new political leaderships in these societies
were in tackling formidable political challenges and eco-
nomic problems of poverty and underdevelopment.

In Asia, the relationship between nationalism and
revolutionary Marxism was a potent force. In Malaya
the British defeated an insurgent communist move-
ment (1948-60). In Indo-China (1946-54) the French
failed to do likewise. For the Vietnamese, centuries of
foreign oppression—Chinese, Japanese, and French—
soon focused on a new adversary: the United States.
For Washington, early reluctance to support European
imperialism gave way to incremental and covert
involvement, and, from 1965, growing military com-
mitment to the newly created state of South Vietnam.
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American leaders embraced a domino theory: if one
state fell to communism, others would follow. Chinese
and Soviet support for North Vietnam highlighted the
cold war context. However, Washington failed to coor-
dinate limited war objectives with an effective political
strategy; once victory was no longer possible, it sought
to disengage through ‘peace with honor’. The 1968 Tet
(Vietnamese New Year) offensive by the ‘Viet Cong’
guerrillas marked a decisive moment, convincing many
Americans that the war would not be won, although it

Key Points

e Decolonization was founded on the principle of self-
determination and marked the eclipse of European power.

e Different European powers had differing attitudes to
decolonization after 1945: some sought to preserve their
empires, in part (the French) or whole (the Portuguese).

e The process of decolonization was relatively peaceful in
many cases; in others, however, it led to revolutionary wars
(Algeria, Malaya, and Angola) whose scale and ferocity

Cold war

The rise of the United States as a world power after 1945
was of paramount importance in international poli-
tics. Its relationship with the USSR provided a crucial
dynamic in world affairs, one that affected—directly
or indirectly—every part of the globe. In the West, his-
torians have debated with vigour and acrimony who
was responsible for the collapse of the wartime alli-
ance between Moscow and Washington. The rise of the
Soviet Union as a global power after 1945 was equally
crucial. Moscow’s relations with its Eastern European
‘allies’, with the People’s Republic of China (PRC),
and with revolutionary forces in the Third World were
vital issues in world politics and key factors in Soviet-
American affairs.

Some historians date the origins of the cold war to
the Russian Revolution of 1917, while most focus on
events between 1945 and 1950. Whether the cold war
was inevitable, whether it was the consequence of mis-
takes and misperceptions, or whether it reflected the
response of courageous Western leaders to malign
and aggressive Soviet intent, are central questions
in debates about its origins and dynamics. For many
years, these debates were supported by evidence from
Western archives and sources, and reflected Western

was not until 1973 that American forces finally with-
drew, two years before South Vietnam collapsed.

The global trend towards decolonization was a key
development in world politics in the twentieth-century,
one frequently shaped by both local circumstances and the
international dynamics of the cold war. Yet, while imperi-
alism withered, other forms of domination or hegemony
took shape. This term has been used to critique the behav-
iour of the superpowers, notably Soviet hegemony in
Eastern Europe and US hegemony in Central America.

reflected the attitudes of the colonial powers and nationalist
movements.

e Independence and national liberation became embroiled in
cold war conflicts when the superpowers and/or their allies
became involved, for example in Vietnam. Whether
decolonization was judged successful depends, in part, on
whose perspective you adopt—that of the European power,
the independence movement, or the people themselves.

assumptions and perceptions. With the end of the cold
war, greater historical evidence of the motivations and
perceptions of other states, notably that of the Soviet
Union, has emerged.

1945-53: onset of the cold war

The onset of the cold war in Europe reflected failure to
implement the principles agreed at the wartime confer-
ences of Yalta and Potsdam. The issue of the future of
Germany and various Central and Eastern European
countries, notably Poland, produced growing tension
between the former wartime allies. Reconciling princi-
ples of national self-determination with national secu-
rity proved a formidable task. In the West, feeling grew
that Soviet policy towards Eastern Europe was guided
not by historic concern with security but by ideological
expansion. In March 1947, the Truman administration
justified limited aid to Turkey and Greece with rheto-
ric designed to arouse awareness of Soviet ambitions,
and declared that America would support those threat-
ened by Soviet subversion or expansion. The Truman
doctrine and the associated policy of containment
expressed the self-image of the US as inherently defen-
sive. It was underpinned by the Marshall Plan for
European economic recovery, proclaimed in June 1947,
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which was essential to the economic rebuilding of
Western Europe. In Eastern Europe, democratic social-
ist and other anti-communist forces were undermined
and eliminated as Marxist-Leninist regimes, loyal to
Moscow, were installed. The exception was Yugoslavia,
where the Marxist leader, Marshal Josip Broz Tito,
consolidated his authority while maintaining indepen-
dence from Moscow. Tito’s Yugoslavia subsequently
played an important role in the Third World Non-
Aligned Movement.

The first major confrontation of the cold war took
place over Berlin in 1948. The former German capital
was left deep in the heart of the Soviet zone of occu-
pation, and in June 1948 Stalin sought to resolve its
status by severing road and rail communications. A
massive airlift kept West Berlin’s population and its
political autonomy alive. Stalin ended the blockade
in May 1949. The crisis saw deployment of American
long-range bombers in Britain, officially described as
‘atomic-capable’, although none were actually armed
with nuclear weapons. US military deployment was fol-
lowed by political commitment enshrined in the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) treaty in April
1949. The key article of the treaty—that an attack on one
member would be treated as an attack on all—accorded
with the principle of collective self-defence enshrined
in Article 51 of the UN Charter. In practice, the corner-
stone of the alliance was the US commitment to defend
Western Europe. This soon meant American willing-
ness to use nuclear weapons against Soviet ‘aggression’.
For Moscow, ‘political encirclement’ encompassed a
growing military, and specifically nuclear, threat.

While the cold war originated in Europe, conflicts
in Asia and elsewhere were also crucial. In 1949, the
30-year-long Chinese civil war ended in victory for
the communists under Mao Zedong. This had a major
impacton Asian affairs and perceptions in both Moscow
and Washington (see Case Study 3.1). In June 1950, the
North Korean attack on South Korea was interpreted as
part of a general communist strategy and a test case for
American resolve and the will of the United Nations to
resist aggression. The resulting American and UN mili-
tary commitment, followed in October 1950 by Chinese
involvement, led to a war lasting three years in which
over 3 million people died before pre-war borders were
restored. North and South Korea themselves remained
locked in hostility, even after the end of the cold war.

Assessing the impact of the cold war on the Middle
East is more difficult. The founding of the state of Israel
in 1948 reflected the legacy of the Nazi genocide and

the failure of British colonial policy. The complexities
of Middle Eastern politics, diplomacy, and armed con-
flict in the years immediately after 1945 cannot be read-
ily understood through the prism of Soviet-American
ideological or geo-strategic conflict. Both Moscow and
Washington supported the creation of Israel in previ-
ously Arab lands, although by the 1950s the Soviets
supported Arab nationalism. The pan-Arabism of the
charismatic Egyptian leader, Gamal Abdel Nasser,
embraced a form of socialism, but one far removed
from Marxism-Leninism. The state of Israel was cre-
ated by force, and owed its survival to a continuing
capability to defend itself against adversaries who did
not recognize the legitimacy of its existence. Israel
developed relations with the British and the French,
culminating in their secret agreement to attack Egypt
in 1956. Over time, Israel built a more crucial relation-
ship with Washington, with whom a de facto strategic
alliance emerged. Yet Britain, France, and the United
States also developed a complex web of relationships
with Arab states, reflecting historical, strategic, and
economic interests.

1953-69: conflict, confrontation,
and compromise

One consequence of the Korean War was the build-up
of American forces in Western Europe, as commu-
nist aggression in Asia heightened perceptions of the
Soviet threat to Europe. The idea that communism was
a monolithic political entity controlled from Moscow
became an enduring American fixation, not shared in
London or elsewhere. Western Europeans neverthe-
less depended on Washington for military security,
and this dependence grew as cold war confrontation
in Europe deepened. The rearmament of the Federal
Republic of Germany in 1954 precipitated the cre-
ation of the Warsaw Pact in 1955. Military build-up
by Washington and Moscow continued apace, creat-
ing unprecedented concentrations of conventional
and, moreover, nuclear forces. As the Soviets developed
the capacity to strike the United States with nuclear
weapons, the credibility of ‘extended deterrence’ was
questioned as American willingness to risk ‘Chicago
for Hamburg was called into doubt. The problem was
exacerbated as NATO strategy continued to depend on
American willingness not just to fight, but to initiate,
nuclear war on Europe’s behalf. By the 1960s, there
were some 7,000 nuclear weapons in Western Europe
alone. NATO deployed nuclear weapons to offset Soviet
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Case Study 3.1 China’s cold wars

© iStock.com / Keith Molloy

The Chinese Communist Party under Mao Zedong came to power
in 1949 after 30 years of civil war (interrupted only by the Japanese
invasion of 1937). Mao's theories of socialism and of guerrilla war-
fare helped inspire revolutionary struggle across the Third World.
Ideology framed China’s internal development and informed
its external relations. Mao's attempts to modernize agriculture
and industry brought great change, though often at huge cost to
China’s people. The Great Leap Forward, launched in 1958, resulted
in famine (and repression) on an enormous scale. Estimates
vary, but suggest some 30 to 42 million people died as a conse-
quence. Subsequent attempts at radical reform during the Cultural

conventional superiority, while Soviet ‘theatre nuclear’
forces in Europe compensated for overall American
nuclear superiority.

The death of Stalin in 1953 portended significant
changes for the USSR athome and abroad. Stalin’s eventual
successor, Nikita Khrushcheyv, strove to modernize Soviet
society, but helped unleash reformist forces in Eastern
Europe. Moscow backed away from confrontation with
Poland. However, the situation in Hungary threatened

Revolution between 1966 and Mao’s death in 1976 brought politi-
cal instability and further alienated China from the West.

Relations between Mao and Stalin initially reflected ideo-
logical fraternity, but under Khrushchev ideological differences
became apparent. Mao was critical of Khrushchev’s aim of coex-
istence with the West. The Soviets ended support for Beijing’s
atomic programme, but failed to prevent China from exploding
an atomic bomb in 1964. The two countries also competed ideo-
logically and politically for leadership of the international social-
ist movement, particularly in the Third World.

Beijing’s earlier involvement in the Korean War brought large-
scale fighting between Chinese and American troops. And China’s
regional and ideological interests clashed with those of the US
in Korea, Formosa (Taiwan), and Southeast Asia in the 1960s.
East-West détente, and America’s search for a negotiated with-
drawal from Vietnam, however, helped facilitate rapprochement
between Washington and Beijing.

Western perceptions of a communist monolith were fur-
ther weakened in 1978 when newly unified Vietnam invaded
Kampuchea (Cambodia) and overthrew the Khmer Rouge under
Pol Pot, who was backed by Beijing. The ideologically driven
genocide by the Khmer Rouge killed an estimated 1 to 2 million
people. In 1979, communist China launched a punitive attack on
communist Vietnam and moved conventional forces to the bor-
der with the Soviet Union, Vietnam’s ally.

In the 1980s, economic reform under Deng Xiaoping cau-
tiously embraced market principles. Economic reform was to
bring economic transformation and global expansion. Yet the
cold war legacy of an all-powerful communist party remained.
Western-style democratic institutions and human rights failed to
follow economic change, and, in contrast to Gorbachev, Deng
used force to repress his radical opponents. Whereas reform pre-
cipitated the collapse of the USSR, the PRC survived and pros-
pered. China has become a global economic power with the
military accoutrements of a ‘superpower’, and plays an increas-
ingly important role in the UN Security Council and the global
politics of the post-cold war world.

Question 1: Which internal developments in the People’s Republic
of China most influenced its role in the cold war?

Question 2: How successfully did China manage its relations with
the US and the USSR after 1949?

Soviet hegemony and, in 1956, the intervention of the
Red Army brought bloodshed to the streets of Budapest
and international condemnation. Soviet intervention in
Hungary coincided with the attack on Egypt by Britain,
France, and Israel, precipitated by Nasser’s seizure of the
Suez Canal. The British government’s actions provoked
fierce domestic and international criticism, and the most
serious rift in the ‘special relationship’ between London
and Washington. President Dwight D. Eisenhower
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strongly opposed his allies’ action, and in the face of puni-
tive American economic action the British abandoned the
operation (and their support for the French and Israelis).
International opprobrium at Soviet action in Budapest
was lessened and deflected by what many saw as the final
spasm of European imperialism.

Khrushchev’s policy towards the West combined a
search for political coexistence with continued ideologi-
cal confrontation. Support for national liberation move-
ments aroused Western fears of a global communist
challenge. American commitment to liberal democracy
and national self-determination was often subordi-
nated to cold war considerations, as well as to American
economic and political interests. The cold war saw the
growth of powerful intelligence organizations in both
the US and USSR, whose roles ranged from estimating
intentions and capabilities of adversaries to secret inter-
vention in the affairs of other states. Crises over Berlin

Case Study 3.2 The Cuban missile crisis

© Everett Historical / Shutterstock.com

In October 1962, the Americans discovered that, contrary to pri-
vate and public assurances, the Soviets were secretly deploying
nuclear missiles in Cuba. President Kennedy responded with a
naval blockade of the island, and American nuclear forces moved
to unprecedented states of alert. The superpowers stood ‘eyeball
to eyeball, and most historians believe this was the closest we
have been to nuclear war. American nuclear war planners cal-
culated that US attacks alone would kill hundreds of millions of
people. Scientists later estimated that the result would have been
an environmental apocalypse, now known as a ‘nuclear winter’,
which would have caused the virtual extinction of humankind.
The crisis reached its climax on 26-28 October, by when
Kennedy and Khrushchev were determined to reach a diplomatic

in 1961 and Cuba in 1962 (see Case Study 3.2) marked
the most dangerous moments of the cold war. In both,
there was risk of direct military confrontation and, cer-
tainly in October 1962, the possibility of nuclear war.
How close the world came to Armageddon during the
Cuban missile crisis, and exactly why peace was pre-
served, remain matters of debate among historians.

A more stable period of cold war coexistence and
competition developed after 1962. Nevertheless, nuclear
arsenals continued to grow. Whether this situation is
best characterized as an arms race, or whether internal
political and bureaucratic pressures drove the increases
in nuclear stockpiles, is open to interpretation. For
Washington, commitments to NATO allies also pro-
vided pressures and opportunities to develop and
deploy shorter-range (‘tactical’ and ‘theatre’) nuclear
weapons. The nuclear dimension of world politics
increased with the emergence of other nuclear weapons

settlement, involving political concessions. However, subsequent
evidence suggests the risk of ‘inadvertent nuclear war'—arising
from misperceptions, the actions of subordinates, and organi-
zational failures—was much greater than realized by political
leaders at the time or by historians later. Luck may have played a
frighteningly large part in the survival of humanity.

The diplomatic impasse was resolved six days after the block-
ade was announced, when Khrushchev ordered the withdrawal
of the missiles in return for assurances that the United States
would not invade Cuba. Kennedy also undertook to ensure the
removal of comparable nuclear missiles from Europe. While
much of the literature has focused on the Soviet-American con-
frontation, greater attention has been given to Cuba and the
role of its leader, Fidel Castro. As the crisis reached its climax, he
cabled Khrushchev, who interpreted his message as advocating
pre-emptive nuclear attack on America. Castro's message rein-
forced Khrushchev's determination to strike a deal with Kennedy,
which he did without consulting Havana. Later, Castro said he
would have wanted to use the tactical nuclear weapons that the
Soviets sent to fight an American invasion.

In the aftermath of the crisis, there was progress towards the
Partial Test Ban Treaty of 1963 that banned testing of nuclear
weapons in the atmosphere. Moreover, the two superpowers
recognized that future crises should be avoided, and Moscow
made no further attempts to coerce the West over Berlin.
Nevertheless, both sides continued to build up their nuclear
arsenals.

Question 1: Why did the Soviets and Americans come to the brink
of nuclear war in October 1962?

Question 2: What was the role of Cuba in the Cuban missile crisis?
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states: Britain (1952), France (1960), China (1964), India
(1974), and Pakistan (1998). Israel and South Africa also
developed nuclear weapons, though the South Africans
dismantled them as apartheid ended. Growing concern
at the proliferation of nuclear weapons led to negotia-
tion of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in
1968, wherein states that had nuclear weapons com-
mitted themselves to halting the arms race, while those
that did not promised not to develop them.

1969-79: the rise and fall of détente

As American military involvement in Vietnam was
deepening, Soviet-Chinese relations were deteriorating.
Indeed, by 1969 the PRC and the USSR fought a minor
border war over a territorial dispute. Despite (or per-
haps because of) such tensions, the foundations for what
became known as détente were laid between Moscow
and Washington, and for what became known as rap-
prochement between Beijing and Washington. Détente
in Europe originated from the Ostpolitik of the German
Socialist Chancellor, Willy Brandt, and resulted in
agreements that recognized the peculiar status of Berlin
and the sovereignty of East Germany. Soviet-American
détente had its roots in mutual recognition of the need
to avoid nuclear crises, and in the economic and mili-
tary incentives to avoid an unconstrained arms race.

In the West, détente was associated with the political
leadership of President Richard Nixon and his adviser
Henry Kissinger (both of whom were also instrumental
in Sino-American rapprochement). During this phase
in Soviet-American relations, each side pursued politi-
cal goals, some of which were increasingly incompatible
with the aspirations of the other superpower. Both sup-
ported friendly regimes and movements, and both sub-
verted adversaries. Détente came as political upheavals
were taking place in the Third World (see Table 3.3).
The question of to what extent the superpowers could
control their friends, and to what extent they were
entangled by their commitments, was underlined in
1973 when the Arab-Israeli war embroiled Washington
and Moscow in a potentially dangerous confrontation.
Getting the superpowers involved in the war—whether
by design or by serendipity—nevertheless helped to
create the political conditions for Egyptian-Israeli rap-
prochement. Diplomatic and strategic relations were
transformed as Egypt switched allegiance from Moscow
to Washington. In the short term, Egypt was isolated in
the Arab world. For Israel, fear of a war of annihilation
fought on two fronts was lifted. Yet continuing political

Table 3.3 Revolutionary upheavals in the Third World,
1974-80

Ethiopia Overthrow of Haile Sept. 1974
Selassie

Cambodia Khmer Rouge takes April 1975
Phnom Penh

Vietnam North Vietnam/'Viet April 1975
Cong' take Saigon

Laos Pathet Lao takes over state May 1975

Guinea- Independence from Sept. 1974

Bissau Portugal

Mozambique Independence from June 1975
Portugal

Cape Verde Independence from June 1975
Portugal

Sao Tomé Independence from June 1975
Portugal

Angola Independence from Nov. 1975
Portugal

Afghanistan Military coup April 1978

Iran Ayatollah Khomeini Feb. 1979
installed in power

Grenada New Jewel Movement March 1979
takes power

Nicaragua Sandinistas take Managua July 1979

Zimbabwe Independence from April 1980

Britain

Source: F. Halliday (1986), The Making of the Second Cold War
(London: Verso): 92.

violence and terrorism, and enduring enmity between
Israel and other Arab states, proved insurmountable
obstacles to a regional settlement.

Soviet support for revolutionary movements in the
Third World reflected Moscow’s self-confidence as a
superpower and its analysis that the Third World was
turning towards communism. Ideological competi-
tion with the West and with China ensued. In America
this was viewed as evidence of Soviet duplicity. Some
claimed that Moscow’s support for revolutionary forces
in Ethiopia in 1975 killed détente. Others cited the Soviet
role in Angolain 1978, where Moscow supplied arms and
helped transport Cuban troops to support the Marxists.
The perception that Moscow was using arms control to
gain military advantage was linked to Soviet behaviour
in the Third World. Growing Soviet military superiority
wasreflected in increasing Soviet influence, it was argued.
Critics claimed that the SALT (Strategic Arms Limitation
Talks) process failed to prevent the Soviets from deploy-
ing multiple independently targetable warheads on large
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intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), threatening
key American forces. The United States faced a ‘window
of vulnerability’, they claimed. The view from Moscow
was different, reflecting divergent assumptions about the
scope and purpose of détente and the nature of nuclear
deterrence. Other events weakened American influence.
The overthrow of the Shah of Iran in 1979 resulted in the
loss of an important Western regional ally, although the
subsequent revolutionary Islamic government was hos-
tile to both superpowers.

December 1979 marked a point of transition in East—
West affairs. NATO agreed to deploy land-based Cruise
and Pershing II missiles in Europe if negotiations with
Moscow did not reduce what NATO saw as serious military
imbalances. Later that month, Soviet armed forces inter-
vened in Afghanistan to support the USSR’s revolutionary
allies. Moscow was bitterly condemned in the West and in
the Third World, and was soon embroiled in a protracted
and bloody struggle that many compared to America’s
war in Vietnam. In Washington, President Jimmy Carter’s
view of Moscow changed dramatically. He withdrew the
SALT II Treaty from Senate ratification, sought an inter-
national boycott of the 1980 Olympic Games in Moscow,
and announced the creation of a Rapid Deployment Force
for use in an area stretching from the Persian Gulf to the
Horn of Africa. Nevertheless, Republicans increasingly
used foreign and defence policy to attack the Carter presi-
dency. Perceptions of American weakness permeated US
domestic politics, and in 1980 Ronald Reagan was elected
president, committed to a more confrontational approach
with Moscow on arms control, Third World conflicts, and
East-West relations in general.

1979-86: ‘the second cold war’

In the West, critics of détente and arms control argued
that the Soviets were acquiring nuclear superiority.

Some suggested that the United States should pursue
strategies based on the idea that victory in nuclear war
was possible. Reagan’s election in 1980 was a watershed
in Soviet-American relations. He inherited the issue of
nuclear missiles in Europe, which loomed large in the
breakdown of relations between Eastand West. Changes
in the strategic and European nuclear ‘balances’ had
generated new anxieties in the West about the cred-
ibility of extended deterrence (see Table 3.4). NATO’s
resulting decision to deploy land-based missiles capable
of striking Soviet territory precipitated great tension
in relations between NATO and the USSR, and politi-
cal friction within NATO. Reagan’s own incautious
public remarks reinforced perceptions that he was ill-
informed and dangerous in nuclear matters, although
his key arms policies were largely consistent with those
of his predecessor, Jimmy Carter. However, Reagan was
uninterested in agreements that would freeze the sta-
tus quo for the sake of reaching accord, and Soviet and
American negotiators proved unable to make progress
in talks on long-range and intermediate-range weap-
ons. One particular idea had significant consequences
for arms control and for Washington’s relations with
both its allies and adversaries. The Strategic Defense
Initiative (SDI), quickly dubbed ‘Star Wars’, was a
research programme designed to explore the feasibil-
ity of space-based defences against ballistic missiles.
The Soviets appeared to take SDI very seriously; they
claimed that Reagan’s real purpose was to regain the
American nuclear monopoly of the 1940s. Reagan him-
self retained an idiosyncratic attachment to SDI, which
he believed could make nuclear weapons impotent and
obsolete. However, the technological advances claimed
by SDI proponents did not materialize and the pro-
gramme was eventually reduced and marginalized.
The ensuing period of superpower confrontation
between 1979 and 1986 has been described as the

Table 3.4 Principal nuclear weapons states: number of intact nuclear warheads, 1945-90

1945 1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990
USA 6 369 3,057 20,434 31,982 26,662 27,826 24,304 24,327 21,004
USSR = 5 200 1,605 6,129 11,643 19,055 30,062 39,197 37,000
UK = = 10 30 310 280 350 350 300 300
France = = = = 32 36 188 250 360 505
PRC = = = = 5 75 185 280 425 430
Total 6 374 3,267 22,069 38,458 38,696 47,604 55,246 64,609 59,239

Source: R. S. Norris and H. Kristensen (2006), ‘Nuclear Notebook: Global Nuclear Stockpiles, 1945-2006', Bulletin of the Atomic

Scientists, 62(4) (July/August): 66.
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second cold war and compared to the early period of
confrontation between 1946 and 1953. In both Western
Europe and the USSR there was fear of nuclear war.
Much of this was a reaction to the rhetoric and policies
of the Reagan administration. American statements
on nuclear weapons, and military interventions in
Grenada in 1983 and against Libya in 1986, were seen as
evidence of a new belligerence. Reagan’s policy towards
Central America, and support for the rebel Contras in
Nicaragua, generated controversy in the United States
and internationally. In 1986, the International Court
of Justice found the United States guilty of violating
international law for the Central Intelligence Agency’s
(CIA’s) covert attacks on Nicaraguan harbours.

The Reagan administration’s use of military power
was nonetheless limited: rhetoric and perceptions were
at variance with political action. Some overseas opera-
tions ended in humiliating failure, notably in Lebanon
in 1983. Nevertheless, there is evidence that some in
the Soviet leadership took seriously the Reagan admin-
istration’s words (and deeds) and became anxious that
Washington might be planning a nuclear first strike. In
1983, Soviet air defences shot down a South Korean civil-
ian airliner in Soviet airspace. The American reaction,
and imminent deployment of American nuclear missiles
in Europe, created a climate of great tension in East-West
relations. Some historians believe that in November 1983
Soviet intelligence may have misinterpreted a NATO
training exercise (codenamed ‘Able Archer’) leading to
fear in Moscow that NATO was preparing an attack.
How close the world came to a serious nuclear confron-
tation in 1983 remains a subject of debate (see Table 3.5).

Throughout the early 1980s, the Soviets were
handicapped by a succession of aging political lead-
ers (Leonid Brezhnev, Yuri Andropov, and Konstantin
Chernenko), whose ill-health further inhibited Soviet
foreign policy. This changed dramatically after Mikhail
Gorbachev became premier in 1985. Gorbachev’s ‘new
thinking’ in foreign policy, together with domestic

Table 3.5 Cold war crises

1948-9 Berlin USSR/US/UK

1954-5 Taiwan straits US/PRC

1961 Berlin USSR/US/NATO

1962 Cuba USSR/US/Cuba

1973 Arab-Israeli war Egypt/Israel/Syria/
Jordan/US/USSR

1983 Exercise ‘Able Archer’ USSR/US/NATO

reforms, created a revolution in Moscow’s foreign
relations and within Soviet society. At home, glas-
nost (or openness) and perestroika (or restructuring)
unleashed nationalist forces that, to Gorbachev’s dis-
may, brought about the collapse of the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics.

Gorbachev’s aim in foreign policy was to trans-
form international relations, most importantly with
the United States. His domestic agenda also cata-
lysed change in Eastern Europe, although, unlike
Khrushchev, he was not prepared to use force or coer-
cion. When confronted with revolt in Eastern Europe,
Gorbachev’s foreign ministry invoked Frank Sinatra’s
song ‘I Did it My Way’ to revoke the Brezhnev doc-
trine that had earlier limited Eastern European sov-
ereignty and political development. The Sinatra
doctrine meant Eastern Europeans were now allowed
to ‘do it their way. Moscow-aligned regimes gave
way to democracies, in what was, for the most part,
a peaceful as well as speedy transition (see Ch. 4).
Most dramatically, Germany was united and the East
German state (the German Democratic Republic)
disappeared.

Gorbachev pursued arms agreements that helped
ease tensions that had characterized the early 1980s.
In 1987, he travelled to Washington to sign the
Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty, ban-
ning intermediate-range nuclear missiles, including
Cruise and Pershing II. While this agreement was
heralded as a triumph for the Soviet premier, NATO
leaders, including Margaret Thatcher and Ronald
Reagan, argued that it vindicated the policies pursued
by NATO since 1979. The INF Treaty was concluded
more quickly than a new agreement on cutting stra-
tegic nuclear weapons, in part because of continuing
Soviet opposition to SDI. Instead, it was Reagan’s suc-
cessor, George H. W. Bush, who concluded a Strategic
Arms Reduction Treaty (START) agreement reducing
long-range nuclear weapons (though only back to the
level they had been in the early 1980s). Gorbachev used
agreements on nuclear weapons to build trust and to
demonstrate the serious and radical nature of his pur-
pose. However, despite agreements on conventional
forces in Europe (culminating in the Paris Agreement
of 1990), the end of the cold war marked success in
nuclear arms control rather than nuclear disarma-
ment (see Table 3.6). The histories of the cold war and
nuclear weapons are connected very closely, but while
the cold war is over, nuclear weapons are still very
much with us.



Chapter 3 International history of the twentieth century

Table 3.6 Principal arms control and disarmament agreements

Treaty Purpose of agreement Signed Parties
Geneva protocol Banned use of chemical weapons 1925 140
Partial Test Ban Treaty Banned atmospheric, underwater, outer-space nuclear tests 1963 125+
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty Limited spread of nuclear weapons 1968 190+
Biological Weapons Convention Banned production/use 1972 180+
SALT | Treaty Limited strategic arms* 1972 US/USSR
ABM Treaty Limited anti-ballistic missiles 1972 US/USSR
SALT Il Treaty Limited strategic arms* 1979 US/USSR
INF Treaty Banned two categories of land-based missiles 1987 US/USSR
START 1 Treaty Reduced strategic arms* 1990 US/USSR
START 2 Treaty Banned multiple independent re-entry vehicles (MIRVs) 1993 US/USSR
Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty Banned all nuclear tests in all environments 1996 180+

* Strategic arms are long-range weapons.

Source: adapted from Harvard Nuclear Study Group (1985), ‘Arms Control and Disarmament: What Can and Can't be Done’, in
F. Holroyd (ed.), Thinking About Nuclear Weapons (Buckingham: Open University): 96.

Key Points

e Disagreements remain about when and why the cold war
began, and who was responsible. Distinct phases can be seen
in East-West relations, during which tension and the risk of
direct confrontation grew and receded.

e Some civil and regional wars were intensified and prolonged
by superpower involvement; others may have been
prevented or shortened.

e Nuclear weapons were an important factor in the cold war.
To what extent their development had a momentum of its

Conclusion

The changes that took place in twentieth-century world
politics were enormous. Assessing their significance
raises many complex issues about the nature of inter-
national history and international relations. How did
war come about in 19142 What accounts for the rise of
Hitler? What were the origins, dynamics, and costs of
the cold war? These questions have generated robust
debate and fierce controversy. This conclusion empha-
sizes several points about the relationship between
total war, the end of empire, and cold war. However
war broke out in 1914, the transformation of warfare
into industrialized total war reflected a combination of
technological, political, and social forces. Subsequently,
political leaders proved incapable of restoring peace
and stability; attempts to reconstruct the European

own is a matter of debate. Agreements on limiting and
controlling the growth of nuclear arsenals played an
important role in Soviet-American (and East-West) relations.

e The end of the cold war did not result in the abolition of
nuclear weapons.

e Various international crises occurred in which there was risk
of nuclear war. How close we came to catastrophe at these
times remains open to debate.

state system after 1919 failed to address enduring prob-
lems while creating new obstacles to a stable order. The
rise of Nazi Germany brought global conflagration and
new methods of fighting and killing. The scale of car-
nage and suffering was unprecedented. Nazi ideas of
racial supremacy resulted in brutality and mass murder
across Europe and culminated in genocide against the
Jews. One consequence was the creation of Israel, which
set in motion conflicts that continue to have global
repercussions today. In the 1930s, the rise of an expan-
sionist military regime in Tokyo likewise portended
protracted and brutal war across the Pacific.

The period since 1945 witnessed the end of European
empires constructed before, and in the early part of,
the twentieth century, and saw the rise and fall of the
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cold war. The relationship between the end of empire
and cold war conflict in the Third World was a close,
though complex, one. In some cases, involvement of the
superpowers helped bring change. In others, it resulted
in escalation and prolongation of conflict. Marxist ide-
ology in various forms provided inspiration to Third
World liberation movements, and provocation to the
United States (and others). The Vietnam war was the
most obvious example of this. Precisely how the cold
war affected decolonization is best assessed on a case-
by-case basis, but one key issue is the extent to which
the objectives of revolutionary leaders and movements
were nationalist rather than Marxist. It is claimed that
both Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam and Fidel Castro in Cuba
were primarily nationalists, who turned to Moscow and
to communism only in response to Western hostility.
Divisions between Moscow and Beijing also demon-
strated diverging trends in the practice of Marxism. In
several instances, conflict between communists became
as bitter as that between communists and capitalists.
In other areas, notably the Middle East, Marxism faced
the challenge of pan-Arabism and revolutionary Islam,
which held greater attraction for the peoples involved.
Superpower involvement was more complex and diffuse,
though in moments of crisis nevertheless significant.
Similarly, the relationship between the cold war and
nuclear history is close, though problematic. Some his-
torians contend that the use of atomic weapons played
a decisive part in the origins of the cold war. Others see
the prospect of annihilation as central to understanding
Soviet defence and foreign policy, and the unprecedented
threat of devastation as crucial to understanding the
mutual hostility and fear of leaders in the nuclear age.
Yet it is also argued that without nuclear weapons, direct
Soviet-American conflict would have been much more
likely, and had nuclear weapons not acted as a deterrent,

Questions

war in Europe could have happened. Still others contend
that nuclear weapons played a limited role in East-West
relations, and that their importance is exaggerated.

Nuclear weapons have, nevertheless, constituted
a focus for political agreement, and during détente,
arms agreements acted as the currency of international
politics. Yet how close we came to nuclear war in 1961
(Berlin), or 1962 (Cuba), or 1973 (Arab-Israeli war), or
1983 (Exercise ‘Able Archer’), and what lessons might be
learned from these events, are crucial questions for his-
torians and policy-makers alike. One central issue is the
extent to which cold war perspectives and the involve-
ment of nuclear-armed superpowers imposed stability
in regions where previous instability had led to war
and conflict. The cold war may have produced unprec-
edented concentrations of military and nuclear forces in
Europe, but it was also a period characterized by stabil-
ity and great economic prosperity, certainly in the West.

Both the cold war and the age of empire are over,
although across the globe their legacies—good and bad,
seen and unseen—persist. The age of ‘the bomb’, and
of other weapons of mass destruction (chemical and
biological), continues. To what extent the clash of com-
munist and liberal/capitalist ideologies helped to facili-
tate or to retard globalization is a matter for reflection.
Despite the limitations of the human imagination, the
global consequences of nuclear war remain all too real.
The accident at the Soviet nuclear reactor at Chernobyl
in 1986 showed that radioactivity knows no national
boundaries. In the 1980s, scientists suggested that
the explosion of even a fraction of the world’s nuclear
weapons over a fraction of the world’s cities could end
life itself in the northern hemisphere. While the threat
of strategic nuclear war has receded, the global problem
of nuclear weapons remains a common and urgent con-
cern for humanity in the twenty-first century.

1. Do you agree that Germany was responsible for the outbreak of war in 1914?
2. Why do you think the Versailles Treaty failed to solve the problems of European political

instability from 1919 to 1939?

NOY Gn g O8

Do you accept that there were no feasible alternatives to the appeasement of Hitler?

Why do you think atomic bombs were dropped on Japan?

How would you explain why the United States became involved in the Korean and Vietnam wars?
Do you think that American and Soviet objectives during détente were compatible?

Do you agree that the British were more successful at decolonization than the French?
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8. How would you compare the end of empire in Africa with that in Asia after 1945?
9. What role do you believe nuclear weapons played in world politics between 1945 and 2000?
10. How close do you think we came to nuclear war during the cold war?

(. Test your knowledge and understanding further by trying this chapter’s Multiple Choice
? Questions www.oup.com/he/baylis8e

Further Reading

Best, A., Hanhimaki, J. M., Maiolo, J. A., and Schulze, K. E. (2014), International History of the
Twentieth Century And Beyond (London: Routledge). A comprehensive and authoritative account
of twentieth-century history.

Betts, R. (2004), Decolonization (London: Routledge). Provides an introductory theoretical overview
that examines the forces that drove decolonization and interpretations of postcolonial legacies.
Brown, C. (2019), Understanding International Relations (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan). A valuable

introduction to how theories of international relations provide interpretation and understanding.

Chamberlain, M. E. (1999), Decolonization: The Fall of the European Empires (Oxford: Blackwell). An
analysis of the end of British, French, and smaller European empires on a region-by-region basis.

Ferguson, N. (2006), The War of the World: History’s Age of Hatred (London: Allen Lane). A panoramic
view of war and conflict in the twentieth century.

Keylor, W. R. (2012), The Twentieth-Century World and Beyond: An International History since 1900
(Oxford: Oxford University Press). A comprehensive and balanced assessment of twentieth-
century international history.

Reynolds, D. (2005), One World Divisible: A Global History since 1945 (London: Penguin). A highly
authoritative, comprehensive, and nuanced analysis of world politics since 1945.

Young, J., and Kent, J. (2013), International Relations since 1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press).

A comprehensive survey of the impact of the cold war on world politics since 1945, providing
analysis of war in the Middle East, the development of European integration, and the demise of
the European empires in Africa and Asia.

() To find out more about the historical context follow the web links www.oup.com/he/baylis8e

69



Chapter 4

From the end of the cold war
to a new world dis-order?

MICHAEL COX

Framing Questions

e Has the international system become more or less stable since the end of the cold war?

® Does the rise of other powers signal the decline of the West?

e [s globalization under threat?

Reader’s Guide

This chapter provides a broad overview of the inter-
national system between the end of the cold war—
when many claimed that liberalism and the West had
won the long battle against their ideological rivals of
the twentieth century, communism and the USSR—
through to the second decade of the twenty-first cen-
tury, when the West itself and the liberal economic
order it had hitherto promoted appeared to be com-
ing under increased pressure from political forces at
home and new challengers abroad. But before we turn
to the present, the chapter will look at some of the key

developments since 1989—including the Clinton pres-
idency, the George W. Bush administration’s foreign
policy following the attacks of 9/11, the 2008 finan-
cial crash, the crisis in Europe, the transitions taking
place in the Global South, the origins of the upheav-
als now reshaping the Middle East, the political shift
from Barack Obama to Donald Trump, the emergence
of Asia, and the rise of China. The chapter then con-
cludes by examining two big questions: first, is power
now shifting away from the West, and second, to what
extent does the current wave of populism in the West
threaten globalization and the liberal order?
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Introduction

The modern world system is in many ways a by-product
of a cold war that took on the appearance of permanency
until it suddenly ended in 1989. But the cold war was itself
the outcome of the greatest war ever known in history:
the Second World War. Fought on two continents and
across three great oceans, the Second World War led to
a major reordering of world politics which left Germany
and Japan under Allied control, most of Europe and Asia
in tatters, former colonies in a state of political turmoil,
and two states—the US and the USSR—in positions of
enormous strength. Indeed, as early as 1944, analysts
such as the American writer W. T. R. Fox were beginning
to talk of a new world order dominated by something
quite new in international relations: superpowers—
the United States, the USSR, and, in 1944, the British
Empire. With enormous capabilities under their control,
areach that was truly global, and allies who were entirely
dependent on their protection, it was evident that two
of these superpowers at least—the United States and the
USSR—would go on to shape a post-war international
system quite different in structure from what had existed
earlier in the twentieth century.

The causes of the cold war have been much debated.
But several factors in the end can be identified, including
a deep incompatibility between the social and economic
systems of East and West, mutual fears on the part of
the USSR and the US concerning the other’s intentions,
and insecurities generated by an on-going nuclear arms
race. Beginning in Europe, the cold war soon spread to
what became known as the Third World. Here, the con-
flict assumed a far more deadly form, with over 25 million
people being killed as a result of real wars being fought
from Korea to Vietnam, Latin America to southern Africa.

Inevitably, the discipline of International Relations
(IR) was influenced by the cold war. Indeed, having
also become a largely American discipline after the
Second World War, IR was now very much shaped by
the theoretical preferences of key US scholars such
as Hans J. Morgenthau, whose 1948 textbook Politics
Among Nations went into seven editions, and a little
bit later by Kenneth Waltz, whose 1959 Man, The State,
and War soon became a classic. Though different in
their approaches to world politics, both Morgenthau
and Waltz championed the theoretical case for what
became the dominant IR paradigm during the cold
war: realism. Waltz did something else as well: he pro-
vided what many believed was a rationalization for the
cold war, in a much-quoted article published in 1964.
In this article, he even went so far as to suggest that by
reducing the number of major international actors to
only two (bipolarity by any other name) the cold war
had created its own form of stability (Waltz 1964).

This way of thinking about the cold war may in large
part explain the failure of IR academics to seriously
contemplate the possibility of it ever coming to an end.
Nor was there much reason to think that it could, given
the then standard Western view that the USSR was a
serious superpower stretching across 11 time zones
with enormous human and natural resources (oil and
gas most obviously), not to mention formidable military
and scientific capabilities. The cold war therefore would
go on. But—as we now know—it did not. Economic
decline, the cost of the cold war itself, East European
discontent with Russian rule, and the reformist policies
pursued by the last Soviet leader, Mikhail Gorbachev,
finally spelled doom for the Soviet system.

The United States: managing the unipolar ‘moment’

The collapse of Soviet power in Eastern and Central
Europe, followed two years later by the end of the USSR
itself, did not just change the way in which millions of
people around the world regarded their own political
futures. It also led to profound changes in the structure
of the international order. Indeed, with the passing of
the USSR, scholars of International Relations began to
talk of a rapid transition from a world in which there
had been two balancing powers—a bipolar system—
to another in which there was no balance at all—a

unipolar system in which the United States would now
shape international politics almost completely.

This new global conjuncture raised a series of impor-
tant questions. One, of course, was how stable would
the new international order be? Another was how long
could US primacy last? And yet a third was what kind
of foreign policy would the United States pursue now
that it no longer had a single enemy to fight?

In the end, these particular questions were not
answered on the pages of foreign policy journals so much
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as by the election of President William (Bill) Jefferson
Clinton in 1992. Helped into office by an electorate that
was now more focused on domestic matters rather than
international affairs—and sensing that the American
people were seeking a new foreign policy approach—he
concentrated mainly on economic issues, linking pros-
perity at home with the US’s ability to compete abroad.
This did not preclude the US having to address other
more traditional threats, such as the proliferation of
nuclear weapons and terrorism. But having won the cold
war, not only were the American people deeply reluctant
to intervene abroad, there seemed to be no pressing rea-
son for the US to get sucked into conflicts overseas either.

Yet, as Clinton conceded, the US could neither escape
from the world nor retreat from it. There may have been
little appetite for military intervention, especially fol-
lowing the 1993 debacle in Somalia, but the US was
hardly inactive. It did after all impose its own military
‘solution” on the Serbs in the unfolding war in former
Yugoslavia. Clinton then pushed hard for the enlarge-
ment of NATO. And he was anything but hesitant
when it came to trying to resolve some fairly intractable

After the USSR: Yeltsin to Putin

Scholars of International Relations have long been deeply
interested in the interplay between the great powers and
the reasons why even the most powerful have in the
end disappeared from the stage of history—something
that happened to the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian
empires after the First World War, then to the European
colonial empires after the Second World War, and finally
to the Soviet empire itself between 1989 and 1991. But his-
tory also demonstrates that when empires fall this is not
always followed by stability and prosperity. So it was in the
past; so it turned out to be following the collapse of Soviet
communism. Many challenges faced the new Russia.
First there was the issue of what to do with the USSR’s
nuclear arsenal, and how to either prevent weapons
leaving the former USSR or ensure that control of them
remained in Russian hands. Second, there was an equally
serious problem posed by the break-up of the USSR. Not
only did 25 million Russians now find themselves living
outside of Russia proper, but the other nations of the for-
mer USSR also had to work out some kind of relationship
with a Russia which found it almost impossible to think of
its relationship with such states as Ukraine and Georgia
in anything other than imperial terms. Finally, there was
the even more basic problem of making the transition

regional conflicts, including in Northern Ireland. It
was very easy for more conservative critics at the time
to argue that the US had no ‘grand strategy’. But this
was less than fair or accurate. It may have had no single
enemy to fight, but it could hardly be accused of having
no foreign policy at all. Moreover, if Clinton displayed
caution when it came to employing American military
power overseas, this seemed to correspond to the wishes
of most Americans during the 1990s. It also allowed the
United States to focus on the one thing it seemed to do
best: unleashing the power of the market at home while
spreading American liberal values abroad.

Key Points

e The end of the cold war increased the US’s weight in the
international system.

e Under President Clinton there was a great focus on
economic issues as a central part of US foreign policy.

e President Clinton was attacked by his conservative critics
for having no ‘grand strategy’.

from a centralized, planned economy, designed to guar-
antee full employment, to a competitive market economy
where many of the old industries that had been the bed-
rock of the USSR (including its huge military-industrial
complex) were evidently no longer fit for purpose. Clearly
some very tough times lay ahead, made tougher still by
the extraordinarily painful market reforms that Russia
adopted from 1992 onwards. Indeed, as a result of its
speedy adoption of Western-style privatization, Russia
experienced something close to a 1930s-style depression,
with industrial production plummeting, living standards
falling, and whole regions once devoted to cold war mili-
tary production going into free fall. Nor did the economic
situation show much sign of improvement as time went
on. Indeed, in 1998 Russia experienced its own financial
crisis, one that wiped out the savings of ordinary people
and made the new post-communist regime under Boris
Yeltsin even less popular than it had been a few years ear-
lier. Not surprisingly, a year later he decided to resign.

It was not at first clear that Yeltsin’s successor would
behave any differently. Indeed, it was no less a person than
Yeltsin himself who chose Vladimir Putin as his anointed
successor in 1999. Nor, it seems, did the new oligarchs
voice any degree of opposition to Putin’s elevation. In fact,
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there is a great deal of evidence to suggest that they were
perfectly happy with his accession to power. Already
immensely wealthy himself, Putin only demanded one
thing from the new Russian super-rich: acquiescence.
Those who were prepared to go along with this did very
well. Those who did not found themselves either in prison
(such was the fate of the richest Russian of all, Mikhail
Khodorkovsky) or in exile (which in the end is what hap-
pened to the hugely powerful Boris Berezovsky).

A product of the KGB (the Soviet security agency)
and a central figure in the creation of its successor orga-
nization in the shape of the FSB, Putin seemed to have
few, if any, original ideas of his own. However, he did
understand power in the purest sense. Ruthless even by
Russian standards, he brooked no opposition. But his
wider task, as he saw it, was not just to impose his will on
others but to restore Russian prestige after what he saw as
its precipitous decline during the 1990s. Putin never hid
his ambitions. Nor did he lack for a coherent narrative.
The disintegration of the USSR, he repeated, had been
a tragedy, and even though it would not be possible to
put the old empire back together again there would be no

further concessions. This might not take Russia back to
anything like the Soviet era. But Russia, he insisted, had
to assert itself more forcefully—most obviously against
those in the West who thought they could take Russia for
granted. Nor should the newly wealthy simply be serv-
ing their own needs. They should also be asking what
they could do for Russia. This would not lead (and did
not lead) to a restoration of the old-style communist eco-
nomic system. However, it did mean the newly privatized
Russian economy was placed under much greater con-
trol by the Russian state. Putin even redefined the notion
of democracy and gave it what many saw as a distinctly
Russian or ‘sovereign’ character, in which the outward
form of democracy remained intact while its inner con-
tent, in terms of an independent parliament and equal
access to free media, was gradually hollowed out.

This shift in outlook produced some confusion in the
West. At first the Americans and the Europeans turned
something of a blind eye to these developments on the
realist assumption that it was important to work closely
with Russia: partly for economic reasons—Russia
was a major supplier of oil and gas to Europe; partly

Case Study 4.1 Russia and the West: a new cold war?

Ukrainians protesting against Russian intervention
© Matthew Chattle/Alamy Stock Photo

It has become increasingly fashionable among commentators to
define the Russian relationship with the West as being like a ‘new’
cold war. Perhaps the first to use the term was Edward Lucas in his
2008 bestseller, The New Cold War. Russian military intervention in
Georgia, he believes, signalled the beginning of a new and danger-
ous period in the relationship. Subsequent developments have only
seemed to confirm this early assessment. The murders of investiga-
tive journalists in Russia itself, targeted assassination outside Russia,
its meddling in the internal affairs of the Baltic republics, Russia’s
use of cyberwar, its various disinformation campaigns designed to
undermine the West, and finally its interventions in Ukraine after

2013 all point to a profound crisis in relations—a new cold war in
effect. Lucas also blames the West, not so much for having caused
the conflict—Russia, he insists, is the guilty party—but rather for hav-
ing failed to recognize the threat and confront it in its early stages.
Preoccupied as the West once was with building a partnership with
Russia, it didn't see the writing on the wall until it was too late.

Critics of the term 'new’ cold war do not so much dispute the
facts—though some would blame the West as much as Russia for
having precipitated the crisis. Rather they question the use of the
term itself. They make four specific arguments. First, the cold war
coincided with the existence of the old communist superpower,
the USSR, and as the USSR no longer exists the term ‘cold war’ is
not a suitable term to define the crisis in Russia’s relations with
the West today. Second, the cold war was basically an ideological
clash between opposing socio-economic systems—one commu-
nist and the other capitalist—whereas the current clash has little
or nothing to do with ideology. It is just a pure power struggle.
Third, the cold war kept the two sides apart. The new contest, on
the other hand, seems to recognize no such boundaries, and as
such might be much more dangerous. Finally, critics of the idea of
anew cold war argue that one must beware of using terms drawn
from history like ‘cold war’ which do more to obscure contempo-
rary reality than illuminate it (M. Cox 2011).

Question 1: Is the term ‘new cold war’ useful or misleading?

Question 2: Is the West or Russia most to blame for growing ten-
sions between Russia and the West?
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because Putin appeared to be popular among ordinary
Russians; and partly because Russia was a permanent
member of the UN Security Council and remained a
nuclear weapons state. However, the cumulative impact
of Putin’s policies could not but complicate Russia’s
relations with the West. Some even began talking—
very loosely—of a ‘new’ cold war between Russia and
the West (see Case Study 4.1). Whether or not it had
become one remains open to question. Yet whatever
one called it, one thing was becoming increasingly
obvious: the relationship was fast becoming increas-
ingly bitter and fractious. Russia blamed the West; the
West, Russia. But it was clear that in spite of efforts on
the US side to ‘reset’ the relationship, one event after
another was pushing things towards a breaking point.
The situation deteriorated noticeably following
Russian intervention in Georgia in 2008. Justifying
this on the grounds that the West was trying to foment
liberal change in its own ‘backyard’, Russian rhetoric
against Western policies then began to intensity. Its use
of the veto against the West in the UN became more fre-
quent. It then decided it would use all means necessary
to keep Bashar al-Assad in power in Syria. Then, and

Europe: rise and decline?

Though Americans may have claimed that it was the US
that ‘won’ the cold war, it was in fact Europe and in par-
ticular Germany that were the most immediate beneficia-
ries. First, a continent and a country that had once been
divided were now united. Second, the states of Eastern
Europe achieved one of the most important of interna-
tional rights: the right of self-determination. Finally, the
threat of serious war with potentially devastating conse-
quences for Europe as a whole was eliminated. Naturally,
the move from one order to another did not happen
without conflict, as events in former Yugoslavia (1990-9)
revealed only too tragically. Even so, the new united
Europe, with its open borders and democratic institu-
tions, clearly had much to look forward to.

But what kind of Europe would it be? Here there
was much room for debate, with some, especially the
French, believing that Europe should now develop its
own specific European security arrangements inde-
pendent of the United States—the old Gaullist dream.
Others, meanwhile, believed Europe should remain
closely tied to the US—a view most forcefully expressed
by both the new elites of Central Europe themselves,
not to mention the other, more established members of

most seriously, in 2013-14 came the crisis in Ukraine
and the illegal annexation of Crimea. Evidence also
began to emerge that Russia was not only trying to desta-
bilize Ukraine but the West too by backing the Trump
presidential candidacy in 2016 while giving ideological
and possibly financial support to parties and persons in
Europe hostile to the European Union. A political cor-
ner seemed to have been turned. The relationship had
reached what some regarded as a point of no return.

Key Points

e The break-up of the USSR inevitably unleashed problems
which proved difficult to solve.

e Economic reforms in the 1990s created a new class of
super-rich Russians but exacerbated Russia’s overall
economic decline.

e Vladimir Putin has attempted to reverse what he saw as
Russia’s decline in the 1990s.

e The relationship between the West and Russia has
deteriorated drastically, particularly since Russian
intervention in Georgia in 2008 and its annexation of
Crimea in 2014.

the NATO alliance. Europeans could not agree either
about what kind of Europe they preferred. There were
those, of course, who sought an ever deeper union that
would fulfil their dream of building a United States of
Europe, one that among other things would be able to
play a major independent role in international poli-
tics. There were others who feared such a development.
Europe, they asserted, should be a Europe composed
of its very different nation-states, a Europe that recog-
nized national difference and did not try to undermine
the principle of sovereignty. Finally, Europeans divided
over economics, with a clear line being drawn between
dirigistes, who favoured greater state involvement in the
management of a specifically European social model,
and free marketeers—led by the British—who argued
that under conditions of global competition such a pro-
tected system was simply not sustainable and that thor-
oughgoing economic reform was essential.

While many in ‘old’ Europe debated Europe’s future,
policy-makers themselves were confronted with the
more concrete issue of how to bring the ‘East’ back
into the “‘West’, a process that went under the general
heading of ‘enlargement’. In terms of policy outcomes,
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the strategy scored some notable successes. Indeed, by
2007 the European Union had grown to 27 members
(and NATO to 26). In the process, the two bodies also
changed their club-like character, much to the con-
sternation of some older members, who found the new
entrants to be as much trouble as asset. In fact, according
to critics, enlargement had proceeded so rapidly that the
essential core meaning of both organizations had been
lost. The EU in particular, some now argued, had been
so keen to enlarge that it had lost the will to integrate.
Still, it was difficult not to be impressed by the capac-
ity of institutions that had helped shape part of Europe
during the cold war being employed now in quite new
roles to help manage the relatively successful (though
never easy) transition from one kind of European order
to another. For those realists who had earlier disparaged
the part that institutions might play in preventing anar-
chy in Europe, the important roles played by the EU and
NATO seemed to prove that institutions were essential.
But even if the EU proved to be more resilient than
some of its critics argued at the time, its role outside
the European area remained unclear. Europeans may
have wished for a stronger Europe; however, there was
marked reluctance to hand over serious security powers
to Brussels. Nor did Europeans seem especially keen on
boosting their collective strength by investing more in
hard power. Indeed, only the UK and France maintained
anything like a serious military capability, meaning that
when ‘Europe’ did feel compelled to act militarily—as it
did in Libya in 2011 and then a year later in Mali—it was
not ‘Europe’ as a collective actor that intervened, but one
or both of these two countries, with US support.
Nonetheless, Europe still retained what American
political scientist Joseph Nye has defined as significant
‘soft power’ assets. By the turn of the century it had also
become a formidable economic actor, with a market

A new Asian century?

Perhaps nowhere in the modern world does history, with
its memories and myths, exercise a greater influence than
in Asia. First subjected to European power during the
nineteenth century, and then to the even worse depreda-
tions of Japan before 1945, it was hardly surprising that
Asia became one of the most unsettled parts of the world
after the Second World War. Indeed, while Europe was
acquiring some degree of stability after 1945, Asia experi-
enced at least two devastating wars in Korea and Vietnam,
several revolutionary insurgencies, a genocidal revolution

capacity larger even than that of the United States. Not
only that: it continued to be the US’s most favoured
economic partner.

Still, not all the news was positive, and as one cen-
tury gave way to another, Europe slipped from being
the ‘poster child’ of international politics (some writers
even talked of the EU becoming a model for the twenty-
first century) to looking like the sick man of the West.
Indeed, with the onset of the so-called ‘euro crisis’ fol-
lowed by economic turmoil in Greece, and then—quite
unexpectedly—the decision by the British people in 2016
to leave the EU, the whole project looked to be under
serious stress. Some, in fact (including financier George
Soros), even predicted the EU’s demise, while others
talked increasingly gloomily about an ‘existential’ threat
facing Europe. And to add to its woes, the EU did not
seem to have a ready solution to perhaps the biggest
modern challenge of all: how to deal with the free move-
ment of peoples both within and from outside Europe
itself. Optimists could of course claim (and did) that in
spite of all this, the EU would muddle through; some
even insisted that the EU would emerge stronger than
ever precisely because of these various challenges. But
as one critical event followed another, it was difficult to
believe that the European Union would or could emerge
unscathed. Difficult and troubling times lay ahead.

Key Points

e In spite of the break-up of the former Yugoslavia, Europe
benefited from the end of the cold war.

e Europe may not possess much collective military power,
but it does retain important soft power.

e Europe also remains a major economic actor in the world.

e Many believe that the crisis in modern Europe is the most
serious it has faced since 1945.

in Cambodia, a short and bloody war between Vietnam
and Cambodia, and the Chinese invasion of Vietnam a
year later. If the cold war remained ‘cold’ elsewhere, this
could hardly be said of Asia before 1989.

The contrast between postcolonial Asia and post-
Second World War Europe could not have been more
pronounced. Indeed, scholars of International Relations
have been much taken with the comparison, pointing
out that whereas Western Europe after 1945 managed
to form a new liberal security community in which
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nationalism and ‘ancient hatreds’ came to play much
less of a role over time, Asia remained a complex tapes-
try of often warring and suspicious states, whose hatreds
ran deep and where nationalism played a central part in
defining identity. Nor did the end of the cold war lead to
the same results in Asia as in Europe. In Europe, 1989
concluded with free elections, the resolution of territo-
rial issues, a move to the market, the unification of one
country, and the disintegration of another (Yugoslavia).
In Asia, 1989 concluded with powerful communist par-
ties remaining in power in at least three countries (North
Korea, Vietnam, and China), several territorial disputes
remaining unresolved, Korea remaining divided, and
memories from the past—in particular Japanese aggres-
sion before 1945—still souring relations in the region.
This is not to say that Asia was not impacted by the end
of the cold war at all: clearly it was. However, the conse-
quences were not always liberal. Indeed, in China they
were anything but. Having witnessed what was unfold-
ing in the former USSR under the reformist leader-
ship of Gorbachev, the Chinese communist leadership
decided to do the opposite, namely abandon political
reform and impose even tighter control from the cen-
tre. North Korea, too, drew its own lessons. In fact, after
having seen what had happened to another communist
state which had once looked so stable—East Germany—
it now did everything it could to ensure that it did not
suffer the same fate, including using ‘nuclear blackmail’
against its various neighbours as a crude but most effec-
tive way of ensuring the regime’s survival.

Because of the very different ways the end of the cold
war played itself out in Asia, many writers (including
one very influential American scholar, Aaron Friedberg)
argued that far from being primed for a liberal peace,
Asia in general, and East Asia in particular, was ripe for
new rivalries. Indeed, according to Friedberg, Europe’s
very bloody past between 1914 and 1945 could easily turn
into Asia’s future. This was not a view shared by every
commentator, however. In fact, as events unfolded, this
uncompromisingly tough-minded realist perspective
came under sustained criticism. This did not deny the
possibility of future disturbances. Indeed, how could one
argue otherwise given the bitter legacy of history, Japan’s
ambiguous relationship with its own bloody past, North
Korea’s nuclear programme, and China’s claim to Taiwan?
But there were still several reasons to think that the future
might not be quite so bleak as Friedberg predicted.

The first and most important reason was the great
material advances achieved in the region since the late
1990s. The sources of this have been much debated, with

some suggesting that the underlying reason for economic
success was a strong entrepreneurial spirit wedded to a
powerful set of cultural (Asian) values, and others that
it was the by-product of the application of a non-liberal
model of development employing the strong state to
drive through rapid economic development from above.
Some believed that the active part played by the US in
Asia was critical too: by helping to manage Japan’s re-
entry into the international community during the post-
war years, opening up its huge market to Asian exports,
and providing many countries in the region with secu-
rity on the cheap, the US played that famous indispens-
able role. Even the former colonizing countries, now
organized through the European Union, were significant
actors in the Asian economic success story, buying Asian
goods and investing heavily into the region.

Finally, though Asia is not institutionally rich and
lacks bodies such as NATO or the European Union, it
has over time been able to build an important array of
bodies that do provide some form of collective voice and
identity. Potentially the mostimportant of these has been
ASEAN (see Ch. 23). Formed during the midst of a very
unstable part of the cold war in 1967 to enable dialogue
to take place between five Southeast Asian countries
(Indonesia, the Philippines, Malaysia, Singapore, and
Thailand), ASEAN has over time evolved to include five
more states: communist Vietnam, war-torn Cambodia,
oil-rich Brunei, the once military-led Myanmar, and
the tiny republic of Laos. ASEAN is, of course, a much
looser institution than the EU, and its underlying prin-
ciple remains the very traditional one of sovereignty
and non-interference in the internal affairs of other
sovereign states. Yet over time its fields of interest have
widened considerably, making it today much less than a
union but more than just the talking-shop it used to be.

In the end, though, the key to Asia’s current pros-
perity and future stability is what happens to its new
economic powerhouse—China. Much has now been
written about China’s rise and the impact this has had
on the world in general, and Asia more particularly. But
until recently China’s rise did not seem to be a cause of
much concern. A number of Chinese writers even fash-
ioned their own particular theory, known as the ‘peace-
ful rise’. This made it abundantly clear that China was
not like Germany or Japan in the inter-war period, and
that it was more than happy to rise within the system
rather than outside it. Nor did China seek confronta-
tion with the United States. Indeed, according to the
same analysts, the US should be seen as more partner
than enemy. And even if some had their doubts about
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US intentions, China, they advised, should always keep
its head down and not arouse American anger.
Developments in the South China Sea where China
is now trying to claim control—not to mention China’s
less accommodating foreign policy stance since
President Xi Jinping assumed office in 2013—have cast
serious doubts on all this, confirming what some real-
ist IR scholars had been saying all along: that when
new powers rise and emerge onto the international
stage they are bound to act in a more assertive fash-
ion. This prediction now appears to have been borne
out by recent events, and certainly many Asian coun-
tries have responded accordingly by doing what they
have always done in the past: calling on the United
States to balance the power of the local hegemon. The
United States in turn has responded, first in a rela-
tively benign way under Obama by saying it would
‘pivot’ to Asia in order to reassure regional allies, and
then, following the election of Donald Trump in 2016,
by declaring that China was now a revisionist power

which, along with its ally Russia, was seeking to ‘erode
American security and prosperity’ in the Asia-Pacific.
The impact of all this on the region has been striking.
Caught between two great powers—one (China) grow-
ing in economic importance and the other (the United
States) on whom they have always depended for their
security—many Asian countries now feel themselves
to be between a ‘rock and a hard place’. The region
may not be at some ‘1914 moment’ as some declared
100 years after the First World War. But there is no
denying that the region is beginning to feel increas-
ingly uncertain about the future. China’s belief that
it has every right to shape the politics of Asia (with-
out US interference), its growing military strength, its
economic leverage, and its talk of building a new ‘Silk
Road’ embracing the whole of the region, have inevi-
tably had a big impact across the Asian region. Asia,
it would seem, is living in what some in China have
termed ‘interesting times’, and is likely to be doing so
going forward (see Opposing Opinions 4.1).

Opposing Opinions 4.1 The twenty-first century will be Asian

For

The GDP of Asia taken together is rising fast. By the middle
of the twenty-first century, it will be bigger than that of the US
and the EU combined. At least three of the economies expected
to be among the largest in the world by 2050—China, India, and
Japan—are located in Asia.

The Western-led international order is on the decline. New
economic realities will force the West to give up its monopoly of
global power. In the future, Western countries will no longer be
able to run all the major international institutions, such as the
UN, the World Bank, and the IMF. China’s creation of the Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank, a multilateral development
bank, is just a sign of things to come.

China has already begun to take a more assertive role in
global affairs. In a 2017 speech, President Xi Jinping announced
the start of a ‘new era ... that sees China moving closer to center
stage’ (Xi 2017). China’s eagerness to take a leadership role on
global issues such as climate change demonstrates its belief that
its economic power entitles it to international influence over a
range of important issues.

1. Does Asia’s economic rise pose a challenge to the West?

2. Is the United States an Asian power?

Against

Asia still abides by the West’s economic norms and rules.
Asia’s economic rise has largely been dependent on adopting
Western economic norms, exporting to Western markets, and
playing by the West's economic rules. There is no Asian model.

The transatlantic region remains central in global security,
economy, and education. The EU and the US taken together
still account for nearly 50 per cent of world GDP and more than
75 per cent of world foreign direct investment. The US dollar also
remains the most important currency in the world and its econ-
omy the most innovative; and nearly 90 per cent of the world’s
top universities are located in the EU and the US, while only two
are to be found in ‘mainland’ China.

Asia is composed of countries which have a strong sense of
their own identity, but little common identity. Asia thus has
few regional institutions of its own. It is more divided than united
by history, while culturally and linguistically there is nothing
holding the region together. There is no Asian ‘order".

3. Does China pose an opportunity or a threat to other Asian powers?

() For advice on how to answer these questions, see the pointers www.oup.com/he/baylis8e
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Key Points

e The cold war in Asia was in fact very ‘hot'—marked by
revolutions, wars, and insurgencies.

e Asia has experienced relative peace and great prosperity
since the end of the cold war.

A new Global South

The economic success of Asia poses a much larger
question about the fate of the less developed countries
in general during the post-cold war era. As noted ear-
lier, the cold war had a massive impact on the Third
World in the same way that political struggles in the
Third World had an enormous impact on the cold war.
Liberation movements were of course animated by dif-
ferent ideas and employed quite different strategies to
achieve their many goals. But they were all united by
some common aims: emancipation from their former
colonial masters, rapid economic development, and the
speedy creation of societies where poverty, hunger, and
illiteracy would become but distant memories.

These high ideals expressed by new elites, buoyed up
by the enthusiasm of the poor and the dispossessed—
the ‘wretched of the earth’, as Frantz Fanon called
them—helped carry the newly independent countries
through some very difficult times. But many of the high
hopes expressed by such leaders as Jawaharlal Nehru
in India and Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana in the end
foundered, though for different reasons. Some of the
new rulers succumbed to the temptation of power and
high office. In other countries, the rhetoric of liberation
was soon overtaken by the reality of strife and civil war.
Quite a few of the original elites were also overthrown
by various rivals only too keen to share in the spoils
of office. And in many more countries, the military—
the so-called ‘men on horseback’—simply seized power
and replaced civilian leaders with their own people.
Nor did the new economies prove to be especially pro-
ductive: on the contrary, the majority turned out to
be extraordinarily inefficient. Meanwhile, many less
developed countries ran up enormous debts that ren-
dered them vulnerable to renewed Western economic
pressure. Finally, with the end of the cold war came the
collapse of the idea that some form of state-led develop-
ment offered a better way forward than the market.

The collapse of the “Third World’ as a political proj-
ect left behind a complex legacy, from on-going civil

e Asia is one of the most dynamic economic regions of the
world.

e China’s ascent—especially clear since President Xi Jinping
assumed office in 2013—has increased regional tensions.

wars on some continents (most notably in sub-Saharan
Africa) to the opportunity in others of rejoining the
world economic order. Certainly, with the USSR no lon-
ger playing an active political role, the way now seemed
open for major change. However, the consequences
often proved to be deeply problematic. Indeed, some
states that had been propped up by one or other of the
two superpowers during the cold war simply collapsed
into complete chaos, a fate that awaited Somalia and the
Congo. Nor did economic reform always deliver on its
promise. In fact, in many countries the implementation
of Western-style structural reform often led to greater
inequality, a decline in public services, and the expo-
nential growth of ever more rampant forms of corrup-
tion as more and more money began to flood into the
newly emerging economies.

Economic reform and the rapid reintegration of the
“Third World” back into the world economy thus had
profound consequences, both for the countries them-
selves and for the wider international system. To many,
of course, the adoption of market reforms in places as
far apart as Brazil and India could have only positive
results. But wealth-creating reforms did not always lead
to the alleviation of economic distress. A new middle
class may have been in the making, but this did not
lead to a redistribution of wealth across the board. On
the contrary, as the less developed countries ‘devel-
oped’ they still could not rid themselves of some fun-
damental problems associated with poverty, including
widespread disease, malnutrition, and the deaths of
young children. Furthermore, as the threat of climate
change intensified, its effects were felt far more acutely
in poor countries than in the rich ones. A new world
economic order may have been in the making, but that
did not mean that the basic needs of millions of people
were being met. Nor did it mean that many economies
in the South had achieved balanced growth. When
commodity prices began to fall after 2014, many then
found themselves in very deep trouble indeed. From
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Venezuela and Brazil in South America, to Nigeria and
Angola in Africa, the story became uniformly depress-
ing. The good times were over.

In these less than propitious circumstances, it was
hardly surprising that millions of ordinary people in
the South expressed their frustration not by taking up
arms (as they might have done during the cold war),
but rather by doing what poor peoples have always
done: migrate in increasingly large numbers. The new
Global South, as it became popularly known, thus had
at least one obvious thing in common with the old
Third World: millions of its people without much to
look forward to did what people had done through the
ages: they moved to those parts of the world—the more
prosperous North in effect—where there was at least

From 9/11 to the Arab Spring

Whether or not there was, or is, a connection between
the unequal distribution of wealth and power in the
world and terrorism remains an open question. What
is not in doubt is the impact that the September 2001
attack on the United States had on international poli-
tics. Indeed, if the end of the cold war marked one of
the great turning points in modern international rela-
tions, then 9/11 marked another. Bin Laden and Al
Qaeda were no doubt motivated by far more than a
desire for social justice and a distaste for globalization.
As bin Laden’s many would-be analysts have pointed
out, his vision pointed back to a golden age of Islam
rather than forward to something modern. That said,
his chosen method of attacking the US using four
planes, his use of video to communicate with followers,
his employment of the global financial system to fund
operations, and his primary goal of driving the US out
of the Middle East could hardly be described as medi-
eval. US policy-makers certainly did not regard him as
some odd throwback to earlier times. Indeed, the fact
that he threatened to use the most modern and dan-
gerous weapons—weapons of mass destruction—to
achieve his objectives made him a very modern threat,
but one that could not be dealt with by the kind of tra-
ditional means developed during the cold war. As the
Bush administration constantly reiterated, this new
danger meant that old methods, such as containment
and deterrence, were no longer relevant. If this was the
beginning of a ‘new cold war’, as some argued at the
time, then it was one unlikely to be fought using poli-
cies and methods learned between 1947 and 1989.

the chance of a better life. The Third World as a politi-
cal project might have passed, but many of the prob-
lems facing the majority of humanity remained much
the same.

Key Points

e The Third World was a political project that aimed to
create ‘real’ independence from the West.

e The end of the cold war effectively saw the end of the
Third World as a project.

e The less developed countries continue to be burdened by
debt and poverty.

e In the new Global South, resentments against the more
powerful West remain.

The way in which the Bush administration responded
to international terrorism proved to be highly contro-
versial, and, in the end, counter-productive too. In fact,
turning the quite legitimate war of self-defence against
the Taliban in Afghanistan into a war of choice to rid
the Middle East of Saddam Hussein in Iraq turned out
to be one of the greatest strategic errors of the age. Not
only did it make the United States look like a rogue
state bent on imperial aggrandizement: it also desta-
bilized the Middle East as a region—as many realist
critics predicted it might. But even the most trenchant
of critics could not have imagined how disastrous the
wider Bush response to the 9/11 attacks would turn out
to be, leaving as it did Iran as the dominant power in
the region and jihadi terrorism more entrenched than
ever. Little wonder that bin Laden later confessed that
George W. Bush had been a godsend to his cause.

This in turn raises an important question: why did
the Bush administration decide to go to war to liber-
ate Iraq? Many have, or had, a simple answer: the US’
dependency on oil and its desire to maintain access
to oil in Iraq. Others in turn laid the responsibility at
the door of the Israel lobby in Washington; a few even
saw it as part of a wider imperial strategy whose pur-
pose was to restore US credibility worldwide after the
Clinton years; and a not insignificant number argued
thatIraq was alegacy problem—a leftover from the 1991
Gulf War when the US had gone to war against Iraq
under George H. W. Bush but had not removed Saddam
Hussein. Whatever the motive—including the official
Western one of eliminating Saddam’s (non-existent)
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cache of weapons of mass destruction—the war ulti-
mately failed to achieve its longer-term objective of cre-
ating a stable and functioning democracy in Iraq.
Within a few years of the 2003 Iraq invasion, in a
region already burdened by the intractable Arab-
Israeli conflict, another unpredicted event in world
affairs took place: the peoples in many Middle Eastern
countries began to throw off their autocratic rulers
without much urging from the West. As the revolt
unfolded it assumed an ever more bloody and danger-
ous form, first in Libya where a NATO-led intervention
created a vacuum into which dangerously destabilizing
forces then moved. Egypt too went through a series of
mass convulsions. Meanwhile, the situation in Syria
moved from bad to worse to deeply tragic, and by 2018
over half the country’s population had been displaced,
approximately 3 million Syrians had become refugees,
and at least 400,000-500,000 had been killed. To make
matters worse, a new and more deadly form of terror-
ism began to make its presence felt in Syria and Iraq in

From Obama to Trump

If 9/11 marked one turning point in the international
relations of the early twenty-first century, then so too
in its own very different way did the election of Barack
Obama in 2008. Obama’s election was regarded at the
time as a massively significant event. It would never
have happened, however, but for two simple facts: the
fallout from an increasingly unwinnable and unpopu-
lar war in Iraq (for which Obama himself did not vote)
and the greatest economic crisis facing the US since
the 1930s. The two were closely connected, but it was
the economic crisis above all that propelled Obama
to power. Indeed, when faced with an economic melt-
down that could easily have led to the collapse of the
US economy, and possibly a worldwide depression too,
Americans in large majority transferred their sup-
port away from one president—George W. Bush—who
had hitherto seen ‘government’ as being the problem,
to another who accepted that if the US were to avoid
another great depression it would have to adopt a set
of radical policies that did not shy away from using the
state to save the market from itself.

If Obama’s first challenge was to put the US back on
the road to economic recovery, his second was to restore
US standing abroad. Meantime, he hoped (against
hope perhaps) that he would be able to shift the focus
of American foreign policy away from the political

the shape of the so-called Islamic State. Nor did outside
interventions help, with the West dithering between
seeking the overthrow of Assad and wishing to destroy
so-called Islamic State, and others—from Turkey, Saudi
Arabia, and the Gulf states through to Russia, Iran, and
Hezbollah—seeking influence in Syria by supporting
different parties to the conflict. It is little wonder that
the conflict turned out to be so intractable, its costs so
high, and its consequences for the region and indeed
for Europe so significant.

Key Points

e The 9/11 attacks transformed US foreign policy.
e |tis now agreed that the US failed in Iraq.

e The Arab Spring has led to instabilities that now threaten
the Middle East and the West.

e The Syrian crisis has so far turned out be costly and almost
impossible to resolve.

quicksands of the Middle East to the economically
enticing and dynamic region of Asia. But on one thing
he seemed to be clear: the US had to start acting with
much more caution in those parts of the world that did
not welcome its presence. This, however, did not mean
that Obama was not prepared to use US military power.
It was, after all, on his ‘watch’ that bin Laden was finally
hunted down and killed. And Obama also ordered the
use of an increasing number of drones over Pakistan
to kill Taliban leaders. Obama may have been cautious,
but he was no pacifist.

But perhaps Obama’s main contribution to foreign
policy was less in terms of specific actions taken and
more in relation to rethinking the US’s position in the
wider world. If Bush had a theory of the world, it was
based on the then uncontested view that the world was
unipolar and would likely remain so for many years
to come. Hence the US could act with a high degree
of impunity. Obama’s analysis was altogether differ-
ent. Drawing heavily from a series of influential new
studies which accepted that the US was moving into
what Fareed Zakaria called a ‘post-American’ world,
Obama and his foreign policy team concluded that
if the US wished to retain its leadership in this fast-
changing environment it had to devise more flexible
policies. Economic power was moving eastwards and
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southwards, he felt. A BRIC world of sorts was emerg-
ing (see Ch. 5). Other economic actors were moving up,
if not to replace the still formidable West (Obama was
no declinist) then at least to play a bigger role in world
affairs. All this left the US with two choices: either to
resist these changes and find itself as a result on the
wrong side of history, or to manage and lead them and
in this way guarantee the US’s continued leadership in
international affairs.

If Obama’s approach to world affairs was balanced and
pragmatic, the same could hardly be said of his succes-
sor, Donald Trump. Elected on a platform which attacked
globalization as un-American—the first US president
ever to do so—while boasting that he would ‘Make
America Great Again’, Trump the outsider startled and
unsettled the world in ways that no previous American
leader had ever done before (see Case Study 4.2). Hostile
to nearly everything Obama had done during his two
terms, Trump set about attacking what had hitherto
been considered mainstream foreign policy positions.
Thus, climate change, he opined, was a myth. NATO
was ‘obsolete’. ‘Brexit’ was a good thing. And Putin

might be somebody with whom the US could do busi-
ness. On the other hand, signing a nuclear deal with the
arch-enemy Iran was dangerous nonsense, and being
even mildly critical of Israel was a betrayal of an old
and trusted ally in the Middle East. More generally,
Trump let it be known that he would not be seeking
to reform or change authoritarian systems, so long as
those authoritarian countries, such as Saudi Arabia and
Egypt, stayed loyal to the United States.

Trump’s nationalist rhetoric and disregard for more
traditional ways of ‘doing foreign policy’ certainly won
him few friends among sections of the liberal estab-
lishment at home or democratic friends in Europe. Yet
halfway through his first term in office, the US economy
continued to boom while his approval ratings among
his own domestic supporters remained relatively
steady—in spite of his Republican Party losing control
of the House of Representatives in the Congressional
midterms of November 2018. Many no doubt hoped
that the whole Trump project would implode and that
he would simply be a one-term ‘wonder’. Then the US
could return to ‘normal’. Others, though, were less

Case Study 4.2 Populism, globalization, and the end of the liberal order?
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Perhaps the most significant development in world politics since
the 2008 financial crisis has been the rapid rise of a new form
of nationalist or populist politics, which many fear is leading
to increased tensions among states across the world and even
threatening the global economy and globalization itself. The
impact thus far of this new brand of politics, which identifies dis-
tant metropolitan elites as the problem, immigrants and refugees
as athreat, and globalization as a challenge to economic security,
has been immense. If nothing else, it made the election of Trump
a reality and has upended ‘normal’ politics in the European
Union. Some insist that this ‘revolt’ is primarily driven by rising
inequality and stagnant wages, all linked to globalization and the

opening up of the world economy. Others view the new populist
wave as expressing a legitimate fear among ordinary citizens of
losing control of borders put there to protect their country from
outsiders. The fact that ‘Brexiteers’ in the UK and Trump in the US
played up nativist fears by suggesting both countries were being
‘swamped’ by unwanted foreigners tells us much about one of
the key factors spurring the growth of populist movements in
the West.

This new phenomenon inevitably raises big questions for stu-
dents of world politics and those concerned about the future of
globalization. The world economy has not yet deglobalized, as
some predicted it might after the 2008 ‘crash’ On the other hand,
growing trade tensions between China and the US, and increased
opposition in Europe to the free movement of people, point to a
world in which the current order is likely to come under increas-
ing scrutiny from disaffected groups, who feel they have gained
little and lost much in the headlong rush towards globalization.
A new world dis-order appears to be beckoning.

Question 1: Why does populism seem to be appearing much
more in the advanced Western countries than in successful
emerging economies like India and China, where globalization
has been embraced by new rising elites?

Question 2: Has populism become a permanent feature of the
political landscape, and, if so, what will be the likely effect on
international affairs if the nationalism that normally accompanies
populism becomes a more potent force?
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sure. After all, Trump had ridden into office on a tide of
widespread discontent in America among key groups,
from white men to evangelicals, through to a large
section of the American working class who felt they
had been cheated by globalization and liberal elites in

Key Points

e Barack Obama was elected in 2008 in large part because of
the 2008 financial crisis.

e Obama’s foreign policy aimed to restore US soft power standing
in the world while drawing US troops home from Iraq and
Afghanistan.

Conclusion

When the cold war ended and the USSR fell apart in
less than three very event-packed years, a good number
of experts genuinely believed that we could now look
forward to a peaceful and prosperous new era. And for
a while a new era did indeed beckon. However, as this
chapter as shown, things in the end did not quite turn
out like that. New threats came to replace old ones.
Old rivalries between former enemies never quite went
away. Europe ran into immense problems. The US got
sucked into an unwinnable war in Iraq. There was a
major economic crash in 2008. And to add to this mix
of problems, it seemed to some as if the West’s moment
in the sun was coming to rapid end with the rise of new
powers—China in particular.

Yet one should beware of writing off either the power
of the West or that of the United States. Those who
now insist with great confidence that power is shift-
ing somewhere else would be well advised to recall the
important ‘fact’ that the West as a whole still controls a
formidable set of economic assets, continues to domi-
nate the world’s leading institutions, and can lay claim
to manifest forms of soft power. Equally, the United
States (Trump or no Trump) retains massive military

Questions

= W N =

Is the European Union doomed?

Washington. If that coalition could hold, and Trump
could keep the US economy moving forward, then
there was at least a chance that he might get re-elected
in 2020, with consequences for the rest of the world that
could prove to be very disturbing indeed.

e Obama rejected the idea that the US was in decline. His view
was that the US had to adjust its policies to take account of
new economic realities—most notably in Asia.

e Trump’s call to ‘Make America Great Again’ has had a very
disturbing impact on world politics.

capabilities and can project power globally in ways
that no other state can. The US also still accounts for
nearly 25 per cent of the world’s GDP, has a formidable
technological lead over other powers, and still prints
the mighty dollar which remains the world’s currency
of choice. Writing bestselling books with eye-catching
titles about American decline may make for good copy.
But it tells us little about the world as it is currently
constituted.

That said, there is no doubt that the West is facing
some severe challenges, and not just from illiberal pow-
ers like China and Russia. Indeed, as Trump’s own elec-
tion has revealed, the tide against liberalism appears
to have turned in the West as well. When the cold war
ended between 1989 and 1991, many assumed that lib-
eralism had triumphed. However, that is not how things
seem to be unfolding as we move deeper into the twenty-
first century. As events once again unfold in unforeseen
ways, scholars of world politics—who perhaps thought
the world was becoming a more settled and more toler-
ant place following the end of the cold war—will once
again have to come to terms with a reality they neither
anticipated nor, one suspects, much like either.

What was the cold war and why did it end so unexpectedly?
What do you understand by the ‘unipolar moment'?
Is the West facing a ‘new cold war’ with Putin’s Russia?
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What was the Third World and why does it no longer exist?

Are we heading into a new ‘Asian century’?

Why did George W. Bush decide to invade Irag and what were the results?

What impact has the crisis in the Middle East had on world politics?

How would you explain the rise of populism in the West?

How much of a threat does populism pose to liberalism and the liberal economic order?
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Rising powers and the
emerging global order
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Framing Questions

e Have rising powers effectively challenged the US-led global order?

e Arerising powers actually powerful?

e What does the debate about rising powers tell us about the longer-term evolution

of a new global international society?

Reader’s Guide

After a period of US dominance of the international
political and economic systems, the world order began
to undergo what many came to see as a fundamental
structural change from the mid-2000s. This was initially
associated with the rise of the BRICS countries (Brazil,
Russia, India, and China, and from 2010 South Africa),
and was then accelerated by the financial crisis that
hit the core Western countries after 2007. This chap-
ter begins by examining the US-led global order that
emerged at the end of the cold war and the arguments
that this was likely to remain stable and to endure. The
second section considers the challenges to the idea of
a US-dominated global order, paying particular atten-
tion to the role of large, emerging developing coun-
tries, to the idea of the BRICS, to the regional role of
these countries, and to the new Southern coalitions

that were coming to play an increasingly influential role
in negotiations and institutions affecting trade, climate
change, and foreign aid. The third section distinguishes
between different arguments about the diffusion of
power and discusses what is involved conceptually
when one talks of rising powers’ The fourth section
examines some of the major theoretical arguments
about how rising powers affect the international politi-
cal system. The concluding section evaluates the claims
about rising powers in a very different international
context marked by the return of geopolitical tensions,
the growth of nationalist and populist governments
in many parts of the world, and serious challenges to
multilateralism and global governance. It suggests that
rising powers matter not simply because of their cur-
rent and likely future power but rather because of the
longer-term challenge they pose to the Eurocentrism
and Western dominance of the international order.
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Introduction

At the end of the cold war the structure of global
order appeared clear and straightforward. The West
had won. The United States was the sole superpower
and the world was living through a period of unipo-
larity that many believed would continue well into the
twenty-first century. The US-led order had three pillars:
first, the unrivalled extent and many dimensions of US
power; second, the Western-dominated institutions
and multilateral organizations originally created in the
wake of the Second World War—the United Nations,
GATT (the World Trade Organization (WTO) from
1995), and the World Bank Group and International
Monetary Fund; and third, the dense set of transat-
lantic and transpacific relations and alliance systems.
For many commentators, this liberal Greater West
had triumphed and was bound to increase its global
reach—partly through the intensification of economic
and social globalization, partly through the power and
attractiveness of Western ideas of democracy, human

The post-cold war order

In the 1990s global order was widely understood
through the lens of liberal internationalism or liberal
solidarism (see Ch. 6) (Hurrell 2007). Globalization was
rendering obsolete the old system of traditional inter-
national relations—the so-called Westphalian world of
great power rivalries, balance of power politics, and an
old-fashioned international law built around state sov-
ereignty and strict rules of non-intervention. Bumpy as
it might be, the road seemed to be leading away from
Westphalia—with an expanded role for formal and
informal multilateral institutions; a huge increase in
the scope, density, and intrusiveness of rules and norms
made at the international level but affecting how domes-
tic societies are organized; the ever greater involvement
of new actors in global governance; moves towards the
coercive enforcement of global rules; and fundamental
changes in political, legal, and moral understandings
of state sovereignty and of the relationship between the
state, the citizen, and the international community.

In addition to an expansion of inter-state modes of
governance, increased attention was being paid to the
world of complex governance beyond the state. Global
order and global governance would no longer be the
preserve of states. There was already a much more

rights, and liberal capitalism, and partly through
deliberate US policies and the effective deployment of
American power.

The central question, however, was whether this
period of US predominance would last. On one side, ana-
lysts considered the stability of US power. To what extent
would the US fall prey to ‘imperial overstretch’, due to the
loss of domestic support for its global hegemonic role?
On the other side, attention quickly came to focus on
the large, fast-growing countries in what had previously
been called the Third World, or the Global South. Even if
one leaves China in a category of its own, in the next tier
down a range of other states were becoming more influ-
ential globally, as well as cementing a significant degree
of regional influence: Brazil in South America, India in
South Asia, Nigeria and South Africa in Africa. These
developments came to be seen as a power challenge to
the US and Europe, as well as representing a challenge
to the historic Eurocentrism of the international order.

prominent role for NGOs and social movements, for
transnational companies, and for the direct involve-
ment of groups and individuals, often empowered by
new technologies and new forms of social mobilization.
From this perspective, the state was losing its place as
the privileged sovereign institution and instead becom-
ing one of many actors in a broader and more complex
social, political, and economic process.

Academics, especially in Europe and the United
States, told three kinds of liberal stories about the post-
cold war world. Some stressed institutions and the
cooperative logic of institutions. They argued that insti-
tutions are needed to deal with the ever more complex
dilemmas of collective action that emerge in a global-
ized world. The complexity of governance challenges
meant that international law and international regimes
would necessarily increase in number, scope, and vari-
ety. It also meant that as large states, including large
developing states, expanded their range of interests
and integrated more fully into the global economy and
world society—as they ‘joined the world’, in the popular
language of the 1990s—they would be naturally drawn
by the functional benefits provided by institutions and
pressed towards more cooperative and ‘responsible’
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patterns of behaviour. They would gradually become
socialized into a Western-led global order. The process
would not necessarily be easy. It would be uneven and
often unsettling. But, on this view, the broad direction
of travel was clear.

Others stressed the Kantian idea of the gradual but
progressive diffusion of liberal values, partly as a result
of liberal economics and increased economic inter-
dependence, partly as a result of the growing influ-
ence of global civil society, and partly as a result of
the successful example set by the multifaceted liberal
capitalist system of states. A third group told a more
US-centred story. The US was indeed the centre of a
unipolar world. But, true both to its own values and to
its rational self-interest, Washington would have a con-
tinued incentive to bind itself within the institutions
that it had created in the cold war era in order to reas-
sure smaller states and to prevent balancing against
US power (Ikenberry 2001). A rational hegemon in an
age of globalization would understand the importance
and utility of soft power and self-restraint. In return
for this self-binding and the procedural legitimacy
it would create, and in return for US-supplied global
public goods and the output legitimacy that they
would confer, other states would acquiesce and accept
the role of the United States as the owner and operator
of the international system.

The challenge posed by the Soviet Union and its
allies (the so-called Second World) had been seen off
with the victorious end to the cold war. Through a mix
of these three liberal logics, those developing states of
the old Third World that had previously challenged
the Western order (especially in their demands in the
1970s for a New International Economic Order) would
now become increasingly enmeshed, socialized, and
integrated. The nature and dynamics of power were
changing. Soft power would outstrip hard coercive
power in importance, and concentrations of liberal
power would attract rather than repel or threaten. Just
as the example of a liberal and successful European
Union had created powerful incentives on the part of
weaker and neighbouring states towards emulation and
a desire for membership, so, on a larger scale and over
a longer period, a similar pattern would be observed
in the case of the liberal, developed world as a whole.
The 1990s, then, were marked by a clear sense of the
liberal ascendancy; an assumption that the US had the
right and power to decide what the ‘liberal global order’
was all about; and a clear belief that the Western order
worked and that it had the answers. Yes, of course there

would be isolated rogues and radical rejectionists. But
they were on the ‘wrong side of history’, as President
Clinton confidently proclaimed.

The idea that this US-led order was stable was not
confined to liberals. One group of neorealist think-
ers argued that the extent of US power was simply so
great that the normal logic of balance of power no
longer applied, and that no state was likely to emerge
in the foreseeable future with the capacity to disturb
US power and primacy (Wohlforth 1999; Brooks
and Wohlforth 2015/16). This was especially the case
since, for neorealists, military power is the most
important form of power. In terms of military power
the United States is in a class of its own: it accounts
for 45 per cent of the world’s total military spending;
it has an enormous lead in new military technologies;
it has a vast global network of more than 750 overseas
bases in over 100 countries; and it has a unique capac-
ity to project power to any corner of the world. Since
active opposition was ruled out, the expectation was
that weaker states would have no option but to seek
accommodation with the US and with the US-led
global order.

Many critical political economists also saw con-
tinuity. Across the developing world, neoliberal eco-
nomic reforms were spreading, partly imposed by
the US and the international financial institutions
that it dominated, and partly reflecting the choices
and class interests of elites in the Global South. The
commonality of worldviews and class interests link-
ing the transnational elite that met each year in Davos
would ensure the on-going dominance of Western-led
capitalism.

After the end of the cold war, the Global South came
to be redefined in transnational social terms rather
than as a grouping or category of nation-states (see
Ch. 4). Attention was focused more and more on the
social movements that were emerging in response to
neoliberalism: the World Social Forum, anti-global-
ization groups, and the protest movements that had
come to prominence at the WTO ministerial meeting
in Seattle in 1999. The challenge, then, to the US-led
order would not come from large developing countries
(such as India, China, or Brazil). Rather, it would come
from radical rejectionist states (such as Venezuela and
other South American countries that shifted to the
left politically or Iran and North Korea); from grass-
roots anti-globalization movements; and from trans-
national anti-Western Islamic groupings and terrorist
organizations.
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Key Points

e During the 1990s there was near universal agreement that
the global system was led by the power of the United States
and its allies and by the institutions that it dominated.

e From the perspective of the emerging powers, the US order
involved a powerful move to change many of the existing
rules, norms, and practices of global politics. Seen from the
Global South, the United States has rarely been a status quo
power but has often sought to mould the system in its own
image. After the end of the cold war it was in many ways a
strongly revisionist power: in the 1990s, in terms of pressing
for new norms on intervention, for the opening of markets,
and for the embedding of particular sets of what it saw as
liberal values in international institutions; and, in the early
years of the twenty-first century, in terms of its attempt to

The US order under challenge

By the late 1990s, this picture of a stable, US-dominated
global order was coming under increasing challenge.
The terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 under-
scored the darker side of globalization. The experience
of trying to fight a ‘war’ on global terrorism and of using
hard coercive power to dominate weaker societies (as in
Iraq or Afghanistan) brought to the fore the limits of
military power for achieving political goals. The mis-
match between Washington’s rhetoric of human rights
and democracy and its systematic willingness to vio-
late human rights in defence of its national security (as
with Guantanamo, Abu Ghraib, and the policy of so-
called rendition of terrorist suspects) undercut Western
claims to moral superiority. And the unilateralism of
the Bush administration, for many people, undercut
the legitimacy and acceptability of US leadership.

One of the most visible signs that something was
changing was increased diplomatic activism by large
developing countries. The activist coalitional policies of
Brazil and India in the WTO provide a good example,
most notably in terms of the G20 coalition of develop-
ing countries created at Cancun in 2003 (known as
the Trade G20). At the fifth Ministerial Conference of
the WTO at Cancun in September 2003, developing
countries came together in several overlapping coali-
tions and decided to block the negotiations of the Doha
Development Agenda until their demands were met.
The conference ended in deadlock. Cancun represented
a symbol of the dissatisfaction of the developing world
with globalization, and indicated its greater willingness
to act in pursuit of its collective interests and against

recast norms on regime change, on the use of force, and on
the conditionality of sovereignty more generally.

o The states of the Global South did not face the United States
within a stable notion of a ‘Westphalian order’. In their view,
the dominant Western states were insisting that many of the
most important norms of the system ought to change, above
all in ways that threatened greater interventionism. But, at
the same time, it seemed to many that there was little
alternative but to accommodate Western power.

e There was widespread consensus that challenges to the
US-led order would result from ‘blowback’ or ‘backlashes’
against US and Western power and would be focused around
anti-hegemonic social movements and radical states.

the developed world. In expressing this collective dis-
satisfaction, the emerging powers of the developing
world—Brazil, China, India, and South Africa—took
the lead, and were joined by many other developing
countries.

A further example was the creation of IBSA: a coop-
eration project between the three democratic countries
of India, Brazil, and South Africa. The organization was
formalized by the Brasilia Declaration in June 2003,
and was followed by other linked initiatives that fuelled
cooperation in a broad range of areas. A third example
is provided by the BASICs (Brazil, South Africa, India,
and China). This group sidelined Europe in climate
change negotiations at Copenhagen in December 2009
and forced the United States to negotiate in a very dif-
ferent institutional context.

On their own these events might have attracted only
passing attention. Yet, for many, they reflected a much
deeper structural change that was taking place in the
global economy and in the dynamics of global capital-
ism. The idea of the BRICS captures this phenomenon.
The BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, and China, and South
Africa from 2010) comprise the five largest economies
outside the OECD. By the early years of the twenty-first
century they held around 50 per cent of total global
foreign exchange reserves. They had reduced or elimi-
nated any residual dependence on foreign aid and, in
the cases of China, India, and Brazil, had themselves
become major aid donors. In 2009 these new donors
provided around US$11 billion of foreign aid. And
they had expanded their relations with each other, with
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China eclipsing the US as Brazil’s major trading part-
ner and Sino-Indian trade approaching US$60 billion
a year. South-South trade rose from being marginal as
late as the early 1990s to accounting for 17.5 per cent
of global merchandise exports by 2010 (Zoellick 2010).

The language of BRICS and of rising and emerging
powers took off from around 2003. Both popular com-
mentary and a great deal of political rhetoric focused
on the diffusion of power and the emergence of new
powers. The central point of these debates was not
where world order is now, but where it will go in the
future. The BRICS were important not just because of

Case Study 5.1 The BRICS

BRIC leaders meet for talks
© ITAR-TASS Photo Agency / Alamy Stock Photo

The ‘BRICs’ began as an acronym that referred to four emerg-
ing economies: Brazil, China, India, and Russia (see Case Study
16.1). The term was first coined in the research paper Building
Better Global Economic BRICs by economist Jim O'Neill of
Goldman Sachs in 2001. O'Neill regarded these four countries
as the key emerging market economies, and projected that
the relative size and share of the BRICs in the world economy
would rise exponentially. In his report, O'Neill also described
the implications of this for the Group of Seven (G7) and called
for a rearrangement of the representation in such groupings as
the G7. From this start there have been two ways of thinking
about the BRICs.

The first, and most common, has been to understand the
BRICs in the context of the future of the global economy. In
2003, a Goldman Sachs report compiled by Dominic Wilson
and Roopa Purushothaman, Dreaming with BRICs: The Path
to 2050, expanded on O'Neill's argument. Their report pre-
dicted that in all likelihood, by 2025 the BRICs would account
for over half of the size of the G7 in terms of GDP. And in less
than 40 years, the BRICs economies together could be larger
than the G7. Several reports have followed up on this, offering
more detailed analyses and readjusted projections of the BRIC
economies.

their recent rapid development, but because of the pre-
dicted changes that were going to transform the global
economy and change the balance of global economic
power (see Case Studies 5.1 and 5.2). The financial cri-
sis that hit the advanced capitalist core in 2007 fed into
these changes and these perceptions. For many influ-
ential figures, it was historically extremely significant
that the financial crisis broke out in the core Western
countries. It not only seriously damaged these econo-
mies but also undermined the technical and moral
authority at the centre of the global capitalist system.
Finally, the crisis reinforced the view that international

The key underlying argument behind these predictions was that
China and India would rise as the world’s principal suppliers of
manufactured goods and services, while Brazil and Russia would
become similarly dominant as suppliers of raw materials. They all
have an enormous potential consumer market, complemented
by access to regional markets, and an abundant workforce.

More recently, attention has shifted to the fragility and vulner-
ability of the emerging economies. The growth of world trade has
slowed very considerably; commodity prices have fallen; corpo-
rate and sovereign debt has surged; the flight of foreign capital
and foreign investment from the emerging world has gathered
pace; and the Global South has been hit hard by the slowdown in
China and by the rebalancing of the Chinese economy towards a
greater focus on domestic growth and consumption. The return
of geopolitical tensions and the emergence of trade wars, espe-
cially between the United States and China, has added to eco-
nomic uncertainty, and fears remain of a further financial crisis
with severe limits on the ability of international institutions to do
much to help.

The other way of talking about the BRICs has been in terms
of a diplomatic grouping. The foreign ministers of the four BRIC
states—Brazil, Russia, India, and China—first met as a group in
New York at the annual meeting of the UN General Assembly in
2006. The first BRIC summit was held in Russia in 2009, and South
Africa joined the grouping in 2010. Since then annual summits
have been held. Understandings of the nature of the grouping
vary widely. Some see it as a bargaining coalition or even a proto-
alliance designed to balance the power of the United States.
Others see it as a caucus for developing common positions on
the part of a group of large states that have been marginalized
by the power of the West. Still others see it as the embryo for
attempts to build an alternative set of global order institutions,
most clearly illustrated in the creation of the New Development
Bank, the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, and China’s Belt
and Road Initiative.

Question 1: What are the differences between the ways in which
investors and IR analysts view the emerging world?

Question 2: Is the BRICS grouping an alliance?
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Case Study 5.2 Brazil
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In November 2009 the Economist magazine had an illustration
on its cover of the famous statue of Christ the Redeemer taking
off from the Corcovado mountain. The idea that Brazil had finally
‘taken off’ captured much of the imagery of rising powers.

Brazil developed very rapidly in the period from 1930 to
1980. But, like most of the developing world, it was very badly
hit by the debt crisis of the 1980s. In the 1990s, under President
Fernando Henrique Cardoso—one of the architects of the the-
ory of dependency in International Relations—the focus was on
financial stabilization at home, an important degree of economic
liberalization, and a cautious foreign policy of re-establishing
the country’s credibility through joining agreements such as the
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty.

But it was under Cardoso’s successor President Luis Inacio Lula,
universally known as Lula, that the notion of Brazil as a rising

economic institutions had to be reformed to reflect
shifting economic power. Brazil and India had long
demanded reform of international economic institu-
tions as well as seats on the United Nations Security
Council. Although there had been little progress with
UN reform, considerable change occurred in the WTO,

power really gained ground. Lula’s speeches repeatedly stressed
the idea that Brazil is not a small or insignificant country and
that it has options in a world where, despite all the challenges,
unipolarity is more apparent than real. Brazil should reassert its
national autonomy, form coalitions with other developing states
in order to reduce its external vulnerability and to increase its
own bargaining power, and work with others to promote a more
balanced and multipolar world order.

The claims about Lula’s Brazil raise many questions about the
nature of power. Although Brazil possesses enormous natural
resources, it does not have any significant degree of military or
hard power. Its rise would therefore have to depend on its soft
power, in particular its diplomatic agility or what has sometimes
been called its ‘diplomatic GNP’ and the legitimacy deriving from
its role as a spokesperson of the developing world and from the
significant successes of the Lula government at home in reducing
economic inequality and hunger.

Yet, in contrast to the image on the cover of the Economist,
Brazil now faces deep structural economic problems, high lev-
els of social violence, and stark political polarization. Lula is in
jail; his chosen successor, Dilma Rousseff, was impeached; and
in 2018 the country elected a far-right outsider, Jair Bolsonaro,
as president. The political and party system was unable to cope
with a sprawling corruption scandal; street protests brought mil-
lions onto the streets; and, while Brazil had been able to navigate
the 2008 financial crisis, economic conditions became far more
constraining. Many orthodox commentators blame domestic
policy failure, especially the absence of serious reform during
the boom years of the early 2000s. Others highlight the difficul-
ties facing a traditional political system in incorporating the new
social forces thrown up by the immense social and economic
changes produced by rapid development. Others again point to
the structural weaknesses facing a country like Brazil in trying to
climb the global power hierarchy. Brazil has remained structurally
vulnerable to shifts in the global economy. Success had come on
the back of huge Chinese demand for Brazilian commodities and
Brazil was hit hard by the slowdown in Chinese growth. Brazil
did achieve greater voice in international institutions. But what
appeared as the epitome of an activist emerging and regional
power could quickly shift into the image of a country in deep
crisis with few international options.

Question 1: Can soft power substitute for hard power?

Question 2: To what extent can coalitional policies among devel-
oping and emerging powers affect negotiations on global issues
such as trade or climate change?

with Brazil and India becoming members of the inner
negotiating circle along with the US and the EU (the
so-called ‘new Quad’). For many, a further major
symbolic step occurred with the expansion of the G7
grouping of industrialized countries into the Group of
20 (G20),which would now include the major emerging
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countries. The inaugural leaders’ summit took place
in 2008, and the following year it was announced that
the G20 would replace the G7 as the primary group-
ing of major economies, with regular summits of heads
of government and an expanded agenda. Across the
emerging world the G20 appeared to be a symbol of
how the structures of global governance were shifting
in response to the new geometry of power, and a sign of
what the future would bring.

Those stressing the continued importance of rising
powers have pointed to a series of on-going develop-
ments, including: the continuation of annual BRICS
summits; the creation of the BRICS Development Bank
(now the New Development Bank) at the fifth summit
in Brazil in 2014; the demand by first Brazil and then
China for a new norm of ‘responsibility while protect-
ing’ in response to what was seen as the West’s abuse
of the idea of the responsibility to protect in the case
of Libya in 2011; and the implications for the emerg-
ing world of China’s ‘One Belt, One Road’ initiative
to establish a new Silk Road, announced in 2013, and
its creation of the Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank (AIIB) in 2015 (see Case Study 20.1). For the
past several years, ‘One Belt, One Road’—subsequently
renamed the ‘Belt and Road Initiative’ (BRI)—has been
the focus of speculation both about China’s geopolitical
ambitions and the broader emergence of a post-Western
global order (Hameiri and Jones 2018).

If poverty, weakness, and political marginalization
had previously defined the Third World, something

important seemed to have changed. As the Economist
wrote, “The salient feature of the Third World was
that it wanted economic and political clout. It is get-
ting both’ (The Economist 2010: 65). There was much
greater divergence in the development levels and
power of the countries of the Global South. Western
governments insisted that emerging powers should
no longer use underdevelopment, poverty, and a prior
history of colonialism or historical marginality as
‘excuses’ to evade their ‘responsibilities’ as emerging
major powers.

Key Points

e |In the first decade of the century, countries such as Brazil,
Russia, India, China, South Africa, the ASEAN states, and
Mexico experienced significant economic development.

e Many believed that the continuation of this trend would
lead in the longer term to an alteration in the economic
balance in favour of the dynamic emerging markets.

e With this greater economic share of the world market,
emerging countries felt they deserved a greater political
say in the international community as well. The
financial crisis that began in 2007 seemed to
underscore the shift in relative economic weight and
made this call for a seat at the top negotiating tables
stronger and more urgent.

e Recent developments such as China’s implementation of
the Belt and Road Initiative and the creation of the New
Development Bank by the BRICS countries suggest the
increasing global influence of rising powers.

Three questions about the power of rising powers

Debates about the diffusion of power and the emer-
gence of new powers have become ubiquitous. But there
are many more questions than clear answers.

First, if power is shifting, where exactly is it shift-
ing to? One view is that power is simply shifting
to major emerging states as part of the on-going
dynamic of the rise and fall of great powers. This is
the whole point of stories about ‘superpower China’,
‘India rising’, or ‘Brazil’s moment’, and about the rise
of the BRICS or the BASICs. We can debate exactly
who these new actors are, how they have behaved
in the past, and what they might want in the future.
But the issues have fundamentally to do with what
‘they’ will do with ‘their’ power—a limited number of
important new actors acquiring substantial amounts
of new power.

An alternative view, however, is that we are witness-
ing a much more general diffusion of power, which is
often linked to technological changes, to changes in the
global economy, and to new forms of social and politi-
cal mobilization. Thus if rising China is one central
part of contemporary global politics, the Arab Spring
is another. Both illustrate how power may be diffus-
ing, but in very different ways. The ‘general power
diffusion’ view holds that the story is really about
the ‘rise of the rest’ (Khanna 2009). This will include
other fast-developing societies, such as the so-called
MINTs—Mexico, Indonesia, Nigeria, and Turkey. But
it is also going to involve a multiplicity of new actors.
According to this account, the international system is
increasingly characterized by a diffusion of power, to
emerging and regional powers but also to many private
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actors and transnational groups; by a diffusion of pref-
erences, with many more voices demanding to be heard
both globally and within states as a result of technol-
ogy, globalization, and democratization; and by a diffu-
sion of ideas and values, reopening the big questions of
social, economic, and political organization that were
supposedly ended with the conclusion of the cold war
and the liberal ascendancy. The combination of tech-
nological innovation with social and political mobi-
lization has been extremely powerful. In some cases
it has underpinned mass social protests—as with the
Arab Spring and the massive protests in Brazil in June
2013 that brought 1.5 million people onto the streets,
facilitated by social media and new forms of political
mobilization. In others the challenge to the capacity
and legitimacy of existing states and regional orders
has provided space for new forms of challenge, as with
the so-called Islamic State.

If this view of a general diffusion of power is true, then
effective power and influence will be harder for everyone
to achieve, including both the currently strong and the
new emerging powers. It will be harder for the emerging
powers to control their own regions and to secure sus-
tained support from weaker states. This suggests that we
need to pay as much attention to the relations between
emerging powers and weaker actors as we do to relations
between emerging powers and the currently dominant.
Another likely consequence is that it will be harder for
the governments of large fast-developing states to main-
tain coherent and consistent foreign policies as more
groups domestically are mobilized and empowered.
The overall expectation would be of less effective power,
both within states and internationally.

Second, what is power? Power is one of the most
complex and contested ideas in the social sciences (see
Ch. 12). It is an essentially contested concept in that
it is subject to the kind of debate that is not rationally
resolvable. There is no overarching theory of social
power and no single analytical approach that can
provide a magic key. Political scientists differentiate
between different levels of power (Barnett and Duvall
2005). These include:

e relational power and the capacity of a political
unit to impose its will on another and to resist the
attempts of others to impose their will;

e institutional power—power here becomes the abil-
ity to control the agenda, to determine what gets
decided, and to exclude those issues that threaten
the interests of the most powerful;

e different forms of structural power that have to do
with the constitution of action and the material and
discursive conditions for action.

Others distinguish between hard, coercive power on
the one hand and soft power on the other—the power
of attraction, of getting others to emulate your own
society and its values. Almost all the arguments that
reject the decline of the US and the West highlight
the importance of combining these different levels:
global military dominance, the economic resilience
and attractiveness of US society, and its continued
pivotal role across global governance institutions.
They also emphasize its unrivalled structural power,
including the capacity to generate and promote the
most powerful conceptions of international and
global order (Nye 2011, 2019).

When told that a country is an emerging power,
the first question one needs to ask is: influential over
what actors, in what period, with respect to what mat-
ters? Thus one might want to trace the growing role of
South Africa, India, or Brazil in terms of their influence
within a particular region and the way in which being
recognized as a regional power may be an important
part of their growing global influence. Or one might
want to understand Brazil’s influence not in terms of
its very limited military capabilities but rather in terms
of its diplomatic skill and what one analyst called its
‘diplomatic GNP’ (Hurrell 2010).

A further lesson from the literature on social power
is still more important. Discussion of power and influ-
ence cannot be separated from the analysis of motives
and values. It may be true that all states, including
emerging powers, seek power and security, but the real
question is the one pressed by constructivists: what
sorts of power do they seek and for what purposes? Thus
what makes a rising state want to revise or challenge
the system is unlikely to come solely from calculations
of hard power and material interest. Historically, revi-
sionism has been far more frequently the result of par-
ticular sets of foreign policy ideas within rising states
that explain why the existing status quo is resented and
seen as unacceptable, even intolerable—for example,
that the existing order embodies historical humilia-
tions (as in the case of China); or that it does not grant
the social recognition to which the rising state feels
entitled as a result of its power, its values, and its culture
(as in the case of India or Brazil); or that the existing
order works against legitimate claims to special status
within ‘its’ region.
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Opposing Opinions 5.1 Today's rising powers are powerful enough to affect international order

For

Most change in world politics is incremental and gradual.
There has been a long-term erosion of the Western dominance
of international society. International society today is far more
strongly global—not just in terms of economic globalization but
also in terms of the capacity of a much wider range of states and
societies to mobilize, to express their values and interests, and
to contest the policies of the old powers of the Western, US-led
order. The capacity of the United States to unilaterally reassert its
hegemony and to use its coercive military and other power to
achieve its goals is, and will remain, limited.

Rising powers’ diplomatic achievements have been consid-
erable and have persisted despite a more adverse interna-
tional environment. In contrast to the Third World movement
in the 1970s, today’s emerging powers are far more centrally a
part of the global economy and international system. South-
South economic exchange is far more deeply rooted than was
the case in the 1970s.

The power of today’s rising powers is not just their eco-
nomic resources. It derives from the role they are playing in
functional institutions created to deal with ever more pressing
sets of challenges (such as the management of the global econ-
omy, climate change, and nuclear proliferation). And it derives
from their equally necessary role in the creation of legitimate
institutions and representative structures of global governance.

1. Does military power help countries to achieve political goals?

Against

Realists are right that military power remains the most
important source of power in international relations. There
is no challenger to the United States, and its dominance of the
new military technologies means that this supremacy is set to
continue well into the future.

The United States continues to have unparalleled influence
over international institutions and global governance. It can
use its agenda-setting power to shape new norms and to control
what gets decided. Faced with the deadlock of existing institu-
tions or criticism of its policies, it has a unique capacity to create
alternative options. For example, it has brought together groups
of like-minded states to negotiate so-called mega-regional trade
blocs across the Atlantic and Pacific. The marginal role of the
emerging world in these negotiations is a clear sign of their weak-
ness in the global order.

The BRICS—-and similar groupings—face deep divisions that
have prevented them from achieving cohesion and influ-
ence. For all the talk of new coalitional politics, China, India, and
Russia are competitors for power and their economic prefer-
ences and interests are strongly divergent. They have very little
in common.

2. To what extent does the success of economic development underpin diplomatic influence?

3. Can you assess the influence of rising powers without advancing a clear view of global order?

() For advice on how to answer these questions, see the pointers www.oup.com/he/baylis8e

Third, power for what? This is the most important
question. It is impossible to make any sense of the idea
of a power shift unless one has in mind some idea of
why shifting power is important and what it might
be affecting (see Opposing Opinions 5.1). The BRICs
mattered to Goldman Sachs because they were emerg-
ing markets. They were therefore important for profits
and long-run investment decisions. But this says abso-
lutely nothing about why these same countries might
matter politically or geopolitically. This is why the anal-
ysis of rising powers cannot just involve lists of power
resources and evaluations of how different kinds of
power have shifted from one state or society to another.
It has to connect with our theoretical understanding of
world politics.

Key Points

e Realists believe that power is the common currency of
international relations. But for many analysts there can be
no generally accepted definition or understanding of
power in international relations.

e Power diffusion can be understood in two different ways.
Sometimes it is seen as a shift in the balance or distribution
of power between and among states. Sometimes it is
viewed as a broader and more complex process by which
different groups across the world become economically
more important and politically more mobilized.

e For both liberals and constructivists, power is always
connected with actors’ values, purposes, and identities.

e Power is very rarely understood in terms of the resources
that a single actor possesses. It is a relational concept and
usually best understood in a given social context.
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Debating the impact of rising powers on international relations

For some, the history and theory of emerging powers is
simple and straightforward. International relations has
always been a story of the rise and fall of great powers.
For realists, this forms the very heart of the subject and
there is a well-established set of ideas for understanding
what is going on and for guiding policy responses (see
Ch. 8). The names of the countries may change but the
logic does not. From this perspective one should most
certainly care about power transitions.

Periods of shifting power are difficult and dangerous
times. Rising states will naturally seek to challenge the
status quo and to revise the dominant norms of the sys-
tem in order to reflect their own interests and their own
values. Established powers will be tempted to use their
power to block the emergence of rising or revision-
ist states, including through the use of military force.
Classical realists, neoclassical realists, neorealists, and
power transition theorists differ as to whether conflict
derives more from the actions of revisionist powers
seeking to remake the rules of international order, or
from the status quo powers anxious to preserve their
power. However, in the realist camp there is wide con-
sensus that if new powers are to ‘count’ globally it will
be exclusively through their impact on the global bal-
ance of power, and that power transitions are danger-
ous and unsettling (Mearsheimer 2001).

As one would expect, this approach to emerging
powers devotes great attention to the measurement
of material power, the construction of hierarchies of
power, and the implications of power transitions and
power differentials for both institutionalized coopera-
tion and for the outbreak of major war. It is the posses-
sion of material capabilities, and especially of coercive
power, that determines whether a state counts as a great
power. And for many in the realist tradition, it is the
successful deployment of coercive power, above all in
a conflict against another major power, that is the true
entry card into the world of great power politics.

If the results of power transitions are manifest in
crises, conflicts, and hegemonic wars, the underlying
dynamic results from structural changes in the global
economy. As Paul Kennedy expressed it in the most
influential modern version of this old idea:

The argument of this book has been that there exists a
dynamic for change, driven chiefly by economic and tech-

nological developments, which then impact upon social

structures, political systems, military power, and the
position of individual states and empires...this uneven
pace of economic growth has had crucial long-term
impacts upon the relative military power and strategical
position of the members of the state system ... economic
prosperity does not always and immediately translate
into military effectiveness, for that depends upon many
other factors, from geography and national morale to
generalship and tactical competence. Nevertheless, the
fact remains that all of the major shifts in the world’s
military-power balances have followed from alterations
in the productive balances; and further, that the rising and
falling of the various empires and states in the interna-
tional system has been confirmed by the outcomes of the
major Great Power wars, where victory has always gone
to the side with the greatest material resources.

(P. Kennedy 1988: 566-7)

The most powerful and persuasive part of the realist tra-
dition moves beyond material power and stresses instead
the importance of the search for status and the acquisi-
tion of prestige. For Robert Gilpin (1981), the existence
of a ‘hierarchy of prestige’ is central to the ordering of
international relations; it is precisely the disjuncture
between existing perceptions of prestige and changing
material capabilities that underpins the logic of hege-
monic conflict and the dynamics of change in interna-
tional relations. Prestige is the currency of international
politics. International politics is characterized by a
recurring distance that opens up between changes in
material capabilities and the hierarchy of status, percep-
tions, and markers of prestige and esteem. This means
that emerging powers are likely to pursue particular
policies for reasons of prestige (India’s nuclear test in
1998 is often seen as an example), or because of feelings
of stigma, resentment, and the sense of being denied the
status to which they feel themselves worthy (Zarakol
2010). Equally, we need to examine the way in which
emerging powers attempt to persuade their peers that
they are worthy of greater power status through various
forms of ‘recognition games'—for example, Brazil send-
ing troops to Haiti partly to show that it was qualified for
membership in the UN Security Council (Suzuki 2008).

Finally, if power is shifting and if conflict is to be
avoided or limited, then it is crucial that new powers are
accommodated. The ‘Haves’ and the ‘Have Nots’ need
to seek new forms of accommodation and negotiation.
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This perspective is stressed by classical realists and
especially by writers about international society, who
see great powers and great power concerts as funda-
mental to the ordering of international society. From
this perspective, the natural response to shifting power
and to the greater heterogeneity and diversity of culture
and values is to return to a pluralist and power-centred
order—both to avoid tensions and potential conflict
among the existing and rising powers, and to achieve
the consensus needed to tackle new and complex chal-
lenges such as climate change, terrorism, and global
economic governance. This can involve the reform of
formal multilateral institutions—such as bringing new
members into the UN Security Council. But it can also
involve increasing emphasis on different sorts of infor-
mal groupings, clubs, concerts, and coalitions. Indeed,
the proliferation of discussion of new groups such as the
G2 (US-China), the G8 + 5, or the G20 can be viewed in
terms of a revival of concert diplomacy.

Liberal institutionalists look at these same changes
through different lenses (see Ch. 6). From their per-
spective there has been a combination of power shifts
together with an increased role for countries that have
much more varied interests, preferences, and values.
This has intensified many of the collective action prob-
lems facing global governance, leading to the deadlock
of negotiations on many international issues, such
as trade within the WTO. The emerging world has
achieved greater voice and some institutional reform
(as with the G20 and the WTO), and it has certainly
achieved a significant level of veto power. Emerging
countries have sought some ways to build alternatives
to the existing institutional order (for example through
the creation of the New Development Bank), but these
opportunities have thus far been limited. As the still
dominant country, the United States responded to the
challenge of emerging powers by creating new agree-
ments, such as the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP),
although it later withdrew from this agreement because
of domestic pressures. The result is the paralysis or
fragmentation of existing institutions and the danger
that significant parts of the emerging world will be
left behind in the new processes of smaller-group and
selective multilateralism.

Finally, critical political economists challenge the
whole idea of thinking about international relations in
terms of the rise and fall of great powers. From a neo-
Marxist perspective, it is simply mistaken to focus on the
emerging nation-states of the Global South (see Ch. 7).
Instead, what we have been witnessing involves the

on-going transformation of global capitalism from an
old core centred on the advanced industrialized states
into a far more global and far more thoroughly trans-
nationalized capitalist order. A new deterritorialized
global capitalism is emerging that is made up of flows,
fluxes, networked connections, and transnational pro-
duction networks, but marked by inequality, instability,
and new patterns of stratification (W. Robinson 2007;
Starrs 2014). On this account, trying to count and cat-
egorize the ‘power’ of emerging powers tells us very
little. Rather the intellectual challenge is to understand
the ‘transnational whole’ in which so-called emerg-
ing powers are embedded, and to trace the patterns of
class conflict within and across societies, the transfor-
mations in the nature of states in the emerging world,
and the structural patterns of instability and inequality
produced by global capitalism.

Key Points

e For mainstream realist and neorealist writers, rising powers
matter because their growing material power disrupts the
balance of power, resulting in conflict. Hence many neorealists
predict that conflict between the US and China is inevitable.

e These materially based approaches to rising powers and
global order do not tell enough about the potential
pathways that might lead to the emergence of major
power competition. What remains unexplained is precisely
how an international system might move across a
spectrum from the general diffusion of power, to a
situation of multipolarity, to a system in which the foreign
policies of the major states are driven by balance of power
politics and logics.

e Material understandings of power provide an insufficient
basis for comprehending the crucial importance of status
and recognition as factors in the foreign policy behaviour
of emerging powers. Even if one accepts the idea of rising
states as revisionist, it is difficult to understand the sources
of their dissatisfaction purely within a world of material
power and systemically given incentives.

e For international society theorists, great powers constitute
a particular social category. Being a great power is of
course related to material power, but also to notions of
legitimacy and authority. Membership in the club of great
powers depends on recognition by others—by peers in the
club, and also by smaller and weaker states willing to
accept the legitimacy and authority of those at the top of
the international hierarchy. The stability of power
transitions will be crucially affected by the accommodation
of rising powers.

e Marxist and critical political economists stress the need to

look at the underlying structural changes in global
capitalism rather than the world of nation-states.
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Beyond the BRICS

In the early years of the twenty-first century, the nar-
rative of ‘emerging powers” and ‘rising powers’ seemed
to provide a clear and powerful picture of how interna-
tional relations and global politics were changing. Yet
the story has not unfolded in the way many analysts
expected. Indeed, it is possible to argue that the focus
on the BRICS reflected a moment in time that has now
passed. On this account, the storyline is now about
backlash at the core and, with the exception of China,
rising powers have returned to their role as secondary
or supporting actors in the drama of global politics.

There are four aspects to this argument.

In the first place, economic frailties and vulner-
abilities in many of the countries in transformation
have become more evident. Many emerging economies
have witnessed slower growth or even outright reces-
sion, an intensification of capital flight, and an erosion
of the possibilities for export-led growth on which their
emergence was seen to depend. At the same time, social
tensions and political instability have spread, often
driven by corruption and by protests against corrup-
tion. The political crises in Brazil and South Africa, for
example, are deep, systemic, and undoubtedly the most
serious since their respective democratic transitions
(P. Anderson 2019). Expectations that the emerging
powers would overhaul and reform global governance
institutions were overly optimistic. Once heralded as the
engine of global growth, many analysts now highlight
the hype surrounding the BRICS, which amounted to a
‘BRICS fallacy’ (Pant 2013). Rather than a single collec-
tive story about the BRICS’ linear trajectory to greater
growth and power, we have instead observed multiple
narratives of more measured and uneven growth across
the emerging world, together with a much greater
emphasis on both domestic and systemic instability
and vulnerability (on India see Narlikar 2017; and on
Brazil see P. Anderson 2019).

Second, the global system into which the BRICS were
said to be emerging has changed dramatically as a result
of the return of geopolitics, the structural instabilities
and inequalities of global capitalism, and the impact
of new and disruptive patterns of social and political
mobilization. Especially from a realist perspective,
economics does not exist in a vacuum and economic
globalization will inevitably affect the balance of global
power—feeding back into the structures and dynam-
ics of a Westphalian state system rather than pointing

towards its transcendence, as liberals had expected.
The state as an economic actor has proved resilient in
seeking to control economic flows and to police bor-
ders, and in seeking to exploit and develop state-based
and mercantilist modes of managing economic prob-
lems on such issues as preventing foreign investment in
sensitive sectors, the control of cyberspace, and access
to natural resources. Most significant, the very dyna-
mism and successes of liberal globalization are having
a vital impact on the distribution of inter-state politi-
cal power—above all towards the East and parts of the
South.

In addition, other factors have pushed global order
back in a broadly Westphalian direction. These include
the renewed salience of security and geopolitical con-
flict in the South and East China Sea and in Ukraine
and Crimea, the re-valorization of national security,
and a renewed preoccupation with war-fighting and
counter-insurgency. The continued power of national-
ism is evident; it is no longer potentially containable
politically or analytically in a box marked ‘ethnic con-
flict’ but manifest in the identity politics and foreign
policy actions of all the major states in the system. The
renewed importance of nuclear weapons is apparent;
they are central to the structure of regional security
complexes, and in the construction of great power hier-
archies and the distribution of seats at the top tables.
And the balance of power has quietly returned as both a
motivation for state policy (as with US policies in Asia)
and as an element in the foreign policy of all second-tier
states—not hard balancing and the building up of hard
power, but what is called ‘soft balancing), either in the
form of explicit attempts to delegitimize US hegemony
or to argue for alternative conceptions of legitimacy
(Paul 2018).

Finally, of course, the election of Donald Trump and
the referendum win for Brexit have become a short-
hand to capture the salience of backlash and nationalist
politics: anti-immigrant sentiment; anti-elite and anti-
expert feeling; dissatisfaction with traditional political
parties; and a multifaceted reaction against globaliza-
tion, ‘free trade’, and global governance (see Chs 4
and 23). The spread of backlash politics and populist
nationalism and the specific rhetoric and policies of
the Trump administration place the primary challenge
to the existing global order at the centre of the system.
As a result, many global governance institutions are
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under severe strain. Gridlock, stagnation, fragmenta-
tion, contestation, and, most recently, backlash have
become the dominant frame within which to analyse
global governance. And in many advanced economies,
new cleavages have opened up between those in favour
of continued global integration and global governance
on the one hand, and those who reject the opening of
borders, the transfer of political authority beyond the
nation-state, and the promotion of proclaimed univer-
sal values on the other.

As a result, both the players and the plot look very
different. The challenge to the Western-centred global
order now seems to come from the heartland of that
order, and many of the assumptions behind notions of
emergence no longer hold. For example, much work
on rise and emergence centred on institutions and on
global governance. Large emerging countries mattered
because of their obvious centrality to tackling global
challenges such as climate change. Equally, if one is
concerned with bolstering the legitimacy of global gov-
ernance institutions, then greater inclusion of the larg-
est and most dynamic countries of the Global South
and greater regional representation are obvious politi-
cal avenues to explore. For emerging countries, institu-
tions are logical ‘paths to power’, both as domains for
voice and as constraints on the powerful. But in a world
in which the most powerful can either seek alterna-
tive institutions (as was already evident under Barack
Obama, for example in relation to TPP) or where the
United States simply walks away from institutions and
multilateralism (as now under Trump), then such path-
ways to power will inevitably be undermined. For real-
ists, power has been exposed for what it really is: hard

power and especially military and coercive power. On
this calculus of ‘who is up and who is down’, the gen-
eralized pretensions to greater influence made by, or
on behalf of, the emerging world fall away. And in any
case, when it comes to global economic governance,
emerging countries have powerful interests in the
stability of liberal economic institutions as bulwarks
against protectionism in the West and as protectors
of the very globalized economic environment that has
helped to secure their rise. They are far more likely to be
status quo powers than radical revisionists.

< See a video of Professor Andrew Hurrell discuss-
ing the changing role of the BRICS www.oup.
com/he/baylis8e

Key Points

e Contrary to expectations at the beginning of the twenty-
first century, emerging powers, with the exception of
China, have returned to their role as secondary actors in
global affairs.

e Many of the emerging powers have experienced economic
frailties, social tensions, and political instability.

e The global system has been characterized by the return of
geopolitics, the structural instabilities and inequalities of
global capitalism, and the impact of new and disruptive
patterns of social and political mobilization.

e The Westphalian state system has been more durable than
many expected.

e The biggest threats to global order come from backlash
and nationalist politics, characterized by the Trump
administration and Brexit, rather than from emerging
powers.

Conclusion: rising states and the globalization of world politics

Yet it is important to note the powerful arguments as to
why rising states continue to matter in global politics.
In the first place, the emerging and developing
world remains central to understanding both the
causes of current challenges to global order and the
debates on what kind of order is likely to emerge. In
the context of Trump or Brexit, it seems obvious that
we should focus on the losers of globalization, on the
‘left behind’, and on those threatened both by global-
ization and trade and by movement and migration. In
the emerging world the global distribution of winners
and losers also matters but it plays out in different ways:

globalization has led to significant ‘winners’. As Branko
Milanovic (2016) has argued, ‘In short: the great win-
ners have been the Asian poor and middle classes; the
great losers, the lower middle classes of the rich world’.
But what does this mean politically? It means that there
are increasing numbers of people who are still poor
and highly exposed to the vulnerabilities and vicissi-
tudes of the market; at the same time, they are more
mobilized politically, including in new, technologically
enabled ways, and more effective in raising demands
against governments—over participation, over corrup-
tion, and over the delivery of basic state services. Yet
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these demands are being raised against governments,
regimes, and state structures that are often unable to
meet or satisfy them, and for whom the siren calls of
nationalism are an obvious political expedient. To
understand the challenges to global order we need to
place the contestation over global governance and the
demands to ‘take back control’ in the developed world
side by side with the emergence of populist nationalism
in the emerging world.

Second, it may be the case that emerging powers
share with nationalist and conservative forces in the
developed world an emphasis on harder sovereignty, a
resistance to talk of ‘universal values’ and humanitar-
ian intervention, and a desire for an order that allows
for greater pluralism. Hence they should not be seen
as challengers. Yet this view downplays their historical
distinctiveness. Even if China is placed in a category
of its own, countries such as India, Brazil, and South
Africa are large developing countries that neverthe-
less continue to be relatively poor in per capita terms.
They are very different from the rising powers of the
early twentieth century: the US, Germany, and Japan.
Poverty and inequality are still major problems, and
high growth rates remain a major political impera-
tive. For all their economic success, these countries
remain developing economies and developing societies,
marked both by incomplete development and by incom-
plete integration into a global economy whose ground
rules have been set historically by the industrialized
North. In addition, dominant foreign policy ideas are
often shaped by the legacy of historical perceptions of
second-class treatment, of subalterneity, of margin-
alization, and of subordinate status in what has been
widely viewed across the Global South as an unequal
and exploitative global political and economic system.
What distinguishes today’s emerging powers is their
historic position outside, or on the margins of, some
notion of the West. Historically, large parts of the world
have sought to reject or revise a Western-dominated
order that was built around their marginalization and
around structured patterns of hierarchy and inequality;
in which they suffered consistently at the hands of US
and Western intervention; and in which they are now
faced by powerful political forces in the West proclaim-
ing new versions of the very old ideologies of racial,
religious, and civilizational superiority.

This leads, finally, to the continued developing reality
of a post-Western global order. Here it is important to
escape from the shadow of the post-1990 world and to see

the BRICS as only one element in the longer-term histor-
ical process by which an originally Western-dominated
international society became global, and as one stage in a
longer-term revolt against Western dominance that has
by no means wholly ended (Bull and Watson 1985). The
focus on the post-cold war period and on the apparent
naturalness of a Western-dominated, self-described ‘lib-
eral” order has led to a foreshortening of history. There
was never a liberal global order during the cold war.
A central part of the problem of global order in the twen-
tieth century involved the struggle of the Third World,
or later the Global South, against what was widely
understood as the on-going legacy of the Western-
dominated international society (Bull and Watson 1985).
The empowerment and social and political mobilization
of the previously subordinate has been one of the great
drivers of historic change, indeed perhaps the most
important of all. As a consequence, the global order in
which we live is now far more strongly global. The lon-
ger-term movement towards a post-Western world was
interrupted, but not fundamentally dislodged, by the
brief and fleeting period of US unipolarity. From this
perspective, the period from 1990 to the early 2000s is
the historical anomaly, and the BRICS do not stand as
some unique and novel development but rather as one
element in a longer-term story. History has not ended,
and major ideological cleavages about the best order-
ing of politics, economics, and international relations
have re-emerged. Among these questions the continued
economic and developmental success of an illiberal and
non-democratic China poses the greatest ideological
challenge to ingrained Western liberal assumptions.

The most crucial dimension of ‘global’ does not,
therefore, lie in the nature of the problems (climate
change, nuclear proliferation, etc.), nor in notions of
interdependence and globalization and the degree to
which states, societies, and peoples are everywhere
affected by global processes. Itlies rather in the increased
capacity of a far wider range of states and social actors
to become active subjects and agents in the politics and
practices of global politics and different forms of order-
ing, both around and beyond states. It is the diffusion
of agency and of political consciousness that has been
the most important feature of the globalization of inter-
national society and which explains why the emerging
world continues to matter. This means that the histori-
cal self-understandings of a much wider and culturally
diverse range of players need to be central to the theo-
retical and practical analysis of global politics.
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Questions

Has the United States been a status quo or a revisionist power since the end of the cold war?
Should the United States, Japan, and Europe be ‘afraid’ of the BRICS?
What is left of the BRICS without China?
Does the BRICS grouping represent a cohesive economic unit and power bloc?
Does realism tell us all we really need to know about rising powers and power transitions?
Which is more important: to measure changes in the relative power of the nation-states in the
emerging world or to understand the underlying processes of social and economic change
taking place domestically?

7. IsIndia a great power?

8. Does Brazilian foreign policy indicate that a state can be a major power without significant

military capabilities?

9. Do today’s emerging powers mean the end of the Third World?
10. Do you think that the permanent members in the UN Security Council will ever be willing to
offer an additional seat to countries such as India, Brazil, or South Africa?

oy Pu S W Y =

(. Test your knowledge and understanding further by trying this chapter’s Multiple Choice
? Questions www.oup.com/he/baylis8e
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In this part of the book we introduce you to the main
theories that try to explain world politics. We have
two principal aims.

First, we want you to be able to grasp the essential
claims of the theories that have been most influen-
tial in explaining world politics. To this end, we have
included chapters on the main theoretical perspec-
tives on world politics: liberalism, realism, Marxism,
social constructivism, poststructuralism, and post-
colonialism. Of these, liberalism has perhaps been
most influential in shaping the current world order
and realism has been the most influential in the aca-
demic discipline of International Relations. Both have
also attracted fierce criticism for being ideologies mas-
querading as objective theories. Most of the history of
International Relations theory in academia has seen
a dispute between realist, liberal, and Marxist rivals,
with the debate between realism and liberalism being
the most long-standing and well developed. We have
also included a chapter on the increasingly important
approach of social constructivism. We then introduce
you to other recent theoretical work in world politics,
in chapters focusing on feminist, poststructuralist,
and postcolonial/decolonial approaches to inter-
national theory. Given the growing importance of
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explicitly normative approaches to world politics, this
part of the book ends with a chapter on international
ethics that explains contemporary world politics in
relation to a series of important ethical questions,
such as whether it can ever be morally right to wage
war, and the obligations wealthy states have towards
poor ones. By the end of this part we hope you will
be able to understand the main ideas of the various
theories and to assess their comparative strengths
and weaknesses.

Our second aim is to give you an overview of the-
ory that you need to be able to assess the significance
of globalization for an understanding of world poli-
tics. After reading these chapters on theory, we hope
that you will be in a better position to see how these
theories of world politics might interpret globaliza-
tion in different ways. We feel that you should then be
able to decide for yourself both which interpretation
you find most convincing, and what kind of evidence
you might find in the remaining parts of the book to
enable you to work out just how much globalization
marks a new distinct stage in world politics, requiring
new theories, or whether it is simply a fad or fashion
that might alter the surface of world politics but not
its main underlying features.
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Framing Questions

"' :
| Liberal internationalism

® How has liberal internationalist thinking evolved?

e Why is there a persistent imperial impulse in the practice of liberal states’ foreign

policy?

® When it comes to international reform, is liberal internationalism flawed but

indispensable?

Reader’s Guide

The practice of international relations has not been
accommodating to liberal internationalism. Whereas
the domestic political realm in many states has wit-
nessed an impressive degree of progress, with insti-
tutions providing for both order and justice, the
international political realm in the era of the modern
states system has been characterized by a precari-
ous order and the absence of justice. Liberal interna-
tionalists do not accept that the world has to be this
way. The international—a term coined by the liberal

2
.;.f.
“

B

i .4

philosopher Jeremy Bentham—could be a place where
states follow the rule of law as well as furthering moral
purposes such as civility, prosperity, and peace. The
chapter argues that it is important to think about
three waves of liberal internationalist thinking: the
insights of visionary nineteenth-century philosophers
and reformers; the idealist moment of the inter-war
period; and the current crisis that confronts liberal
internationalism in an era in which democracy as a
system of government is in recession’ and the capa-
bilities of key Western states to drive liberal world
order are in decline.




104

TIM DUNNE

Introduction and context

Liberalism as a model of government has been remark-
ably successful. On one simple but important measure,
there are 75 liberal democracies in the world, which
is more than any other regime-type. While liberal
democracies predominate in Europe and the Americas,
and increasingly in parts of Africa and Asia, it is also
the case that liberal values and institutions have made
fewer inroads into global governance. This point was
made several decades ago by Harvard scholar Stanley
Hoffmann, who famously said, ‘international affairs
have been the nemesis of Liberalism’ His explana-
tion was equally stark: ‘the essence of Liberalism is
self-restraint, moderation, compromise and peace’,
whereas ‘the essence of international politics is exactly
the opposite: troubled peace, at best, or the state of war’
(S. Hoftmann 1987: 396). Hoffmann’s reasoning comes
as no surprise to realists, who argue that there can be no
progress, no law, and no justice where there is no com-
mon power (see Ch. 8). Despite the weight of this realist
argument, those who believe in the liberal project have
not conceded defeat. Liberal internationalists believe
that power politics itself is the product of ideas, and—
crucially—ideas can change. Therefore, even if interna-
tional affairs have been inhospitable to liberal ideas of
progressive change, this does not mean that the inter-
national cannot be remade in liberalism’s own image.

Writers and intellectuals as far back as the
Enlightenment have advocated for conceptions of lib-
eral internationalism in which governments are just
when they face the people, and lawful when they face
each other (see ‘Founding ideas of nineteenth-century
liberal internationalism’). These great but flawed
thinkers—Immanuel Kant, J. S. Mill, and Jeremy
Bentham—provided the language and concepts used by
later liberals who were able to embed them in interna-
tional practice (albeit not without setbacks). Bentham,
for instance, first used the term ‘international’ as he
was dissatisfied with the phrase ‘the law of nations’,
used by predecessors such as Emer de Vattel. Bentham
thought ‘international’ was a more accurate adjective to
describe relations between sovereigns—and very soon
after his use of the term in 1780 it was in widespread use
(Suganami 1978: 231).

The second wave of liberal internationalism con-
cerns the ‘idealist moment’ that occurred after the First
World War (see ‘Internationalism and institutional-
ism: peace through law’). After the futile slaughter of

around 40 million soldiers and civilians, the League of
Nations was created to solve disputes between countries
rather than allowing them to degenerate into open war-
fare. The birth of the League coincided with the estab-
lishment of the world’s first dedicated Professorship
in International Politics—appropriately named the
Woodrow Wilson Chair—at what was then called
the University College of Wales in Aberystwyth (see
Box 6.1). Not only was the First World War a trigger

Box 6.1 E. H. Carr and the critique of liberal
internationalism

A major component in the story of the development of aca-
demic thinking on International Relations (IR) was the inau-
guration of the Woodrow Wilson Chair in Aberystwyth (see
‘Introduction and context’), soon to be followed by two other
Chairs at the University of Oxford and the London School
of Economics (also funded by philanthropy). E. H. Carr was
appointed to the Woodrow Wilson Chair in 1936, and held this
position for ten years; thereafter he concentrated on a monu-
mental 14-volume study, A History of Soviet Russia. In so doing,
he turned his back on the newly developing field of IR that he
had done so much to create.

In common with many other intellectuals in the period
between Versailles in 1919 and the outbreak of the Second
World War in 1939, Carr was much more than a scholar—he was
variously a diplomat, commentator, and agitator. His classic work,
The Twenty Years’ Crisis 1919-1939, wove these strands together.
Carr's preferred title for the work is worthy of note: he wanted
to call the book Utopia and Reality, but this was thought by the
publisher to be too abstract. What was important for Carr was
to show how liberal conceptions of a rational and moral world
order (utopia) needed to be corrected by an analytical approach
to politics that understood how power operates (realism).

The rise of internationalism, Carr argued, could not be sepa-
rated from the interests of the most powerful states in the
system. Internationalist ideas of perpetual peace flourished
during the height of French military hegemony in Europe in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; internationalist ideas
of free trade and the right of great powers to dominate the
non-European world flourished as Britain became the domi-
nant world power in the mid-nineteenth century. As America
became first among equals after 1919, internationalist ideas of
democracy, self-determination, and collective security became
the universal moral principles of the era. The task for political
realism is to show that these various articulations of internation-
alism were all connected to prevailing patterns of power and
interests. Despite the inadequacies of internationalism, Carr
recognized that the struggle to uncover a moral code that was
applicable to all members of international society was an indis-
pensable part of building a theory of international politics.



for the teaching of international politics in many coun-
tries, but the concern to prevent future destruction on a
global scale was a priority for a large coalition of com-
mitted internationalists—activists, writers, representa-
tives, intellectuals, and societies—that sought to build a
new international order.

A third wave of liberal internationalist thinking
takes us to the end of the second decade of the twenty-
first century (see “The challenges confronting liberal
internationalism’). In the US heartland of liberal
internationalism, there is a sense of crisis pervading
both leadership and followership in world politics.
Many leading thinkers, such as Princeton’s G. John
Ikenberry, question whether other states and institu-
tions are in a position to take up the mantle of lead-
ership given America’s relative decline. Despite the
increased visibility of and coordination among the
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so-called rising powers (such as Brazil, China, India,
Indonesia, and Russia), there is no evidence that they
believe themselves to have a special responsibility for
managing world order in a manner paralleling the
role played by the US after 1945. Does this mean that
a post-Western world will be hostile to liberal interna-
tionalist norms and purposes? Or do we need to take
seriously the belief that there are moral universals that
unify the plurality of peoples and societies, and that
liberal internationalism has come closer to articu-
lating those shared values than the alternatives? The
position adopted in this chapter can be summed up
in the following way: liberal internationalism is inad-
equate in many respects, yet at the same time inter-
nationalist thinking remains indispensable as a way
of mediating between different values and preferences
(Chakrabarty 2000).

Founding ideas of nineteenth-century liberal internationalism

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) and Jeremy Bentham
(1748-1832) were two of the leading liberal think-
ers of the Enlightenment. Both reacted to the barbar-
ity of international relations, or what Kant graphically
described as ‘the lawless state of savagery’, at a time when
domestic politics was on the cusp of a new age of rights,
citizenship, and constitutionalism. Their abhorrence of
the lawless state of savagery led them separately to elabo-
rate plans to establish governance over matters of peace
and war. Although written over two centuries ago, their
moral and political philosophies contain the seeds of
core liberal internationalist ideas, in particular the belief
that reason could deliver freedom and justice in interna-
tional relations.

The term ‘international’ was invented by Jeremy
Bentham, along with other terms that have also found
their way into the political lexicon such as ‘codifica-
tion’ (see ‘Introduction and context’). Bentham was
an expansive thinker, writer, and publicist. He hoped
to do for law and morality what Captain Cook and
other voyagers had done for exploration, namely con-
quer the world: at one point, he immodestly declared
that “The Globe is the field of Dominion to which the
author aspires’ (Armitage 2011: 65). It was in his book
Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation
(1780) that Bentham argued for a new concept of inter-
national jurisprudence that was based on the equality
of sovereigns. Bentham applied his utilitarian maxim
of ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’ to the

international, such that the task for a judge or legislator
would be to establish the greatest happiness among the
family of nations.

Forty years later, a new edition of the Introduction
to the Principles of Morals and Legislation was pub-
lished. By this time, the term ‘international’ had come
into widespread usage. And by the middle of the nine-
teenth century, it had become an ism. Internationalism
became a shorthand to describe the growing band of
activists, feminists, publicists, and organizations, all
pushing for various reforms in domestic society and in
the wider international society.

For Kant, the imperative to achieve perpetual peace
required the transformation of individual conscious-
ness, republican constitutionalism, and a federal
contract among states to abolish war (rather than to
regulate it, as earlier international lawyers had argued).
This federation can be likened to a permanent peace
treaty, rather than a ‘super-state’ actor or world gov-
ernment. The three components of Kant’s hypothetical
treaty for a permanent peace are outlined in Box 6.2.

Kant’s claim that liberal states are pacific in their
international relations with other liberal states was
revived in the 1980s. In a much-cited article, Michael
Doyle (1986: 1151) argued that liberal states have cre-
ated a ‘separate peace’. According to Doyle, there are
two elements to the Kantian legacy: restraint among
liberal states and ‘international imprudence’ in rela-
tions with non-liberal states. Although the empirical
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Box 6.2 Immanuel Kant's ‘Perpetual Peace:
A Philosophical Sketch’

First Definitive Article: The Civil Constitution of Every State
shall be Republican
If, as is inevitably the case under this constitution, the consent
of the citizens is required to decide whether or not war is to be
declared, it is very natural that they will have great hesitation in
embarking on so dangerous an enterprise.

(Kant 1991: 99-102)

Second Definitive Article: The Right of Nations shall be based
on a Federation of Free States
Each nation, for the sake of its own security, can and ought to
demand of the others that they should enter along with it into a
constitution, similar to a civil one, within which the rights of each
could be secured...But peace can neither be inaugurated nor
secured without a general agreement between the nations; thus
a particular kind of league, which we will call a pacific federation,
is required. It would be different from a peace treaty in that the
latter terminates one war, whereas the former would seek to end
all wars for good ... It can be shown that this idea of federalism,
extending gradually to encompass all states and thus leading to
perpetual peace, is practicable and has objective reality.

(Kant 1991: 102-5)

Third Definitive Article: Cosmopolitan Right shall be limited
to Conditions of Universal Hospitality
The peoples of the earth have thus entered in varying degrees
into a universal community, and it has developed to the point
where a violation of rights in one part of the world is felt eve-
rywhere. The idea of a cosmopolitan right is therefore not fan-
tastic and overstrained; it is a necessary complement to the
unwritten code of political and international right, transform-
ing it into a universal right of humanity.

(Kant 1991: 105-8)

Key Points

e Early liberal internationalist thought on International
Relations took the view that the natural order had been

corrupted by secret treaties and outdated policies such as the

balance of power.

e Enlightenment liberals believed that the problem of war
could be solved through the development of a body of
international rules and laws constraining the self-interest of
states. In addition, they believed that trade and other
cross-border flows would further facilitate more peaceful
international relations.

e Jeremy Bentham, the creator of the term ‘international’

argued for a new concept of international jurisprudence that

was based on the equality of sovereigns. He saw the task for
a judge or legislator to be to establish the greatest happiness
among the family of nations.

evidence seems to support the democratic peace
thesis, it is important to bear in mind the limitations
of this argument. First, for the theory to be compel-
ling, believers in the thesis need to explain why war
has become unthinkable among liberal states. Kant
argued that if the decision to use force were taken
by the people, rather than by the prince, then the
frequency of conflicts would be drastically reduced.
Logically, this argument also implies a lower fre-
quency of conflicts between liberal and non-liberal
states, but this is contrary to historical evidence.
An alternative explanation for the democratic peace
thesis might be that liberal states tend to be wealthy,
and therefore have less to gain (and more to lose) by
engaging in conflicts than poorer authoritarian states.
Perhaps the most convincing explanation of all is the
simple fact that liberal states tend to be in relations of
amity with other liberal states. War between Canada
and the United States is unthinkable, perhaps not
because of their liberal democratic constitutions, but
because they are allies who share the same approach
to managing economic and political affairs. Indeed,
war among states with contrasting political and eco-
nomic systems may also be unthinkable when they
have a history of friendly relations. One such example
is Mexico and Cuba, two countries that maintain close
bilateral relations despite their history of divergent
economic ideologies.

Irrespective of the scholarly search for the reasons
why liberal democratic states are more peaceful, it is
important to note the political consequences of this

e Immanuel Kant argued that a ‘perpetual peace’ could be
achieved through the transformation of individual
consciousness, republican constitutionalism, and a federal
contract among states to abolish war.

e [n the 1980s, Michael Doyle revived Kant's claim that liberal
states are pacific in their international relations with other
liberal states. Although the empirical evidence seems to
support the democratic peace thesis, it is important to bear
in mind the limitations of this argument.

e In ‘The End of History’ (1989), Francis Fukuyama famously
celebrated the triumph of liberalism over all other ideologies,
contending that liberal states were more stable internally and
more peaceful in their international relations than illiberal
states. Others, such as Doyle, recognize that liberal democracies
are as aggressive as any other type of state in their relations
with authoritarian regimes and stateless peoples.



hypothesis. In 1989, Francis Fukuyama wrote an article
entitled ‘The End of History’, which celebrated the tri-
umph ofliberalism over all other ideologies, contending
that liberal states were more stable internally and more
peaceful in their international relations (Fukuyama
1989: 3-18). Other defenders of the democratic peace
thesis were more circumspect. As Doyle (1995: 100)
recognized, liberal democracies are as aggressive as any
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other type of state in their relations with authoritarian
regimes and stateless peoples. How, then, should states
inside the liberal zone of peace conduct their relations
with authoritarian governments? How can the positive
Kantian legacy of restraint triumph over liberal states’
historical imperial temptation? These are fascinating
and timely questions (see ‘Conclusion: incomplete,
but indispensable, internationalism’).

Internationalism and institutionalism: peace through law

The idea of a natural harmony of interests in interna-
tional political and economic relations came under chal-
lenge in the early part of the twentieth century. The fact
that Britain and Germany had highly interdependent
economies before the First World War (1914-18) seemed
to confirm the fatal flaw in the association of economic
interdependence with peace. From the dawn of the twen-
tieth century, the contradictions within European civi-
lization, of progress and exemplarism on the one hand
and the harnessing of industrial power for military pur-
poses on the other, could no longer be contained. Europe
stumbled into war, killing 15 million people. The war not
only brought an end to three empires, but was also a con-
tributing factor to the Russian Revolution of 1917.

The First World War shifted liberal thinking towards
arecognition that peace is not a natural condition but is
one that must be constructed. In a powerful critique of
the idea that peace and prosperity were part of a latent
natural order, the publicist and author Leonard Woolf
argued that peace and prosperity required ‘consciously
devised machinery’ (Luard 1992: 465). But perhaps
the most famous advocate of an international author-
ity for the management of international relations was
Woodrow Wilson. According to this US president,
peace could only be secured with the creation of an
international organization to regulate international
anarchy. Security could not be left to secret bilateral dip-
lomatic deals and a blind faith in the balance of power.
Just as peace had to be enforced in domestic society, the
international domain had to have a system of regula-
tions for addressing disputes and an international force
that could be mobilized if non-violent conflict resolu-
tion failed. In this sense, more than any other strand
of liberalism, idealism rests on the domestic analogy
(Suganami 1989: 94-113).

In Wilson’s famous ‘Fourteen Points’ speech,
addressed to Congress in January 1918, he argued that

‘a general association of nations must be formed’ to
preserve the coming peace—and the League of Nations
was to be that general association. For the League to
be effective, it had to have the military power to deter
aggression and, when necessary, to use a preponder-
ance of power to enforce its will. This was the idea
behind the collective security system that was central
to the League of Nations. Collective security refers to
an arrangement where ‘each state in the system accepts
that the security of one is the concern of all, and agrees
to join in a collective response to aggression’ (Roberts
and Kingsbury 1993: 30). It can be contrasted with an
alliance system of security, where a number of states
join together, usually as a response to a specific exter-
nal threat (sometimes known as ‘collective defence’).
In the case of the League of Nations, Article 16 of the
League’s Charter noted the obligation that, in the event
of war, all member states must cease normal relations
with the offending state, impose sanctions, and, if nec-
essary, commit their armed forces to the disposal of the
League Council should the use of force be required to
restore the status quo.

The League’s constitution also called for the self-
determination of all nations—another central char-
acteristic of liberal idealist thinking on international
relations. Going back to the mid-nineteenth century,
self-determination movements in Greece, Hungary,
and Italy received support from liberal powers and pub-
lic opinion. Yet default support for self-determination
masked a host of practical and moral problems that
were laid bare after Woodrow Wilson issued his procla-
mation. What would happen to newly created minori-
ties who felt no allegiance to the self-determining state?
Could a democratic process adequately deal with ques-
tions of identity—who was to decide what community
should be self-determining? And what if a newly self-
determined state rejected liberal democratic norms?
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The experience of the League of Nations was a disas-
ter. While the moral rhetoric at the League’s creation
was decidedly idealist, in practice states remained
imprisoned by self-interest. There is no better example
of this than the US’ decision not to join the institution
it had created. With the Soviet Union in opposition
for ideological reasons, the League of Nations quickly
became a talking-shop for the ‘satisfied’ powers. Hitler’s
decision in March 1936 to reoccupy the Rhineland, a
designated demilitarized zone according to the terms
of the Treaty of Versailles, effectively pulled the plug
on the League’s life-support system (it had already been
put on the ‘critical’ list following the Manchurian crisis
in 1931 and the Ethiopian crisis in 1935).

The collapse of the League of Nations brought a swift
end to the idealist moment in the first half of the twenti-
eth century. It isimportant to note that the thinkers of the
inter-war period were not straightforwardly Benthamites
who thought that reason and science could resolve politi-
cal disputes. Instead, there was a backward-looking and
conservative strand to their internationalism. Idealists
such as Gilbert Murray and Alfred Zimmern opposed
the idea that the League of Nations should have the kind
of coercive authority that was reserved for sovereign

states. Such a radical alteration to the structure of the
system might have risked non-Western powers—such as
the Bolsheviks, or the colonized races considered not yet
‘fit’ to govern—taking control. “Their dependence on this
strikingly conservative understanding of international
order became a kind of supplement ... for their unwill-
ingness to imagine political alternatives to sovereignty, to
envision a global economy regulated by workers, and to
theorize a democratic form of international governance
with real political (not just moral and symbolic) power’
(Morefield 2009: 15). A powerful strand of internation-
alism in the inter-war period was backward-looking,
privileging an international order that was hospitable to
empire and inhospitable to radical internationalist ideas
about democracy and the subordination of sovereign
authority to the rule of law.

There is no doubt that, after 1945, the language of lib-
eral internationalism was more pragmatic; how could
anyone living in the shadow of the Holocaust be opti-
mistic? Yet familiar core ideas of liberalism remained.
Even in the early 1940s, states recognized the need to
replace the League with another international insti-
tution with responsibility for international peace and
security. This time, however, in the case of the United

Case Study 6.1 The 1990-1 Gulf War and a ‘new world order’

Fighter aircraft fly over burning oil wells in Kuwait during

Operation Desert Storm, 17 January 1991
© US Air Force Photo / Alamy Stock Photo

Iraq had always argued that the sovereign state of Kuwait was
an artificial creation of the imperial powers. When this political
motive was allied to an economic imperative, caused primarily
by accumulated war debts following the eight-year war with
Iran (1980-8), the annexation of Kuwait seemed to be a solu-
tion to Irag’s problems. The Iraqi President, Saddam Hussein,
also assumed that the West would not use force to defend
Kuwait, a miscalculation fuelled by the West's support of Iraq

during the Iran-lraq War (because it considered the so-called
‘fundamentalism’ of Iran to be a graver threat to international
order than the extreme nationalism of the Iragi regime).

The Iragi invasion of Kuwait on 2 August 1990 prompted a
series of UN resolutions calling for Iraq to withdraw uncondition-
ally. Economic sanctions were applied while the US-led coali-
tion of international forces gathered in Saudi Arabia. Operation
‘Desert Storm’ crushed the Iraqi resistance in a matter of six
weeks (16 January to 28 February 1991).

The 1990-1 Gulf War certainly revived the UN doctrine of col-
lective security, although a number of doubts remained about
the underlying motivations for the war and the way in which it
was fought (for instance, the coalition of national armies was
controlled by the US, rather than by a UN military command
as envisaged in the UN Charter). President George H. W. Bush
declared that the war was about more than one small country,
it was about a ‘big idea; a new world order’. The content of this
new world order was ‘peaceful settlement of disputes, solidar-
ity against aggression, reduced and controlled arsenals, and just
treatment of all peoples.

Question 1: Was George H. W. Bush right to repel Iraq from
Kuwait but leave Saddam Hussein in power?

Question 2: Evaluate Bush's view that the international system
after 1990 constituted a ‘new world order”.



Nations, the framers of its Charter were aware of the
need for a consensus among the great powers in order
for enforcement action to be taken—hence the veto sys-
tem (Article 27 of the UN Charter), which granted the
five permanent members of the Security Council the
power of veto. This revision constituted an important
modification to the classical model of collective secu-
rity, as each of the great powers would veto any coercive
action proposed by the others (Roberts 1996: 315). It
was not until the end of the cold war that cooperation
among the great powers was sufficiently well developed
for collective security to be realized, as was evident in
the UN’s response to the invasion of Kuwait by Iraq
on 2 August 1990 (see Case Study 6.1). Later post-cold
war interventions, particularly Kosovo (1998) and Iraq
(2003), made it abundantly clear that normal business

Key Points

e The idea of a natural harmony of interests in international
political and economic relations came under challenge in the
early part of the twentieth century as Britain and Germany
went to war, despite their high degree of economic
interdependence.

e The First World War shifted liberal thinking towards a
recognition that peace is not a natural condition but is one
that must be constructed. To this end, Woodrow Wilson
advocated for the creation of a League of Nations to regulate
international anarchy through the exercise of collective
security.

e The League’s constitution also called for the self-
determination of all nations. However, despite widespread
agreement on this principle, a host of practical and moral
problems limited its implementation.
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had resumed as the UN Security Council was once
again sidelined by the US and its allies, who were not
prepared to refrain from military action just because
there was no permissive Security Council resolution.

Asthe end of the millennium approached, liberal inter-
nationalists saw America as the ‘indispensable nation’
who could use force without first asking for permission.
As Secretary of State Madeleine Albright announced in
1998 in the context of disarming Iraq: ‘if we have to use
force it is because we are America. We are the indispens-
able nation. We stand tall. We see further into the future’
This imperial impulse lasted well into the first decade of
the twenty-first century when the United States fought the
so-called ‘war on terror’ This global war required rules
prohibiting war to be subverted when these rules became
an impediment to the exercise of American power.

e Although there are important continuities between
Enlightenment liberal thought and the ‘idealist moment’,
the thinkers of the inter-war period were flawed. They
overlooked the distribution of power and interests in the
international system (a critique mounted by E. H. Carr),
and they failed to understand that values and purposes
were inextricably linked to power. Notably, leading
internationalists in the inter-war period tied the future of the
League of Nations to the dominance of international society
by European colonial powers.

e The imperial impulse of the Anglo-American powers
continued in the post-1945 order—in fact, after the fall of
communism in 1989 internationalists hoped that the UN
could impose collective security in response to a state that
had traduced the rules-based order.

The challenges confronting liberal internationalism

The ascendancy of liberal ideas and institutions has
been one of the most striking trends in world poli-
tics for the last two centuries. Furthermore, with the
demise of the cold war system it seemed like liberal-
ism had defeated all other contending political ide-
ologies. We have seen how, at the start of the 1990s,
leading Western politicians hailed a ‘new world order’
as international institutions such as the United Nations
Security Council began to operate as envisaged by the
drafters of the UN Charter back in 1945. These new and
welcome patterns of cooperation prompted the British
prime minister Tony Blair (19994) to declare at the end
of the 1990s that ‘we are all internationalists now’.

But from the vantage point of the second decade
of the twenty-first century, confidence in the liberal
international order has ebbed and liberalism is now in
question both in international theory and in practice
(see Box 6.3). Recurring crises and disagreements in
the multilateral institutions designed to provide gov-
ernance over security, trade, and finance have dem-
onstrated that cooperation is harder to achieve and to
sustain than liberals assumed. The on-going violence in
the Middle East and Africa, the uneven record of post-
cold war liberal foreign policies in delivering a more
secure and just world order, and continued unrest trig-
gered by global economic inequalities have turned the
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Box 6.3 Crisis and division in liberalism?

The theme of liberal world order in crisis has received a great
deal of scholarly attention in the first two decades of the
twenty-first century. For example, in his A Liberal World Order
in Crisis, Georg Serensen compares the optimistic sentiments
of the 1990s with the post-9/11 world in which terror and
great power rivalry darken the horizon of international rela-
tions. Serensen (2011: 12) defines world order as ‘a govern-
ing arrangement among states’ and believes that sovereign
states remain the primary building blocks of these governance
arrangements. The book’s main contribution is its account of
the ways in which tensions arise when liberty is pursued in the
world. One example of this tension is the practice of democ-
racy promotion that has been followed by most liberal states,
to varying degrees, in the last two decades. Outsiders promot-
ing democracy risk becoming overly paternalistic and thereby
lapsing into a form of imperialism that has no legitimacy in
international politics today. Another example of this tension
concerns the criteria for membership in international institu-
tions: should they be open to states with illiberal constitutions,
or should they be restricted to liberal, democratic countries
only? Such voices are frequently heard in Western capitals
when the will of liberal great powers has been stymied by
others, as was the case in 2003 when the UN Security Council
refused to give its consent to the war against Irag. Serensen
describes this tension, and the protagonists’ portrayal of one
or other liberal position, as a choice ‘between Imposition
and Restraint’ (Serensen 2011: 64). The values and practices
associated with ‘Imposition’ include intervention, foreign
policy activism, scrutiny of other states, and the pursuit of
universal principles. The values and practices associated with
‘Restraint’ include non-intervention, toleration, empathy, and
pragmatism.

triumphalism of the ‘liberal decade’ to despondency. It
is now more common to read about liberal internation-
alism’s demise than it is to hear about its ascendancy.
G. John Ikenberry is the most prominent analyst of
the influence liberal ideas have exerted over world order
in the last hundred years. In a frequently cited article,
Ikenberry (1999) maps liberalism’s influence through
three phases, conveniently labelled ‘liberal internation-
alism 1.0, 2.0, and ‘3.0’. Liberal internationalism 1.0
corresponds with the ‘idealist moment’ of the inter-war
period and the failed attempt to replace the old balance
of power order with the rule of law. After 1945, America
set about constructing liberal internationalism 2.0. It
did this by embedding certain fundamental liberal
principles into the UN Charter while building other
institutions to manage trade and other cross-border
flows of people, goods, and services. Internationalists
in the post-1945 era argued that the realists were wrong
about state behaviour: they pointed to the fact that the

world’s pre-eminent power chose to forsake the pursuit
of short-term gains in return for a durable settlement
that benefited its European allies and those in Asia too.
While America had more power than other states in the
system, it also accepted a greater share of the burden
when it came to setting and upholding the rules of eco-
nomic and security governance.

Yet Ikenberry is surely right to argue that this model
of an American-led international order—liberal inter-
nationalism 2.0—is experiencing a crisis today. Why is
this? First and foremost, American hegemony ‘no lon-
ger appears to be an adequate framework to support a
liberal international order’ (Ikenberry 2009: 79). Even if
the US had sufficient power, there are signs that the rest
of the world no longer wants an order in which a single
state is preponderant. Related to this point is the sense
that the liberal principle of sovereign equality is under
threat. The security policies driven by the United States
and its allies in NATO rest on a conception of sover-
eignty that has become conditional on good behaviour,
understood either as being on-side with the war on ter-
ror or ensuring basic human rights are protected.

The controversy generated by the 2011 NATO-led
war against Muammar Gaddafi’s Libya is an example of
the deep divisions that Western leadership is generat-
ing. Shortly after the no-fly zone began to be enforced
militarily, Russia and China argued that the other
three permanent members of the Security Council
(France, the UK, and the US) had shifted the man-
date from one of protecting civilians to one of regime
change. Whether this is a correct understanding of the
NATO-led enforcement action is less important than
understanding the magnitude of the struggle that is
under way between influential Western states and re-
emerging powers such as India, China, and Russia (see
Ch. 5). In the realigned world order, the question of
where authority lies to decide questions of intervention
is one that will need to be answered. The responsibil-
ity to protect doctrine (or RtoP) could become a key
test for whether liberalism can endure despite systemic
changes to the distribution of material and normative
power (see Ch. 32). Opposing Opinions 6.1 discusses
the arguments for and against the view that liberal
internationalists have a responsibility to protect the
victims of atrocity crimes.

In the second decade of the twenty-first century, it
is apparent that the US lacks the capacity, and Western
institutions the legitimacy, to maintain the liberal world
order into the future. Alternative configurations of lib-
eral internationalism remain a distant possibility. Liberal
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Opposing Opinions 6.1 Liberal internationalist governments have a responsibility to protect

other people from atrocity crimes

For

Since the formation of the modern state system in the mid-
seventeenth century, certain influential legal philosophers
have argued that states have a duty to protect non-citizens
in danger of persecution and mass killings. Hugo Grotius, the
seventeenth-century international lawyer, believed that sover-
eign states had a right to intervene to protect innocents abroad.

At the heart of RtoP is the basic right to security from the fol-
lowing atrocity crimes: war crimes, ethnic cleansing, geno-
cide, and crimes against humanity. The right to life and the
right to security from violence are inalienable and independent
from the fact of cultural diversity in world politics.

The 2005 World Summit codified RtoP in relation to a ‘three
pillars’ framework. Pillar 1 stipulates that the host government
has the primary responsibility to protect; Pillar 2 notes that other
states and regional organizations have a responsibility to assist
the host government when that assistance has been requested;
and Pillar 3 requires that the international community take timely
and decisive action, including force, providing coercive measures
are supported by a Security Council Resolution.

A normative consensus exists. While most states reject the
argument that they can be compelled to use force even as a last
resort, there remains a high degree of consensus in international
society that the other duties stipulated in the RtoP framework
apply to all states all of the time.

Against

A so-called right of humanitarian intervention was largely
rejected during the cold war despite several cases in which
force was used to contain a worsening atrocity. These cases
include India’s invasion of East Pakistan in 1971; Vietham'’s inva-
sion of Cambodia in 1978; and Tanzania’s invasion of Uganda
in 1979. Arguments against intervention include the negative
impact it would have on international order.

The rules of the global order prohibit the use of force and
intervention in the affairs of another sovereign state. RtoP
puts into question two of the key articles in the UN Charter: non-
intervention (Article 2.7) and non-use of force (Article 2.4).

The RtoP framework has largely been silenced during the
Syria crisis, particularly given the disunity inside the UN
Security Council. This shows that simply codifying sovereign
states’ obligations is not in itself sufficient to galvanize action.

RtoP supports the imperialist impulse. The history of UN
peace operations in Africa has been closely tied to wars and
conflicts generated by the retreat of European states in the era
of decolonization. Given the prominence of the United States,
Britain, and France on the UN Security Council, RtoP is seen by
critical legal scholars as another regime of control exercised by
wealthy Atlantic powers over countries in the Global South who
have only become ‘independent’ in the era of the UN system
(Orford 2011).

1. Are critics of RtoP correct to argue that the framework established by the UN is yet another instrument to enable the Global North

to control the Global South?

2. What, if anything, is new in the RtoP principle that the use of force should be a last resort?

3. Is there a risk of becoming fixated on ‘Pillar 3’ debates about the use of force, rather than thinking about the range of non-coercive
measures that governments, and the international community, can use?

() For advice on how to answer these questions, see the pointers www.oup.com/he/baylis8e

internationalism 3.0 requires a movement away from a
sovereignty-based order towards one where global insti-
tutions become the new rulers of the world. While less
tied to American power, the governance institutions of
the future will nevertheless be driven by liberal values.
The dilemma for Ikenberry is that liberal international-
ism 2.0 is in crisis, yet 3.0 remains hopelessly unrealistic.

Given that liberalism has produced such unequal
gains for the West and the rest, it is perhaps unsurpris-
ing that contemporary US-based liberal scholars have
become preoccupied with the question of preserving the
current order rather than reconstituting it according to

more just distributive principles. Rather than seeing
reform as a task that wealthy Western countries have a
responsibility to undertake, the use of Western power
is more often equated with extending control of exist-
ing institutions, and protecting markets and securing
access to precious resources. When a hegemonic lib-
eral order comes under challenge, as it did on 9/11, the
response was uncompromising. It is noticeable in this
respect that former President George W. Bush framed
the ‘war on terror’ in the language of liberal interna-
tionalism: he referred to the 2003 war against Iraq, for
example, as ‘freedom’s war’.
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The potential for liberal internationalism to embrace
imperialism is a tendency that has a long history (see
Case Study 6.2). Liberty enables the creation of wealth,
which can trigger a drive to find new markets. And
how are these new markets to be configured such that
they are hospitable to the needs of the imperial power?
Historically, professional militaries worked in tandem
with the great trading companies to ensure favour-
able terms of trade. In this sense, US foreign policy
in the post-1945 period has a close resemblance to the
great expansionist republican states of the pre-modern
period such as Athens and Rome.

Few liberals today would openly advocate territo-
rial expansion along the lines of nineteenth-century
European colonial powers; at the same time, many have
been drawn to consider the virtues of informal empire
as a way of delivering liberty in an insecure world. In
the first decade of the twenty-first century, intellectuals
in Washington and London advocated for a new liberal
imperialism as a way of managing the security problem
posed by failed and collapsing states. An influential

Case Study 6.2 Imperialism and internationalism

© www.oxfordtextbooks.co.uk/orc/baylis7e/Archive

The life of ). S. Mill illustrates the ambivalent character of nineteenth-
century liberal thinking in Britain. Mill was born in London in 1806
and became the intellectual protégé of Jeremy Bentham, the utilitar-
ian philosopher who coined the term ‘international’ By mid-century,
Mill was a dominant figure in Victorian intellectual life. He was no
stranger to international issues and concerns; in fact, he was an
employee of the East India Company for 35 years and later became
a Member of Parliament at a time when Britain was at the height
of its imperial power. Like many other Victorian intellectuals, Mill
regarded liberal government as the highest stage of civilization.

A social reformer domestically, Mill was an imperialist inter-
nationally. He contrasted European liberal modes of governance
with barbarism and savagery beyond Europe’s boundaries. These
two coexisting but opposite states of development required the

voice in British foreign policy circles, Robert Cooper,
openly regretted that the supply of imperial governance
was at an all-time historic low at a moment when the
demand for liberal imposition had never been greater.
This was echoed by the influential Canadian intellec-
tual Michael Ignatieff, who argued that only ‘empire
lite’ can manage the chaos and catastrophes happening
in many former colonized countries.

It is important to note that both mainstream schol-
arship on liberal internationalism and its critics agree
that the sovereign state can no longer be relied on to
sustain the institutions and purposes of the liberal
order. While Ikenberry believes it is ‘unrealistic’ to
expect states to cede sovereignty to the institutions
of global governance, critics of liberal international-
ism argue that such narratives about a post-sovereign
state world are unjust. As Mazower (2012: 7) argues,
the scale of Western military involvement around the
world is such that ‘we find ourselves once more in a
hierarchical world in which some states are more sov-
ereign than others’.

in nineteenth-century Britain

existence of different moral codes. Among civilized countries,
the only matter to be resolved was ‘the question of interference’
(Jahn 2006: 195). Between civilized and barbarian peoples, it was
both necessary and proper to permit imperial—even despotic—
systems of authority.

It became commonplace for Victorian intellectuals to divide inter-
national order into the three domains of ‘civilized! ‘semi-civilized
and ‘barbaric’. As such distinctions entered the language of inter-
national law, they produced a highly stratified view of international
society—one in which membership was based on race and religion.
The consequences of this application of the standard of civilization
to nineteenth-century diplomacy was ‘horrible) to borrow Mark
Mazower’s description (2012: 72). By the century’s end, Africa was
reordered in ways that reflected the interests of the great colonial
powers; such naked exploitation was justified by a mission to ‘civilize’
the ‘savages. Small wonder that one of the territories procured by
King Leopold of Belgium in 1885, the Congo Free State, has been
in such turmoil for the last two decades. With millions of civilians
murdered, displaced, beaten, and raped, Congo is at the epicentre
of what has been described as Africa’s first world war. From the time
of the Berlin Conference (1884-5) to today, imperialists and interna-
tionalists have conspired to colonize the territory, then decolonize
it, and finally condemn it through neglect and moral indifference.

Question 1: Why do traditional accounts of empire separate
imperialism from internationalism, yet world historians such as
Mark Mazower bring them together?

Question 2: Despite the formal end of colonial rule, is there a
new standard of civilization in international relations today? If so,
how would you characterize it?



Key Points

e Some observers argue that the internationalist principles that
have been a feature of the liberal order since 1945 are in crisis.

e The following arguments support this view: the relative
power of the United States is diminishing and hence its
capacity to deal with global risks is also reducing; rising
powers want a greater share of authority; the hope that
Europe could emerge as a second superpower which could
strengthen internationalist rules and values has proven to be
false; and there is widespread evidence of a return to a form
of state sovereignty in which intervention on internationalist
grounds will not find support in the UN Security Council or
among the majority of member states in the UN.

o |[f Ikenberry is right and liberal internationalism is in decline,
it is not clear what will replace it. If the liberal order
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associated with the UN system collapses, then history will
have repeated itself: in the first half of the twentieth century,
great power rivalry led to major power wars which the
League was powerless to prevent. If liberal internationalism
2.0 is reinvigorated, then global institutions will adapt to the
challenge of new emerging powers without losing their
distinctively liberal character.

e Alongside those who lament the inability of the state and
global institutions to deliver a liberal peace are more critical
voices who point out how structural patterns of hierarchy
persist. These patterns are actively reproduced by security
and development doctrines and policies. As a result, the
liberal international order remains conveniently favourable
to the most powerful states in the system.

Conclusion: incomplete, but indispensable, internationalism

The euphoria with which liberals greeted the end of the
cold war in 1989 has dissipated. The pattern of conflict and
insecurity present at the beginning of the twenty-first cen-
tury suggests that liberal internationalism remains at best
an incomplete project. At worst, internationalism contin-
ues to be imbued with an imperial impulse in which new
schemes for governing the world reproduce patterns of
dominance and dependence established during the era of
empires. ‘The history of internationalism’, as Glenda Sluga
argues, ‘has always involved forgetting’ (Sluga 2013: 45).
One response to the perceived crisis of liberal inter-
nationalism is more liberalism. This means not for-
getting the fact that even during the high watermark
of British imperial rule, liberalism not only justified
empire, it provided the resources ‘to launch stinging

Questions

critiques of it” (Bell 2016: 371). Stinging critiques are
needed with respect to the on-going harms and atroci-
ties that are experienced by vulnerable peoples—harms
that can only be challenged using a language of univer-
sal rights and responsibilities.

Channelling the great nineteenth-century reform-
ers, and the thinkers of the ‘idealist moment’ between
the two World Wars, internationalists today need to
be activists too. They should demand that interna-
tional institutions be more effective, and insist that
decisions are better when they are made democrati-
cally, that good governance requires transparency and
fairness, that rights are irrelevant unless responsibili-
ties are taken seriously, and that economic and social
justice is critical to peaceful change on a global scale.

1. Do you agree with Stanley Hoffmann that international affairs are ‘inhospitable’ to liberalism?

2. What arguments might one draw on to support or refute this proposition?

3. Was E. H. Carr right to argue that the language of international morality, used by liberal idealists
in the inter-war period, was a convenient way of masking the interests of Britain and France in
maintaining their dominance of the international system after the First World War?

4. Should liberal internationalists promote their values abroad? Is force a legitimate instrument in

securing this goal?

®© N o u

Is the ascendancy of democratic regimes explained by the superiority of liberal institutions and values?
Is liberal internationalism too wedded to a state-centric view of international relations?

What does RtoP tell us about rights and responsibilities in the global order?

What explains the imperial impulse in the liberal internationalist tradition?
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9. Is the liberal order in crisis today, as G. John lkenberry and G. Sgrensen argue?
10. Are emerging global powers a threat to the liberal international order?

(. Test your knowledge and understanding further by trying this chapter’s Multiple Choice
? Questions www.oup.com/he/baylis8e
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Marxist theories of
international relations

STEPHEN HOBDEN - RICHARD WYN JONES

Framing Questions

o |s the analysis of ‘class’ just as important as the analysis of ‘state’ for our understanding

of global politics?

e Is globalization a new phenomenon or a long-standing feature of capitalist

development?

e Is’‘crisis’ an inevitable feature of capitalism, and if so, does this mean that capitalism

contains the seeds of its own destruction?

u

Reader’s Guide

This chapter introduces, outlines, and assesses the
Marxist contribution to the study of international
relations. It first identifies a number of core fea-
tures common to Marxist approaches and then
discusses how Marx’s ideas were internationalized
by Lenin and subsequently by writers in the world-
system framework. It then examines how Frankfurt
School critical theory, and Gramsci and his various
followers, introduced an analysis of culture into

Marxist analysis, and, more recently, how new (or
orthodox) Marxists have sought a more profound
re-engagement with Marx’s original writings. The
chapter argues that no analysis of globalization is
complete without an input from Marxist theory.
Indeed, Marx was arguably the first theorist of glo-
balization, and from the perspective of Marxism,
the features often pointed to as evidence of glo-
balization are hardly novel, but are rather the mod-
ern manifestations of long-term tendencies in the
development of capitalism.
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Introduction

When the cold war ended in the late 1980s with the
defeat of communism and the victory of global ‘free
market capitalism’, it became commonplace to assume
that the ideas of Karl Marx and his numerous disciples
could be safely consigned to the dustbin of history.
Even if communist parties retained power in China,
Vietnam, and Cuba, they no longer constituted a threat
to the hegemony of the global capitalist system. Indeed,
the way that these parties had been forced to adapt them-
selves to capitalism in order to retain power only served
to underline the sense that, as far as the market was con-
cerned, resistance was futile. The future was liberal and
capitalist. Marxism had proven to be a dead end.

That was then. A generation later, things appear
very different. Even if its mortal enemy appeared

Case Study 7.1 The Naxalite Rebellion in India

L W

Supporters of Naxalite group, People's War
© PRAKASH SINGH / AFP / Getty Images

India is one of the fastest growing economies in the world and a
member of the BRICS organization. Yet it also remains the site of
one of the world’s longest-running peasant rebellions, strongly
influenced by Marxist ideology. The term ‘Naxalite’ originates
from the village of Naxalbari in Western Bengal. In 1967, a peas-
ant uprising erupted in which landlords were attacked, land
occupied, records burnt, and old debts cancelled. This uprising
was a source of inspiration to revolutionaries across India, and
in particular to students in the urban areas. Since then the term
‘Naxalite’ has been used to describe a variety of groups active
mainly in rural India that draw inspiration from Marx and, in par-
ticular, the example of Mao and the Chinese Communist Party.
Ideologically, the Naxalite rebellion can be traced to splits in
the Communist Party of India (CPI). In 1964, the Communist Party
of India (Marxist) emerged from the CPI as a more radical off-
shoot determinedly committed to fighting the kind of protracted
‘people’s war’ advocated by Mao; a revolutionary struggle based

utterly defeated, the problems of capitalism have per-
sisted. Not only do the regular crises that characterize
capitalism continue to wreak havoc, but the ever-
deepening crisis that is humanity’s relationship with
the natural world raises fundamental concerns about
the sustainability of our current patterns of produc-
tion and consumption. Of ever increasing concern,
also, are the ethics of a world in which massive global
corporations harvest information about the most
intimate habits and behaviours of private individu-
als as part of their ingenious efforts to persuade the
already sated to buy more of what they do not really
need. This when even the most basic needs of many
hundreds of millions of our fellow humans remain
unfulfilled (see Case Study 7.1).

predominantly on the rural peasantry rather than the urban pro-
letariat, the classic subject of Marxist agitation. The rebellion has
gone through several waves or cycles, with periods of growth and
enhanced activity by Naxalites prompting severe and invariably
brutal clampdowns by the Indian security forces.

Naxalites view India as a semi-colonial and semi-feudal state,
and in parts of the so-called ‘red corridor’ traversing some of the
states of eastern India, they have sought to establish their own
‘liberated areas’ where landlords have been driven out, people’s
courts created, and programmes initiated to empower and mobi-
lize the rural poor. These programmes have been accompanied
by equally brutal purges of so-called ‘class enemies’ including
landlords, rich peasants, government employees, and suspected
informers.

In 2004, two of the main revolutionary groups combined to
create the Communist Party of India (Maoist). A party state-
ment describes its aim as ‘to accomplish the New Democratic
Revolution in India by overthrowing imperialism, feudalism and
comprador bureaucratic capitalism ... through the Protracted
People’s War’. However, since 2006 when the then Indian Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh described Naxalism as ‘the greatest
internal security threat to our country’, the number of areas of
activity of the Naxalites appears to have decreased significantly.
Given, however, that the Naxalites have been pushed back in
the past only to reappear, it seems likely that any setback will
be temporary, particularly given the desperate levels of depriva-
tion in many of those areas in which they have previously been
most active, as well as the persistence of caste differences and
discrimination against so-called ‘tribal’ populations.

Question 1: What is the Naxalite movement and why did it emerge?

Question 2: How does the Naxalite analysis differ from a tradi-
tional Marxist approach?



Not only that, but resistance to capitalism has con-
tinued and even taken on new forms. In many states,
traditional ‘moderate’ left-centre political parties have
either been radicalized in their opposition to the capi-
talist system (for example, the British Labour Party
under Jeremy Corbyn) or have been partially or wholly
displaced by newer more radical parties (for example,
Greece; see Case Study 7.2), many of which stress their
green credentials. New social movements emerge with
almost dizzying regularity. All the while, countless
millions attempt to modify their own behaviour in
order to try to take a stand against the relentless waste
and commodification of daily life.

Against this background, Marx is back as an intel-
lectual force to be reckoned with. This is not only
because there are some uncanny parallels between his
own times and our own—both periods of huge tech-
nological, socio-economic, and political turmoil and
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transformation (for Marx’s life and times, see Liedman
2018). More fundamentally, Marx’s forensic examina-
tion of both the extraordinary dynamism and inher-
ent contradictions of capitalism has arguably never
been improved upon. Its great strength is that it allows
us to see how so many apparently different crises and
instances of resistance, from the global to the most per-
sonal and local, link together. Thus, even if Marx and
Marxism failed to supply a prescription that would
guarantee progressive social change, as a diagnosis of
what ails us, they remain essential tools for those who
continue to strive for that goal.

Compared to liberalism and realism (see Chs 6
and 8), Marxist thought presents a rather unfamiliar
view of international relations. While the former por-
tray world politics in ways that resonate with those pre-
sented in the foreign news pages of our newspapers and
magazines, Marxist theories aim to expose a deeper,

Case Study 7.2 Greece and the disciplining power of capitalism

© Kostas Koutsaftikis / Shutterstock.com

A core conclusion of Marx’s analysis of capitalism was that it
would be subject to recurrent crises. Such a crisis has engulfed
the world economy since 2008. The impact of the crisis on
Greece has been particularly severe, imposing serious hardship
on the most vulnerable members of society. Events in Greece
also provide a glaring example of the power of global capitalism
to achieve its ends, or what Stephen Gill has described as ‘disci-
plinary neoliberalism’ (S. Gill 1995). David Harvey (2010: 10) has
nicely summarized this process as ‘privatise profits and socialise
risks; save the banks and put the screws on the people’.

The experience of Greece, even when following the election
of a supposedly radical government, underscores the practical
difficulty—perhaps even impossibility—of posing a frontal chal-
lenge to the prevailing order. There, a heavily indebted govern-
ment was put under extreme pressure by its fellow eurozone
members to slash public spending. Predictably, this in turn led
to dramatic cuts in wages and levels of social protection, as well
as extremely high levels of unemployment. Greece experienced
several years of austerity imposed by the European Union and

the International Monetary Fund (IMF) as the price for continu-
ing to support the financing of the country. As a result of austerity
measures, wages in Greece fell by more than a third, pensions
were cut by nearly a half, the country’s gross domestic product
fell by a quarter, and unemployment rose to 26 per cent. The
resulting crisis led to a fracturing of the traditional party system,
eventually propelling the ‘far left’ Syriza to power in January
2015. Syriza came to power on an anti-austerity mandate that
rejected the bailout conditions that had been imposed by the
European Union. After the election, the Syriza government held
further negotiations with the so-called ‘troika’ (the European
Commission, European Central Bank, and the IMF). Following
these negotiations, the terms demanded by the troika were put
to the Greek people in a referendum on 5 July 2015. Sixty-one
per cent of the voters rejected the package. This vote and the
actions of the Syriza government appeared to be a beacon for
anti-austerity movements globally, and evidence of active resist-
ance to global capitalism. Yet just five days after the referendum,
the Syriza government proposed a package of austerity measures
identical to the ones that the outcome of the referendum had
rejected. Why had this happened? The troika made it clear that
failure to implement the austerity package would be incompat-
ible with continued membership of the Euro and the European
Union itself. Faced with the choice of implementing the neolib-
eral discipline of the eurozone or possible economic collapse
outside the single European currency, Syriza chose the former.
While Marxist-inspired critiques of capitalism abound, viable
alternatives are seemingly in much shorter supply.

Question 1: What was the background to the election of Syriza in
Greece in January 20157

Question 2: What explains the decision of Syriza to proceed with
austerity measures even after they had been decisively rejected in
a referendum of the Greek people?
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underlying—indeed hidden—truth. This is that the
familiar events of world politics—wars, treaties, inter-
national aid operations—all occur within structures
that have an enormous influence on those events. These
are the structures of a global capitalist system. Any
attempt to understand world politics must be based on
a broader understanding of the processes operating in
global capitalism.

In addition to presenting an unfamiliar view of
world politics, Marxist theories are also discomfiting,
for they argue that the effects of global capitalism are
to ensure that the powerful and wealthy prosper at
the expense of the powerless and the poor. We are all
aware that there is gross inequality in the world, and
that the gap between the richest and poorest is expand-
ing at an accelerating rate (Oxfam 2018). Statistics con-
cerning the human costs of poverty are numbing in
their awfulness (global poverty is further discussed in

Ch. 26). Marxist theorists argue that the relative pros-
perity of the few is dependent on the destitution of the
many. In Marx’s own words, ‘Accumulation of wealth
at one pole is, therefore, at the same time accumulation
of misery, agony of toil, slavery, ignorance, brutality at
the opposite pole.

The next section outlines some of the central features
of the Marxist approach—or historical materialism, as
it is often known. Following from this, subsequent sec-
tions will explore some of the most important strands
in contemporary Marx-inspired thinking about world
politics. Given, however, the richness and variety of
Marxist thinking about world politics, the account that
follows is inevitably destined to be partial and to some
extent arbitrary. Our aim is to provide a route map that
we hope will encourage readers to explore further the
work of Marx and of those who have built on the foun-
dations he laid.

The essential elements of Marxist theories of world politics

In his inaugural address to the Working Men’s
International Association in London in 1864, Karl Marx
told his audience that history had ‘taught the working
classes the duty to master [for] themselves the myster-
ies of international politics’. However, despite the fact
that Marx himself wrote copiously about international
affairs (see K. Anderson 2010), most of this writing was
journalistic in character. He did not incorporate the
international dimension into his theoretical mapping
of the contours of capitalism. This ‘omission’ should
perhaps not surprise us. The staggering ambition of the
theoretical enterprise in which he was engaged, as well
as the nature of his own methodology, inevitably meant
that Marx’s work would be contingent and unfinished.

Marx was an enormously prolific writer, and his
ideas developed and changed over time. Hence it is not
surprising that his legacy has been open to numerous
interpretations. In addition, real-world developments
have also led to the revision of his ideas in the light of
experience. Various schools of thought have emerged
that claim Marx as a direct inspiration, or whose work
can be linked to Marx’s legacy. Before discussing what
is distinctive about these approaches, it is impor-
tant to examine the essential common elements that
connect them.

First, all the theorists discussed in this chapter share
with Marx the view that the social world should be ana-
lysed as a totality. The academic division of the social

world into different areas of enquiry—history, philoso-
phy, economics, political science, sociology, interna-
tional relations, etc.—is both arbitrary and unhelpful.
None can be understood without knowledge of the
others: the social world has to be studied as a whole.
Given the scale and complexity of the social world, this
exhortation clearly makes great demands of the ana-
lyst. Nonetheless, for Marxist theorists, the disciplinary
boundaries that characterize the contemporary social
sciences need to be transcended if we are to generate a
proper understanding of the dynamics of world politics.

Another key element of Marxist thought is the mate-
rialist conception of history. The central contention
here is that processes of historical change are ultimately
a reflection of the economic development of society.
That is, economic development is effectively the motor
of history. The central dynamic that Marx identifies is
tension between the means of production and relations
of production that together form the economic base of
a given society. As the means of production develop,
for example through technological advancement, pre-
vious relations of production become outmoded, and
indeed become fetters restricting the most effective
utilization of the new productive capacity. This in turn
leads to a process of social change whereby relations of
production are transformed in order to better accom-
modate the new configuration of means. Developments
in the economic base act as a catalyst for the broader
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Figure 7.1 The base-superstructure model

transformation of society as a whole. This is because, as
Marx argues in the Preface to his Contribution to the
Critique of Political Economy, ‘the mode of production
of material life conditions the social, political and intel-
lectual life process in general’ (Marx 1970 [1859]: 20-1).
Thus the legal, political, and cultural institutions and
practices of a given society reflect and reinforce—in a
more or less mediated form—the pattern of power and
control in the economy. It follows logically, therefore,
that change in the economic base ultimately leads to
change in the ‘legal and political superstructure’. (For a
diagrammatical representation of the base-superstruc-
ture model, see Fig. 7.1.) The relationship between the
base and superstructure is one of the key areas of discus-
sion in Marxism, and for critics of Marxist approaches.

Class plays a key role in Marxist analysis. In con-
trast to liberals, who believe that there is an essential
harmony of interest between various social groups,
Marxists hold that society is systematically prone to
class conflict. Indeed, in the Communist Manifesto,
which Marx co-authored with Engels, it is argued
that ‘the history of all hitherto existing societies is
the history of class struggle’ (Marx and Engels 1967
[1848]). In capitalist society, the main axis of conflict
is between the bourgeoisie (the capitalists) and the
proletariat (the workers).

Despite his commitment to rigorous scholarship,
Marx did not think it either possible or desirable for
the analyst to remain a detached or neutral observer of
this great clash between capital and labour. He argued
that ‘philosophers have only interpreted the world in
various ways; the point, however, is to change it’. Marx
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was committed to the cause of emancipation. He was
not interested in developing an understanding of the
dynamics of capitalist society simply for the sake of it.
Rather, he expected such an understanding to make it
easier to overthrow the prevailing order and replace it
with a communist society—a society in which wage
labour and private property are abolished and social
relations transformed.

It is important to emphasize that the essential ele-
ments of Marxist thought, all too briefly discussed in
this section, are also fundamentally contested. That is,
they are subject to much discussion and disagreement
even among contemporary writers who have been influ-
enced by Marxist writings. There is disagreement as to
how these ideas and concepts should be interpreted
and how they should be put into operation. Analysts
also differ over which elements of Marxist thought are
most relevant, which have been proven to be mistaken,
and which should now be considered as outmoded or
in need of radical overhaul. Moreover, they diverge
substantially in terms of their attitudes to the legacy of
Marx’s ideas. The work of the new Marxists, for exam-
ple, draws more directly on Marx’s original ideas than
does the work of the critical theorists.

Key Points

e Marx himself provided little in terms of a theoretical
analysis of international relations.

e Marx’s ideas have been interpreted and appropriated in a
number of different and contradictory ways, resulting in a
number of competing schools of Marxism.

e Underlying these different schools are several common
elements that can be traced back to Marx’s writings: a
commitment to analysis of the social world as a totality, a
materialist conception of history, and a focus on class and
class struggle.

e For Marx and Marxists, scholarship is not a disinterested
activity: the ultimate aim is to assist in a process of human
emancipation.

Marx internationalized: from imperialism to world-systems theory

Although Marx was clearly aware of the international
and expansive character of capitalism, his key work,
Capital, focuses on the development and characteris-
tics of nineteenth-century British capitalism. At the
start of the twentieth century a number of writers took
on the task of developing analyses that incorporated

the implications of capitalism’s transborder charac-
teristics, in particular imperialism (see Brewer 1990).
Rosa Luxemburg was a major contributor to these
debates. Her 1913 book, The Accumulation of Capital
(Luxemburg 2003 [1913]), argued that by analysing
capitalism as a closed system, Marx had overlooked
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the central role played by the colonies. In order to
survive, Luxemburg argued, capitalism constantly
needed to expand into non-capitalist areas. A 1917
pamphlet by Lenin, Imperialism, the Highest Stage of
Capitalism, made similar arguments. Lenin accepted
much of Marx’s basic thesis, but argued that the char-
acter of capitalism had changed since Marx published
the first volume of Capital in 1867 (Marx 1992 [1867]).
Capitalism had entered a new stage—its highest and
final stage—with the development of monopoly capital-
ism. Under monopoly capitalism, a two-tier structure
had developed in the world economy, with a domi-
nant core exploiting a less-developed periphery. With
the development of a core and periphery, there was no
longer an automatic harmony of interests between all
workers as posited by Marx. The bourgeoisie in the core
countries could use profits derived from exploiting the
periphery to improve the lot of their own proletariat.
In other words, the capitalists of the core could pacify
their own working class through the further exploita-
tion of the periphery.

Lenin’s views were taken up by the Latin American
Dependency School, adherents of which developed
the notion of core and periphery in greater depth. In
particular, Raul Prebisch (1949) argued that countries
in the periphery were suffering as a result of what he
called ‘the declining terms of trade’. He suggested that
the price of manufactured goods increased more rap-
idly than that of raw materials. So, for example, year by
year it requires more tons of coffee to pay for a refrig-
erator. As a result of their economies’ reliance on raw
material production, countries of the periphery become
poorer relative to the core. Other writers such as André
Gunder Frank (1967) and Henrique Fernando Cardoso
(who was President of Brazil from 1995 to 2003), devel-
oped this analysis further to show how the development
of less industrialized countries was directly ‘dependent’
on the more advanced capitalist societies. It is from the
framework developed by such writers that contempo-
rary world-systems theory emerged.

World-systems theory is particularly associated with
the work of Immanuel Wallerstein. For Wallerstein,
global history has been marked by the rise and demise
of a series of world systems. The modern world system
emerged in Europe at around the turn of the sixteenth
century. It subsequently expanded to encompass the
entire globe. The driving force behind this seemingly
relentless process of expansion and incorporation has
been capitalism, defined by Wallerstein (1979: 66) as ‘a
system of production for sale in a market for profit and

appropriation of this profit on the basis of individual
or collective ownership’. In the context of this system,
all the institutions of the social world are continually
being created and recreated. Furthermore, and cru-
cially, it is not only the elements within the system that
change. The system itself is historically bounded. It had
a beginning, has a middle, and will have an end.

In terms of the geography of the modern world
system, in addition to a core-periphery distinction,
Wallerstein added an intermediate semi-periphery,
which displays certain features characteristic of
the core and others characteristic of the periphery.
Although dominated by core economic interests, the
semi-periphery has its own relatively vibrant indig-
enously owned industrial base (see Fig. 7.2). Because
of this hybrid nature, the semi-periphery plays impor-
tant economic and political roles in the modern world
system. In particular, it provides a source of labour
that counteracts any upward pressure on wages in the
core. It also offers a new home for those industries that
can no longer function profitably in the core (e.g. car
assembly and textiles). The semi-periphery also plays
a vital role in stabilizing the political structure of the
world system.

According to world-systems theorists, the three
zones of the world economy are linked together in an
exploitative relationship in which wealth is drained
away from the periphery to the core. As a consequence,
the relative positions of the zones become ever more

Core
e Democratic government
o High wages
e Import:
Raw materials <
e Export:
Manufactures
o High investment
o Welfare services
A

Semi-periphery
o Authoritarian governments

e Export:
‘Mature’ manufactures

Raw materials

e Import:
Manufactures
Raw materials
e Low wage
o Low welfare services
A
Periphery
e Non-democratic governments
e Export:
Raw materials
e Import:
Manufactures
* Below subsistence wages
e No welfare services

Figure 7.2 Interrelationships in the world economy



deeply entrenched: the rich get richer while the poor
become poorer.

Together, the core, semi-periphery, and periphery
make up the geographic dimension of the world econ-
omy. However, described in isolation they provide a
rather static portrayal of the world system. A key com-
ponent of Wallerstein’s analysis has been to describe
how world systems have a distinctive life cycle: a begin-
ning, a middle, and an end. In this sense, the capital-
ist world system is no different from any other system
that has preceded it. Controversially, Wallerstein (1995)
argues that the end of the cold war, rather than mark-
ing a triumph for liberalism, indicates that the current
system has entered its ‘end’ phase—a period of crisis
that will end only when it is replaced by another sys-
tem. On Wallerstein’s reading, such a period of crisis
is also a time of opportunity. In a time of crisis, actors
have far greater agency to determine the character of
the replacement structure. Much of Wallerstein’s recent
work has been an attempt to develop a political pro-
gramme to promote a new world system that is more
equitable and just than the current one (Wallerstein
1998, 1999, 2006; see also Wallerstein et al. 2013).
From this perspective, to focus on globalization is
to ignore what is truly novel about the contemporary
era. Indeed, for Wallerstein, current globalization dis-
course represents a ‘gigantic misreading of current
reality’ (Wallerstein 2003: 45). The phenomena evoked
by ‘globalization” are manifestations of a world system
that emerged in Europe during the sixteenth century
to incorporate the entire globe: a world system now in
terminal decline.

Feminist Marxists have also played a significant
role in theorizing the development of an international
capitalist system. A particular concern of feminist writ-
ers (often drawing their inspiration from Engels’s 1884
work The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the
State) has been the role of women, both in the work-
place and as the providers of domestic labour necessary

Gramscianism

Antonio Gramsci—the importance
of hegemony

This section examines the strand of Marxist theory that
has emerged from the work of the Italian Marxist Antonio
Gramsci. Gramsci’s work has become particularly influen-
tial in the study of international political economy, where
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for the reproduction of capitalism. For example, Maria
Mies (1998 [1986]) argued that women play a central
role in the maintenance of capitalist relations. There
is, she argues, a sexual (or one could say gendered)
division of labour: first, women in the developed
world working as housewives, whose labour is unpaid
but vital in maintaining and reproducing the labour
force; and second, women in the developing world as a
source of cheap labour. Women, she later argued, were
the ‘last colony’ (Mies, Bennholdt-Thomsen, and von
Werlhof 1988), a view that can be traced back to Rosa
Luxemburg’s claim regarding the role of the colonies in
international capitalism (Luxemburg 2003 [1913]).

In the wake of the attacks of 9/11, and the subsequent
response by the US administration of George W. Bush,
questions of imperialism returned to the political and
academic agenda. A number of authors called for the
creation of a new empire with the United States at its
centre, supposedly recreating the stabilizing and posi-
tive role that Britain had played in the nineteenth cen-
tury (Ferguson 2003). A number of Marxist-influenced
authors responded with critiques both of empire and of
US foreign policy after 9/11 (for example, Harvey 2003).

Key Points

e Marxist theorists have consistently developed an analysis
of the global aspects of international capitalism—an aspect
acknowledged by Marx, but not developed in Capital.

e World-systems theory can be seen as a direct development
of Lenin’s work on imperialism and the Latin American
Dependency School.

e According to world-systems theorists, the three zones of
the world economy—the core, periphery and semi-
periphery—are linked together in an exploitative
relationship in which wealth is drained away from the
periphery to the core.

e Feminist writers have contributed to the analysis of
international capitalism by focusing on the specific roles of
women.

a neo-Gramscian or ‘Ttalian” school is flourishing. Here
we shall discuss Gramsci’s legacy and the work of Robert
W. Cox, the contemporary theorist who did most to intro-
duce his work to an International Relations audience.
Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) was a Sardinian and
one of the founding members of the Italian Communist
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Party. He was jailed in 1926 for his political activities
and spent the remainder of his life in prison. Although
many regard him as the most creative Marxist thinker
of the twentieth century, he produced no single, inte-
grated theoretical treatise. Rather, his intellectual legacy
has been transmitted primarily through his remarkable
Prison Notebooks (Gramsci 1971). The key question
that animated Gramsci’s theoretical work was: why
had it proven to be so difficult to promote revolution
in Western Europe? After all, Marx had predicted that
revolution, and the transition to socialism, would occur
first in the most advanced capitalist societies. But, in
the event, it was the Bolsheviks of comparatively back-
ward Russia that had made the first ‘breakthrough’,
while all the subsequent efforts by putative revolution-
aries in Western and Central Europe to emulate their
success ended in failure. The history of the early twenti-
eth century seemed to suggest, therefore, that there was
a flaw in classical Marxist analysis. But where had they
gone wrong?

Gramsci’s answer revolved around his use of the con-
cept of hegemony, his understanding of which reflected
his broader conceptualization of power. Gramsci devel-
oped Machiavelli’s view of power as a centaur—half
beast, half man—a mixture of coercion and consent.
In understanding how the prevailing order was main-
tained, Marxists had concentrated almost exclusively
on the coercive practices and capabilities of the state.
On this understanding, it was simply coercion, or the
fear of coercion, that kept the exploited and alienated
majority in society from rising up and overthrow-
ing the system that was the cause of their suffering.
Gramsci recognized that while this characterization
may have held true in less developed societies, such
as pre-revolutionary Russia, it was not the case in the
more developed countries of the West. Here the system
was also maintained through consent.

Consent, on Gramsci’s reading, is created and
recreated by the hegemony of the ruling class in
society. It is this hegemony that allows the moral,
political, and cultural values of the dominant group
to become widely dispersed throughout society and
to be accepted by subordinate groups and classes as
their own. This takes place through the institutions of
civil society: the network of institutions and practices
that enjoy some autonomy from the state, and through
which groups and individuals organize, represent, and
express themselves to each other and to the state (for
example, the media, the education system, churches,
and voluntary organizations).

Several important implications flow from this
analysis. The first is that Marxist theory needs to take
superstructural phenomena seriously, because while
the structure of society may ultimately be a reflection of
social relations of production in the economic base, the
nature of relations in the superstructure is of great rel-
evance in determining how susceptible that society is
to change and transformation. Gramsci used the term
‘historic bloc’ to describe the mutually reinforcing and
reciprocal relationships between the socio-economic
relations (base) and political and cultural practices
(superstructure) that together underpin a given order.
For Gramsci and Gramscians, to reduce analysis to the
narrow consideration of economic relationships, on the
one hand, or solely to politics and ideas, on the other,
is deeply mistaken. It is their interaction that matters.

Gramsci’s argument also has crucial implications
for political practice. If the hegemony of the ruling class
is a key element in the perpetuation of its dominance,
then society can only be transformed if that hegemonic
position is successfully challenged. This entails a coun-
ter-hegemonic struggle in civil society, in which the
prevailing hegemony is undermined, allowing an alter-
native historic bloc to be constructed.

Gramsci’s writing reflects a particular time and a
particular—and in many ways unique—set of circum-
stances. This has led several writers to question the
broader applicability of his ideas (see Burnham 1991;
Germain and Kenny 1998). But the most important test,
of course, is how useful ideas and concepts derived from
Gramsci’s work prove to be when they are removed
from their original context and applied to other issues
and problems. It is to this that the chapter now turns.

Robert W. Cox—the analysis of ‘world order’

It was the Canadian scholar Robert W. Cox (1926-
2018) who arguably did most to introduce Gramsci to
the study of world politics. He developed a Gramscian
approach that involves both a critique of prevailing
theories of international relations and international
political economy, and the development of an alterna-
tive framework for the analysis of world politics.

To explain Cox’s ideas, we begin by focusing on one
particular sentence in his seminal 1981 article, ‘Social
Forces, States, and World Orders: Beyond International
Relations Theory’. The sentence, which has become
one of the most often-quoted lines in all of contem-
porary International Relations theory, reads: “Theory
is always for some one, and for some purpose’ (R. Cox



1981: 128). It expresses a worldview that follows logi-
cally from the Gramscian, and broader Marxist, posi-
tion that has been explored in this chapter. If ideas and
values are (ultimately) a reflection of a particular set
of social relations, and are transformed as those rela-
tions are themselves transformed, then this suggests
that all knowledge (of the social world at least) must
reflect a certain context, a certain time, a certain space.
Knowledge, in other words, cannot be objective and
timeless in the sense that some contemporary realists,
for example, would like to claim.

One key implication of this is that there can be no
simple separation between facts and values. Whether
consciously or not, all theorists inevitably bring their
values to bear on their analysis. This leads Cox to
suggest that we need to look closely at each of those
theories, those ideas, those analyses that claim to be
objective or value-free, and ask who or what is it for,
and what purpose does it serve? He subjected realism,
and in particular its contemporary variant neorealism,
to thoroughgoing critique on these grounds. According
to Cox, these theories are for—or serve the interests
of—those who prosper under the prevailing order: the
inhabitants of the developed states, and in particular
the ruling elites. The purpose of these theories, whether
consciously or not, is to reinforce and legitimate the
status quo. They do this by making the current con-
figuration of international relations appear natural and
immutable. When realists (falsely) claim to be describ-
ing the world as it is, as it has been, and as it always will
be, what they are in fact doing is reinforcing the ruling
hegemony in the current world order.

Cox contrasted problem-solving theory (that is, the-
ory thataccepts the parameters of the present order, and
thus helps legitimate an unjust and deeply iniquitous
system) with critical theory. Critical theory attempts to
challenge the prevailing order by seeking out, analys-
ing, and, where possible, assisting social processes that
can potentially lead to emancipatory change.

One way in which theory can contribute to these
emancipatory goals is by developing a theoretical
understanding of world orders that grasps both the
sources of stability in a given system, and also the
dynamics of processes of transformation. In this con-
text, Cox drew on Gramsci’s notion of hegemony and
transposes it to the international realm, arguing that
hegemony is as important for maintaining stability and
continuity there as it is at the domestic level. According
to Cox, successive dominant powers in the interna-
tional system have shaped a world order that suits their
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interests, and have done so not only as a result of their
coercive capabilities, but also because they have man-
aged to generate broad consent for that order, even
among those who are disadvantaged by it.

For the two hegemons that Cox analyses (the UK
and the US), the ruling hegemonic idea has been ‘free
trade’. The claim that this system benefits everybody has
been so widely accepted that it has attained ‘common
sense’ status. Yet the reality is that while ‘free trade’ is
very much in the interests of the hegemon (which, as
the most efficient producer in the global economy, can
produce goods which are competitive in all markets, so
long as it has access to them), its benefits for periph-
eral states and regions are far less apparent. Indeed,
many would argue that ‘free trade’ is a hindrance to
their economic and social development. The degree to
which a state can successfully produce and reproduce
its hegemony is an indication of the extent of its power.
The success of the United States in gaining worldwide
acceptance for neoliberalism suggests just how domi-
nant the current hegemon has become.

But despite the dominance of the present world
order, Cox did not expect it to remain unchallenged.
Rather, he maintained Marx’s view that capitalism is
an inherently unstable system, riven by inescapable
contradictions. Inevitable economic crises will act
as a catalyst for the emergence of counter-hegemonic
movements (see Case Study 7.2). The success of such
movements is, however, far from assured. In this sense,
thinkers such as Cox face the future on the basis of a
dictum popularized by Gramsci—that is, combining
‘pessimism of the intellect” with ‘optimism of the will’.

Key Points

e Drawing on the work of Antonio Gramsci for inspiration,
writers in an ‘Italian’ school of International Relations have
made a considerable contribution to thinking about
world politics.

e Gramsci shifted the focus of Marxist analysis more towards
superstructural phenomena.

e In particular, Gramsci explored the processes by which
consent for a particular social and political system was
produced and reproduced through the operation of
hegemony. Hegemony allows the ideas and ideologies of
the ruling stratum to become widely dispersed, and widely
accepted, throughout society.

e Thinkers such as Robert W. Cox have attempted to
‘internationalize’ Gramsci’s thought by transposing
several of his key concepts, most notably hegemony, to
the global context.
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Critical theory

Both Gramscianism and critical theory have their roots
in Western Europe in the 1920s and 1930s—a place and
a time in which Marxism was forced to come to terms
not only with the failure of a series of attempted revo-
lutionary uprisings, but also with the rise of fascism.
However, contemporary critical theory and Gramscian
thought about international relations draw on the ideas
of different thinkers, with differing intellectual concerns.
There is a clear difference in focus between these two
strands of Marxist thought, with those influenced by
Gramsci tending to be much more concerned with issues
relating to the subfield of international political econ-
omy than critical theorists. Critical theorists, on the
other hand, have involved themselves with questions
concerning international society, international ethics,
and security (the latter through the development of crit-
ical security studies). This section introduces critical
theory and the thought of one of its main proponents in
the field of International Relations, Andrew Linklater.
Critical theory developed out of the work of the
Frankfurt School. This was an extraordinarily tal-
ented group of thinkers who began to work together
in the 1920s and 1930s. As left-wing German Jews, the
members of the school were forced into exile by the
Nazis’ rise to power in the early 1930s, and much of
their most creative work was produced in the US. The
leading lights of the first generation of the Frankfurt
School included Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno,
and Herbert Marcuse. A subsequent generation has
taken up the legacy of these thinkers and developed it
in important and innovative ways. The best known is
Jirgen Habermas, who is regarded by many as the most
influential of all contemporary social theorists. Given
the vast scope of critical theory writing, this section
can do no more than introduce some of its key features.
The first point to note is that their intellectual con-
cerns are rather different from those of most other
Marxists: they have not been much interested in the
further development of analysis of the economic base
of society. They have instead concentrated on questions
relating to culture, bureaucracy, the social basis and
nature of authoritarianism, and the structure of the
family, and on exploring such concepts as reason and
rationality as well as theories of knowledge. Frankfurt
School theorists have been particularly innovative in
terms of their analysis of the role of the media, and
what they have famously termed the ‘culture industry’.

In other words, in classical Marxist terms, the focus of
critical theory is almost entirely superstructural.

Another key feature is that critical theorists have
been highly dubious as to whether the proletariat in
contemporary society does in fact embody the potential
for emancipatory transformation in the way that Marx
believed. Rather, with the rise of mass culture and the
increasing commodification of every element of social
life, Frankfurt School thinkers have argued that the
working class has simply been absorbed by the sys-
tem and no longer represents a threat to it. This, to use
Marcuse’s famous phrase, is a one-dimensional society,
to which the vast majority simply cannot begin to con-
ceive an alternative.

Finally, critical theorists have made some of their
most important contributions through their explora-
tions of the meaning of emancipation. Emancipation,
as we have seen, is a key concern of Marxist thinkers,
but the meaning that they give to the term is often very
unclear and deeply ambiguous. Moreover, the his-
torical record is unfortunately replete with examples
of unspeakably barbaric behaviour being justified in
the name of emancipation, of which imperialism and
Stalinism are but two. Traditionally, Marxists have
equated emancipation with the process of human-
ity gaining ever greater mastery over nature through
the development of ever more sophisticated technol-
ogy, and its use for the benefit of all. But early critical
theorists argued that humanity’s increased domina-
tion over nature had been bought at too high a price,
claiming that the kind of mind-set that is required for
conquering nature slips all too easily into the domina-
tion of other human beings. In contrast, they argued
that emancipation had to be conceived of in terms of a
reconciliation with nature—an evocative, if admittedly
vague, vision. By contrast, Habermas’s understand-
ing of emancipation is more concerned with commu-
nication than with our relationship with the natural
world. Setting aside the various twists and turns of
his argument, Habermas’s central political point is
that the route to emancipation lies through radical
democracy—a system in which the widest possible
participation is encouraged not only in word (as is the
case in many Western democracies) but also in deed, by
actively identifying barriers to participation—be they
social, economic, or cultural—and overcoming them.
For Habermas and his many followers, participation is



not to be confined within the borders of a particular
sovereign state. Rights and obligations extend beyond
state frontiers. This, of course, leads Habermas directly
to the concerns of International Relations, and it is
striking that his recent writings have begun to focus on
the international realm. In particular, he has become
an impassioned defender of European integration.
However, thus far, the most systematic attempt to think
through some of the key issues in world politics from a
recognizably Habermasian perspective has been made
by Andrew Linklater.

Linklater has used some of the key principles and
precepts developed in Habermas’s work to argue that
emancipation in the realm of international relations
should be understood in terms of the expansion of
the moral boundaries of a political community (see
Ch. 11). In other words, he equates emancipation with a
process in which the borders of the sovereign state lose
their ethical and moral significance. At present, state
borders denote the furthest extent of our sense of duty
and obligation, or at best, the point where our sense of
duty and obligation is radically transformed, only pro-
ceeding in a very attenuated form. For critical theorists,
this situation is simply indefensible. Their goal is there-
fore to move towards a situation in which citizens share
the same duties and obligations towards non-citizens as
they do towards their fellow citizens.

To arrive at such a situation would, of course, entail
a wholesale transformation of the present institutions
of governance. But an important element of the criti-
cal theory method is to identify—and, if possible, to

New Marxism
‘New Marxists’

This section examines the work of writers who derive
their ideas more directly from Marx’s own writings. To
indicate that they represent something of a departure
from other Marxist and post-Marxist trends, we have
termed them ‘new Marxists’. They themselves might well
prefer to be described as ‘historical materialists’ (one of
the key academic journals associated with this approach
is called Historical Materialism); however, as that is a
self-description which has also been adopted by some
Gramsci-inspired writers, the appellation may not be
particularly helpful for our present purposes. Atany rate,
even if there is (at present) no settled label for this group
of scholars, the fundamental approach that they embody
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nurture—tendencies that exist in the present conjunc-
ture that point in the direction of emancipation. On
this basis, Linklater (very much echoing Habermas in
this regard) identifies the development of the European
Union as representing a progressive or emancipatory
tendency in contemporary world politics. If true, this
suggests that an important part of the international
system is entering an era in which the sovereign state,
which has for so long claimed an exclusive hold on its
citizens, is beginning to lose some of its pre-eminence.
Given the notorious pessimism of the thinkers of the
Frankfurt School, the guarded optimism of Linklater
in this context is indeed striking.

Key Points

e Critical theory has its roots in the work of the Frankfurt
School.

e Critical theorists have tended to focus their attention on
culture (in particular the role of the media), bureaucracy,
the social basis and nature of authoritarianism, and the
structure of the family, and on exploring such concepts as
reason and rationality.

e Jurgen Habermas is the most influential contemporary
advocate of critical theory; he advocates radical
democracy as a means of unlocking the emancipatory
potential inherent in the realm of communication.

e Andrew Linklater has developed critical theory themes to
argue in favour of the expansion of the moral boundaries
of the political community, and has pointed to the
European Union as an example of a post-Westphalian
institution of governance.

is not hard to characterize. They are Marxists who have
returned to the fundamental tenets of Marxist thought
and sought to reappropriate ideas that they regard as
having been neglected or somehow misinterpreted by
subsequent generations. On this basis, they have sought
both to criticize other developments in Marxism, and to
make their own original theoretical contributions to the
understanding of contemporary trends.

The most outstanding advocate of what one might
term ‘the return to Marx’ is the geographer David
Harvey, whose explorations and explanations of Marx’s
masterpiece Capital have reached an enormous online
audience as well as being published in book form (see
davidharvey.org; Harvey 2018). In another important
contribution, Kevin B. Anderson’s Marx at the Margins
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(2010) focuses on Marx’s little-known writing on the
world politics of his day to recover his ideas about
nationalism, ethnicity, and race.

Uneven and combined development

Meanwhile, in a series of articles Justin Rosenberg
(1996, 2013; also see Callinicos and Rosenberg 2008)
has developed an analysis based on Leon Trotsky’s
idea of uneven and combined development, which
Trotsky outlined primarily in his history of the Russian
Revolution. Contrary to the traditional Marxist line,
Trotsky observed that capitalism was not having the
effects that were anticipated. Certainly it was spreading
around the globe at a rapid rate as Marx and Engels had
predicted in the Communist Manifesto. However, Marx
and Engels had predicted that capitalism would cre-
ate a world ‘after its own image’. Elsewhere Marx (1954
[1867]: 19) had stated that ‘the country that is more
developed industrially only shows, to the less devel-
oped, the image of its own future’. Marx at this point
appeared to have a unilinear perspective on historical
development and, while there is evidence in some of his
later writing that he became sceptical about this view, it
was not an issue that he had time to develop. Therefore it
became Marxist orthodoxy that capitalist development
was a singular road, with countries joining the process
at different times. There was just one route through cap-
italist modernization, the path having been mapped out
by Britain as the pioneering capitalist economy. While
some countries would start the journey at different
times, the sequence and destination would be the same.

Trotsky’s insight was that paths to development were
indeed uneven in that different countries started the
road to capitalism at different times, and from differ-
ing starting points. They were also, however, combined,
in the sense that the development of capitalism in the
states that were already started on the process had
implications for those that followed. In other words,
the context for capitalism in any one country would be
set by all the other countries that had already embarked
on capitalist development. Hence the process in Russia
occurred in the context of capitalist developments else-
where and particularly in Western Europe. The advance
of capitalism can thus be seen as an international pro-
cess with latecomers having certain disadvantages but
also some advantages. One particular advantage was
what Trotsky called the “privilege of historic backward-
ness’ (cited in Rosenberg 1996: 7). Countries joining
the capitalist road had the possibility of leapfrogging

states that had started earlier, because they had access
to investment and technology that had not been previ-
ously available. However, this came at a potential cost:
a distorted political structure. Whereas in Britain, the
country on which Marx had focused his attention, the
political system had evolved over a lengthy period of
time and was relatively stable, in Russia the political
structure that emerged from a rapid process of mod-
ernization was highly unstable. It was characterized
by an authoritarian state leading the process of devel-
opment in conjunction with international finance, a
growing but concentrated working class, an enormous
peasantry on which the state was reliant for raising tax,
but only a small and weak bourgeoisie. Hence the social
formation in Russia was markedly different from that of
Britain, and its structure made sense only in the context
of the international development of capital.

While Trotsky used the concept of uneven and com-
bined development to analyse the events leading up
to the Russian Revolution, Kamran Matin (2013) has
employed it to consider the history of Iran. Criticizing
Eurocentric accounts of historical progress that focus
on European states as the model for state development,
Matin argues that while the study of International
Relations is crucial to understanding Iran’s history, it
has to be considered in conjunction with an assessment
of Iran’s domestic history. Matin shows how Iran’s
history is a complex interaction between its domestic
social and economic systems and the priorities of inter-
national politics and economics. The country’s histori-
cal progress has been impacted by both the influence
of events, such as the Russian Revolution, and the eco-
nomic and political incursions by European countries
and subsequently the United States. This has resulted
in a largely unstable combination, in which attempts
at modernization, for example by the last Shah, have
faced a system combining a modern industrial sector,
largely dominated by the state in collaboration with
foreign capital, and a small cosmopolitan middle class
combined with a large agricultural and merchant class
with established institutions and close links to the reli-
gious establishment. During the economic downturn
of the 1970s and in conjunction with pressure from the
US Carter administration, this combination became
increasingly unstable until the revolutionary overthrow
of 1979. Development in Iran, then, Matin argues, can
be understood only as uneven, in that Iran commenced
on the capitalist path at a later time and from a different
starting point, yet combined in terms of the influence
of already existing global capitalism.



Key Points

o New Marxism is characterized by a direct re-engagement
with and reappropriation of the concepts and categories
developed by Marx himself or other classic Marxist thinkers.

e One example of New Marxist scholarship is Justin
Rosenberg’s work on uneven and combined development,
which draws on Trotsky’s examination of the development of
Russia in the global political economy.

Conclusion

As outlined in the first chapter of this book, globaliza-
tion is the name given to the process whereby social
transactions of all kinds increasingly take place with-
out accounting for national or state boundaries, with
the result that the world has become ‘one relatively bor-
derless social sphere’. Marxist theorists would certainly
not disagree that these developments are taking place,
nor would they deny their importance, but they would
reject any notion that they are somehow novel. Writing
in the mid-nineteenth century, Marx and Engels were
clearly aware not only of the global scope of capital-
ism, but also of its potential for social transformation.
In a particularly prescient section of the Communist
Manifesto, they argue:
The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the
world market given a cosmopolitan character to pro-
duction and consumption in every country... All old-
established national industries have been destroyed or
are daily being destroyed. They are dislodged by new
industries, whose introduction becomes a life and death
question for all civilized nations, by industries that no
longer work up indigenous raw material, but raw mate-
rial drawn from the remotest zones; industries whose
products are consumed, not only at home, but in every

quarter of the globe.
(Marx and Engels 1967 [1848]: 83-4)

According to Marxist theorists, the globe has long been
dominated by a single integrated economic and politi-
cal entity—a global capitalist system—that has gradu-
ally incorporated all of humanity within its grasp. In
this system, all elements have always been interrelated
and interdependent. The only thing that is ‘new’ is an
increased awareness of these linkages. Similarly, eco-
logical processes have always ignored state boundaries,
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e Uneven and combined development suggests that rather
than all countries following a single path of economic and
political development, each country’s path will be affected
by the international context.

e The uneven and combined development approach has been
utilized to analyse Iran’s economic and political development
in the twentieth century.

even if it is only recently that growing environmental
degradation has finally caused this fact to permeate
public consciousness.

While the intensity of cross-border flows may be
increasing, this does not necessarily signify the fun-
damental change in the nature of world politics pro-
claimed by so many of those who argue that we have
entered an era of globalization. Marxist theorists insist
that the only way to discover how significant contem-
porary developments really are is to view them in the
context of the deeper structural processes at work.
When this is done, we may well discover indications
that important changes are afoot. For example, many
Marxists regard the delegitimation of the sovereign
state as a very important contemporary development.
However, the essential first step in generating any
understanding of those trends regarded as evidence
of globalization must be to map the contours of global
capitalism itself. If we fail to do so, we will inevitably
fail to gauge the real significance of the changes that
are occurring.

Another danger of adopting an ahistoric and uncrit-
ical attitude to globalization is that such an attitude can
blind us to the way in which reference to globalization
has become part of the ideological armoury of elites in
the contemporary world. ‘Globalization’ is now regu-
larly cited as a reason to promote measures to reduce
workers’ rights and lessen other constraints on busi-
ness. Such ideological justifications for policies that
favour the interests of business can only be countered
through a broader understanding of the relationship
between the political and economic structures of capi-
talism (see Opposing Opinions 7.1). The understanding
proffered by the Marxist theorists suggests that there is
nothing natural or inevitable about a world order based
on a global market. Rather than accept the inevitability
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Opposing Opinions 7.1 The global economy is the prime determinant of the character of global

politics

For

Economic power determines states’ capability to project
military power. Economic resources are needed to purchase
military equipment or to maintain the research and develop-
ment necessary to keep military capability at the highest level.
It is no coincidence that the most militarily powerful states in
the international system (the US and China) are also the most
economically powerful.

Periods of economic turmoil are linked to increased insta-
bility in the international system. The Second World War was
preceded by a long period of economic instability caused by the
Great Depression. Marxists, following Lenin, locate the cause of
the First World War in the competition among capitalist states
for control over the colonies. Since the economic crisis of 2008,
international tensions have been mounting, particularly between
Russia and the United States. By contrast, the ‘long peace’ of the
cold war was marked by a period of relative economic stability.

Capitalist interests determine states’ foreign policy. For
example, Paul Wolfowitz, who was Deputy Secretary of Defense
in the George W. Bush administration, openly declared that the
2003 invasion of Iraq was about securing access to oil. There is a
long history of large corporations influencing US policy towards
Latin America. For instance, United Fruit played a key role in
lobbying for the overthrow of the Arbenz administration in
Guatemala in 1954.

Against

The balance of power determines the character of inter-
national politics. Periods of relative balance coincide with
greater stability in the international system. The ‘long peace’ of
the second half of the twentieth century occurred because there
was a relative balance of power between the United States and
the Soviet Union, particularly since ‘mutual assured destruction’
meant that neither side could ‘win’ a nuclear conflict. The current
instability in the international system derives from the relative
decline of the United States.

The spread of democracy produces greater global stability.
While we may not have reached ‘the end of history’ in Francis
Fukuyama'’s term, the claim that democracies don’t go to war with
each other retains its validity, and democracy promotion is the
best hope for a more peaceful and stable future. Europe, which
is now a peaceful community of democracies, was, historically,
the most war-torn region in the world. With the exception of the
break-up of post-communist Yugoslavia, Europe has not experi-
enced a major conflict since the end of the Second World War.

Reducing state behaviour to the expression of capitalist
interests does not explain actions that appear at least partly
motivated by genuine altruistic or other concerns. Behaviour
such as contributions to United Nations peacekeeping operations,
for example, or pressure-group-inspired debt forgiveness, cannot
readily be explained in terms of the operation of crude economic
interests. More controversially, it might even be argued that some
behaviours—such as the United States’ continuing and largely
uncritical support for Israel—-may well work against the state’s
long-term economic interests. Simplistic, reductionist readings of
the influences on state behaviour are almost always inadequate.

1. Does the balance of power provide a better explanation for periods of stability than economic prosperity?

2. Can state actions be reduced purely to economic interests?

3. What is the connection between economic power and military capability?

(; For advice on how to answer these questions, see the pointers www.oup.com/he/baylis8e

of the present order, the task facing us is to lay the foun-
dations for a new way of organizing society—a global

own. In our world of multiple crises, Rosa Luxemburg’s
observation that we have a choice between socialism or

society that is more just and more humane than our  barbarism appears more relevant than ever.

Questions

1. How would you account for the continuing vitality of Marxist thought?

2. How useful is Wallerstein’s notion of a semi-periphery?

3. Why has Wallerstein’s world-systems theory been criticized for its alleged Eurocentrism? Do you
agree with this critique?
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4. In what ways is ‘combined and uneven development’ a useful lens through which to view the
development of world politics?

5. In what ways does Gramsci’s notion of hegemony differ from that used by realist International
Relations writers?

6. How might it be argued that Marx and Engels were the original theorists of globalization?

7. What do you regard as the main contribution of Marxist theories to our understanding of world
politics?

8. How useful is the notion of emancipation employed by critical theorists?

9. Do you agree with Cox’s distinction between ‘problem-solving theory’ and ‘critical theory'?

10. Assess Wallerstein's claim that the power of the United States is in decline.

(. Test your knowledge and understanding further by trying this chapter’s Multiple Choice
? Questions www.oup.com/he/baylis8e
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Framing Questions

e |sthere a timeless wisdom of realism?

e How do realists conceptualize world politics?

e Do all of the different theories of realism share a similar set of assumptions?

Reader’s Guide

Realism is the dominant theory of international rela-
tions. Why? Because it provides the most powerful
explanation for the state of war that is the regular
condition of life in the international system. This is
the bold claim that realists make in defence of their
tradition, a claim that this chapter critically examines.
After introducing the theory of realism, the second

section asks whether there is one realism or a variety
of realisms. The argument presented is that despite
some important differences, all realist theories share
a set of core assumptions and ideas. The third sec-
tion outlines these common elements, identified
as self-help, statism, and survival. The final section
returns to the question of the extent to which real-
ism is relevant for understanding the globalization of
world politics.




Introduction

The theory of realism has significantly influenced both
the practice of world politics and the academic study
of International Relations (IR). Many claim that before
there was even a distinguishable subject matter of IR,
states’ diplomatic and military practices conformed
to the principles that would later be identified as real-
ism. Some go so far as to argue that the power-seeking
behaviour of human beings and their motives of fear,
honour, and profit illustrate the universality of realism.
The argument is that wherever and whenever groups of
people have sought to survive and perpetuate their own
political communities, they have had no choice but to
pursue power and engage in struggle to defend them-
selves. The claim that realism possesses a timeless qual-
ity is based on such arguments. Although often deeply
pessimistic, realists profess to describe the world the
way it really is rather than how we wish it to be.

At the conclusion of the Second World War, a new
group of self-identified realist scholars rose to promi-
nence in the emergent field of IR. Many were German
émigrés who fled Europe and sought refuge in the
United States. These scholars were highly critical of the
approach taken by those writing and teaching during
the inter-war period, whom they dubbed ‘idealists’ and
‘atopians’. These realists argued that idealists’ search
to find a cure for the disease of war resulted in their
ignoring the role of power; overestimating the degree
to which nation-states shared a set of common inter-
ests; and being overly optimistic that rational solutions
could be found to settle disputes peacefully. The out-
break of the Second World War in 1939 confirmed, for
the realists at least, the inadequacies of the idealists’
approach to studying international politics.

A new approach, one based on the timeless insights
of realism, replaced the discredited idealist approach.
Histories of IR describe a Great Debate that took place
in the 1940s between the inter-war idealists and a

Realism in context

The development of realism after the Second World War
is often claimed to rest on an older tradition of realist
thought. For the realists, tradition connects seminal
texts with context. In other words, it is important to
understand the political circumstances in which vari-
ous realist thinkers were living. Contemporary realists
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new generation of realist writers who all emphasized
the ubiquity of power and the competitive nature of
politics among nations. The standard account of the
Great Debate is that the realists emerged victorious,
and that idealism was relegated to the dustbin of his-
tory. Recently, however, a new body of revisionist his-
tory has challenged the story of the Great Debate by
revealing that many of the realists completely misrep-
resented the inter-war scholars’ views (Schmidt 2012).
Robert Vitalis (2015) has suggested that by viewing
this period in terms of a debate between idealists and
realists, the roles of race, imperialism, and empire
have been erased from the field’s early development.
Other disciplinary historians have noted that by retro-
spectively constructing an ‘idealist tradition’, the real-
ists produced a caricature of several quite diverse (left,
liberal, feminist) political and intellectual movements
in the inter-war period (Wilson 1998). Yet, given the
context of rising tensions between the Soviet Union
and the United States immediately after the Second
World War, the realists argued that idealism had to
be banished from the policy-making process. Realists
argued that the United States had to act on the basis of
its core national interests, rather than on the basis
of abstract universal interests. With the dawn of the
nuclear age, the core national interest of state survival
could no longer be taken for granted. Realism taught
foreign policy officials to focus on interests rather
than on ideology, to seek peace through strength, and
to recognize that great powers can coexist even if they
have antithetical values and beliefs. The fact that real-
ism offers something of a ‘manual’ for decision-mak-
ers looking to maximize the interests of their state
in a hostile environment helps explain why it gained
such popularity in the late 1940s and 1950s, and why it
remains the dominant tradition in the study of world
politics.

are commonly portrayed as belonging to an ancient
tradition of thought that includes such illustrious fig-
ures as Thucydides (¢.460-406 bc), Niccolo Machiavelli
(1469-1527), Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), and Jean-
Jacques Rousseau (1712-78) (see Table 8.1). Despite the
different time periods and political contexts in which

131



TIM DUNNE - BRIAN C. SCHMIDT

Table 8.1 The realist tradition

Thinker Key text Big idea Context
Thucydides History of the International politics is driven by an endless Greek city-state
Peloponnesian War struggle for power, which has its roots in system
human nature. Justice, law, and society
either have no place or are circumscribed.
Machiavelli The Prince Political realism recognizes that principles Italian
are subordinated to policies; the ultimate city-states
skill of a state leader is to accept and adapt
to changing political and power configurations in
world politics.
Hobbes Leviathan Human beings have an insatiable lust for English civil war
power. Life in the state of nature, which is
similar to the condition of world politics, is
full of fear and worry about violent death.
Rousseau The State of War Itis not human nature but the anarchical European state

system that fosters fear, jealousy, suspicion,

system

and insecurity.

these theorists wrote, their place in the realist tradition
is based on their shared recognition that international
politics is a continuous struggle for power. Those in the
realist tradition contend that the condition of interna-
tional politics is analogous to a state of war in which
political actors have little choice but to be concerned
with their own security. The ever present possibility of
war necessitates that political actors take appropriate
measures, including the use of lethal force, to ensure
their own survival.

The insights these political theorists offered into the
way in which state leaders should conduct themselves
in the realm of international politics are often grouped
under the doctrine of raison d’état, or reason of state.
According to the historian Friedrich Meinecke (1957: 1),
raison d’état is the fundamental principle of interna-
tional conduct, the state’s First Law of Motion: ‘It tells
the statesman what he must do to preserve the health
and strength of the State” Most importantly, the state,
which is identified as the key actor in international pol-
itics, must pursue power, and it is the duty of the states-
person to calculate rationally the most appropriate
steps that should be taken to perpetuate the life of the
state in a hostile and threatening environment. The sur-
vival of the state can never be guaranteed, because the
use of force culminating in war is a legitimate instru-
ment of statecraft. As discussed later in this chapter, the
assumption that the state is the principal actor, coupled
with the view that the environment that states inhabit
is a perilous place, helps to define the essential core of

realism. There is, however, one issue in particular that
theorists associated with raison d’état, and realism
more generally, were concerned with: the role, if any,
that morals and ethics play in international politics.

Realists are sceptical of the idea that universal
moral principles exist, and therefore warn state leaders
against sacrificing their own self-interests in order to
adhere to some indeterminate notion of ‘ethical’ con-
duct. Moreover, realists argue that the need for survival
requires state leaders to distance themselves from tra-
ditional notions of morality. Machiavelli argued that
these principles were positively harmful if adhered to
by state leaders. It was imperative that state leaders
learned a different kind of morality, which accorded
not with traditional Christian virtues but with politi-
cal necessity and prudence. Proponents of raison d’état
often speak of a dual moral standard: one moral stan-
dard for individual citizens living inside the state and a
different standard for the state in its external relations
with other states. But before one reaches the conclusion
that realism is completely immoral, it is important to
add that proponents of raison d’état argue that the state
itself represents a moral force, for it is the existence of
the state that creates the possibility for an ethical politi-
cal community to exist domestically.

Some in the realist tradition attribute the war-like
condition of international politics to certain propen-
sities found in human nature, while others emphasize
the unique environment in which international poli-
tics takes place. Still others combine these two levels



of analysis—human nature and the environment or
structure of international politics—to account for the
state of war. Machiavelli’s moral scepticism derived
from his analysis of human nature as well as from the
observations he made while serving as a public official
of the Florentine Republic. To be successful in politics,
Machiavelli argued, one had to act on the basis of what
human nature is really like, not how one wishes it to
be. In his writings, Machiavelli provided a cynical and
pessimistic description of human nature. In The Prince,
Machiavelli wrote that men ‘are ungrateful, fickle, sim-
ulators and deceivers, avoiders of danger, greedy for
gain’ (Bondanella and Musa 1979: 131). Based on this
account of human nature, Machiavelli provided a set
of ‘realist’ maxims such as: it is better to be feared than
loved; a prince should act like both a lion and a fox; and
it is sometimes necessary to learn how not to be good.
According to Machiavelli, the necessities of politics,
such as the need to ensure the survival of the state by
any means, were derived from human nature.

Hobbes’s place in the realist tradition is often said
to rest on his description of human nature in a hypo-
thetical state-of-nature condition. Like Machiavelli,
Hobbes’s account of human nature was deeply pessi-
mistic. Some have argued that Hobbes’s pessimism and
profound sense of fear resulted from the fact that he
was writing during the tumultuous English Civil War
and that his own premature birth coincided with the
threat posed by the Spanish Armada. While Hobbes’s
account of human nature incorporates a number of
characteristics, perhaps most important is his claim
that all men have a restless desire for power that ceases
only in death. In the state of nature, where there is no
higher authority to provide security, Hobbes argues
that the condition resembles a state of war of every man
against every man. The constant fear of violent death
in the state of nature leads Hobbes to conclude that the
life of man is ‘solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short’
(Hobbes 1985 [1651]: 186).

Although Hobbes acknowledges that a state of
nature has never truly existed, he suggests that the
condition of international politics closely resembles
a state of war. In an important passage of Hobbes’s
Leviathan (1651), he writes: ‘though there had never
been any time, wherein particular men were in a con-
dition of warre one against another; yet in all times,
Kings, and Persons of Soveraigne authority, because
of their independency, are in continuall jealousies, and
in the state and posture of Gladiators; . . . which is a
posture of War’ (Hobbes 1985 [1651]: 188). The claim
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that world politics is analogous to the life of human
beings in a hypothetical state of nature was developed
further by Rousseau. Although Rousseau was critical
of how Hobbes depicted human nature, he too recog-
nized the necessity of human beings leaving the state of
nature and forming a social contract. Unlike Hobbes,
however, Rousseau was deeply concerned that the con-
tract establishing sovereignty should reflect the general
will of the people; he argued that this was the only way
in which the exercise of authority could be deemed
legitimate. The problem, however, was that even if the
newly formed contract embodied the general will of its
members, each state merely articulates a particular will
vis-a-vis other states. In other words, while the forma-
tion of a social contract solves one set of problems, it
creates another set of problems for international rela-
tions: namely, no higher power exists to help settle con-
flicts among independent sovereign states. Rousseau’s
insights are important for neorealists, who emphasize
anarchy and the lack of central authority, rather than
human nature, to explain international conflict.

Thucydides holds a prominent place in the realist
tradition because his insights, in many ways, help to
define the essence of realism. Thucydides was both an
active participant in, and observer of, the Peloponnesian
War, a conflict between Athens and Sparta, two great
powers in the ancient Greek world. Subsequent genera-
tions of realists have admired Thucydides’ work for the
insights he raised about many of the perennial issues
of world politics. The classical realist lineage begins
with Thucydides’ representation of power politics as a
law of human behaviour. The desire for power and the
need to follow self-interest are held to be fundamental
aspects of human nature. The behaviour of the state as
a self-seeking egoist is understood to be a reflection of
the characteristics of human beings. It is human nature
and the motivations of fear, honour, and self-interest
that explain why international politics is necessarily
power politics.

At the same time, while Thucydides offered pro-
found insights about human nature, he was equally
cognizant of the international environment’s impact
on the behaviour of states. Thucydides’ explanation of
the underlying cause of the Peloponnesian War was
‘the growth of Athenian power and the fear which this
caused in Sparta’ (Thucydides 1972 [1954]: 1.23). This
is considered to be a classic example of the impact that
the distribution of power has on the behaviour of state
actors. Thucydides emphasizes that Sparta’s national
interest, like that of all states, was survival, and the
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changing distribution of power represented a direct
threat to its existence. Sparta was, therefore, compelled
by necessity to go to war in order to forestall the threat of
being vanquished by Athens. Thucydides also makes it
clear that Athens felt equally compelled to pursue power
in order to preserve the empire it had acquired. The
Athenian leader, Pericles, claimed to be acting on the
basis of the most fundamental of human motivations:
ambition, fear, and self-interest (see Case Study 8.1).
While the thinkers discussed above are commonly
grouped together in the realist tradition, despite the
different contexts in which they were writing, it is
important to note that their ideas are open to rival
interpretations (M. Williams 2005). Although often
considered to be the quintessential realist, Thucydides

did demonstrate that acting purely on the basis of
power and self-interest without any consideration
of moral and ethical principles frequently results
in self-defeating policies. After all, as Thucydides
showed, Athens suffered an epic defeat while attempt-
ing to follow its self-interest. Nevertheless, the three
core elements that we identify with realism—statism,
survival, and self-help—are present in the work of
those who constitute the realist tradition, stretching
from Thucydides to the present.

Realism identifies the group as the fundamental unit
of political analysis. When Thucydides and Machiavelli
were writing, the basic unit was the polis or city-state,
but realists consider that since the Peace of Westphalia
(1648), the sovereign state has been the principal actor

Case Study 8.1 The Melian dialogue—realism and the preparation for war

© Oxford University Press

The ‘Melian dialogue’, one of the most significant episodes of
the war between Athens and Sparta, illustrates several key realist
principles. This case study reconstructs the dialogue between the
Athenian leaders who arrived on the island of Melos to assert
their right of conquest over the islanders, and the response
this provoked. In short, what the Athenians are asserting over
the Melians is the logic of power politics. Because of their
vastly superior military force, they present a fait accompli to
the Melians: either submit peacefully or be exterminated. The
Melians, for their part, try to buck the logic of power politics,
responding with arguments invoking justice, the gods, and their
allies the Spartans.

The following is a short excerpt from the dialogue (Thucydides
1972 [1954]: 401-7). Note that the symbol [...] indicates where
words from the original text have been omitted.

ATHENIANS: Then we on our side will use no fine phrases say-
ing, for example, that we have a right to our empire because we
defeated the Persians [...] you know as well as we do that, when
these matters are discussed by practical people, the standard of

justice depends on the equality of power to compel and that in
fact the strong do what they have the power to do and the weak
accept what they have to accept.

MELIANS: [...] you should not destroy a principle that is to the
general good of all men—namely, that in the case of all who fall
into danger there should be such a thing as fair play and just
dealing[...]

ATHENIANS: This is no fair fight, with honour on one side and
shame on the other. It is rather a question of saving your lives and
not resisting those who are far too strong for you.

MELIANS: It is difficult [...] for us to oppose your power and for-
tune [...] Nevertheless we trust that the gods will give us fortune
as good as yours [...]

ATHENIANS: Our opinion of the gods and our knowledge of
men lead us to conclude that it is a general and necessary law of
nature to rule whatever one can. This is not a law that we made
ourselves, nor were we the first to act upon it when it was made.
We found it already in existence, and we shall leave it to exist
forever among those who come after us. We are merely acting in
accordance with it, and we know that you or anybody else with
the same power as ours would be acting in precisely the same
way [...] You seem to forget that if one follows one’s self-interest
one wants to be safe, whereas the path of justice and honour
involves one in danger [...] This is the safe rule—to stand up to
one’s equals, to behave with deference to one’s superiors, and to
treat one’s inferiors with moderation.

MELIANS: Our decision, Athenians, is just the same as it was at
first. We are not prepared to give up in a short moment the lib-
erty which our city has enjoyed from its foundation for 700 years.
ATHENIANS:[...] you seem to us[...] to see uncertainties as reali-
ties, simply because you would like them to be so.

Question 1: Are the Athenians correct that might makes right?

Question 2: Whose arguments, the Athenians’ or Melians, do you
find to be the most persuasive?



in international politics. This is often referred to as the
state-centric assumption of realism. Statism is the term
given to the idea of the state as the legitimate representa-
tive of the collective will of the people. The legitimacy of
the state is what enables it to exercise authority within
its domestic borders. Yet outside the boundaries of the
state, realists argue that a condition of anarchy exists.
Anarchy means that international politics takes place in
an arena that has no overarching central authority above
individual sovereign states. Thus, rather than necessarily
denoting chaos and lawlessness, realists use the concept
of anarchy to emphasize the point that the international
realm is distinguished by its lack of a central authority.

Under anarchy, the survival of the state cannot be
guaranteed. Realists correctly assume that all states
wish to perpetuate their existence. Looking back at his-
tory, however, realists note that the actions some states
have taken to ensure their survival has resulted in other
states losing their existence. This is partly explained
by the power differentials that exist among states.
Intuitively, states with more power have a better chance
of surviving than states with less power. Power is cru-
cial to the realist lexicon and has traditionally been
defined narrowly in military strategic terms. Yet irre-
spective of how much power a given state may possess,
the core national interest of all states must be survival.
Like the pursuit of power, the promotion of the national
interest is, according to realists, an iron law of necessity.

Self-help is the fundamental principle of state action
in an anarchical system. According to realism, each
state actor is responsible for ensuring its own survival.
Realists do not believe it is prudent for a state to entrust
its safety and survival to another actor or to an interna-
tional institution, such as the United Nations. Unlike in
domestic politics, there is no emergency number that
states can dial when they are in mortal danger.

One realism, or many?

The notion of a monolithic theory of realism is
increasingly rejected by both proponents and crit-
ics of the realist tradition. The belief that there is not
one realism, but many, leads logically to a delineation
of different types of realism. The most simple dis-
tinction is a form of periodization that differentiates
realism into three historical periods: classical real-
ism (up to the twentieth century), which is frequently
depicted as beginning with Thucydides’ history of the
Peloponnesian War; modern realism (1939-79), which
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What options do states have to ensure their own
security? Consistent with the principle of self-help, if a
state feels threatened it should seek to augment its own
power by increasing its military capabilities. However,
this is not always possible. States have therefore pur-
sued other options, such as forming military alliances
and initiating preventive wars with the aim of ensur-
ing their own survival. The fact that all of these options
were discussed by Thucydides and continue to be rel-
evant today is what gives realism its timeless quality.
Despite all of the criticisms of realism, there is little
doubt that the collective wisdom of the realist tradition
is helpful in understanding some of the enduring pat-
terns of world politics. The question of realism’s resil-
ience touches on one of its central claims, namely that
it embodies laws of international politics that remain
true across time (history) and space (geopolitics). Thus,
while political contexts change, realists believe that the
world continues to operate according to the logic of
realism. The conclusion of the chapter returns to this
question of whether realism does embody ‘timeless
truths’ about politics.

Key Points

e Realism has significantly influenced both the theory and
practice of world politics.

e Outside the academy, realism has a much longer history in
the work of classical political theorists such as Thucydides,
Machiavelli, Hobbes, and Rousseau.

e The unifying theme around which all realist thinking
converges is that states find themselves in the condition of
anarchy such that their security cannot be taken for
granted.

e Statism, survival, and self-help are three core elements of
the realist tradition.

typically takes as its point of departure the so-called
First Great Debate between idealism and realism; and
structural or neorealism (1979 onwards), which offi-
cially entered the picture following the publication
of Kenneth Waltz’s Theory of International Politics
(1979). But rather than opt for the neat but intellectu-
ally unsatisfactory system of historical periodization,
this chapter outlines a taxonomy of realisms. A sum-
mary of the varieties of realism outlined here is con-
tained in Table 8.2.
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Table 8.2 Taxonomy of realisms

Type of realism Key thinkers Key texts

Twentieth-century Morgenthau Politics among
classical realism (1948) Nations
(human nature)
Structural realism/ Waltz (1979) Theory of
neorealism International
Politics
Mearsheimer Tragedy of Great
(2001) Power Politics
Neoclassical Zakaria (1998) From Wealth to
realism Power

Twentieth-century classical realism

Many of those originally advocating realism after the
Second World War were émigré scholars who fled Nazi
Germany and arrived in the United States where they
sought positions at American universities. Hans J.
Morgenthau (1904-80), who spent the majority of his
career at the University of Chicago, was undoubtedly
the most important of these realists. While ostensibly
couching his realist theory in terms of objective laws,
Morgenthau recognized that the study of politics was
more of an art than a science. Nicolas Guilhot (2011) has
recently argued that the turn to theory by Morgenthau
and other like-minded scholars should be viewed as a real-
ist gambit that was meant to limit the influence of behav-
iouralists who were championing a science of politics.
Trying to shed what he took to be his adopted country’s
idealist thinking, Morgenthau never tired of repeating
his main proposition that ‘international politics, like all
politics, is a struggle for power’, and that ‘whatever the
ultimate aims of international politics, power is always
the immediate aim’ (Morgenthau 1955 [1948]: 25). For
Morgenthau, human nature provided the best expla-
nation for how states behave. Like some of the realist
thinkers discussed in the previous section, Morgenthau
argued that human beings were hard-wired to pursue
power over others and were continually looking for

Bigidea Context

End of the Second
World War, onset of
the cold war

Politics is governed by laws that are
created by human nature. The
mechanism we use to understand
international politics is the concept of
interests, defined in terms of power.

The cold war, end
of the cold war

Anarchy leads to a logic of self-help
in which states seek to maximize
their security. Balances of power
recurrently form.

The anarchical, self-help system Post-cold war

compels states to maximize their
relative power positions as they can
never be sure of other states’
intentions.

The systemic account of world Post-cold war

politics provided by structural realism
is incomplete. It needs to be
supplemented with better accounts
of unit-level variables such as how
power is perceived, and how
leadership is exercised.

opportunities to increase their own power. He claimed
that the goal of every state, as of every individual, was to
maximize its power. Morgenthau identified three basic
patterns of the struggle for power among states—to keep
power (status quo), to increase power (imperialism), and
to demonstrate power (prestige)—which he argued were
all rooted in humankind’s lust for power.

One of realism’s key concepts is interest defined in
terms of power. In the realm of foreign policy, the most
important interest is securing the physical survival of
the state. Beyond this core national interest, countries
have an abundance of other interests, but what was cru-
cial for Morgenthau and the other post-Second World
War realists was that the pursuit of any interest always
had to be congruent with the power a state possessed.
In this manner, the concept of the national interest
imposed a measure of discipline on foreign policy offi-
cials to ensure that the interests they were pursuing
were consistent with the power they possessed relative
to other states. It is sometimes wrongly assumed that
the concept of the national interest is devoid of any
moral content. Morgenthau argued that choice between
the national interest and morals was a false choice.
Although he was sharply critical of the notion that states
should act on the basis of so-called universal moral prin-
ciples, Morgenthau recognized that the national interest



included a moral component that could only be realized
through the medium of power. Morgenthau further rec-
ognized that there were fewer constraints on the struggle
for power among nations compared to domestic politics.
This is one of the reasons why he urged foreign policy
officials to maintain a balance of power.

Realists throughout the ages have considered a bal-
ance of power to be essential to preserving the liberty of
states. Although various meanings have been attributed
to the concept of a balance of power, the most common
definition holds that if a state’s survival is threatened
by a hegemonic state or coalition of stronger states, it
should join forces with other states, and they should
establish a formal alliance and seek to preserve their
own independence by checking the power of the oppos-
ing side. The balance of power is a mechanism that seeks
to ensure an equilibrium of power, so that no one state
or coalition of states is able to dominate all the others.
The cold war competition between the East and West,
as institutionalized through the formal alliance sys-
tem of the Warsaw Pact and the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO), provides a prominent example
of the balance of power mechanism in action (see Ch. 3).

Structural realism/neorealism

In 1979, the publication of Kenneth Waltz’s Theory of
International Politics established structural realism,
or neorealism, as a dominant theory of world politics.
Writing in the context of the cold war, Waltz concurred
that international politics is a struggle for power, but he
did not attribute this to human nature. Instead, Waltz
argued that security competition, inter-state conflict,
and the difficulties of achieving international coopera-
tion resulted from the structure of the international sys-
tem: namely, the lack of an overarching authority above
sovereign states. Neorealists define the structure of the
international system in terms of three elements: organiz-
ing principles, differentiation of units, and distribution
of capabilities. Waltz identifies two different organizing
principles: anarchy, which corresponds to the decen-
tralized realm of international politics; and hierarchy,
which is the basis of domestic order. He argues that the
units of the international system are functionally simi-
lar sovereign states; hence unit-level variation, such as
whether a state is a democracy or not, is inconsequential.
It is the third element, the distribution of capabilities
across units, that is, according to Waltz, of fundamental
importance to understanding outcomes in international
politics. According to structural realists, the relative
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distribution of power in the international system is
the key independent variable in understanding war
and peace, alliance politics, and the balance of power.
Structural realists are interested in providing a rank-
ordering of states so that they can discern the number
of great powers that exist at any particular point in
time. The number of great powers, in turn, determines
the overall structure of the international system. For
example, during the cold war from 1945 to 1989, there
were two great powers—the United States and the Soviet
Union—that constituted a bipolar international system,
and since the end of the cold war most argue that the
international system has been unipolar (see Ch. 4).

How does the relative distribution of power impact
the behaviour of states? Waltz argues that states, espe-
cially the great powers, have to be concerned about the
capabilities of other states. The possibility that any state
may use force to advance its interests causes all states
to worry about their survival. According to Waltz,
power is a means to an end, the end being security. In
a significant passage, Waltz writes: ‘because power is a
possibly useful means, sensible statesmen try to have
an appropriate amount of it’. He adds, ‘in crucial situa-
tions, however, the ultimate concern of states is not for
power but for security’ (Waltz 1989: 40). In other words,
rather than being power maximizers, states are security
maximizers according to neorealists. Waltz argues that
power maximization often proves to be counter-pro-
ductive because it triggers a counterbalancing coalition
of states. Like Morgenthau, Waltz firmly believed that
balances of power recurrently form.

John Mearsheimer’s theory of offensive realism,
which is another variant of structural realism, provides
a different account of the power dynamics that oper-
ate in the anarchic international system. While sharing
many of neorealism’s basic assumptions, Mearsheimer
differs from Waltz when it comes to describing the
behaviour of states. Most fundamentally, offensive
realism argues that states are power maximizers in
that they ‘understand that the best way to ensure their
survival is to be the most powerful state in the system’
(Mearsheimer 2001: 33). Under anarchy, Mearsheimer
agrees that self-help is the basic principle of action,
yet he argues that states can never be certain about
the intentions of other states. Consequently, he con-
cludes that all states are continuously searching for
opportunities to gain more power at the expense of
other states. Indeed, the ideal position, although one
that Mearsheimer argues is impossible to achieve, is
to be the global hegemon of the international system.
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This has not, however, prevented states from trying to
become the hegemon, which tragically leads to a world
where states are primed for offence, periodically result-
ing in inter-state war.

Neoclassical realism

While structural realists attribute the drivers of state
behaviour to the anarchical international system, some
contemporary realists are sceptical of the notion that
the distribution of power can sufficiently explain the
behaviour of states. Since the end of the cold war, a
group of scholars have attempted to move beyond the
parsimonious assumptions of structural realism by
adding a number of individual- and domestic-level fac-
tors into their explanations of world politics. While the
relative distribution of power is recognized to be an
important influence on the behaviour of states, so are
factors such as the perceptions of state leaders, state-
society relationships, and state identity. In attempting
to build a bridge between structural and unit-level fac-
tors, this group of scholars has been characterized by
Gideon Rose (1998) as ‘neoclassical realists’. According
to Stephen Walt, the causal logic of neoclassical real-
ism ‘places domestic politics as an intervening variable
between the distribution of power and foreign policy
behavior’ (Walt 2002: 211).

One important intervening variable is leaders them-
selves, namely how they perceive the distribution of
power. There is no single objective account of the dis-
tribution of power; rather, what matters is how state
leaders derive an understanding of the distribution of
power. While structural realists assume that all states
have a similar set of interests, neoclassical realists such
as Randall Schweller (1996) argue that historically this
has not been the case. He argues that, with respect to
Waltz, the assumption that all states have an interest in
security results in realism exhibiting a profoundly sta-
tus quo basis. Schweller returns to the writings of earlier

The essential realism

The previous paragraphs argued that realism is a theoret-
ically broad church, embracing a variety of thinkers and
texts. Despite the numerous denominations, this chapter
argues that all realists subscribe to the following ‘three Ss™
statism, survival, and self-help. The next three subsec-
tions consider each of these elements in more detail.

realists to remind us of their key distinction between sta-
tus quo and revisionist states. Neoclassical realists argue
that the fact that Germany was a revisionist state in the
1930s, and has been a status quo state since the end of
the Second World War, is of fundamental importance to
understanding state behaviour in the international sys-
tem. Not only do states differ in terms of their interests,
but they also differ in terms of their abilities to extract
resources from the societies they rule. Another interven-
ing variable is state power; neoclassical realists argue that
states possess different capacities to translate the various
elements of national power into state power. Thus, con-
trary to Waltz, all states cannot be treated as ‘like units’.

Given the varieties of realism that exist, it is hardly
surprising that the coherence of the realist tradition has
been questioned. The answer to the question of ‘coher-
ence’ is, of course, contingent on how strict the criteria
are for judging the continuities that underpin a partic-
ular tradition. It is a mistake to understand traditions
as a single stream of thought, handed down in a neatly
wrapped package from one generation to another. But
despite the different strands running through the tradi-
tion over time, there is a sense in which all realists share
a common set of propositions.

Key Points

e There is a lack of consensus as to whether we can
meaningfully speak about realism as a single coherent theory.

e There are good reasons for delineating different types of
realism.

e Classical realists attribute power-seeking behaviour to
human nature.

e Structural realism divides into two camps: those who argue
that states are security maximizers (neorealism), and those
who argue that states are power maximizers (offensive
realism).

e Neoclassical realists bring individual and unit variation
back into the theory.

Statism

For realists, the state is the main actor in international
politics and sovereignty is its distinguishing trait. The
meaning of the sovereign state is inextricably bound up
with the use of force. Realists concur with Max Weber’s
famous definition of the state as ‘the monopoly of the
legitimate use of physical force within a given territory’



(M. Smith 1986: 23). Within this territorial space, sov-
ereignty means that the state has supreme author-
ity to make and enforce laws. This is the basis of the
unwritten contract between individuals and the state.
According to Hobbes, for example, we trade our liberty
in return for a guarantee of security. Once security has
been established, civil society can begin.

Realist theory operates according to the assumption
that, domestically, the problems of order and security are
largely solved. However, in the external relations among
independent sovereign states, insecurities, dangers, and
threats to the very existence of the state loom large. Realists
attempt to explain this by pointing to the fact that the very
condition for order and security—namely, the existence of
a sovereign—is missing from the international realm.

Realists claim that, in anarchy, states compete with
other states for power and security. The nature of this
competition is viewed in zero-sum terms; in other words,
more for oneactor meansless for another. This competitive
logic of power politics confounds agreement on universal
principles, apart from the principle of non-intervention
in the internal affairs of other sovereign states. But even
this principle, designed to facilitate coexistence, is not
accepted by realists, who argue that in practice non-inter-
vention does not apply in relations between great powers
and their ‘near abroad’. As evidenced by the US-led wars
in Afghanistan and Iraq, powerful states believe they are
able to suspend the non-intervention principle on the
grounds of national security and international order.

Given that the state’s first move is to organize power
domestically, and the second is to accumulate power
internationally, it is important to consider in more depth
what realists mean by their ubiquitous fusion of poli-
tics with power. It is one thing to say that international
politics is a struggle for power, but this merely begs the
question of what realists mean by power. Realists make
two important points about the concept of power. First,
power is a relational concept: one does not exercise
power in a vacuum, but in relation to another entity.
Second, power is a relative concept: calculations need to
be made not only about one’s own power capabilities, but
also about the power that other state actors possess. Yet
the task of accurately assessing the power of other states
is infinitely complex, and is often reduced to lumping a
number of factors together, such as gross national prod-
uct (GNP), military spending, and population size.

A number of criticisms have been made about how
realists define and measure power (Schmidt 2005),
many of which are discussed in later chapters in this
book. Critics argue that realism has been purchased at
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a discount precisely because its currency, power, has
remained under-theorized and inconsistently used.
Simply asserting that states seek power provides no
answer to multiple crucial questions. Why do states
struggle for power? Surely power is a means to an end
rather than an end in itself? Is there not a difference
between the mere possession of power and the ability
to change the behaviour of others?

Structural realists have attempted to define the mean-
ing of power with more conceptual clarity. Waltz tries to
overcome the problem by shifting the focus from power
to capabilities. He suggests that states’ capabilities can be
ranked according to their strength in the following areas:
‘size of population and territory, resource endowment,
economic capability, military strength, political stability
and competence’ (Waltz 1979: 131). The difficulty here is
that resource strength does not always lead to military
victory. For example, in the 1967 Six Day War between
Israel and Egypt, Jordan, and Syria, the distribution of
resources clearly favoured the Arab coalition and yet the
supposedly weaker side annihilated its enemies’ forces
and seized their territory. The definition of power as capa-
bilities is even less successful at explaining how states have
used economic leverage to achieve their goals. A more
sophisticated understanding of power would focus on the
ability of a state to control or influence its environment in
situations that are not necessarily conflictual.

An additional weakness of the realist treatment of
power concerns its exclusive focus on state power. For
realists, states are the only actors that really ‘count’.
Transnational corporations, international organiza-
tions, and ideologically driven terrorist networks such
as the so-called Islamic State and Al Qaeda do not fig-
ure very prominently in realists” analysis of power. Yet
given the influence that non-state actors exercise in
world politics today, many question the adequacy of
realism’s state-centric assumption.

Survival

The second principle that unites realists is the assertion
that, in world politics, all states have a vital interest in
survival. Although realists disagree on whether the accu-
mulation of power is an end in itself, few would dissent
from the argument that states’ ultimate concern is sur-
vival, which is held to be a precondition for attaining all
other goals. However, as the previous section mentioned,
controversy among structural realists has arisen over the
question of whether states are principally security maxi-
mizers or power maximizers. Neorealists such as Waltz

139



140

TIM DUNNE - BRIAN C. SCHMIDT

argue that states have security as their principal interest
and therefore seek only the requisite amount of power to
ensure their own survival. According to this view, states
are profoundly defensive actors and will not seek greater
power if that means jeopardizing their own security. In
contrast, offensive realists such as Mearsheimer argue
that the ultimate goal of all states is to achieve a hege-
monic position in the international system. According
to this view, states always desire more power and, if the
opportunity arises, will seek to alter the existing distribu-
tion of power in their favour. Moreover, offensive realists
point out that sometimes states bandwagon with, rather
than balance against, dominant powers.

Machiavelli tried to make a ‘science’ out of his reflec-
tions on the art of survival. He wrote The Prince with
the explicit intention of codifying a set of maxims that
would enable leaders to maintain the survival of their
states. Two related Machiavellian themes recur in the
writings of modern realists, both of which derive from
the idea that the realm of international politics requires
different moral and political rules from those that apply
in domestic politics. The task of protecting the state at all
costs (even if this requires sacrificing one’s own citizens)
places a heavy burden on state leaders” shoulders. In
the words of Henry Kissinger, the academic realist who
became Secretary of State during the Nixon presidency;,
‘anation’s survival is its first and ultimate responsibility;
it cannot be compromised or put to risk’ (Kissinger 1977:
204). State leaders’ guide must be an ethic of responsi-
bility: the careful weighing of consequences and the real-
ization that individual acts of an immoral kind might
have to be performed for the greater good. For example,
think of the ways in which governments frequently sus-
pend the legal and political rights of ‘suspected terror-
ists’ in view of the threat they pose to national security.

Self-help

In the international system, there is no higher author-
ity to counter the use of force. War is always a possibil-
ity because there is nothing that can prevent a state from
using force against another state. Security can therefore
only be realized through self-help. Waltz explains that in
an anarchic structure, ‘self-help is necessarily the prin-
ciple of action’ (Waltz 1979: 111). States must ultimately
rely on themselves to achieve security. But in the course of
providing for one’s own security, the state in question will
automatically be fuelling the insecurity of other states.
The term given to this spiral of insecurity is the
security dilemma. According to Wheeler and Booth,

security dilemmas exist ‘when the military preparations
of one state create an unresolvable uncertainty in the
mind of another as to whether those preparations are
for “defensive” purposes only (to enhance its security
in an uncertain world) or whether they are for offensive
purposes (to change the status quo to its advantage)’
(Wheeler and Booth 1992: 30). This scenario suggests
that one state’s quest for security is often another state’s
source of insecurity. States find it difficult to trust one
another and are often suspicious of other states’ inten-
tions. Thus the military preparations of one state are
likely to be matched by those of neighbouring states.
The irony is that, at the end of the day, states often feel
no more secure than before they undertook measures
to enhance their own security.

In a self-help system, neorealists argue that the bal-
ance of power will emerge even in the absence of a con-
scious policy to maintain the balance. Waltz argues
that balances of power result irrespective of the inten-
tions of any particular state. In an anarchic system
populated by states that seek to perpetuate themselves,
alliances will be formed that seek to balance against the
power of threatening states. Classical realists, however,
are more likely to emphasize the crucial role that state
leaders and diplomats play in maintaining the balance
of power. In other words, the balance of power is not
natural or inevitable; it must be constructed.

Case Study 8.2 shows how the US sought to main-
tain a balance of power between Egypt and Israel—a
policy that has been called into question by the trans-
formation that has been under way since 2010 when
mass demonstrations in Tahrir Square brought an end
to President Mubarak’s 40-year rule over Egypt.

Realists and their critics have always debated the
balance of power system. This is especially the case
today, as some critics argue that the unipolar position
of the United States has made the balance of power
inoperative (Brooks and Wohlforth 2008). The question
of whether balance of power politics continues to be
relevant in the contemporary globalized era is closely
related to the debate about American hegemony (see
Opposing Opinions 8.1).

It is questionable whether other countries are will-
ing to balance against the US, as neorealism would pre-
dict. Whether it is the contrived balance of the Concert
of Europe in the early nineteenth century or the more
fortuitous balance of the cold war, balances of power
are broken—either through war or through peaceful
change—and new balances emerge. What the peren-
nial collapsing of the balance of power demonstrates is
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Case Study 8.2 Strategic partnerships with ‘friendly’ dictators

Egyptian-Americans demand a new government in Egypt

© Jim West / Alamy Stock Photo

Unflinching American support for Israel has been one of the most
remarkable features of the post-1945 world order. What shaped
this partnership was America’s empathy with a people who had
experienced genocide at the hands of the Nazis but who had gone
on to build a democratic society in a region of authoritarian states.
What is less well known is the strong support that successive US
governments have given to Egypt, particularly since the Israeli-
Egyptian peace treaty of 1979. In addition to providing material
rewards for this ‘cold peace’, successive American administrations
took the view that stability in the Middle East was more likely to
be achieved by propping up a stable Egyptian dictatorship.

The case for building and maintaining close ties with friendly
dictatorswas made by Jeane . Kirkpatrick, who rose to prominence

that states are at best able to mitigate the worst con-
sequences of the security dilemma but are not able to
escape it. The reason for this terminal condition is the
absence of trust in international relations.

Realists have illustrated the lack of trust among states
by reference to the parable of the ‘stag hunt’. In Man, the
State and War, Waltz revisits Rousseau’s parable:

Assume that five men who have acquired a rudimentary
ability to speak and to understand each other happen to
come together at a time when all of them suffer from hun-
ger. The hunger of each will be satisfied by the fifth part of
a stag, so they ‘agree’ to cooperate in a project to trap one.
But also the hunger of any one of them will be satisfied by
ahare, 50, as a hare comes within reach, one of them grabs
it. The defector obtains the means of satisfying his hunger
but in doing so permits the stag to escape. His immediate

interest prevails over consideration for his fellows.

(Waltz 1959: 167-8)

as a fierce critic of President Jimmy Carter’s foreign policy. She
castigated Carter for collaborating in the social revolutions in Iran
and Nicaragua, which had the consequence of replacing ‘moder-
ate autocrats’ who were friendly to American interests with ‘less
friendly autocrats of an extremist persuasion’. Not grasping this
distinction showed ‘a lack of realism’ and was the main failing of
the Carter administration—according to Kirkpatrick (1979).

In the case of Egypt, successive American administrations, from
Reagan onwards, have operationalized this distinction between
a ‘moderate friendly autocrat’ and an unfriendly revolutionary
regime. President Mubarak profited from this policy, as did his
clique of army generals, party apparatchiks, and military police.
During the post-9/11 decade, when the US was looking for allies
in the global war on terror, the Egyptian leadership showed itself
to be a valuable ally—not least in suppressing alleged jihadist ter-
rorist groups in that country. Yet, by the time of the Arab Spring,
the Egyptian people had come to despise Washington for collud-
ing with the hated dictator. This dynamic shows that Kirkpatrick's
distinction between friendly and unfriendly tyrants might just be in
the eye of the beholder: for the hundreds of thousands of Egyptians
who took to the streets and marched on Tahrir Square, the Mubarak
era was anything but friendly. It is too soon to tell whether the real-
ist argument for aligning American foreign policy with unpopular
dictators across the Middle East will prove costly in the long run as
civil wars and social revolutions sweep away the old regional order.

Question 1: Do dictators really make good allies?

Question 2: What are the implications for national security when
potential enemies can unleash weapons of mass destruction?

Waltz argues that the metaphor of the stag hunt provides
a basis for understanding the problem of coordinating the
interests of the individual versus the interests of the com-
mon good, and the pay-off between short-term interests
and long-term interests. In the self-help system of inter-
national politics, the logic of self-interest militates against
the provision of collective goods, such as ‘security’ or ‘free
trade’. In the case of the latter, according to the theory of
comparative advantage, all states would be wealthier in
aworld that allowed free movement of goods and services
across borders. But individual states, or groups of states
like the European Union, can increase their wealth by pur-
suing protectionist policies. Of course the logical outcome
is that the remaining states become protectionist, interna-
tional trade collapses, and a world recession reduces the
wealth of each state. Thus the question is not whether all
will be better off through cooperation, but rather who is
likely to gain more than another. It is because of this con-
cern with relative gains that realists argue that coopera-
tion is difficult to achieve in a self-help system.
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Opposing Opinions 8.1 US hegemony is durable

For

US power is unmatched. In terms of raw power capabilities, the
United States continues to be unrivalled. The United States mili-
tarily outspends all other states, enjoys command of the com-
mons, has the largest GDP, the best universities, and continues to
be at the forefront of technological innovation.

Absence of balancing. There is no evidence that other states are
challenging US hegemony by forming military alliances or engag-
ing in counterbalancing. In fact, most states continue to welcome
American hegemony and are more worried about China’s power
than that of the United States.

Decline is not inevitable. The fact that previous hegemons,
such as Great Britain, declined does not mean US hegemony will
inevitably come to an end. Proponents contend that the institu-
tionalized, rule-based, and liberal character of American hegem-
ony has widespread appeal, which diminishes the incentives to
establish a new hegemonic order (lkenberry 2011). The interna-
tional system will continue to be characterized by unipolarity.

Against

US relative power is declining. The United States’ share of GDP
is declining as a result of the rise of China and other emerging
market nations. China is now the world’s leading manufactur-
ing nation and is predicted to overtake the United States as the
world’s largest economy by 2050 or earlier.

Balancing is occurring. States such as China and Russia are
increasing their military capabilities (internal balancing) and taking
actions that inhibit the exercise of US hegemony (soft balancing).
The inability of the United States to secure a UN Security Council
resolution prior to its invasion of Iraq is evidence that states are
worried about the unilateral exercise of American power.

Decline is inevitable. No state in history has managed to main-
tain its predominant position forever. Today the facts speak for
themselves: America’s relative power, especially its economic
power, is declining while that of other states, specifically China,
is rising (Layne 2011). The international system is quickly shifting
towards multipolarity.

1. Is there enough empirical and historical evidence to support the optimists’ opinion that US hegemony is durable?

2. Do you agree with the pessimists’ opinion that decline is inevitable and that current trends support the view that US hegemony is

waning?

3. How is it possible for realist scholars to be on different sides of the debate about US hegemony?

B Y
() For advice on how to answer these questions, see the pointers www.oup.com/he/baylis8e

Key Points

e Statism is a central assumption of realism. This involves two
claims. First, the state is the pre-eminent actor in world
politics. Second, state sovereignty signifies the existence of an
independent political community, one that has juridical
authority over its territory.

o Key criticism: statism is flawed on both empirical grounds
(challenges to state power from ‘above’ and ‘below’) and
normative grounds (the inability of sovereign states to
respond to collective global problems such as famine,
environmental degradation, and human rights abuses).

e Survival is the primary objective of all states; this is the supreme
national interest to which all political leaders must adhere.

Conclusion

This chapter began by considering the repeated realist
claim that the pattern of international politics—wars
interrupted by periods characterized by the prepara-
tion for future wars—has remained constant over the
preceding 25 centuries. Realists have consistently held

e Key criticism: are there no limits to what actions a state can
take in the name of necessity?

e Self-help: no other state or international institution can be
relied on to guarantee a state’s survival.

e Key criticism: self-help is not an inevitable consequence
of the absence of a world government; it is a logic that
states have selected. Moreover, there are examples where
states have preferred collective security systems, or forms
of regional security communities, in preference to
self-help.

that the continuities in international relations are more
important than the changes, but critics find this claim
to be increasingly problematic in the present age of
globalization (see Ch. 1). Recent critics such as John
Hobson (2012) have challenged the alleged universalism



of realism on the grounds of a pervasive Eurocentric
conception of world politics. But critics should recall
that the death-knell of realism has been sounded a
number of times already, only to see the resurgence of
new forms of realism. Although the conclusion of the
cold war caught many realists off guard, they, unlike
liberal scholars, did not predict that the post-cold war
era would necessarily be peaceful. While proponents
of globalization highlight new developments in world
politics, such as regional integration, global intercon-
nectedness, and the growth of transnational and non-
state actors, especially terrorist organizations (see
Chs 23, 32, and 28), realists point out that we are
increasingly witnessing a return to great power politics
as China and Russia continue to challenge the position
of the United States. The United States, in turn, appears
to recognize this, as President Trump has launched a
trade war with China, withdrawn from a number of
multilateral treaties on the grounds of protecting state
sovereignty, and taken measures to increase the mili-
tary’s capabilities. The rise and fall of great powers is
deeply rooted in history, and many realists are con-
cerned about how this dynamic will unfold in the com-
ing years (see Ch. 5). Trump’s nationalist rhetoric has
resulted in a great deal of trepidation among scholars
of all stripes about the durability of the liberal order
that has both underpinned so-called globalization and
facilitated peace among the great powers. If the United
States abandons the liberal order that it helped to create
after the Second World War, it is not clear what comes
next. Will the globalization project continue unabated,
perhaps under the leadership of China, or will nativ-
ism and nationalism derail globalism (see Ch. 4)?
Realists do not have to situate their theory of world
politics in opposition to globalization per se; rather, what
they offer is a very different conceptualization of the pro-
cess. Given the preponderance of power that the US held
at the end of the cold war, it should not be a surprise that

Questions

Chapter 8 Realism

it was one of the foremost proponents of globalization.
The core values of globalization—liberalism, capitalism,
and consumerism—are exactly those espoused by the
US. At a deeper cultural level, realists argue that moder-
nity is not, as liberals hope, dissolving the boundaries of
difference among the peoples of the world. From classi-
cal realists such as Rousseau to structural realists such
as Waltz, realist thinkers have argued that interdepen-
dence is as likely to breed ‘mutual vulnerability’ as peace
and prosperity. And while questioning the extent to
which the world has become more interdependent in rel-
ative terms, realists insist that the state is not going to be
eclipsed by global forces operating either below or above
the nation-state. Nationalism, realists have continuously
reminded us, remains a potent force in world politics.
There are good reasons for thinking that the
twenty-first century will be a realist century. Despite
efforts to rekindle the idealist flame, Europe continues
to be as divided by different national interests as it is
united by common goals. In the Middle East, the slow
and painful process of regime change is generating
significant instability across the region, as external
powers fuel proxy wars to safeguard their own vital
interests. China continues to emerge as a serious eco-
nomic and strategic competitor to the US and, if cur-
rent trends continue, will eventually replace the US
as the leading economic power. At that point, realism
leads us to predict that Western norms of individual
rights and responsibilities will be under threat. Rather
than transforming global politics in its own image,
as liberalism sought to do in the twentieth century,
realism has the intellectual resources to assert itself
as a defensive doctrine which recognizes that interna-
tional relations is a realm of value conflicts, and that
responsible statecraft involves careful calibrations
of interests. Above all, realism demands that states’
leaders act prudently—a quality that has been in short
supply in the early part of the twenty-first century.

1. How does the Melian dialogue illustrate key realist concepts such as self-interest, the balance of
power, alliances, capabilities, empires, and justice?

2. Do you think there is one realism, or many?

3. Do you know more about international relations now than an Athenian student did during the

Peloponnesian War?

Do realists confuse a description of war and conflict for an explanation of why they occur?
5. Does the return of great power politics once again vindicate realism?
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6. How would a realist explain the 9/11 wars?
7. Will Western governments and their institutions (such as NATO) have to become more realist if
the ideas associated with Western civilization are to survive in the twenty-first century?
8. What is at stake in the debate between defensive and offensive realism?
9. s structural realism sufficient to account for the variation in states’ behaviour?
10. How can realism help us to understand the globalization of world politics?

(«- Test your knowledge and understanding further by trying this chapter’s Multiple Choice
) Questions www.oup.com/he/baylis8e
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Chapter 9

Feminism

HELEN M. KINSELLA

Framing Questions

e Are feminist international relations theories necessary for understanding international

politics?

What do feminist international relations theories provide for understanding

international politics?

How have feminist international relations theories influenced the practice of

international politics?

Reader’s Guide

Feminist international relations theories are diverse,
proliferating, and transforming the field and practice
of international politics and, in different forms, have
been part of the field of International Relations since its
inception (Ashworth 2014). This chapter introduces the
reader to international feminism, highlighting the gains
made during the United Nations Decade for Women
(1975-85) in collecting information about, and data
on, women’s experiences, roles, and status globally.

2
.;.f.
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Feminist international relations theories that emerged
soon after the decade’s end drew from varieties of
feminism and the wealth of knowledge developed dur-
ing that time to critique the exclusion of women and
gender from the discipline of International Relations,
and the erasure of female scholars of international rela-
tions (Owens 2018). This chapter defines liberal, critical,
postcolonial, and poststructural international feminist
theories and illustrates the purchase they provide on
issues such as global governance, war and violence,
and international political economy.

{1
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Introduction

The end of the cold war and the emergence of new the-
oretical debates set the broader context for the revital-
ization of feminist theories of international relations.
These two events, one global and the other disciplin-
ary, together reduced the credibility of the dominant
approaches in the discipline of International Relations
in two ways. Both the unexpected political altera-
tion in the international system and the introduction
of influential new actors in world politics—such as
international networks, non-state actors, and users
of social media—required new forms of understand-
ing and new methods of research. Additionally, in
the social sciences, explanatory theory (which holds
that the world is external to and unaffected by theo-
ries of it) was rapidly losing credence because identity
and cultural politics challenged its ontology (ways of
being), epistemology (ways of knowing), and meth-
odology (ways of studying) (see the Introduction to
this book). Instead, what is often called constitutive
theory (which holds that the world is intrinsic to
and affected by theories of it) was deemed the better
choice, because it eschews ahistorical and transcen-
dental explanation. It also allows for the study of lan-
guage, identity, and difference—all of which seemed
necessary for understanding the complexity of world
politics in which struggles over social identities and
cultural meanings are inextricable from demands for
reforms in institutions and law.

Box 9.1 Why ‘feminism’ and not ‘human
rights?

Some people ask, ‘Why the word feminist? Why not just say
you are a believer in human rights, or something like that?’
Because that would be dishonest. Feminism is, of course, part
of human rights in general—but to choose to use the vague
expression human rights is to deny the specific and particu-
lar problem of gender. It would be a way of pretending that
it was not women who have, for centuries, been excluded.
It would be a way of denying that... the problem was not
about being human, but specifically about being a female
human. For centuries, the world divided human beings into
two groups and then proceeded to exclude and oppress one
group. It is only fair that the solution to the problem should
acknowledge that.

(Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, 2012)

Feminist international relations theories are consti-
tutive, interdisciplinary theories, and the only ones in
the field of International Relations that consistently pri-
oritize the study of women and/or engage in significant
debates over the meaning of gender (see Box 9.1). The
meaning(s) of gender is (are) contested in feminist theo-
ries and in feminist international relations theories. For
now, we can start with Terrell Carver’s (1996) statement
that ‘gender is not a synonym for women’. Although
more will be said on definitions of gender (see Ch. 17),
it is fair to say that at the start of feminist international
relations theorizing, gender was understood to be pri-
marily about social construction of biological sex dif-
ferences (see Box 9.2).

Box 9.2 The social construction of gender

‘Throwing like a girl' is one way in which we can understand
social construction—having female sex characteristics is pre-
sumed to define the innate capacity to throw a ball. And yet
we know that access to sports and training opportunities, and
expectations and encouragement to do so, have nothing to do
with biological sex. Instead, they have everything to do with
social order and expectations. Therefore ‘throwing like a girl’
is neither natural nor accidental. Moreover, the very statement
is laden with judgement as to the worth of such a throw. To
throw ‘like’ a girl is an insult. To throw like a girl is to be lesser in
relation to throwing like a boy—supposedly its only and natural
opposite.

According to feminist theorists, these binary oppositions—
in which the primary and superior one (i.e. man) defines the
desired norm (i.e. masculinity) and the secondary inferior one
(i.e.woman)functionsasthefailure ofthe norm i.e.femininity)—
structure most social, political, and economic meanings. The
opposition is not simply symmetrical but is also hierarchical.
In other words, what we associate with masculinity is encoded
as privileged and positive, while what we associate with femi-
ninity is encoded as subordinate and negative. This encoding
‘de-valorizes not only women, but also racially, culturally, or
economically marginalized men’ (Peterson 2003: 14). For exam-
ple, to be rational, autonomous, and independent is associated
with men and masculinity, while to be irrational, relational, and
dependent is associated with femininity. Feminists argue that
these hierarchical binaries function as ahistorical and fixed,
and they are presumed to be self-evident and universal. This
constrains understanding of the construction of differences,
which cannot be reduced to the simple opposition of men ver-
sus women, because these binaries are falsely taken to explain
differences.



What is feminism?

An introduction to feminist international relations
theories must begin with a working definition of
feminism. There is no one single definition of femi-
nism, just as there is no single definition of liberalism
or Marxism. Notwithstanding this, it would be correct
to say that feminism is fundamentally rooted in an
analysis of the global subordination of women—which
can occur economically, politically, physically, and
socially—and is dedicated to its elimination. Feminism
promotes equality and justice for all women, so that
women’s expectations and opportunities in life are not
unfairly curtailed solely on the basis of being a woman.
Consequently, feminism is also an analysis of power
and its effects.

Feminism has contributed to the development of
new methods of research and forms of knowledge.
Making women’s diverse experiences, roles, and status
visible required that feminists re-examine and rewrite
histories which either excluded women altogether or
treated them as incidental, and that they reformulate
basic concepts to address their gendered definitions.
For example, feminist historians re-conceptualized
conceptions of power to demonstrate how women
exercised indirect, personal, or private forms of power
when denied the opportunity to exercise power directly,
socially, or publicly. In doing so, feminists have tried to
understand what women are saying and doing, rather
than relying on what men are saying about, and doing
to, women. This effort had the effect of denaturalizing
women’s experience, roles, and status as simply given
by their biological sex, instead exposing the ways in
which social, political, economic, and cultural rela-
tions constructed interpretations of women’s identities,
experiences, status, and worth.

Feminism informs both theories and vibrant social
movements, making the interplay among theorists,
practitioners, policies, and practice a vital part of its
definition and generating an evolving sense of what
it means to be a feminist or to practice feminism.
Consequently, definitions of feminism have changed
over time, reflecting changes in both social con-
texts and understandings of the situation and status
of women. Issues of race, colonialism, and sexual-
ity that emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s, as
they had in earlier decades of women’s international
thought e.g. the early twentieth-century writings of
Rosa Luxemburg, Emma Goldman, and Merze Tate
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bring this into particularly sharp focus, and they con-
tinue to inflect feminist theories and feminist move-
ments today (see Chs 10, 17, and 18).

During the late 1970s and early 1980s, Global South
and Global North feminisms struggled to accept and
incorporate the experiences of lesbian/bisexual women
into their analyses of subordination and into their
movements for liberation, while women of colour (in
both the Global North and South) challenged white
women (in both the Global North and South) to con-
front their racism and their privileging of white experi-
ences as a template for feminist action. Although it may
be difficult to imagine now, lesbian/bisexual women
were explicitly and implicitly asked to hide their sexu-
ality for fear that it would jeopardize the credibility of
the feminist movement. Cast as ‘abnormal’ and ‘devi-
ant’, lesbian/bisexual women confronted the homopho-
bia of the feminist movement and questioned its claim
to universal ‘sisterhood’. Barbara Smith, an influential
political activist and a founder of the powerful black
feminist Combahee River Collective, wrote in the
1990s: ‘Feminism is the political theory and practice
that struggles to free all women: women of colour,
working-class women, poor women, disabled women,
lesbians, old women, as well as white, economically
privileged heterosexual women. Anything less than
this vision of total freedom is not feminism, but merely
female self aggrandizement’ (B. Smith 1998: 96).

Similarly, women from the Global South argued
that ‘feminism as appropriated and defined by the west
has too often become a tool of cultural imperialism’.
In the words of Madhu Kishwar, a pioneering Indian
scholar and activist, ‘the definitions, the terminology,
the assumptions ... even the issues are exported west
to east ... and we are expected to be the echo of what
are assumed to be the more advanced movements of
the west’ (Kishwar 1990: 3). These critiques challenged
the presumptions of particular Western, European
feminisms that perjured, rejected, or colonized indig-
enous forms of feminism, and ignored the legacies
of imperialism and exploitation. Many women from
the Global South were loath to define themselves as
feminist. The great Nigerian novelist Buchi Emecheta
explained it this way: ‘I do believe in the African type
of feminism. They call it womanism because, you
see, Europeans don’t worry about water ... you are so
well off” (Emecheta 1990). The words of Kishwar and
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Emecheta also highlight the disconnect that many
women from the Global South felt about the priorities
of Global North feminism. After all, if you don’t have
access to clean water or daily meals, what does formal
legal equality really mean? Who decides on the priori-
ties of a feminist agenda? Who shares in it?

It is difficult to convey the depth and intensity of
these debates among women and the intensity and
nuance they expressed. Yet these tensions and debates
informed the evolution of feminism and feminist move-
ments as—in a process not yet ended nor fully success-
ful—each strove for a more integrative understanding
of women’s experiences and status and, in particular,
to gain purchase on the ways in which they intersected
with other elements of identity—such as race, sexual-
ity, class, geographical location, and age. To understand
women’s experiences, status, and roles, the differences
among women, as well their similarities, had to be at
the forefront of any organizing. Thus, feminism is not
only about asking, in the words of international rela-
tions theorist Cynthia Enloe, ‘where are the women’,
but also ensuring that her question is nuanced to ask
which women are where?

It was not until the 1970s that we were even able
to begin to answer these questions, for until then we
lacked the information to do so. The International
Women’s Year Conference of 1975, held in Mexico City,
was the most visible origin of women’s global organiz-
ing for the twentieth century. As a result, in 1975 the
United Nations formally designated 1976-85 as the
United Nations Decade for Women. This was pivotal
because it encouraged and legitimized research and
action on the experiences, roles, and status of women
globally, highlighting not only the stark absence of
attention to women, but also the magnitude of women’s
contributions. Research on women’s lives and opportu-
nities signalled the validity and importance of women’s
issues. If at the start of the Decade for Women ‘study
after study revealed the lack of statistical data and
information about women’, by its end this was less true
(Fraser 1987: 21). It was during this decade that the
United Nations Fund for Women (now known as UN
Women) and the International Research and Training
Institute for the Advancement of Women (INstraw)
were founded, and the United Nations Convention on
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW) entered into force. Think about that:
it was only about 50 years ago that the international
community accepted—and somewhat grudgingly at
that—that knowledge and understanding of women’s

experiences, status, contributions, and concerns were
worth pursuing. The knowledge subsequently gained
was ground-breaking, revelatory, and revolutionary.

For instance, Ester Boserup’s book Women’s Role
in Economic Development, published in 1970, chal-
lenged conventional economic and social development
programmes by proving that women were essential to
productive—as well as reproductive—processes and
to developing nations’ economic and social progress.
This led to an entirely new development agenda at the
United Nations, ‘Women in Development’. Until that
time, international and national actors and organiza-
tions did not recognize or support women’s essen-
tial economic roles, productive and/or reproductive.
Moreover, the waged and unwaged work of women was
seen as incidental to the overall progress and develop-
ment of the state. Most significantly, the work under-
taken during this decade exposed the fundamental
inequalities of women’s status and experience both
globally and domestically. To be clear, it was not that
there were no international movements or organiza-
tions dedicated to increasing the opportunities and sta-
tus of women before this time (for example, see Case
Study 9.1). Rather, it was because the United Nations
Decade for Women was the first extended period of
time when the United Nations and its member states
were forced to grapple with the experiences, status, and
roles of women globally, as a direct result of lobbying by
women, and ultimately to take responsibility for allevi-
ating the subordination of women.

Thus, we can argue that women suffer global subor-
dination because we now know, through data collected
over the last decades, that neither states nor households
distribute resources and opportunities equally between
men and women. Consider some relevant statistics
from 2013-4 taken from the United Nations’ report
Progress of the World’s Women (UN Women 2015).
Globally, women earn 24 per cent less than men. In the
United States, women make approximately 78 cents for
every dollar that men make. When this figure is bro-
ken down in terms of race, African American women
earn 64 cents for every dollar that men make, and
Latinas only 56 cents. Worldwide, women do 75 per
cent of unpaid labour in the home, while in 100 of the
173 countries assessed in the 2015 World Bank report
Women, Business and the Law, women face gender-
specific job restrictions which impede their ability to
earn an income outside of the home (World Bank 2015).
In 2015, only 11 women were heads of state while over
60 per cent of women remained functionally illiterate.
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Case Study 9.1 Women’s International League of Peace and Freedom

Suffragists Mrs P. Lawrence, Jane Addams, Anita Molloy

© World History Archive/Alamy Stock Photo

The Women’s International League of Peace and Freedom
(WILPF) is the oldest formal women's international peace organi-
zation in the world. It began in 1915 at an international gather-
ing of women who had come together during the First World
War endeavouring to end that war and all wars. In the decades
since, WILPF has been a strong and vocal actor in pursuing world
peace through economic and social justice, women’s rights, and
disarmament. From its inception, WILPF articulated the necessity
of including women, and women’s experiences, in all elements
of international and domestic politics. One of its first efforts was
ensuring that the mandate of the League of Nations addressed
the participation and status of women in international politics,
and that the League undertook an inquiry into the legal, social,
and economic status of women—the first of its kind. Throughout
its history, WILPF has been forced to deal with many of the divi-
sive issues caused by its original membership and organization as
Western, primarily European, affluent women. However, as histo-
rian of its work Catia Cecilia Confortini writes, even if WILPF was
not founded as a self-consciously radical organization, it evolved
into ‘a leading critic of militarism, racism, sexism, environmental

In 2011, due to feminist organizations’ work and lobby-
ing, the United Nations recommitted itself to research-
ing and collecting accurate statistics on women. In
particular, it is developing what it calls the Evidence
and Data for Gender Equality initiative that it hopes
will contribute to movements for women’s equality and
empowerment.

The United Nations Decade for Women sparked an
outpouring of resources and information through the
work of women’s organizations, networks, and gather-
ings, as well as the flourishing of research and analy-
sis on women’s experiences, roles, and status. It could
no longer be said that women did not matter to the
study of international relations, or that feminists had
no claim on influencing and explaining the events

destruction, and unfettered capitalism, emphasizing the connec-
tion between all forms of oppression and exclusion’ (Confortini
2012: 8). One of its recent notable successes has been its lead-
ership (through its spin-off PeaceWomen) in monitoring the
Women, Peace and Security Agenda.

The Women, Peace and Security (WPS) Agenda is the con-
certed result of the effort of feminist organizations and civil
society to educate the United Nations and other international
and national actors and organizations as to the necessity of the
equal and full involvement of women in all processes of peace
and security. Since the passing of the historic resolution SC 1325
in 2000, the first ever Security Council Resolution to directly
address the role of gender in conflict, seven more resolutions
have advanced and detailed the ways in which gender, under-
stood as one axis of difference, matters in understanding and
resolving conflict. Although these resolutions have been widely
hailed there is a significant gap between aspirations and actual
support, and implementation is plagued by a lack of political will
and economic commitment by member states.

The resolution SC 2242, passed in October 2015, centralizes
WPS as a necessary element in all efforts to address the chal-
lenges of international politics, including rising violent extrem-
ism, climate change, and displaced peoples. In a well-regarded
change, rather than simply mandating and training women’s
organizations to participate in peace processes, the empha-
sis shifted to training all peace negotiators in gender-sensitive
and inclusive peace processes. It also underscored the need for
women in positions of leadership, and for more funding to be
directed towards all of these ends.

Question 1: WILPF’s trajectory has changed over its decades of
activism; what would have influenced this change?

Question 2: The WPS agenda has only taken root in the United
Nations since 2000; what changes in international politics con-
tributed to its introduction?

of international politics. And, yet, the discipline of
International Relations was silent. It was in this context
that feminist international relations theorists began
to make their mark on the discipline of International
Relations. Importantly, the revitalization of feminism
and of attention to women in international politics that
occurred during the United Nations Decade for Women
does not mean that forms of feminism or active women
scholars were utterly absent prior to this. As interna-
tional relations scholars have demonstrated, the histo-
ries of feminist international relations and of women
scholars were erased after the Second World War
(Ashworth 2011; Owens 2018). Thus, the UN Decade for
Women marked a revitalization of feminism and rec-
ognition of female scholars of international relations.
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Key Points

e Feminism has no single definition.

e Feminism is concerned with equality, justice, and the
elimination of women’s subordination and oppression.

e Feminism and feminist movements struggle with issues of
inclusion and exclusion, specifically regarding race, sexuality,
class, and geographic location. By asking not only ‘where are
the women?’, but also ‘which women are where?’, feminism
and feminist movements work towards overcoming exclusions.

e Without feminism and feminist movements, women'’s
experiences and roles would have remained of little
importance or interest to states.

e Feminism and feminist movements have succeeded in
radically changing the understanding of international
organizations and states regarding women’s significance for,
and contribution to, international politics.

What is feminist international relations theory?

Feminist international relations theories that emerged
in the late 1980s arose from a disciplinary dissatisfac-
tion with the conventional and dominant theories and
methods of International Relations. Feminist schol-
ars such as Marysia Zalewski, Ann Tickner, Jan Jindy
Pettman, and V. Spike Peterson, to name only a few,
had no interest in advocating or defending any par-
ticular dominant approach. Rather, the positivist,
rationalist theories of realism/neorealism and liberal-
ism/neoliberalism were seen as restricting the pursuit
of knowledge about international politics writ large, as
well as excluding different post-positivist approaches to
international politics, such as interpretive, ideational,
or sociological approaches (see Chs 6, 8, and 12).
Feminist international relations theorists pointed out
that neither the positivist nor post-positivist approaches
paid particular attention to women, much less to gen-
der. To remedy this, feminist international relations
scholars were intent on identifying and explaining how
the essential theories, concepts, and case studies of
International Relations were, at the very least, partial,
biased, and limited because they reflected only (cer-
tain) men’s experiences, roles, and status. As Charlotte
Hooper explains, feminist scholars made obvious how
‘the range of subjects studied, the boundaries of the
discipline, its central concerns and motifs, the content
of empirical research, the assumptions of theoretical
models, and the corresponding lack of female practitio-
ners both in academic and elite political and economic
circles all combine and reinforce each other to mar-
ginalize and often make invisible women’s roles and
women’s concerns in the international arena’ (Hooper
2001: 1).

While feminist international relations theorists first
advocated, at a minimum, for including women in the

study of international politics, it was with the full rec-
ognition that to do so was not simply to expand the
scope of the field, but also to radically alter its predi-
cates. The study of women would not only introduce
a new subject, it would also demand a critical analysis
of the presuppositions and presumptions of the exist-
ing discipline. V. Spike Peterson (1992) describes these
initial efforts as simultaneously deconstructive, in their
critique of the state of the field, and reconstructive, in
introducing new methods and theories for understand-
ing international politics.

One of the most obvious examples of feminist interna-
tional relations theorists’ deconstructive and reconstruc-
tive work is their analysis of the concept and practice of
the state. Women have long been absent from, or sorely
underrepresented in, institutions of state and global gov-
ernance. Representation of women is one of the ways
that the United Nations measures the degree of inequal-
ity within and across states (see the United Nations
Development Programme Gender Inequality Index).
The absence of women and/or low numbers of women in
positions of government indicates a state that is gender
unequal. Gender unequal means that not only are women
underrepresented empirically, they are also neglected
conceptually as their particular experiences and skills
are not integrated into the practice of government. In
addition, women are denied the social and political, and
sometimes economic, power imparted by these positions.
Once this was empirically demonstrated, feminist inter-
national relations scholars queried: why and how had this
occurred? And why had the discipline, through liberalism
or realism and its derivatives, not previously addressed
these questions? One of multiple, complex answers piv-
oted on the very concept of the state itself: how it had been
theorized and defined historically and politically.



Drawing on feminist work in history, anthropology,
and political theory, international feminist theorists dem-
onstrated how the concept and practices of the state in
its emergence, and even as it changed over time, consis-
tently excluded women from full participation. In addi-
tion, feminist international relations scholars critiqued
the discipline’s uncritical reliance on such texts and schol-
ars as Hobbes” Leviathan and Machiavelli’s The Prince in
articulating its basic precepts. Most immediately, as femi-
nist philosophers and theorists made clear, these authors
wrote at a time and in a context in which women lacked
full legal status and were considered the property of a
male guardian. Women were relegated to ancillary, priva-
tized, and apolitical roles that undermined their economic
and social stature and centralized male control. Broadly
speaking, this relegation was justified through recourse
to arguments that held that women were to be protected
from politics due to their innate weakness and emotional-
ity rooted in their reproductive capacity. Feminist political
theorists agree ‘the tradition of Western political thought
rests on a conception of “politics” that is constructed
through the exclusion of women and all that is represented
by femininity and women’s bodies’ (Shanley and Pateman
2007: 3). Feminist theorists demonstrated that this tradi-
tion of thought, to which conventional international rela-
tions scholars turn, was fundamentally predicated on the
absence and insignificance of women, as well as highly
constructed interpretations of women’s character and,
essentially, reproductive heterosexuality.

In fact, as Carol Pateman underscores, according
to Hobbes, the subordination of women through het-
erosexual marriage is a necessary step in the establish-
ment of civil society and eventually the state. She writes
‘through the civil institution of marriage men can law-
fully obtain the familiar “helpmeet” and gain the sexual
and domestic services of a wife, whose permanent ser-
vitude is guaranteed by the law and sword’ (Pateman
2007: 67). Thus, the state regulated that men were rulers
and women were to be ruled through a constant state of
legal and social violence. Consequently, the state could
not be said to be a neutral concept or institution, but is
a ‘main organizer of the power relations of gender’ in
both its formal expression and effects (Peterson 1992: 9).

Evidence of this organization of the power relations
of gender emerges through an examination of how gen-
der affects the beliefs about, and the institutions and
actions of, soldiering and the military. Feminist scholars
study how beliefs about masculinity and the roles men
are expected to play as protectors of women and as rul-
ers of the state directly impact conceptions of soldiers
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as male and militaries as masculine. Expectations and
beliefs about masculinity are constitutive with expecta-
tions and beliefs about soldiers, such that states insti-
tutionalize militaries to reflect and consolidate men as
soldiers, in part by excluding women from combat as
incapable. As Megan MacKenzie demonstrates through
her research in Sierra Leone and the United States, hold-
ing to this premise requires that we ignore the history
and evidence of women’s participation in combat. She
argues that women’s forceful exclusion from the military
simply reaffirms male prowess in combat and persists
‘primarily because of myths and stereotypes associated
with female and male capabilities and the military’s
“band of brothers” culture’ (MacKenzie 2015: 1). As
Aaron Belkin points out, this construction of masculin-
ity through the military also has repercussions on men
who are not, in effect, soldiers in the band of brothers.
These men must justify and defend their own manifes-
tations of masculinity. Soldiers ‘attain masculine status
by showing that they are not-feminine, not-weak, not-
queer, not-emotional’ (Belkin 2012: 4). In this way, mas-
culinity is dissociated from some men and is no longer
their property by birth, and the fixed binary distinc-
tion of men (protectors/rulers) and women (protected/
ruled) is shown to be constructed through the interac-
tion of beliefs, institutions, and politics, which in turn
informs and reflects gendered states. Now, the inclusion
of women and the relaxation of the norms and require-
ment of heterosexuality in many state militaries points
to the possibility of new configurations of the relation-
ship among military, state, and gender.

The simple empirical question initially posed—where
are the women?—led to a re-examination of the his-
torical, conceptual question of the state’s formation and
emergence. This, in turn, prompted investigation of the
effects of the state’s historical and conceptual evolution,
which ultimately helped to explain the absence of women
in state governance and the fundamental gendering of
the state. The regulation of social and political relations
that ground the state (marriage and the subordination of
women) and structure the state (military) are fundamen-
tally relations of power which take women and gender
as central to their operation. This analysis also suggests
that international relations scholars’ theorizing about
state and militaries must deconstruct any facile notions
of protector/protected as a natural relationship. Such a
conception is decidedly not natural but legislated; and
its effects lead to, for example, the erasure of violence
done in the name of protection and violence wielded by
women (compare Sjoberg and Gentry 2007).
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e Feminist international relations theories are deconstructive
and reconstructive.

® Prior to the late 1980s, international relations theories did
not consider the role of gender or of women.

e Feminist international relations theories introduced the study
of gender and of women and prompted a critical analysis of
the existing discipline, and its fundamental concepts, such as

states and power, as defined by realism, liberalism, and their
derivatives.

e Gender is not a synonym for women, but includes both men
and women in its purview.

e Feminist international relations theories conceptualize the
state as a gendered organization of power.

Gender and power

Among scholars of gender, how gender and power are
defined and understood to be related varies according
to the conceptualization of gender itself. Birgit Locher
and Elisabeth Priigl (2001) distinguish the use of gender
in at least three ways, each of which has implications for
understandings of power. As they note, some scholars
treat gender as an empirical variable that explains social,
political, and economic inequalities, whereby gender is
understood as the biological (sex) difference between
men and women. Power, then, rests in social, political,
and economic hierarchies. This is the approach of liberal
feminist international relations. Others identify gen-
der as a social construct that exists in social practices,
identities, and institutions. Gender becomes the social
interpretation of biological (sex) differences, and power
rests in the practices, identities, and institutions that
interpret and fix those differences. This is the approach
of critical feminist international relations. Finally, some
argue that gender is an effect of discourses of power. In
this reading, gender is neither biological difference, nor
is it the social interpretation of biological difference, but
is itself constitutive of that difference. This understand-
ing of gender identifies it as ‘code’ for the operation of
power, and gender becomes an analytical category that
is not necessarily linked to male and female bodies. This

understanding of gender requires thinking of gender
as a useful analytic even if male and female bodies are
absent. This is the approach of poststructural feminist
international relations (see Ch. 11). Postcolonial femi-
nism is defined less by its theorization of gender, as it
encompasses at least two of the approaches—critical
and poststructural—in its scope (see Ch. 10).

Considering these differences in interpreting gen-
der, it is logical that gender scholars rely on a diverse
range of methodological approaches that examine
institutions, agents, discourses, and symbols in the
production and reproduction of gender in interna-
tional politics. And, although this chapter discusses
four types of feminist international relations theories,
this is an analytic separation for ease of explanation; it
does not mean that there are only four or, indeed, that
these four are wholly conceptually distinct.

e The definitions of power and of gender are linked in
feminist international relations theory.

e There is more than one definition of power and of gender.

e The definitions of power and of gender influence the kinds
of methods and analysis undertaken.

Four feminist international relations theories

Liberal feminist international relations

Liberal feminism challenges the content of International
Relations, but it does not challenge its fundamental epis-
temological assumptions (see Ch. 6). Liberal feminist
international relations theorists advocate that the rights

and representation conventionally granted to men be
extended to women. To correct gender inequality, liberal
feminists focus on changing institutions, in particular
increasing the representation of women in positions of



power in the primary institutions of national and inter-
national governance. They also highlight the need to
change laws to allow for women’s participation, which
they believe will also correct the distribution of power
between the sexes. A recent global initiative to achieve
gender parity in international tribunals and courts
exemplifies this approach. Noting that ‘as of September
2015, the Inter-American Court of Human Rights has
no female judges; the International Court of Justice has
15 judges and only 3 are women; the United Nations
Human Rights Committee has 18 members and only
5 are women’, the Center for Justice and International
Law through its organization Gqual argued, ‘when only
a small fraction of the global population creates, devel-
ops, implements and enforces rules for all, the legitimacy
of their decisions and policies, and even of the institu-
tions themselves is called into question ... the inclusion
of women in these spaces is important for equality and
to improve the justice we all deserve’ (Gqual website).
According to liberal feminist international relations
theorists, gender inequality is a major barrier to human
development and leads to greater incidences of war and
violence. In their book, Hudson et al. (2012) maintain
that gender inequality, by which they mean the subor-
dination of women, is itself a form of violence. Through
a collation of quantitative data (available at http://www.
womanstats.org/) the authors argue that the higher the
domestic index of social, political, and economic inequal-
ity between men and women in a state, the more likely it
is that force and violence will be used to settle disputes
both within and among states. They contend: ‘the fate
of nations is tied to the status of women’. Mary Caprioli
(2004) similarly claims that gender inequality makes
conflict both within and among states more likely. For
these authors, systemic gender inequality and discrimi-
nation against women are the root causes of violence.
These are fascinating studies and are well received
by policy-makers and the discipline of International
Relations. They also raise important questions regarding
what exactly is the mechanism by which gender inequal-
ity increases risks of violence. Is it, as Hudson et al.
(2012) and Hudson and De Boer (2004) suggest, rooted
in male sexuality (and a surplus male population) and
the evolutionary heterosexual reproductive practices?
Caprioli cautions that ‘rather than focusing on the gen-
esis of, or justification for differences between the sexes,
the more important question should concentrate on how
those differences are used to create a society primed for
violence’ (Caprioli 2005: 161). Other feminists suggest
that these scholars do not make clear why both questions
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cannot be investigated simultaneously. They suggest that
a more comprehensive approach addresses questions
regarding the genesis, justification, and use of the dif-
ferences between the sexes, rather than presuming that
we know in advance what these differences are and that
accepting them is the necessary starting point.

Critical feminist international relations

Critical feminists question liberal feminisms for rely-
ing too faithfully on the neutrality of their methods,
and for their vision of power as a positive social good
that can be successfully redistributed without fun-
damental social change. Many of these feminists
highlight the broader social, economic, and political
relationships that structure relational power, and they
often draw from Marxist theories to prioritize the role
of the economy, specifically critiquing the dominance
of capitalism as the desired mode of exchange. Critical
international relations feminists, drawing on social-
ist ideas, pay particular attention to the unequal dif-
fusion of global capital accumulation. As Iris Young
puts it, ‘women’s oppression arises from two distinct
and relatively autonomous systems. The system of male
domination, most often called “patriarchy”, produces
the specific gender oppression of women; the system of
the mode of production and class relations produces the
class oppression and work alienation of most women’
(I. Young 1990: 21). Therefore, drawing from both
Marxist and socialist thought, critical feminist scholars
identify gender and class oppressions as interdependent
and intertwined (see Ch. 7). Scholars including Sandra
Whitworth (1994) and Elisabeth Priigl (1999), study-
ing international institutions such as the International
Labour Organization (ILO) and the International
Planned Parenthood Federation, demonstrate how gen-
der is produced and reproduced through the institu-
tionalization of divisions of ‘paid” and ‘unpaid’ labour.
V. Spike Peterson’s innovation of ‘triad analytics’ broad-
ens the view of institutions and economies by analysing
globalization through the intersection of reproduc-
tive, productive, and virtual economics on which the
global economy rests. In her analysis, Peterson draws
attention to the ‘explosive growth in financial markets
that shape business decision-making and flexible work
arrangements’ and the ‘dramatic growth in informal
and flexible work arrangements that shapes income
generation and family well being’ (Peterson 2003: 1).
The devaluation of women’s work; the still extant dif-
ferential valuing of reproductive and productive work;
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the ‘double burden’ of household labour and waged
labour that women carry disproportionately; and the
massive global shifts in the structure of work itself all
influence the worldwide feminization and racialization
of poverty.

Like postcolonial feminist theories, these critical
feminist theories are wary of gender essentialism,
which is the assumption of the sameness of all women’s
experiences by virtue of being female. They critique
the normalization of white, affluent women’s experi-
ences as universal and instead highlight the dynamic
and intersectional facets of identity, of which gender
and sex are but two elements. Like postcolonial femi-
nist theorists, critical feminist theories also emphasize
the tight link between feminist theorizing and feminist
actions, in part due to their recognition that the mar-
ginalized, exploited, and colonized have much to teach
about the violent practices of global politics in particu-
lar locations. Maria Stern (2005) illuminates how the
violence of war affects the intimacies of self and family.
Stern questions why the experiences of Mayan women
are not considered ‘valid texts of world politics’, as
they illuminate the constitutive topics of war, violence,
and security central to the discipline of International
Relations (M. Stern 2005: 56).

Critical and postcolonial feminists were united in
their excoriation of the use of feminism, specifically
liberal feminism, by former President George W. Bush
and his administration to justify the ground wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan; to distinguish the United States
from those whom it targeted; and, subsequently, to
appropriate the putative emancipation of Afghani and
Iraqi women as evidence of their victories. According
to many feminists, however, not only did this ‘embed-
ded feminism’ falsely claim a monolithic feminism to be
wielded against a supposedly savage Islam, in order to
once again ‘save’ Muslim women, it distracted from the
detailed empirical evidence that Afghan women are not
now free from violence but rather continue to experi-
ence it in other forms (Kinsella 2007; K. Hunt 2006: 53).

Postcolonial feminist international
relations

Postcolonial feminism ‘link(s) everyday life and local
gendered contexts and ideologies to the larger, trans-
national political and economic structures and ideolo-
gies of capitalism’ (Mohanty 2003: 504). Focusing on
the particular situations, experiences, and histories as
materializing colonialism within these larger patterns

is a means to confront the universalizing instinct found
in much of feminist theorizing.

Postcolonial feminism seeks to situate historical
knowledge of the contours of colonialism and postco-
lonialism as intersecting with economic, social, and
political oppression and change, highlighting the cen-
trality of conceptions of gender and of women to colo-
nial regimes and their continuing effects. Imperialism
demanded ‘complex household arrangements where
white colonizers officially mandated a system of superior-
ity and disdain against’ local communities and peoples.
“Yet colonization would not have functioned without
these local communities and peoples—especially nan-
nies, maids, houseboys, gardeners, prostitutes, pimps,
soldiers, and other coerced workers for the colonial state’
(Agathangelou and Ling 2004: 518).

Rules governing proper and improper sex were key
to the maintenance of difference between the colonized
and the colonizer, and control of sexualities was funda-
mentally differentiated according to race and position.
Only white men were free to have sex with whomever
they so desired, often in exploitative proprietary rela-
tions of rape and concubinage with women of colour.
In contrast, men of colour were policed as savage sexual
libertines against whom white women were to be pro-
tected and preserved. Highlighting the link between
individual households, materiality, and sexuality, post-
colonial feminists reminds feminism that not all women
are colonized equally. Women from the Global North
benefited from imperialism as the ‘inferior sex within
the “superior race”’ (quoted in Pettman 1996: 30).

Postcolonial feminism takes as its point of entry the
recognition that the feminism of the Global North is
rooted in and dependent on discourses of rights and
equality that were, and arguably are, of pre-eminent
concern to Western Europe. Rey Chow describes this
as the Eurocentric ‘hierarchizing frame of comparison’
(Chow 2006: 80). Postcolonial feminists also under-
score that while colonialism and imperialism may be
formally past, their effects are not. Norma Alarcon
describes this as the ‘cultural and psychic dismember-
ment ... linked to imperialist racist and sexist practices
[that are] not a thing of the past’ (Alarcén 1999: 67).
Certainly, the expansion of characteristics said to
identify the enemy in a time of global war rejuvenates
and vivifies racial and colonial characterizations. For
example, in the contemporary war on terror, the free-
dom of Muslim and Arab men and women, or those
who appear to be so, is subject to increased scrutiny
through policing and surveillance. The number of



traits said to identify the threat—‘travelling while
brown’—intensifies the alliances consolidated by race
and class, while testing those made only by sex (Sharma
2006: 135).

Additionally, women from the Global South are all
too often depicted and treated as ‘an object of protec-
tion from her own kind’, to justify the concerted efforts
of ‘white men saving brown women from brown men’
(Spivak 1988: 296). Thus, as feminist scholars note,
the existence of those so designated in need of protec-
tion frequently becomes a rationale for violence, as it
did when the United States launched its ground wars
in Iraq and Afghanistan. For this reason, postcolonial

Chapter 9 Feminism

feminists resist the imposition of women’s rights as ‘all
too often conceived in terms of paternal relations of
protection and benign salvation rather than exercises
of agency and sovereignty of women for themselves’
(Kinsella 2007: 218; see Case Study 9.2). The embed-
ded feminism of the United States” efforts in Iraq and
Afghanistan obscured the decades of agency and
mobilization of Iraqi and Afghan peoples on their own
behalf. Instead, former President Bush and his admin-
istration (standing in for the Global North) portrayed
such efforts as the exclusive actions of the United States.
In addition, postcolonial feminists suggest that the
individualism and autonomy implicit in the definitions

Case Study 9.2 The Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan

Demonstration of the Revolutionary Association of the Women
of Afghanistan (RAWA) in Peshawar, Pakistan

© Wikimedia Commons / RAWA / Creative Commons Attribution 3.0
Unported license

The Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan
(RAWA) was founded in Kabul, Afghanistan in 1977. It was
founded to promote women's rights and social justice; to increase
women’s participation in social, political, and economic activi-
ties; and to advocate for a secular democratic state. Its goals were
women’s emancipation, the separation of religion and politics,
economic democracy, eradication of poverty, and networking with
other national/international pro-democracy and pro-women’s
rights groups based on the ‘principle of equality and non-inter-
ference in internal affairs’ (Brodsky 2004: 169).

Founded only a year before the Soviet invasion in Afghanistan,
RAWA expanded its activities to resist Soviet rule. RAWA never
aligned itself with any other resistance movements, many of
which adhered to a more stringent interpretation of Islam than
that practiced by RAWAs members. RAWA is anti-fundamentalist,
but not anti-Islam. Meena, the charismatic founder of RAWA, was
murdered in 1987 because of her unrelenting criticism of both
sides in the war—Soviet and fundamentalists. In response, RAWA
began to hold more public events and to reach out for interna-
tional support from other women'’s and human rights organiza-
tions. One of RAWAs members, all of whom use pseudonyms for
safety, shared: ‘we knew there would be more assassinations and

imprisonment if we kept silent. If we had a public face and we
could make ourselves more known, we could scare the enemy’
(Brodsky 2004: 98).

During the Soviet rule and the resultant civil war that preceded
the advent of Taliban rule, RAWA members (women and ‘male
supporters’) opened schools in Afghanistan and Pakistan, hous-
ing, educating, and employing men and women who fled from
Afghanistan due to unremitting war. Under the Taliban, RAWA
members in Afghanistan went into hiding; many members were
killed and wounded and their families threatened and harmed by
the Taliban. Notwithstanding this threat, under which it had always
operated, RAWA opened underground schools to educate women
and girls and founded a magazine which members circulated
clandestinely. Every activity RAWA undertook meant its members
risked immediate death if discovered, and their lives were actively
circumscribed by daily and minute security concerns.

According to RAWA, the rule of the Soviets, the warlords, and
the Taliban were marked by similarity in repression and bru-
tality that varied primarily in degree and justification. RAWA
roundly criticized the invasion by the United States, not only
for its premise but also because of its effects. Moreover, RAWA
members noted that indigenous women'’s rights networks and
organizations’ expertise and knowledge were utterly ignored
in the push to ‘liberate’ them. RAWA itself was characterized as
too radical and dogmatic in its critique of all forms of economic,
political, and social repression, and in its advocacy for an Afghan
democracy.

RAWA has stated: ‘RAWA believes that freedom and democ-
racy can't be donated; it is the duty of the people of a country to
fight and achieve these values. Under the US-supported govern-
ment, the sworn enemies of human rights, democracy and secu-
larism have gripped their claws over our country and attempt to
restore their religious fascism on our people.

Question 1: What forms of feminism can you identify in this short
description of RAWA?

Question 2: Why would RAWA be or not be an ally to the United
States’ ground war in Afghanistan?
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of rights and liberties are culturally ill-suited, and that
collective and relational rights are a better fit.

Lastly, with the international community only now
beginning to respond to climate change and the devas-
tating impacts of resource extraction and environmen-
tal exploitation, postcolonial feminists call attention to
it as another manifestation of the legacies of imperial-
ism (see Ch. 24). They highlight its differential impact
on the Global South, the global poor, and specifically
women and girls within those categories. Among the
global poor, climate change disproportionately affects
women and girls. They comprise the majority of the
globe’s small-scale farmers and are primarily respon-
sible for producing food to feed their families and their
communities. For example, in Asia, women cultivate
more than 90 per cent of rice, and in Ghana women
produce 70 per cent of subsistence crops. Yet women
and girls are struggling due to climate-induced changes
affecting temperatures, rainfall, disease, weather pat-
terns, and crop failure. While recognizing this fact,
postcolonial feminism cautions against the construc-
tion of women and girls as especially responsible for
conservation, as being ‘closer to nature’, and as espe-
cially vulnerable, without any corresponding increases
in their authority or agency (Arora-Jonsson 2011).

Poststructural feminist international
relations

Poststructural feminism draws most specifically from
the scholarship of Judith Butler. Butler argued, contrary
to the commonplace and accepted definition that gen-
der is the social construction of sex, sex is in fact con-
structed by gender. As might be imagined, her argument
caused no end of consternation for it challenged the
seemingly stable and shared attribute of a biological sex
of all women. Without this fixed and permanent refer-
ent in sex itself, how could it be that ‘women’ could exist,
much less be united across differences of class, sexual-
ity, race, and location? Butler explains that ‘originally
intended to dispute the “biology is destiny” formulation,
the distinction between sex and gender’ in fact masks
the cultural construction of sex itself. In other words,
sex is not the foundation or origin of gender, but is itself
an effect. To understand gender as ‘a social category
imposed on a sexed body’ assumes that the sexed body
is itself not an effect of power (Scott 1999: 32). To help
us grasp this argument, Butler introduces the concept of
gender performativity, which simply means that gender
is not what we are, but rather what we do. Cautioning

against misinterpretation, Butler points out that gender
is not simply what one freely chooses to do (it is not an
unfettered performance), but that performativity occurs
in highly regulated contexts including that of norma-
tive heterosexuality. Socially, one becomes a woman by
taking on the imperative to identify with the female/
femininity and to desire the male/masculinity. This
production of identity is not accomplished in one act,
but rather requires constant iteration and bears with it
the constant possibility of failure. As Sarah Salih (2002:
58) explains, ‘gender is a “corporeal style”, an act (or a
sequence of acts), a “strategy” which has cultural survival
as its end, since those who do not “do” their gender cor-
rectly are punished by society’. Evidence of this is seen in
the worry, discussed previously in the section about the
United Nations Decade for Women, that the presence
of lesbian/bisexual women would undermine the cred-
ibility of the feminist movement through their ‘deviant’
sexuality. Cynthia Weber (2015), along with other queer
theorists, draws from the insight about normative het-
erosexuality, or the ‘heterosexual matrix’, to continue to
analyse how bodies are never merely described, but are
constituted in the act of description, calling on interna-
tional relations theories to recognize the punitive and
productive circulation and regulation of homo/hetero-
sexualities as fundamental to world politics.

As well as subversively reworking gender/sex, post-
structural feminism illuminates the constitutive role of
language in creating gendered knowledge and experi-
ences. Laura Shepherd (20084) shows this in her analysis
of the constitutive effects of the discourses formalized
in UN Security Council Resolution 1325. While pur-
porting an emancipatory intent, the Resolution con-
sistently reifies women and girls as passive victims of
violence even as it seeks to promote them as agents of
change. In a slightly different vein, Kathy Moon (1997)
uses interviews, archival research, and discourse analy-
sis to demonstrate how the sexual economy of prostitu-
tion figured in the US-Korean security relationships of
the mid-1970s. Charlotte Hooper (2001) examines the
masculinization of states and states’ masculinization of
men through a rereading of central economic texts and
journals. Overall, what these scholars demonstrate is
how gender is created through the workings of interna-
tional politics and, in turn, how paying attention to this
construction reveals relations of power that are other-
wise overlooked.

See Opposing Opinions 9.1 for discussion on
whether feminism influences states’ foreign policy
decision-making.



Key Points

e These four approaches to feminist international relations
theory help explain the range of feminist theorizing, but do
not sum it up completely.

e Each approach offers different insights into the operations of
power in international and domestic politics.

Chapter 9 Feminism

e Each approach can be understood best in relation to the
other, e.g., postcolonial feminism as a critique of liberal
feminism, and in conversation with the others.

e Each approach has different historical origins and
developments, and all continue to evolve.

Opposing Opinions 9.1 Feminist foreign policy changes states’ foreign policy decisions

For

Feminist foreign policy places gender equality at the crux
of foreign policy decisions. During her US Senate confirma-
tion hearings to become Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton
vowed, 'l want to pledge to you that as secretary of state | view
[women’s]issues as central to our foreign policy, not as adjunct
or auxiliary or in any way lesser than all of the other issues that
we have to confront. Margo Wallstrom, former Deputy Prime
Minister of Sweden, stated that the Three Rs of feminist for-
eign policy are rights, resources, and representation.

Feminist foreign policy makes a difference in how states act.
In 2015, Sweden did not renew a decades-old trade agreement
with Saudi Arabia, in part because of that state’s treatment of
women. This caused a diplomatic scandal, as well as predictions
of the loss of billions to Sweden’s economy. In 2010, the United
States Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review—a
blueprint for the US Department of State and the US Agency for
International Development—integrated gender into its foreign
policy goals and began tracking dollars spent on women-focused
programming.

Against

Feminist foreign policy does not place gender equality at the
crux of foreign policy decisions for its own sake, but merely to
legitimate conventional policy goals. Margot Wallstrom explained
that ‘striving toward gender equality is not only a goal in itself but also
a precondition for achieving our wider foreign, development, and
security-policy objectives. Likewise, Hillary Clinton stated in an inter-
view: ‘This is a big deal for American values and for American foreign
policy and our interests, but it is also a big deal for our security!

Feminist foreign policy makes no difference in how states
act. As Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton never sanctioned other
states for their treatment of women and girls. For example, Saudi
Arabia remained a vital partner for the US national security strat-
egies in the Middle East, and after promises not to ‘abandon’
Afghan women and girls during the drawdown of US troops in
Afghanistan, the United States did little to ensure their security.
Sweden’s relatively weak stature internationally allows it to pro-
claim a feminist foreign policy without any real risks, and it has yet
to engage in any complicated issues of multilateral foreign policy
(such as the conflict in Ukraine) under a feminist foreign policy.

. As Swedish scholar Ulf Bjereld suggests, do ‘military defense and feminism represent two branches of the same tree: that citizens’
security is guaranteed by having a strong military and that the feminist agenda is guaranteed through diplomacy, aid, and other
arsenals beyond defense’ (quoted in Rothschild 2014)?

. Are feminist foreign policy and the Hillary Doctrine iterations of an imperial feminism that serves the interests of only (some) sover-
eign states and obscures their true goals of military and economic dominance?

. Does it matter if feminist foreign policy doesn’t change state behaviour? How else could it have significant effects on international

politics?

() For advice on how to answer these questions, see the pointers www.oup.com/he/baylis8e

Conclusion

Feminist international relations theories have been pres-
entin the discipline of International Relations in various
forms since its inception (Tickner and True 2018). In its
incarnations since the UN Decade for Women, feminist
international relations theories have demonstrated the

crucial importance of including women, and theoriz-
ing gender, when attempting to make sense of interna-
tional politics. Feminist international relations theories
draw from a long history of feminist theorizing and
actions to make specific claims about the concepts of
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International Relations—such as security, the economy,
war, and trade—as well as its methods of study. Feminist
international relations theories employ a wide range of
methodological approaches, but they share a focus on
understanding gender as an analytical category, not sim-
ply a descriptive one. In addition, feminist international

relations scholars straightforwardly examine how gen-
der is a relationship of power, one that affects all indi-
viduals, institutions, and interactions in international
politics. Bringing this to the fore of their research and
methods, feminist international relations scholars dem-
onstrate the difference that gender makes.

Questions

1. Name two ways in which the United Nations Decade for Women changed international politics.

2. What methods do feminist international relations theories draw on to conduct their research?

3. How does the study of gender affect our understandings of the role of women and men in
politics?

4. How do theories of power differ among the four different categories of feminist international
relations theories?

5. Which feminist international relations theory posits that ‘gender is doing’, and what does this
mean?

6. The Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA) is best described as what
type of feminist organization: liberal, critical, postcolonial, or poststructural?

7. The Women's International League of Peace and Freedom (WILPF) is best described as what type
of feminist organization: liberal, critical, postcolonial, or poststructural?

8. Why is postcolonial feminism concerned with the question of climate change?

9. Would a liberal feminist find a poststructural feminist critique of heterosexuality convincing?
Why or why not?

10. In which ways are international feminist theories necessary for the study of international

politics?

(. Test your knowledge and understanding further by trying this chapter’s Multiple Choice
? Questions www.oup.com/he/baylis8e
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Postcolonial and decolonial

approaches

MEERA SABARATNAM

Framing Questions

e What are the most important features of world politics according to postcolonial and

decolonial approaches?

® How do postcolonial and decolonial scholars approach the study of international

relations?

e Isit possible to decolonize world politics?

Reader’s Guide

This chapter focuses on postcolonial and decolonial
approaches to studying world politics, arguing that these
are multilayered and diverse. These do not constitute
a single ‘theory’ of the international but rather a set of
orientations to show how the world works and how we
should think about it. The chapter begins by separat-
ing some different elements involved in theorizing the
world, and how postcolonial and decolonial approaches
look at them. These include questions of epistemology
(how we know things), ontology (what we know), and
norms/ethics (what values are important to us). It goes
on to examine the historical context in which postcolo-
nial and decolonial approaches arose, showing that there
was a dynamic relationship between political struggles

for decolonization and the development of different
intellectual arguments. It examines where postcolonial
and decolonial approaches have emerged and where
they depart from each other in terms of analysis and
focus. Having traced these traditions through the twenti-
eth century, the chapter examines the key concepts used
in postcolonial and decolonial thought across different
disciplines, before looking at their impact on the field of
International Relations (IR). Within IR, postcolonial and
decolonial approaches have examined the forms of hier-
archy that characterize the world, as well as the ways in
which they are discussed. The chapter also explores the
similarities and differences between these approaches
and other theories in the field of IR. Finally, the chapter
contemplates the on-going popularity of postcolonial
and decolonial approaches in the present day.



Introduction

Postcolonialism is one of the fastest growing areas of
research in International Relations. It begins with the
insight that the modern world has been deeply shaped
by experiences of empire and colonialism, particularly
as conducted by European countries over the last five
centuries. It says that our theories of international rela-
tions and accounts of world order need to deal with this
issue directly, and also asks why the majority of them
fail to do so. Postcolonial and decolonial approaches to
the field are therefore seen as forms of critical theory
because they challenge the very foundations of the field.
However, these approaches also seek to develop their
own alternative ways of theorizing the world.

In these approaches, special attention is paid to the
history, ideas, and practice of decolonization around
the world. Decolonization usually refers to the pro-
cesses of formal colonial and imperial withdrawal from
many countries in Asia, Africa, the Caribbean, and
South America, especially in the twentieth century. As
a result of decolonization struggles and processes, the
number of states recognized in the international system
increased from around 70 in 1945 to more than 190 in
2018. These struggles involved the mobilization of huge
numbers of people, the development of intellectual cri-
tiques of empire and colonialism, and, often, armed
struggles against imperial rule where colonial powers
attempted to maintain their control.

Chapter 10 Postcolonial and decolonial approaches

In IR, postcolonial and decolonial approaches interro-
gate the claims of existing theoretical approaches such as
liberalism and realism (see Chs 6 and 8), often arguing
that these are flawed because they are built on faulty prem-
ises, such as the assumptions of international anarchy or
that sovereign states are all essentially alike. These theo-
ries obscure the role of empire and colonialism in pro-
ducing patterns in international order. Postcolonial and
decolonial approaches also note that virtually all other
recent approaches to IR have left out questions of race and
racism from their analysis (see Ch. 18). Finally, they argue
that these theories are built on very narrow philosophi-
cal grounds, which use a specific tradition of Western
philosophy as a universal template for thinking through
questions of being, society, and ethics.

By bringing questions of empire, colonialism, and
race back into the study of world politics, postcolonial
and decolonial approaches present alternative accounts
of many of the thematic issues in IR presented in this
book, such as globalization, war, sovereignty, trade,
international law, weapons control, gender, security,
environmental crises, development, and labour. These
alternative accounts trace the ways in which imperial
hierarchies continue to orient identities, policies, and
actions in these fields, examine the kinds of resistance
that they encounter, and imagine alternative ways of
thinking about these issues.

What are postcolonial and decolonial approaches?

Like social constructivism (see Ch. 12) or feminism (see
Ch. 9), postcolonial and decolonial approaches in IR and
other social sciences should be understood as a way of
thinking about the world rather than a single theory ofhow
the world works. These approaches draw their influences
from a range of sources, including anti-colonial thought
from around the world, and also research in the fields of
history, philosophy, education, literary theory, anthropol-
ogy, and political economy. The variety of influences on
the field also means that there is considerable diversity
among these approaches. However, they can be under-
stood as being united by three levels of theoretical engage-
ment—epistemological, ontological, and normative.
Postcolonial and decolonial approaches share a con-
cern with the ways we generate knowledge about the
world—our epistemologies. Alongside many social

theories, they reject the assumption that knowledge is
ever objective or neutral. They argue that the way that
many people know and represent the world depends
on hierarchies established by colonial attitudes, and
the perspectives of the colonially or racially privileged.
Consider, for example, the language used to describe
people living in countries that are not their countries
of birth; for Westerners living in formerly colonized
countries, Westerners often use the term ‘expats’, but
for people from formerly colonized countries moving
into the West, they use the term ‘immigrants’. The use
of these and similar terms means that the orientation
towards and treatment of particular groups is very dif-
ferent depending on their position in the hierarchy.
Some postcolonial and decolonial approaches identify
these epistemological habits as deeply rooted in the
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racialized and supremacist assumptions of influential
Western philosophers such as Kant and Hegel, who saw
white Europe as the pinnacle of humanity, and non-
white peoples as backward or uncivilized.

By contrast, postcolonial and decolonial approaches
have emphasized the importance of seeing and know-
ing the world from the perspectives and worldviews
(that is, the epistemologies) of those who are disempow-
ered or dispossessed by imperial and racial hierarchies.
However, there are some differences between postcolo-
nial and decolonial approaches. Postcolonial approaches

Case Study 10.1 The Buen Vivir movement

A protest against the government in the city of La Paz, Bolivia

© NiarKrad / Shutterstock.com

The Sumac Kawsay/Buen Vivir philosophy can be seen as an
example of decolonial thinking which has become embedded
in a political movement in recent decades. ‘Sumac Kawsay' is a
phrase from the Quechua language, indigenous to the Andes. It is
translated as ‘living well’ or ‘good living’ (‘buen vivir’ in Spanish).
It is intended as an alternative to the idea of economic ‘develop-
ment’ as unlimited growth and modernization.

The idea of ‘development’ has been criticized for a long time in
South America and from different positions. Historically speaking,
there has been conflict between indigenous people who lived on
the land and colonizing forces who desired it for the purposes
of mining, industrial modes of farming, or urbanization. These
conflicts often ended with indigenous people being dispossessed
of the land they lived on and the break-up of their community
structures. The appropriation of land for mining or farming has
also often led to the degradation of the environment. This is
because many of these ‘development’ processes involve wide-
spread deforestation, the introduction of chemical pollutants, the
erosion of soil, the disturbing and pollution of water sources, and
the introduction of large numbers of non-indigenous animals,
their waste products, and their diseases.

Awareness of these ecological problems grew in prominence
globally through the 1970s and 1980s, although they were known

have emphasized the importance of subaltern perspec-
tives (see ‘What are the main ideas underpinning
postcolonial and decolonial thought?’) as a site for
thinking through relations of power. These can include
criticisms rendered back in the language of the colonial
power—for example, in the use of Christianity to criti-
cize slavery in the Americas. In decolonial approaches,
more emphasis is put on retrieving indigenous episte-
mologies and cosmologies with which to think about
relations among humans and, often, non-humans (see
Case Study 10.1).

locally before this. Combined with this awareness were the Third
World critiques of ‘development’ as a kind of colonial ideology,
which presumed that the industrialized West was the model to
be emulated globally. These critiques became known as ‘post-
development’ thinking. In dialogue with each other, the Sumac
Kawsay/Buen Vivir movement emerged as a way of thinking dif-
ferently about the objectives of society.

The Sumac Kawsay/Buen Vivir movement has three main dif-
ferences from conventional understandings of capitalist develop-
ment: it emphasizes the community rather than the individual
as a subject of well-being, it argues that it must be ecologically
balanced rather than growth-maximizing, and it asserts that
it should be culturally sensitive rather than universalist. These
approaches are said to be more in keeping with the cosmologies
or worldviews of the indigenous people of the region and more
environmentally responsible.

This alternative way of thinking has impacted governments
in the region and has made ripples elsewhere. For example, in
2008 the Ecuadorian constitution legally recognized the rights
of ecosystems to exist and for them to be represented in court
by anyone. This has led to individuals and groups holding com-
panies and governments to account for environmentally dam-
aging action. In 2010, Bolivia passed a law recognizing the legal
standing of Mother Earth (the indigenous word ‘Pachamama’
meaning ‘World Mother’), emphasizing rights to water, clean air,
balanced ecosystems, and biodiversity. This approach has influ-
enced others elsewhere—for example, the Whanganui River in
New Zealand’s North Island has acquired ‘rights to personhood’
and the River Ganges in India has been granted ‘human rights’ by
the government.

However, in many cases, the ideas of Sumac Kawsay/Buen Vivir
have not been as transformative of attitudes to extractive devel-
opment as supporters hoped, and for some they are now acting as
a cover for the same patterns of development that they criticized.

Question 1: Why has the idea of ‘development’ been criticized for
being colonial?

Question 2: What has been the political impact of Sumac
Kawsay/Buen Vivir?



Postcolonial and decolonial approaches also take
issue with the ontological assumptions of conventional
social science and IR—that is, what it is that is being
studied, who is being studied, and more generally what
the world consists of. Since 1945, IR has understood
itself as being concerned with sovereign states, focus-
ing mostly on Western great powers and the relations
between them. It has sought to devise theories that
explain these relations, specifically where they result
either in forms of conflict or cooperation. Postcolonial
and decolonial approaches, however, note that the his-
tories they use and the cases they pay attention to miss
out the experiences of most of the world’s peoples and
polities, which are located outside the West. They also
miss out the experiences of empire and colonialism in
the shaping of Western international histories them-
selves. For postcolonial and decolonial approaches,
this means that conventional IR cannot fully explain
or understand world politics. Decolonial approaches
engage the idea of ‘modernity/coloniality’ (see ‘What
are the main ideas underpinning postcolonial and
decolonial thought?’) as a way of talking about how
the modern world is structured fundamentally by colo-
nial hierarchy.

This ontological shift causes a re-examination of
knowledge in IR. For example, the conflict known
as the First World War (1914-18) is a very important
reference point in the conventional story of IR. It is
understood to be the point at which the ‘Long Peace’ of
the nineteenth century broke down, the point at which
the balance of power was being tested, a point at
which states became averse to violence, and a point at
which they established the principle of national self-
determination. It is sometimes called the ‘graveyard
of empires’, referring to the break-up of the Ottoman
and Austro-Hungarian empires. However, the con-
ventional story treats the key players (Britain, France,
Germany, and the United States) as themselves nation-
states rather than empires. Yet the protection or asser-
tion of imperial territorial claims was a major source
of competition between them, meaning that fighting
also took place across Africa, Asia, and the Pacific,
and heavily involved troops from those areas fight-
ing for imperial powers. The principle of national self-
determination espoused by US President Woodrow
Wilson was only really intended for application in
Eastern Europe, leading to the violent repression of
anti-colonial protests in India and Ireland by Britain
immediately following the war. The break-up of the
Ottoman Empire also directly facilitated British and
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French colonial control of the Middle East and the
establishment of new territorial borders to regulate
their spheres of influence. For postcolonial and deco-
lonial approaches, then, colonialism and imperialism
are crucial ontological foundations for understand-
ing world politics. Moreover, it becomes impossible to
disentangle the “West’ from the ‘non-West’ in terms of
thinking about world history because of imperial and
colonial experience.

These considerations are also connected to the
normative or ethical foundations for world politics.
Postcolonial and decolonial approaches have tended to
understand the attitudes, practices, and structures sup-
porting Western supremacy in the world as unequal,
racist, and dehumanizing. This is because they tend to
elevate Western states and peoples as being fundamen-
tally more important, historically significant, and wor-
thy of attention than non-Westerners. They often lead
to the consequences of producing attitudes of superi-
ority, entitlement, and indifference towards the non-
West. They also produce what many see as hypocritical
attitudes towards the non-West.

For example, in the field of economics, it is
understood that the ways in which the West became
wealthier are now effectively banned by international
agreements and treaties. Some of these are seen to
be morally appropriate, such as agreements against
the use of enslaved labour and colonial territorial
expansion. However, it is argued that the West also
became rich through the assertion of control over
markets and state financial and legal support for
particular sectors, which poorer countries are not
permitted to do under contemporary development
regimes. This has been called ‘kicking away the lad-
der’ by economist Ha-Joon Chang (2002), because it
deprives poorer countries of the same opportunities
for economic growth. Moreover, the West continues
to enforce unfair trade and taxation rules that ben-
efit their own economies at the expense of poorer
producers and governments (see Ch. 27). Given the
role of Western imperialism in shaping the economic
structures that govern the world economy today,
many argue that there are strong moral obligations
on the West to make reparations for the effects that
these have had, particularly towards the descendants
of formerly enslaved people.

% See avideo of Dr Meera Sabaratnam discuss-
ing ‘What are postcolonial and decolonial
approaches?’ www.oup.com/he/baylis8e
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e Postcolonial and decolonial approaches are a way of thinking
about the world rather than a rigid theory.

e The approaches include insights about how we think about
and know the world (epistemology), what we study
(ontology), and our ethical or normative responsibilities.

e Postcolonial and decolonial approaches seek to
understand things from the perspectives of the colonized/
formerly colonized and to challenge the ways that
such people are often represented in mainstream
approaches.

e They seek to think about world politics by keeping
imperialism and colonialism in view as a structure of power
which influences and shapes many other forms of power in
the world, such as sovereignty.

e They challenge the West in terms of its moral responsibility
for inequalities in the world today, arguing that the West is
often hypocritical and dehumanizing because it fails to
recognize the bases for its own wealth and power, which are
rooted in domination over and exploitation of people and
resources around the world.

Where did postcolonial and decolonial ideas come from?

Postcolonial and decolonial ideas are inspired by the his-
tory and practice of decolonization. They share many
common historical reference points, but the differences
between them are also shaped by different geographic and
philosophical locations. Whereas postcolonial approaches
have been commonly associated with thinkers of Asian
and African descent, decolonial approaches have been
principally cultivated by Latin American thinkers. We will
look at the common historical roots of their approaches
before looking at the differences between them.

An important foundation is a shared understanding of
the history of Western empires. Many Western countries
controlled and dominated other parts of the world, begin-
ning with the Spanish conquest and occupation of the

Figure 10.1 Map of Empires in 1914

Americas in the sixteenth century, continuing through
the Dutch occupations around the Indian Ocean, and
reaching a high point in the British and French empires
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, which claimed
territorial sovereignty over large sections of Asia and
Africa (see Fig. 10.1). At its height, the British Empire is
said to have controlled over a quarter of the world’s land
area. Empires engaged in many different forms of control
and transformation, usually based on their ability to mili-
tarily subdue or co-opt the rulers of the area. However,
sometimes colonial control also involved forms of exten-
sive land dispossession and genocidal violence against the
indigenous peoples, as in the Americas and Australasia.
While there have been other powerful empires in world
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history, such as in Japan, China, Russia, Iran, and Turkey,
their influence has often been curtailed and overwritten
by Western influence in recent centuries.

Whatever kind of imperial or colonial control was
exercised by European powers, however, there were a
number of common patterns to these practices (see
Box 10.1). Politically, they forced a formal recognition

Box 10.1 Aimé Césaire’s Discourse
on Colonialism

Between colonizer and colonized there is room only for forced
labor, intimidation, pressure, the police, taxation, theft, rape, com-
pulsory crops, contempt, mistrust, arrogance, self-complacency,
swinishness, brainless elites, degraded masses.

No human contact, but relations of domination and submis-
sion which turn the colonizing man into a class-room monitor,
an army sergeant, a prison guard, a slave driver, and the indig-
enous man into an instrument of production.

My turn to state an equation: colonization = ‘thing-ification.

| hear the storm. They talk to me about progress, about
‘achievements,’ diseases cured, improved standards of living.

I am talking about societies drained of their essence, cul-
tures trampled underfoot, institutions undermined, lands
confiscated, religions smashed, magnificent artistic creations
destroyed, extraordinary possibilities wiped out.

They throw facts at my head, statistics, mileages of roads,
canals, and railroad tracks.

I am talking about thousands of men sacrificed to the
Congo-Océan. | am talking about those who, as | write this, are
digging the harbor [sic] of Abidjan by hand. | am talking about
millions of men torn from their gods, their land, their habits,
their life-from life, from the dance, from wisdom.

| am talking about millions of men in whom fear has been
cunningly instilled, who have been taught to have an inferiority
complex, to tremble, kneel, despair, and behave like flunkeys.

They dazzle me with the tonnage of cotton or cocoa that has
been exported, the acreage that has been planted with olive
trees or grapevines.

| am talking about natural economies that have been dis-
rupted—harmonious and viable economies adapted to the
indigenous population—about food crops destroyed, malnu-
trition permanently introduced, agricultural development ori-
ented solely toward the benefit of the metropolitan countries,
about the looting of products, the looting of raw materials.

They pride themselves on abuses eliminated.

| too talk about abuses, but what | say is that on the old ones—
very real—they have superimposed others—very detestable. They
talk to me about local tyrants brought to reason; but | note that
in general the old tyrants get on very well with the new ones, and
that there has been established between them, to the detriment
of the people, a circuit of mutual services and complicity.

They talk to me about civilization. | talk about proletariani-
zation and mystification.

(Césaire 2000 [1955]: 42-4)
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of imperial rule in the area, such as through declaring
loyalty to a European monarch. Economically, they
often forced indigenous or imported enslaved peoples
to work and produce mostly for imperial markets, for
little or no reward. They also extracted raw materials
and established trade monopolies on key imports and
exports. Culturally, they promoted and imposed their
own languages, laws, and often religions. Socially, they
often invented, appropriated, or reinforced racial hier-
archies, tribal divisions, and gender norms among peo-
ple in order to divide and manage them.

Resistance to this system of control could be found
in multiple places, right from the beginning of imperial
practices, but then was particularly facilitated by the
improved transport and communication infrastruc-
tures of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries
(see Box 10.2). From the earliest times, many ordinary
people subjected to enslavement and/or colonial rule
simply ran away, either by temporarily evading the
imperial officials or through establishing communi-
ties beyond their reach, with their own cultures and
economies. These low-profile zones of independence
and autonomy became important in facilitating wider
forms of resistance.

Others rejected their unequal treatment through
asserting themselves politically and militarily, ulti-
mately demanding independence from colonial powers.

Box 10.2 Selected instances of anti-colonial
revolt

1791-1804 Haitian Revolution

1798 Irish Rebellion

1808-33 Spanish-American wars of independence
1857 Indian Revolt

1881-99 Mahdi Rebellion

1893 Franco-Siamese War

1896 Battle of Adwa

1899 Philippine Insurgency

1899-1901 Boxer Rebellion

1915 Chilembwe Uprising

1916 Easter Rising

1920-2 Indian Non-Cooperation Movement
1929 Aba Women’s Riots

1946-54 First Indochina War

1952-64 Mau Mau Rebellion

1952-62 Algerian War of Independence
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A key episode here was the Haitian Revolution starting
in 1791, in which the currently and formerly enslaved
ousted French masters and troops, declaring themselves
free and slavery abolished (see Ch. 18). In Haiti, as in the
Indian independence movement over the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, there was simultaneously an
appropriation of ‘Western’ ideals (such as the Rights of
Man, national self-determination, and democracy) and
the retention/cultivation of alternative religious, cul-
tural, and political standpoints (such as those rooted in
Voodoo or Hindu asceticism) in the search for indepen-
dence and freedom. Transnational forms of identifica-
tion were also cultivated and celebrated as part of the
resistance to the West, including Pan-Africanism and
Pan-Arabism. Their legacies are now present within the
African Union and the Arab League. Violent military
and political struggles for independence continued well
after the Second World War, particularly in French and
British colonies such as Indochina, Malaya, Kenya, and
Algeria. These struggles produced famous intellectuals
and leaders such as Frantz Fanon (1925-1961) and Ho
Chi Minh (1890-1969).

Anti-colonial movements also contributed to and
were influenced by Marxist critiques of imperialism
and capitalism, which were associated with left-wing
movements around the world. Although Marx and
Engels themselves considered India backward and did
not accord the 1857 Rebellion much historical impor-
tance, non-white thinkers on the left such as W. E. B.
Du Bois, C. L. R. James, and M. N. Roy saw the devel-
opment of global capitalism as fundamentally depen-
dent on colonial structures. Such views were shared
by some European leftists such as Rosa Luxemburg,
and the climate of anti-imperial and anti-capitalist
thought was also cultivated among Chinese thinkers
such as Liang Qichao. Many intellectuals who became
prominent in the anti-colonial movements of the
twentieth century also studied, trained, and travelled
outside their own countries, often in the metropole
and sometimes extensively, sharing ideas with other
anti-imperial and anti-colonial movements. Not only
were critiques of colonial capitalism shared, but strat-
egies of worker organization and strikes, mass non-
cooperation, and monopoly breaking became part of
the core repertoire of anti-colonial and anti-imperial
resistance.

During and after formal political independence,
a common Third World identity took shape in dif-
ferent international forums, such as the Bandung
Conference of 1955 and the Havana Tricontinental

Conference of 1966. In these spaces, Asian, African,
and Latin American leaders came together to discuss
their mutual concerns, which included on-going forms
of racial discrimination and imperial control in the
world economy. The United Nations (UN) also became
a space for Third World collaboration, despite its ini-
tial design as a vehicle for continuing imperial con-
trol (Mazower 2009). For example, the United Nations
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD)
was established in 1964 and led by Raul Prebisch, an
Argentinian economist who had contributed to the
development of dependency theory, which explained
why formerly colonized countries remained relatively
poor and in many cases got poorer.

In addition, universities in formerly colonized
countries often became an important space where
anti-colonial and postcolonial thought flourished. The
University of Dar-es-Salaam in Tanzania was associ-
ated with the on-going fight for southern African lib-
eration and resistance to apartheid in South Africa. In
India, the University of Delhi was home to a number of
leftist historians who developed a form of postcolonial
historiography known as Subaltern Studies, and in the
United States a number of exiled and diasporic intel-
lectuals continued to write about imperial rule, culture,
and governance.

Simultaneously, in Latin America a range of inter-
connected intellectual projects associated with lib-
eration were growing, including liberation theology,
radical pedagogies, and the recovery of indigenous
philosophies. These were historically contextualized
by the on-going problems of global dependency as
well as the emergence of authoritarian governments in
Latin America and the repression of different groups.
Key intellectual figures of this time included Enrique
Dussel and Rodolfo Kusch, who drew historical cri-
tique and philosophical dialogue with European think-
ers together with indigenous and popular forms of
political resistance.

In Western scholarship, the field which became
known as ‘postcolonial studies’ evolved in the 1980s
and 1990s, in dialogue with debates within history,
philosophy, and literature. Famous thinkers in these
circles included Ranajit Guha, Edward Said, Homi
Bhabha, and Gayatri Spivak. In the years that followed,
writers from Latin America such as Anibal Quijano
and Maria Lugones developed ‘decolonial’ think-
ing, which functioned as a sympathetic critique both
of dependency theory and of the cultural emphasis in
postcolonial studies.
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e Postcolonial and decolonial approaches are inspired by the
history and practice of decolonization struggles, which
entailed intellectual, political, and military strategies against
colonial empires.

e Colonial and imperial rule had a number of common
political, economic, cultural, and social features, most of
which were functionally related to the control of
territories and people, despite differences in historical
context.

e Resistance to imperialism and colonialism took place at
many historical moments, but picked up organizational and
political momentum in the early twentieth century due to

improved infrastructures and mobility as well as the growth
of anti-colonial ideas.

e Anti-colonial intellectuals had many transnational influences
and connections which shaped their ideas, political
strategies, and material capabilities for resistance. Many were
linked to communist organizations in the USSR and China.

e A Third World identity and way of thinking continued after
formal political independence, consolidated at conferences
such as the Bandung Conference in Indonesia and the
Tricontinental Conference in Havana.

e Postcolonial and decolonial approaches are strongly
influenced by this history of transnational anti-colonial activity.

What are the main ideas underpinning postcolonial

and decolonial thought?

In line with the idea that postcolonial and decolonial
approaches are a way of thinking about the world
rather than a rigid theory, they are guided by a num-
ber of key concepts and ideas. In this section, we will
examine some of the most influential ideas in the tradi-
tion and the thinkers they have been associated with.
Although not necessarily originating in the field of IR,
they clearly have insights into the functioning of world
politics. We will see in the next section how they have
been used in more recent IR scholarship.

Colonialism as a system of (total) violence

Frantz Fanon argued that, as a system, colonialism rep-
resents a totalizing form of violence. This is because it
operates not only at physical, economic, and political
levels, putting colonizers and settlers above ‘natives’
in the colony, but also because it involves their psycho-
logical, social, and cultural destruction through forms
of racism and linguistic/cultural imperialism. Fanon,
a trained psychiatrist, wrote about the alienating and
dehumanizing character of racism in French colonial
metropolitan culture in Black Skin, White Masks (2008
[1954]), as well as the nature of the struggle against colo-
nialism based on experiences in Algeria in The Wretched
of the Earth (2001 [1965]). In Fanon’s view, there was no
possibility of political reconciliation or accommodation
with colonialism since it was founded on this funda-
mental negation of the humanity and rights of the colo-
nized. This situation meant that the colonized needed
to completely overturn colonialism, ultimately through

forms of violent resistance which could form the basis
for a more equal, fraternal footing in the future.

Neo-colonialism as an economic and
political structure

The term ‘neo-colonialism’ was coined by Kwame
Nkrumah, an anti-colonial activist and the first leader
of independent Ghana, in the early 1960s. He published
Neo-colonialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism in 1965.
According to Nkrumah (1965), “The essence of neo-
colonialism is that the State which is subject to it is, in
theory, independent and has all the outward trappings
of international sovereignty. In reality its economic sys-
tem and thus its political policy is directed from outside’.
Nkrumah was specifically referring to situations (often
former French colonies) where, despite independence,
foreign military troops had stayed in the country, where
foreign investors or corporations owned land, industries,
and mining concessions, and where policies on a range of
domestic and international affairs were being directed by
external forces—typically the former colonial power, but
also often superpower interference. Neo-colonialism was
seen as a key driver of violence and economic impover-
ishment in newly independent countries.

Orientalism and Otherness as modes of
representation

The word ‘Orientalists’ at one time referred to scholars
who studied Eastern cultures, religions, and languages
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in Western universities. In Edward Said’s famous work,
Orientalism (Said 2003 [1978]), however, he argued that
Orientalism was also a way of imagining and repre-
senting the world in ways that justified and supported
imperialism. This meant depicting Europeans as ratio-
nal, strong, enlightened, and liberal, in contrast to non-
Europeans who were shown as barbaric, effeminate,
weak, dangerous, and irrational Others. He showed these
romanticizing attitudes and forms of representation to
be widespread in English literature of the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. Valentin Mudimbe (1988) has
made a related argument about the imagination of ‘Africa’
through relations of Otherness in Western thinking. For
both scholars, the ways in which we represent the non-
Western Other is a significant factor in justifying impe-
rial control and paternalistic practices towards them.

Eurocentrism as an intellectual habit/
practice

‘Eurocentrism’ can be understood as the widespread
tendency to treat Europe as the primary subject of and
reference point for world history, civilization, and/or
humanity. The use of the term was popularized by a
number of critical thinkers associated with dependency
theory, such as Samir Amin and Immanuel Wallerstein,
although it is also associated with postcolonial his-
torians such as Dipesh Chakrabarty. In Eurocentric
thinking, for example in economics or history, it might
involve the assumption that all societies will or should
evolve along the lines of European ones, or a compari-
son of other societies’ failures in relation to a European
‘universal” standard. It also generally entails the ignor-
ing of histories, cultures, and knowledges originating
from outside Europe in the discussion of world affairs.
In many cases, this is because such knowledges and cul-
tures are represented as stagnant or non-dynamic.

Subaltern as the social position of the
colonized

The term ‘subaltern’ is often connected with the thought
of Sardinian Marxist thinker Antonio Gramsci (1891-
1937). Gramsci reflected on how power was exercised not
just through violence but also through culture and ideol-
ogy in society. He described the forms of ideological and
cultural domination exercised by the ruling classes as
‘hegemony’, and those groups excluded from these forms
of representation as ‘subaltern’. In researching the colo-
nial histories of India’s peasantry, the Subaltern Studies

collective established by Ranajit Guha used this frame-
work to analyse the political, economic, and cultural
exclusion of peasants from imperial hegemonic struc-
tures of law, rights, languages, and property. However,
due to the fact that such groups were subaltern, they
were not well represented in the historical record, posing
methodological challenges which needed to be overcome.
Gayatri Spivak’s (1988) cautious critique of attempting
to write such histories drew attention to the intersecting
roles of colonialism and patriarchy in rendering Indian
peasant women doubly colonized/subaltern.

Modernity/coloniality as overarching
historical/philosophical structure

‘Modernity/coloniality’ is a term developed among
Latin American thinkers, principally Enrique Dussel,
Anibal Quijano, Walter Mignolo, and Maria Lugones.
It is a central idea in decolonial theory. Contrary to the
conventional view of modernity as progressive, equal-
izing, and democratic, it says that the philosophical and
political project of modernity is foundationally premised
on coloniality—that is, a racialized, hierarchical binary
that empowers people and ideas seen as ‘modern’ over
those seen as ‘non-modern’. Such a hierarchical struc-
ture is seen to animate modern global processes such as
capitalism, science, state-building, and development, and
has been expanding since the Spanish conquest of the
Americas in 1492. As argued by Lugones (2007), it has
also shaped a particular form of colonial patriarchy and
remade gender relations along colonial lines. This ‘dark’
side of modernity is rooted deeply in the conceptions of
man and knowledge that underpin European philosophy.
This structure of modernity/coloniality monopolizes
and universalizes its own ways of thinking, erasing and
exploiting others through forms of modern power.

‘Border thinking’ as a way to think
decolonially

‘Border thinking’ is a term coined by Chicana thinker
Gloria Anzaldta (2012 [1987]) and associated with
Walter Mignolo, which can be understood as thinking
from the ‘underside’ of modernity. It means to think
with the perspectives of people who are marginalized,
undervalued, or excluded by the ideals of modernity—
for example, indigenous peoples, non-white migrants,
and women. This kind of thinking is subversive
because it rejects the authority of European ‘reason’
and introduces the possibility of alternatives to colonial



modernity. Ramoén Grosfoguel offers the Zapatista phi-
losophy as an example of border thinking. The Zapatista
movement has combined indigenous Mexican ideas
about land and spirituality with leftist critiques of capi-
talism and the state in their project to create and defend
an alternative way of life in Chiapas, Mexico (see Case
Study 10.1). The concept of border thinking resonates
strongly with longer-established historical practices of
resistance to colonial ideas and systems of rule.

Decolonization as practices to overturn
colonialism and coloniality

The term ‘decolonization’ has been experiencing some-
thing of a renaissance in recent years. In the mid-
twentieth century, during the widespread struggles
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against colonialism, ‘decolonization’ usually referred
to processes of gaining political independence in the
framework of national self-determination. However, it
was also used by intellectuals such as Fanon, Ngiigi wa
Thiong'o, and Ashis Nandy to refer to the psychological
and intellectual struggle against colonialism through
the retrieval of indigenous agency, language, and
spirituality—that is, to ‘decolonize the mind’. More
recently, ‘decolonization’ has been used to refer to a
range of critical projects across many social, cultural,
and scientific fields that seek to interrogate and overturn
the legacies of colonialism, such as decolonizing the
curriculum (see Opposing Opinions 10.1). This usage
of ‘decolonization’ has attracted some criticism from
indigenous scholars in settler-colonial societies (see
Box 10.3), such as Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang (2012),

Opposing Opinions 10.1 Universities can be decolonized

For

Universities have changed in line with the times, with lots
more women, working-class students, and students of
colour. This means that some of the barriers of colonial preju-
dice keeping various students out of the classroom are being bro-
ken down. Different types of students can expand the horizons
of knowledge that universities provide, meaning that they can
become less tied to the imperial attitudes of the West.

Thanks to globalization, there are more resources available
in terms of knowledge, resources, and perspectives avail-
able in different subjects. One of the factors limiting the kinds
of knowledge taught by universities has been access to sources
of knowledge from different groups, in different languages, and
made in different media. Due to the revolution in communica-
tion, knowledge production has become more global and more
democratic. ‘Decolonizing’ the university must mean drawing on
these wider perspectives and sources of information to under-
stand different issues.

Education has historically functioned as a tool of liberation.
Many activists involved in decolonization struggles and other
struggles for rights have found that universities across the world
are spaces to develop their ideas, create social networks, and
produce writing of their own. The university is therefore not a
static institution, but rather becomes whatever its students and
staff make of it.

Against

Universities tend to promote elite knowledges and world-
views. Precisely because the West has dominated the world, its
universities have promoted forms of knowledge and worldviews
that reinforce this domination. Many universities in the Global
South have sought to emulate, rather than to challenge, this
organization of knowledge.

The domination of English language and expensive pub-
lishing formats limits access. As long as English is the domi-
nant language for academic research, there will be inequalities
in terms of access to knowledge. The globalization of academic
publishing has not meant an end to imperial hierarchies either—
corporate publishers located in the West dominate the market
and set the agenda for universities around the world. They con-
trol access to the most prestigious knowledge in order to extract
income from it.

Most people across the world regard university education
as a means to help them participate in a capitalist, Western-
dominated world economy. For most people, surviving in the
world they encounter is a more important priority than trying
to change it. This means that it is more likely that the univer-
sity education they seek will be about training them to fit in with
established fields of knowledge or ways of doing things rather
than radically changing them.

1. Do you agree that today we have more democratic forms of knowledge-making and knowledge-sharing than in the past?

2. s the predominance of the English language a barrier to decolonization?

3. Are more people interested in trying to survive in the world than in trying to change it?

(; For advice on how to answer these questions, see the pointers www.oup.com/he/baylis8e

169



170

MEERA SABARATNAM

Box 10.3 Settler colonialism

‘Settler colonialism’ refers to forms of colonialism which
involve eliminating ‘native’ society and establishing other
populations and their laws as sovereign in a territory. This
type of colonialism has been most recently associated with
European settlement in North and South America, North
Africa, Southern Africa, Australia, New Zealand, and Palestine.
In these instances, European empires acquired land through
a combination of force and agreements (many of which are
contested/forgotten), and set about establishing control of
entire territories or continents. They often did so by claiming
that the land was unoccupied (‘terra nullius’), and by encourag-
ing mass immigration from Europe. ‘Natives’ were initially dis-
placed from strategic rivers, coasts, and farming land and often
contained in poorly resourced ‘reservations’. Many died either
from direct, sometimes genocidal, violence or from famine
and disease incurred by displacement (such as in the US).
Native rulers, languages, and laws were ignored or discour-
aged, and in many territories (such as Canada and Australia)
native children were forcibly removed from their families and
sent to settler families or boarding schools in order to make
them ‘assimilate’ to settler culture. Patrick Wolfe (2006) has
famously argued that settler colonialism is a ‘structure’ rather
than an event. Many indigenous groups continue to press for
their rights, either as granted to them in particular treaties
(such as the Waitangi Treaty in Aotearoa/New Zealand), or for
sovereignty that was never officially ceded (such as in Canada
and Australia). Some of these dynamics are also key features
of the on-going conflict between Israel and the Palestinians.

who argue that its principal meaning in terms of regain-
ing territorial sovereignty is being diluted and therefore
its political potential is neutralized or co-opted.

Key Points

e Postcolonial and decolonial approaches have developed
their own conceptual apparatus for understanding the
world through terms such as ‘neo-colonialism’, ‘Orientalism’,
‘Eurocentrism’, ‘modernity/coloniality’, and others. These
terms have specific meanings when used by writers in this
context, but are sometimes used in a more general way.

e Postcolonial and decolonial approaches emerge in slightly
different geographical and historical locations, with
postcolonial approaches mostly associated with thinkers
from regions formerly colonized by Britain or France such
as Asia and Africa, and decolonial approaches associated
with thinkers from regions formerly colonized by Spain or
Portugal such as Central and South America.

e There are some different emphases between postcolonial
and decolonial approaches in terms of vocabulary and
thinking, such as the emphasis in decolonial thought on
the cosmologies of indigenous peoples.

e Decolonization is a contested term with multiple
meanings, but it is a term increasingly applied to activity in
different spheres such as art, education, and culture that
seeks to dislodge the centrality of Western epistemologies
and viewpoints.

Postcolonial and decolonial approaches to studying world politics

Questions of empire, race, and colonialism were
pressing issues in the early twentieth century, when
International Relations was being established as a
scholarly field. As Robert Vitalis (2000) has shown in
political science, there was a distinct subfield of study
known as ‘Colonial Administration’. The
International Relations journal Foreign Affairs began
life as the Journal of Race Development in 1900, unusu-
ally including contributions from African-American
scholars such as W. E. B. Du Bois.

Du Bois’s contributions have been overlooked until
recently in IR, but he was prominent in his time. In 1902,
Du Bois argued that the ‘global colour line’ was the major
problem of the twentieth century. In his analysis, devel-
oped over the following years, he argued that one of the

famous

main causes for war between European states was com-
petition for control of colonies and imperial possessions,
and that this itself was driven by racial discrimination
and a sense of white superiority. For Du Bois (1917), the

invention of ‘whiteness’ as a sense of identity was linked
to the emergence of capitalism and democracy in Europe.
This had produced a mass of people who wanted to con-
sume different goods and to feel a sense of political pride—
imperialism was a solution to both problems for them.

Du Bois’s work, and that of others around him such
as the Howard School (Vitalis 2015), however, was not
retained as part of the canon of IR. For various reasons,
not least the chilling political climate associated with
the cold war in the West, anti-colonial and postcolo-
nial thinking did not receive much attention on its own
terms in the field of IR until the 1990s. At most, people
were familiar with dependency theory and conven-
tional accounts of decolonization such as that of Hedley
Bull (1984). However, following work in the 1990s by
Roxanne Doty (1993), Sankaran Krishna (1993), Siba
Grovogui (1996), and Phillip Darby and A. J. Paolini
(1994), postcolonial and decolonial approaches began
to flourish in the field from the 2000s onwards.



International relations theory

One major line of attack was on conventional interna-
tional relations theory. Scholars such as Krishna (2001)
argued that IR theory abstracted too much from real-
ity when it treated states as independent units and only
wrote about the Western states. This enabled IR schol-
arship to depict the nineteenth century as a ‘Hundred
Years’ Peace’ in the international system, for example,
completely ignoring the dynamics of empire. It also
allowed a view of international law that saw it as part
of the civilizing influence of the West (Grovogui 1996).
By contrast, viewed from the perspective of colonized

Case Study 10.2 The debate over ‘failed states’

Somalia, 1993
© Photo by Scott Peterson / Liaison / Hulton Archive / Getty Images

This case study illustrates one of the controversies in interna-
tional relations theory that emerges from different attitudes
towards questions of colonialism and empire. Whereas many
mainstream scholars are comfortable with the term ‘failed states’,
postcolonial scholars have tended to oppose its use.

Writing in the late 1980s and early 1990s, the English School
scholar Robert Jackson (1993 [1990]) argued that states in the
Global South were not ‘real’ states but ‘quasi-states’. Quasi-states,
often created by processes of decolonization, had legal or ‘juridi-
cal’ sovereignty that was recognized by other countries, but not
‘empirical’ sovereignty, understood as control over their inter-
nal affairs. In short, they might have a flag, a capital, and a seat
at the United Nations, but they could not be treated like other
states. They were understood to be illegitimate in the eyes of
their people and unstable in terms of their internal and external
relations. IR theorists tended to exclude them from substantive
consideration.

At a similar time, in the early 1990s, political elites in the
West began to think of particular states in Africa as being ‘failed
states’ that required intervention. High on the list of ‘failed
states’ were Somalia and the Democratic Republic of Congo,
both of which had experienced considerable repression during
the cold war and violent conflict following the collapse of the
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peoples, the nineteenth century was anything but
peaceful, involving the violent, sometimes geno-
cidal, suppression of resistance to imperial control.
Instruments such as international law and trade were
not developed because the West was naturally civiliz-
ing, but because it was attempting to assert sovereign
rule over non-European spaces on sea and land. From
this perspective, international relations theory was part
of the problem of imperial violence, allowing Western
intellectuals to sanitize and limit their understanding
of international order through selective forgetting. An
example of this problem is the ‘failed states’ debate (see
Case Study 10.2).

Soviet Union. The understanding of states as being ‘failed’ or
‘fragile’ resulted in many international ‘state-building’ activi-
ties designed to promote ‘good governance’ in these countries.
Some Western scholars such as Robert Rotberg (2004) argued
that the problem stemmed from bad African leadership in a
number of countries.

Postcolonial scholars, however, objected to the use of the
terms ‘quasi-states’ and 'failed states’ as a means of describing
and explaining the conflicts in these countries (Gruffydd Jones
2008). One objection was that colonial political structures were
set up to facilitate economic extraction within imperial structures,
rather than to facilitate democracy, development, or citizenship.
These structures often continued through the globalization of the
world economy. The term ‘failed states’ suggested erroneously
that it was African incapacity that had led to states failing, rather
than these economic structures. In the Democratic Republic of
Congo, for example, the leader Mobutu Sese Seko was kept in
power through international support in exchange for access to
mining concessions.

Another objection was that the language of ‘failed states’ ide-
alized Western states but did not acknowledge that they them-
selves had often been built through war, repression, and even
genocide. In this perspective, ‘state-making’ and the construction
of national structures was an inherently violent affair around the
world. Regrettable as this was, it did not mean that African states
were therefore ‘failed’ in comparison to the West. In general,
critics saw that language of ‘failed states’ as legitimizing another
Western ‘civilizing mission’ in the Global South.

For both supporters and opponents of the terminology of
‘failed states’ there is more than just language at stake. Rather,
the status of the state itself is a critical factor in determining
whether and how much external intervention can be allowed to
take place.

Question 1: Should we think of states as being ‘failed’ or
‘successful’?

Question 2: What factors can cause states to ‘fail|, according to
postcolonial scholars?
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Other scholars further developed the idea that
Eurocentric or colonial thinking was a constitutive part
of Western IR theory, and even forms of ‘critical’ theory
(Gruffydd Jones 2006; Hobson 2012; Sabaratnam 2013).
They argued that many theories created a mythologized
image of the West (either positive or negative) which
was then the only focus of attention in developing the-
ory. This persistent tendency to look ‘inwards’, to have
a stereotyped understanding of the West, and to ignore
the rest of the world (except as areas where the West
might project power) meant that IR had alimited under-
standing of the world. Many postcolonial and decolo-
nial scholars in IR have suggested alternatives. These
include taking an approach to historical development
which incorporates non-Western political, economic,
and military formations (Bhambra 2007; Zarakol 2010;
Phillips and Sharman 2015), studying the thought,
perspectives, and practices of people and scholars out-
side the West (Shilliam 2010, 2015; Tickner and Blaney
2012, 2013; Persaud and Sajed 2018), imagining dif-
ferent geographical starting points for analysis (Ling
2002, 2013; Laffey and Weldes 2008; Acharya 2014b;
Niang 2018), and widening our understanding of where
‘politics’ takes place (Agathangelou and Ling 2009).

These different mechanisms can help widen perspec-
tives and historical understandings. The similarities
and differences between postcolonial and decolonial
approaches compared to other approaches to IR are
given in Table 10.1.

Alternative takes on mainstream issues

A second aspect of research has been to study specific
‘traditional’ issues in world politics through post-
colonial and decolonial approaches. A significant early
work in this vein was work on US foreign policy by
Roxanne Doty in her book Imperial Encounters (1996).
Most conventional views of US foreign policy in IR at
the time were either realist or liberal, with some look-
ing at bureaucratic elements in foreign policy making.
Doty, however, demonstrated, using a form of discourse
analysis, that aspects of US foreign policy, as well as
that of Britain, were enabled by imperial, racialized
representations of the Philippines and Kenya. These
representations were a critical factor in enabling spe-
cific foreign policy options to be pursued. In a related
vein, Mark Laffey and Jutta Weldes (2008) examine the
Cuban Missile Crisis from the perspectives of its Cuban

Table 10.1 Similarities and differences between postcolonial and decolonial IR compared to other IR theories

Theory Similarities

Realism Agree on the self-interested character of elites and
states, and the centrality of power

Liberalism Agree that cooperation is possible and durable

Marxism Agree in general that capitalism is a major
organizing structure in world politics and that its
tendencies are exploitative and immiserating

Feminism Agree that patriarchy is a major element in

structuring international politics

Constructivism Agree that world is ‘socially constructed’ in

important ways—particular images produce political

Differences from this theory

Emphasize system as hierarchical and imperial rather
than anarchic and sovereign, and power as much
more multifaceted

Emphasize that cooperation is only generally among
states considered ‘developed'/civilized' for the
purposes of securing their privileges

Emphasize roles of racialization and colonial
expansion in determining the character and pattern
of exploitation (such as enslavement of Africans, poor
conditions for workers in Asia)

Emphasize (as many feminists do) that gender
intersects with race, class, and nationality in
producing structures of power/entitlement

Emphasize the asymmetric, colonial, and purposive
character of these constructions

possibilities (for example, portrayal of Muslims as

violent/irrational)

Poststructuralism

as being intertextually produced

Agree with critique of knowledge and power as
being always intertwined, and the idea of meaning

Emphasize the material as well as discursive character
of oppression, exploitation, and violence, plus the
importance of strategic essentialism in advancing
critical claims (rather than only deconstruction)



participants, rather than the perspectives of the US and
Soviet strategists. Seen in this light, the missile crisis
is not a surprising example of nuclear brinksmanship,
but rather its causes are seen in the series of attempts
made by the US in the 1950s and 1960s to destabilize
the Cuban government.

The utility of postcolonial and decolonial approaches
to world politics became more pronounced in light of
the terrorist attacks in the US on 11 September 2001
and the global war on terror that ensued. Following
these attacks, conservative and liberal US intellectuals
actively encouraged the US to see itself as a benevo-
lent kind of empire and to embrace the assertion of its
power in different spaces. Leftist intellectuals, how-
ever, attacked the US for its imperialist policy towards
the Middle East, which they considered illegitimate,
criticizing the 2003 invasion of Iraq in particular.
Postcolonial and decolonial scholars were, however,
able to contextualize US policy in a longer historical
structure of imperial and colonial power in Iraq and
Afghanistan (Gregory 2004; Khalili 2012; Manchanda
2017), demonstrating the significance of those relations
to the kinds of decisions made about the region, includ-
ing the techniques of counter-insurgency.

Retrieving the (formerly) colonized as
subjects of IR

A third area of research paid attention to the his-
tories, ideas, and practices of (formerly) colonized
peoples around the world. This aimed both to deal
with the problem of their neglect in the discipline, as
well as to demonstrate the alternative possibilities for
politics that could be understood within them. A sig-
nificant body of decolonial work in this area has been
produced by Robbie Shilliam (2006, 2011, 2015; see
Ch. 18), who examines the political thought and prac-
tice of the descendants of enslaved Africans around
the world. This examination reveals alternative forms
of sovereignty, rights, solidarity, and justice which are
attentive to histories of colonial violence and the pos-
sibilities of rethinking the ‘human’. This work serves
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as a counterpoint to liberal narratives that see ideas for
emancipation, rights, and solidarity as fundamentally
Western in their origins and orientations.

Other work in the field has emphasized the ways in
which postcolonial/colonized subjects present alterna-
tive ways of thinking about international issues (this is
similar to ‘border thinking’; see ““Border thinking” as
a way to think decolonially’). For example, Rahul Rao
(2010) has looked at Third World cosmopolitanisms as
a series of creative responses to the twin problems of
nationalism and imperialism. For Rao, these thinkers
demonstrate that it is possible to address conundrums
in international ethics usually posed as an opposition
between the domestic and the international (see also
Gruftydd Jones 2010; Jabri 2012). More widely, post-
colonial and decolonial scholars have thought about
how starting with the perspectives and worldviews of
the colonized can build alternative forms of theory and
structural analysis about world politics (Blaney and
Tickner 2017; Sabaratnam 2017).

Key Points

e Colonialism and empire were central to the early discipline
of IR, particularly among African-American thinkers such
as Du Bois and the Howard School, but later ignored by
the central traditions in the field.

e The cold war environment meant that criticisms of the
West were often suppressed because of a real or imagined
relationship with communism, which had a chilling effect
on the development of International Relations as a field
of study.

e Postcolonial and decolonial scholarship in international
relations has been growing steadily since the 1990s
alongside other critical traditions, with an increasing
presence of scholars with heritage in the Global South.

e Postcolonial and decolonial scholarship has challenged
mainstream IR theory in terms of its fundamental
categories and assumptions, developed alternative
readings of particular issue areas such as war and security,
and paid attention to the political thought of (formerly)
colonized people as a basis for analysing global order. As
such, it offers many alternative perspectives from which to
view central problems in the field.

Decolonization: the struggle continues?

It is an interesting historical fact that the rise of post-
colonial and decolonial approaches has continued, and
perhaps even grown, several decades after many coun-
tries successfully claimed political independence from

European empires. This has coincided with the fall of
many leaders associated with decolonization struggles,
either through death or a political fall from their image
as liberator (such as Robert Mugabe in Zimbabwe). It
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has also coincided with the growth of many countries
in the Global South to positions of relative wealth and
power, such as China, India, Brazil, and South Africa.
In fact some of these countries are themselves accused
of acting in an ‘imperial’ manner towards others. What
do postcolonial and decolonial approaches have to offer
in an era of relatively decreasing Western power?

One set of contributions reflects the continued per-
sistence of imperial relations in different aspects of
world order. These are readily apparent when examin-
ing such diverse issues as the composition and practice
of the UN Security Council, the debates about nuclear
disarmament, negotiations about the environment,
trade, and international law, the militarization of the
Middle East, the conditions of aid and development, the
debates around Brexit, the resurgence of extreme right-
wing views, the conduct of war, and the regimes around
migration. For postcolonial and decolonial approaches,
in each case the field is structured through the assump-
tions of Western superiority and rationality developed
during the colonial period, and through forms of col-
laboration among formerly imperial powers.

Moreover, the conceptual tools developed by post-
colonial and decolonial approaches may also be
critically applied to the behaviour of non-Western
governments. For example, farmers’ movements and
Green movements in Brazil have criticized the alliance
between their own governments, foreign governments,
multinational corporations, and Western-dominated
international organizations for the state of environmen-
tal policy and food policy. For these groups, all members
of these alliances are complicit in a form of neo-colonial
management of land across the world.

Relatedly, an explosion in anti-racist movements
and activities across the world have also generated
more interest in the global and historical dimensions

Conclusion

Postcolonial and decolonial approaches consider the
study of world politics at many different levels. At the level
of theory in IR, they draw attention to the categories that
are used, the way that knowledge is constructed, and the
histories that are remembered and forgotten. For these
approaches, International Relations has been too ready
to ignore its imperial origins, the questions of racism and
colonialism in the constitution of international order,
and the on-going inequalities that have been produced.
Postcolonial and decolonial research has, however, sought

of empire and colonialism. Movements such as
#RhodesMustFall/#FeesMustFall on South African uni-
versity campuses and #BlackLivesMatter in the United
States have inspired many students across the globe to
take issue with the colonial foundations of their educa-
tion and other forms of racial injustice on campus. The
on-going drowning of thousands of Middle Eastern
and African migrants in the Mediterranean at the bor-
ders of the European Union has also drawn attention
to the double standards at work in the global human
rights regime when it comes to the difference between
white and non-white lives.

Key Points

e Postcolonial and decolonial approaches have remained
popular despite the achievement of political
independence, the fall in popularity and stature of
anti-colonial leaders, and the rise of non-Western powers
such as China, India, and Brazil.

e Postcolonial and decolonial approaches seek to explain
many features of the contemporary world order through a
consideration of relations of imperialism and colonialism,
which they see as persisting in global institutions,
international trade, identities in the West, arms control,
and other issues.

e Increasingly, decolonization struggles have turned against
non-Western governments for their continuation of, or
complicity with, forms of colonial development, such as in
the struggles over land in Brazil and education in South
Africa.

e There are on-going political struggles which link their
objectives to the overturning of imperial and colonial
hierarchies, particularly where these relate to the
unequal and violent treatment of people who are
racialized as non-white in both ‘international’ and
‘domestic’ contexts.

to retrieve these and bring about a more globally compre-
hensive perspective on the foundations of world order.
Historically speaking, postcolonial and decolonial
approaches have emerged in a close relationship with
the political struggles for decolonization from European
rule in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Many do
not believe that a politically neutral approach to inter-
national relations can exist per se, although there can be
better and worse understandings of what is going on in
the world. Postcolonial and decolonial approaches are



generally sympathetic to ethical interests in promoting
a more equal world order, or at least one in which colo-
nialism and racism become less powerful.

The key intellectual challenge ahead for postcolonial
and decolonial approaches will be to see how the her-
alded geopolitical shifts in power between West and East
affect the behaviour of states and other international

Questions

1. Where did postcolonial ideas begin?

w N

Chapter 10 Postcolonial and decolonial approaches

actors. Will new powers in the East remember their
struggles for decolonization and make a new set of
rules for running the world? Or will they conform to
existing imperial patterns of power and domination?
Either way, postcolonial and decolonial approaches will
have much to offer the understanding of world politics
for some time to come.

What are the main differences between postcolonial and decolonial approaches?
Is there a difference between the ideas that influence political activists involved in

decolonization struggles and the academic approaches to decolonization?
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Further Reading

Is it fair to say that International Relations is a colonial discipline?

Is it possible to ‘decolonize’ International Relations?

Who are the main driving forces behind ‘decolonizing’ the field?

Does neo-colonialism present the same ethical problems as formal colonialism?

Can we separate the effects of capitalism from the effects of colonialism?

‘Decolonization is not a metaphor’ (Tuck and Yang 2012). Discuss with reference to education.
With which other theories in IR are postcolonial and decolonial approaches most compatible?

Test your knowledge and understanding further by trying this chapter’s Multiple Choice
Questions www.oup.com/he/baylis8e
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Poststructuralism

LENE HANSEN

Framing Questions

® Does language matter for international relations?

e Do all states have the same identity?

e Is the state the most important actor in world politics today?

Reader’s Guide

This chapter focuses on poststructuralism, one of the
international relations perspectives furthest away from
the realist and liberal mainstream. Poststructuralists in
IR draw on a larger body of philosophical texts known
as poststructuralism. They argue that the state stands at
the centre of world politics and that we should under-
stand the state as a particular form of political commu-
nity. This challenges mainstream IR’'s conception of the
state as a rational actor driven by a self-help imperative
and relative or absolute gains. Poststructuralism argues
that this conception is ahistorical and that it marginal-
izes non- and trans-state actors, stateless people, and

those persecuted by ‘their own’ states. The central sta-
tus that the state now has is not inevitable, but rather
the result of political and academic practices that
reproduce this status. Poststructuralists hold that for-
eign policies always imply a particular representation
of our and others’ identities. These identities have no
fixed meaning, but are constituted in language. Using
the concept of discourse, poststructuralists argue
that material ‘things’ only come to have meaning as
they are represented by particular words and images.
Poststructuralists also argue that world politics is
practiced not only by governments and international
organizations, but through popular culture including
film, video games, and television shows.
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Introduction

Like constructivism, poststructuralism became part of
International Relations (IR) in the 1980s (see Ch. 12). As
constructivists, poststructuralists in IR were influenced
by social and philosophical theory, which had played a
major role in the humanities since the 1970s. Politically,
the second cold war’s domination of the early and mid-
1980s impacted poststructuralists, who feared that the
two blocs would destroy each other in a nuclear holo-
caust (see Ch. 3). Poststructuralists held that the key to
the cold war lay in the enemy constructions that both
East and West promoted. The cold war is now long gone,
but poststructuralism is still very much focused on high
politics (themes high on the foreign policy agenda, such
as war, security, and the military), and it maintains a con-
cern with states” constructions of threats and enemies.
Poststructuralists bring a critical perspective to the
study of world politics in two important respects. They
are critical of the way that most states conduct their

Studying the social world

Because poststructuralism adopts a critical attitude to
world politics, it raises questions about ontology (what
is in the world) and epistemology (how we can study
the world). For students of world politics, the most
important ontological questions concern the state. Is
the state the only actor that really matters, or are non-
state actors as—or more—important? Does the state
that we know today act in essentially the same terms
as states in the past, or are the historical changes so
important that we need specific theories for other times
and places? Are states able to change their views of oth-
ers from hostility and fear to collaboration? As you
have learned from previous chapters, there has never
been a consensus in IR on how to answer these onto-
logical questions. Realists hold that the self-help state
is the essential unit in international relations and that
its drive for power or security makes it impossible to
move beyond the risk of war (see Ch. 8). Liberalists (see
Ch. 6) disagree, arguing that states can build a more
cooperative and peaceful international system. Both
realism and liberalism agree, though, that the state is
the main building block.

Although ontological assumptions are absolutely
central for how we think about the world, scholars and
students often go about studying world politics without

foreign policies and how most IR theories tell us to study
what states do. Poststructuralists disagree with realism
(see Ch. 8) that we should see the state as a self-help
actor or as a unit that stays the same through history.
Rather, the state is a particular way of understanding
political community—that is, who we can trust and who
we feel we have something in common with (see Ch. 30).
Likewise, if the international system is anarchic, it is
because states and other actors reproduce this system,
not because it is given once and for all. Poststructuralism
wants us to take seriously what existing policies and the-
ories exclude and marginalize, and it tells us to think
critically about how we construct the world. To post-
structuralists, there is no objective yardstick that we can
use to define threats, dangers, enemies, or underdevel-
opment. We need to investigate how constructions of the
world, and the people and places in it, make particular
policies seem natural and therefore legitimate.

giving ontology much thought. That is because it comes
into view only when theories with different ontologi-
cal assumptions clash. As long as one works within the
same paradigm, there is no need to discuss one’s basic
assumptions, and energy can be devoted to more spe-
cific questions. For example, instead of discussing what
it requires to be a state, one tests whether democratic
states are more or less likely to form alliances than non-
democratic ones. One of the strengths of poststruc-
turalism has been to call attention to how much the
ontological assumptions we make about the state actu-
ally matter for how we view the world and for the more
specific explanations of world politics that we formulate.

Poststructuralism also brings epistemology—
questions of knowledge—to the fore. As with ontol-
ogy, the importance of epistemology is clearest when
theories clash over which understanding should be
adopted. Mainstream approaches adopt a positivist
epistemology. They strive to find the causal relations
that ‘rule’ world politics, working with dependent
and independent variables. In the case of democratic
peace theory, for example, this implies a research
agenda where the impact of state type (democratic/non-
democratic) on foreign policy behaviour (going to war
or not) can be tested systematically (see Chs 6 and 15).



Poststructuralists, by contrast, embrace a post-positivist
epistemology. They argue that the social world is so far
removed from the hard sciences where causal epistemol-
ogies originate that we cannot understand world politics
through causal cause-effect relationships. Compared to
constructivists, who adopt a concept of causality as struc-
tural pressure, poststructuralists hold that causality con-
ceptualized as such is inappropriate, not because there
are no such things as structures, but because these struc-
tures are constituted through human action. Structures
cannot therefore be independent variables (see Box 11.1).
Constitutive theories are still theories, not just descrip-
tions or stories about the world, because they define the-
oretical concepts, explain how they hang together, and
instruct us on how to use them in analysis of world poli-
tics. Thus it is not easier or less rigorous to develop non-
causal, constitutive theories; it is just different.

The
theories is also captured by the distinction between

distinction between causal and non-causal

explanatory theories and constitutive theories. As you
read through the literature on world politics, you will
encounter other labels that point to much the same things,
with causal-constitutive, explanatory-constitutive, and
foundationalist-anti-foundationalist being the most
common ones. Foundationalists hold that we can say
whether something is true or not if we examine the facts;
anti-foundationalists, by contrast, hold that what counts
as ‘facts’ and ‘truth’ differ from theory to theory, and that
we cannot therefore find ‘the’ truth. Different IR theories
take different views on whether we can and should agree
on one set of facts, and thus on whether we should adopt a
foundationalist position. Explanatory, positivist theories
are usually foundationalist, and constitutive, non-pos-
itivist theories are usually anti-foundationalist. Because
poststructuralism argues in favour of a constitutive, post-
positivist, anti-foundationalist position, it is seen as one
of the most alternative approaches in IR.

Chapter 11 Poststructuralism

Box 11.1 Causal and constitutive
theories—the example of piracy

Causal and constitutive theories produce different research
questions and thus create different research agendas. Taking
the example of contemporary piracy, a causal theory might
ask: ‘What explains variation in the level of piracy in different
states in the Global South? Is the cause economic deprivation,
military capabilities, or failed political structures?” A constitu-
tive theory asks instead: ‘Which activities are being included
when governments define piracy? And do such definitions
constitute military measures as legitimate policy responses?’

Epistemology is also important at a more concrete
level of analysis, because one’s epistemology leads one
to select different kinds of ‘facts’ and to treat them dif-
ferently. To take the example of ethnic war, realist and
liberal analyses look for the factors that explain why
ethnic wars occur. Here, the relevant facts are the num-
ber of ethnic wars, where and when they took place, and
facts we hypothesize might explain them: for instance,
forms of government or economic capabilities.
Poststructuralism, by contrast, asks what calling some-
thing an ‘ethnic war’ implies for our understanding of
the war and the policies that could be used to stop it.
Here, the facts come from texts that document different
actors’ use of ‘war labels’.

Key Points

e Poststructuralists raise questions about ontology and
epistemology.

e Poststructuralism is critical of statism and of taking the
anarchical system as fixed and timeless.

e Poststructuralism adopts a constitutive epistemology.

e What count as facts depends on the ontological and
epistemological assumptions a theory makes.

Poststructuralism as a political philosophy

As mentioned in the Introduction, IR poststructural-
ists bring philosophical ideas and concepts to the study
of world politics. Some of the leading poststructuralist
philosophers were French and many of their ideas about
identity, power and conflict developed in the context of
the decolonization of the French empire, especially the
wars of Algerian independence. Poststructuralist con-
cepts can be quite complex and hard to explain, but let
us begin with four of them that have been particularly

influential: discourse, deconstruction, genealogy, and
intertextuality.

Discourse

Poststructuralism holds that language is essential to how
we make sense of the world. Language is social because
we cannot make our thoughts understandable to oth-
ers without a set of shared codes. This is captured by
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the concept of discourse, which the prominent French
philosopher Michel Foucault defined as a linguistic
system that orders statements and concepts. Foucault
introduced his concept of discourse in the late 1960s
in part as a critique of Marxist theories that privileged
economic structures. This, to poststructuralist theorists
like Foucault, overlooked the way in which humans
use language to make sense of the social world in ways
that are not determined by the economy. Politically,
language is significant because politicians—and other
actors relevant to world politics—must legitimate their
foreign policies to audiences at home and abroad. The
words we use to describe something are not neutral, and
the choice of one term over another has political impli-
cations. To take an example, if what happens in a place,
is described as ‘a genocide’, there is a strong moral pres-
sure on the international community to ‘do something’,
but not if what happens is described as ‘tribal warfare’.
As this example demonstrates, poststructuralism
understands language not as a neutral transmitter, but
as producing meaning. Things do not have an objective
meaning independently of how we constitute them in
language. This does not mean that things do not happen
in the real world—for instance, if someone fires a loaded
gun at you, then you will get hurt. But it does mean that
there is no given essence to ‘a thing’ or ‘an event” is the
shooting an accident, an attack, or divine retribution for
something bad you did? What possible meanings can be
assigned to a specific event thus depends on the discourses
that are available. For example, we might attribute an ill-
ness such as a heart attack to either our lifestyle (how we

Box 11.2 Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe
on the materiality of discourse

The fact that every object is constituted as an object of dis-
course has nothing to do with whether there is a world exter-
nal to thought, or with the realism/idealism opposition. An
earthquake or the falling of a brick is an event that certainly
exists, in the sense that it occurs here and now, independently
of my will. But whether their specificity as objects is con-
structed in terms of ‘natural phenomena’ or ‘expressions of the
wrath of God’, depends upon the structuring of a discursive
field. What is denied is not that such objects exist externally
to thought, but the rather different assertion that they could
constitute themselves as objects outside any discursive condi-
tion of emergence...we will affirm the material character of
every discursive structure. To argue the opposite is to accept
the very classical dichotomy between an objective field con-
stituted outside of any discursive intervention, and a discourse
consisting of the pure expression of thought.

(Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 108)

eat, live, drink, and exercise), or to our genes (which we
cannot do much about), or to divine punishment. Using
the concept of discourse, we can say that heart attacks
are constituted differently within a ‘lifestyle discourse’, a
‘genetic discourse’, and a ‘religious discourse’. Each dis-
course provides different views of the body, what can be
done to prevent disease, and thus what policies of dis-
ease prevention should be adopted. Poststructuralists
stress that discourses are not the same as ideas, and that
materiality or ‘the real world’ is not abandoned (see Box
11.2). To take materiality seriously means, for example,
that advances in health technologies can change the way
that discourses construct those afflicted by heart attacks
or other diseases such as cancer or HIV/AIDS.

Deconstruction

To see language as a set of codes means that words (or
signs) make sense only in relation to other words. We
cannot know what ‘horse’ means unless that word is
connected to other words: ‘animal’, ‘furry’, ‘hoofed’,
and ‘fast’. Moreover, we know what something is only
by comparing it to something it is not. A ‘horse’ is not
‘human’, ‘feathered’, ‘legless’, or ‘slow’. To see language
as connected signs underscores the structural side of
poststructuralism (see Box 11.3).

What differentiates poststructuralism from struc-
turalism (or more precisely structural linguistics) is
that poststructuralism sees sign structures as unstable
because connections among words are never given once
and for all. To take the ‘horse’, it might be ‘an animal’,
but in many situations it is seen as more ‘human’ than

Box 11.3 'Postmodernism’ and
‘poststructuralism’

Poststructuralism does not mean ‘anti-structuralism’, but a
philosophical position that developed out of structuralism...,
a position which in many ways shares more with structuralism
than with its opponents.

(Weever 2002: 23)

‘Postmodernism’ refers to a historical period (usually after
the Second World War) and also to a direction in art, litera-
ture, and architecture; it is used to describe new empirical
phenomena such as ‘postmodern war’ (see Ch. 14). In con-
trast, poststructuralism refers to a body of thought that is not
confined to a specific historical period. Poststructuralism and
postmodernism are often conflated by non-poststructuralists
in International Relations.

(D. Campbell 2007: 211-12)



‘real animals’ such as ‘pigs’ or ‘worms’. Its ‘animal-
ness’ is itself unstable and given through other signs at
a given time and place. This might at first seem quite
far removed from world politics, but it tells us that the
ways we describe events, places, peoples, and states are
neither neutral nor given by the things themselves.
For example, in 2002, when President George W. Bush
spoke about an ‘axis of evil’ threatening the Western
world, this implied a radical difference between the
US and the countries (Iraq, Iran, and North Korea)
claimed to make up this axis.

The French philosopher Jacques Derrida’s theory
of deconstruction posits that language is made up of
dichotomies, for instance between the developed and
the underdeveloped, the modern and the pre-modern,
the civilized and the barbaric. These dichotomies are
not ‘neutral’, because in each case one term is supe-
rior to the other. There is a clear hierarchy between
the developed-modern-civilized on the one hand
and the underdeveloped-pre-modern-barbaric on the
other. Think, for example, of how Western politicians
and media represented the Libyan leader Muammar
Gaddafi as irrational—sometimes even crazy—and
thus radically different from ‘normal’, Western heads
of state. Deconstruction shows how such dichotomies
make something look like an objective description—for
instance how developed a country is—although it is in
fact a structured set of values. Poststructuralists dis-
agree on whether one might describe deconstruction as
a methodology (see Box 11.4), but agree that a central

Box 11.4 Views on poststructuralist
methodology

Poststructuralists differ in their assessment of whether a post-
structuralist methodology is possible and desirable.

Lene Hansen holds that ‘Many of the methodological ques-
tions that poststructuralist discourse analysis confronts are
those that face all academic work: what should be the focus
of analysis?, how should a research design be built around
it?, and how is a body of material and data selected that
facilitates a qualitatively and quantitatively reliable answer?
Poststructuralism’s focus on discourses as articulated in written
and spoken text calls in addition for particular attention to the
methodology of reading (how are identities identified within
foreign policy texts and how should the relationship between
opposing discourses be studied?) and the methodology of tex-
tual selection (which forums and types of text should be cho-
sen and how many should be included?)’ (L. Hansen 2006: 2).

Others, including Rita Floyd, are more sceptical, holding that
‘Derrida would have been fundamentally opposed to even the
possibility’ (Floyd 2007: 216).
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goal is to problematize dichotomies, show how they
work, and thereby open up alternative ways to under-
stand world politics.

Genealogy

Genealogy is another of Foucault’s concepts, defined
as a ‘history of the present’. Foucault drew on earlier
writings on genealogy by the late nineteenth-century
German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. Nietzsche—
and Foucault—held that a key element of the European
tradition is to speak of history as having clear beginnings
and endings. This, however, makes a far too homoge-
nous story out of what are in fact gradual, contested and
often forgotten histories. A main aim of genealogy in the
tradition of Nietzsche is to draw attention to the politics
that are involved in making history look a particular
way. Genealogy starts from something contemporary,
say climate change (see Ch. 24), and asks two questions:
what political practices have formed the present and
which alternative understandings and discourses have
been marginalized and often forgotten? A genealogy of
climate change might start by asking who are allowed to
speak and make decisions at events such as the United
Nations Climate Change Conferences. Then it asks what
constructions of ‘the climate’ and ‘global responsibil-
ity’ are dominant, and how these constructions relate to
past discourses. By looking into the past, we see alter-
native ways to conceptualize humans’ relationship with
‘the climate’ and gain an understanding of the discur-
sive and material structures that underpin the present.

The concept of power

The concepts of genealogy and discourse point us
towards Foucault’s conception of power. Power, to
Foucault, is ‘productive it comes about when dis-
courses constitute particular subject positions as the
‘natural’ ones. ‘Actors’ therefore do not exist outside
discourse; they are produced through discourse and
need to be recognized by others. We can see such actor-
recognition processes unfold when oppositional move-
ments challenge existing governments, as occurred
during the Arab Spring, making the question of who
represents ‘the people’ become crucial. It is also an
instance of power when states and institutions establish
themselves as having the knowledge to govern a par-
ticular issue. Knowledge is not opposed to power—as
in the classical phrase ‘speaking truth to power’'—but is
integral to power itself. As a concrete example, take the
way Western scholars have ‘gained knowledge’ about
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non-Western peoples by describing them as inferior,
backward, underdeveloped, and sometimes threaten-
ing. This takes for granted that a foreign identity exists
and that it can be studied (see Ch. 10). More broadly,
to speak from a position of knowledge is to exercise
authority over a given issue.

Poststructuralists in IR have also picked up one of
Foucault’s more specific conceptualizations of power,
namely that of ‘biopower’. Biopower works at two lev-
els: at the individual level we are told to discipline and
control our bodies, and at the collective level we find
that governments and other institutions seek to man-
age whole populations (Epstein 2007). A good example
of biopolitics is that of population control, where states
have promoted such ‘body-disciplining’ practices as
abstinence before marriage and use of contraceptives

in an attempt to reduce the number of births or prevent
particular groups of women from getting pregnant.
Practices targeted at the individual are built around the
idea that there is ‘a’ population that can be studied and
steered in a particular direction (see Case Study 11.1).

It is clear that poststructuralism’s concept of power
goes beyond that of realism, which defines power as
material capabilities (see Ch. 8). Compared to con-
structivism, which also considers knowledge and
identities (see Ch. 12), poststructuralism looks more
critically at how actors get to be constituted as actors in
the first place. One of the key issues in the discussions
over poststructuralism as an approach to international
relations is whether it provides a good account of the
way that materiality and power impact world politics
(see Opposing Opinions 11.1).

Case Study 11.1 Discourses on the Ebola outbreak in 2014

Ebola in Liberia, December 2014
© Ibl / Shutterstock

Epidemic diseases are situated at the heart of discussions of
globalization, because they move from one country to another,
from regions to continents, and from continents to the entire
planet (Elbe 2009). Air travel in particular has increased the risk that
diseases can ‘jump’ from one location to another far away. States
try therefore to protect themselves from exposure to epidemics
through screenings at airports, harbours or other points of entry. In
response to the outbreak of the Ebola virus in West Africa in 2014,
for example, the US decided that travellers from that region had to
enter the country through five specified airports only.

From a poststructuralist perspective, policies towards epidem-
ics like Ebola are not simply seeking to solve a material problem—
combating the Ebola virus—but also to constitute the disease and
those who are affected by it in specific ways. To define a ‘disease’
as an ‘epidemic’ is not just to use a technical yardstick based on
the number of deaths within a specific time span. It is also to
invoke a particular discourse: epidemics are threatening because

they risk spreading rapidly and often involve the lack of a cure or
viruses that mutate and become resistant to treatment. Historical
accounts of the plague during the Middle Ages and contempo-
rary movies such as Outbreak and Contagion alike play important
roles in producing and circulating a broader epidemic discourse.
As power is central to discourse, poststructuralism asks who has
the responsibility—and the right—to define how epidemics should
be combated.

We can study how power is performed through discourse in a
speech given by US President Barack Obama at a UN meeting on
the 2014 outbreak of Ebola in Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Guinea
(Obama 2074). Obama opened by declaring Ebola ‘an urgent
threat to the people of West Africa, but also a potential threat to
the world’, and he continued that ‘an urgent, strong and coordi-
nated international response’ was needed. He also stressed the
responsibility of the international community to help the United
States handle the situation. On first view, this might look like a
sympathetic attempt to get victims of the epidemic the help that
they urgently needed. But on closer examination, and adopting a
poststructuralist perspective, we see that the speech constitutes
the United States as the unquestioned leader with the authority
to determine which policy should be adopted, for example set-
ting up a military command in Liberia. What is strikingly absent
is any explicit mention of West African governments, what
policies they might have adopted, or what assistance they have
requested. In short, it appears as if ‘West Africa’ is a space devoid
of agency, sovereignty and authority.

Question 1: How do representations of the 2014 outbreak of
Ebola compare with wider—and older—discourses about the
Global South?

Question 2: What forms of power were exercised, and by whom,
in the 2014 Ebola outbreak?
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Opposing Opinions 11.1 Poststructuralism provides a good account of the role that materiality

and power play in world politics

For

Material objects get their meaning through discourse. Taking
the hard case of nuclear weapons, it clearly matters which country
has them: some countries are considered ‘safe’ owners, others are
not. For example, it is impossible to understand the United States’
attempt to prevent Iran from gaining nuclear weapons without an
analysis of how ‘Iran’ is represented in Western discourse.

Discourse is a form of power. Representations of states,
institutions, and other actors in world politics are not neutral
descriptions that describe the world as it ‘really is" For instance,
non-Western countries have historically been constructed
through terms that are inferior to those of Europe and the United
States and this has legitimized policies of colonialism.

Foreign policies are justified through historical discourse.
Foreign policy discourse is saturated with references to history,
for example to ‘we’ as the legitimate inhabitants of a given terri-
tory. Such historical claims are also practices of power and often
deeply politicized. Thus they cannot be settled by pointing to ‘the
facts’ For example, the Armenian government is seeking to have
events in 1915 where huge numbers of Armenians were killed
acknowledged as a genocide, while the Turkish government
refuses to represent history using that term.

Against

Material objects exist and matter independently of dis-
course. Poststructuralists overly emphasize representations in
language; this causes them to overlook the importance of non-
linguistic factors. For example, there is a real threat that rising sea
levels will eradicate small island states such as Tuvalu, indepen-
dently of whether the threat is talked about or not.

Discourses may overlook structures of power. Poststruc-
turalism misses differences in material power that are not put
into language. For instance, only five states are permanent mem-
bers of the United Nations Security Council, while others have
less power to influence its decisions and resolutions. And in some
cases, individuals might actually put themselves at risk by openly
voicing critique of ‘their’ state.

Not all of history is constructed. Although history might be
contested from time to time, we should not dispense with the
idea that objective historical facts exist. For example, it is a fact
that around 8,000 men and boys were killed by Bosnian Serbian
forces at Srebrenica in July 1995.

1. Do you agree with critics that poststructuralism cannot be used to understand the materiality of issues such as nuclear weapons and

terrorism?

2. What forms of power are most significant, in your view? What are the strengths and weaknesses of poststructuralism when analysing

those forms of power?

3. What role do historical facts—and representations of historical facts—play in the relationship between Israel and Palestine? What can

you add to the debates over poststructuralism based on this case?

() For advice on how to answer these questions, see the pointers www.oup.com/he/baylis8e

Intertextuality

The theory on intertextuality was developed by the
semiotic theorist Julia Kristeva. It argues that we can
understand the social world as comprised of texts. This
is because texts form an ‘intertext’—that is, they are con-
nected to texts that came before them. In some situations
this is self-evident. Take, for example, declarations made
by international institutions such as the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO), the European Union
(EU), and the United Nations, which quote previous dec-
larations and perhaps statements by member countries.
But intertextual relations are also made in more abstract
ways. For example, to say that ‘the Balkans’ is filled
with ‘ancient hatred’ is to draw on a body of texts that

constitutes ‘the Balkans’ as pre-modern and barbaric.
Intertextuality might also involve images, or interpreta-
tions of events that are not exclusively written or spoken.
For instance, when presidents meet in front of television
cameras expressing their commitment to solve interna-
tional crises, we look not just at what is said but at what
having such a meeting signifies. The presidential press
conference is, in other words, an important ‘sign” within
the larger text that defines diplomacy. Intertextuality
also implies that certain things are taken for granted
because previous texts have made the point so many
times that there is no need to state it again. If you read
through NATO documents from the cold war, you will
find that they might not necessarily mention the Soviet
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Union all that much. That is because everyone at the time
knew that NATO’s main purpose was to deter the Soviet
Union from attacking members of NATO. Working with
intertextuality, we should therefore ask ourselves what a
given text does not mention, either because it is taken for
granted or because it is too dangerous to say.

At the same time that intertextuality points to the
way in which texts always ‘quote’ past texts, it also holds
that individual texts are unique. No text is a complete
reproduction of an earlier one. Even when one text
incorporates another by quoting it in full, the new con-
text modifies the older text. This is of significance to the
study of world politics because it underscores the fact
that meaning changes when texts are quoted by other
texts. Take the Muhammad cartoons that were printed
by the Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten in September
2005. They have now been reproduced by many other
newspapers and on the internet, and many different
interpretations have been offered. If you look at the
cartoons today, you cannot therefore ‘read’ them in the
same way as when they were first published.

Popular culture

The argument that we should understand world politics
through the lens of intertextuality has prompted post-
structuralists to look at forms of text that are not nor-
mally discussed by IR theories. James Der Derian has
studied the intertext of popular spy novels, journalism,
and academic analysis (Der Derian 1992). Others, includ-
ing Michael J. Shapiro (1988, 1997) and Cynthia Weber
(2006), analyse television shows, film, and photography.
Poststructuralists hold that there are several reasons why
we should pay attention to popular culture. For one, states
take popular culture seriously, even if it is ‘just fiction.
In 2010, a Turkish television drama’s depiction of Israeli
security forces led the Israeli Foreign Ministry to protest
to the Turkish ambassador. In 2014, the American comedy
The Interview, which features an assassination plot against
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un, became the subject of
North Korean government protest and hacking against

Deconstructing state sovereignty

Poststructuralists use the four key concepts (discourse,
deconstruction, genealogy, and intertextuality) to
answer the ‘big questions’ of IR. What is the status of
the state? Is the international system doomed to recur-
ring conflicts and power politics, as realism holds? Or is
it possible to move towards more cooperative arrange-
ments, as liberalism argues?

Sony Pictures, the company that produced the movie.
Another reason why we should take popular culture seri-
ously—and why states do too—is that film, television,
music, and video are watched and listened to by millions of
people across the world (see Case Study 11.1). As the world
has become increasingly globalized, popular culture can
spread quickly from one place to another and new media
technologies, such as smartphones, Facebook, and Twitter,
have fundamentally changed who can produce the ‘texts’
of world politics. Think, for example, of the photos show-
ing inmates being abused by American guards working at
the Iraqi prison Abu Ghraib, which caused a global uproar
in 2004, and the videos of beheadings that circulate on the
internet today. Finally, popular culture provides us with
complex, critical, and thought-provoking visions of world
politics. For example, films made about the Vietnam War
such as The Deer Hunter and First Blood (the first of the
Rambo movies) helped generate debate over the war itself
and the traumas faced by returning soldiers. Another
example is the widely acclaimed graphic novel Persepolis
by Marjane Satrapi, which shows what it was like growing
up in Iran during and after the revolution in 1979.

Key Points

e Four concepts from poststructuralist philosophy have been
used to produce new knowledge about world politics:
discourse, deconstruction, genealogy, and intertextuality.

e To look at world politics as discourse is to study the
linguistic structures through which materiality is given
meaning.

e Deconstruction argues that language is a system of
unstable dichotomies where one term is valued as
superior.

e Genealogy asks which political practices have formed the
present and which alternative understandings and
discourses have been marginalized and forgotten.

e Intertextuality holds that we can see world politics as
made up of texts, and that all texts refer to other texts yet
each is unique.

The inside-outside distinction

Poststructuralists agree with realists that the state is
absolutely central to world politics. Yet, in contrast to
realists, who take the state for granted, poststructural-
ists deconstruct the role the state plays in world poli-
tics as well as in the academic field of IR. Arguing that
the state is not ‘a unit’ that has the same essence across



time and space, R. B. J. Walker (1990) holds that the
state is a particular way to organize political commu-
nity. The question of political community is of utmost
importance to national as well as international politics
because it tells us why the forms of governance that
are in place are legitimate, who we can trust, who we
have something in common with, and who we should
help if they are under attack, suffering, or hungry (see
Ch. 30). The significance of political community is
perhaps most striking when states fall apart and sepa-
rate into new states, such as happened with the Soviet
Union, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia in the 1990s,
and more recently with Sudan. Such processes involve
reconstruction of who ‘we’ are and an idea of how
new collectives differ from those who were part of the
old state.

The sovereign, territorial state’s unrivalled posi-
tion as the unit of political community in contempo-
rary world politics resulted from a series of events and
processes that began with the Treaties of Westphalia
(see Ch. 2). Walker tells us that this transition from
the medieval to the modern state system is important
because it shows us two different ways of organiz-
ing political community. In the medieval world there
were so-called overlapping authorities. This means
that religious and political authorities—the Pope and
the emperors and those below them—were interwoven
and that there was no single institution that could make
sovereign decisions. This changed with the Treaties of
Westphalia as states became the sovereign authorities
in their own territories and in relations with each other.
In terms of relations among people, the medieval world
worked according to what Walker calls a principle of
‘hierarchical subordination’. Hierarchical subordina-
tion assigns each individual to a particular position
in society. At the top were the Emperor and the Pope,
next came the bishops and the kings, then the priests
and local nobility, and at the bottom were those who
owned nothing and who had no rights. The Treaties of
Westphalia began a process whereby people became
more closely linked to states, and after the French
Revolution each citizen had the same status. This did
not mean that all individuals were citizens or that all
citizens had the same amount of wealth, education, or
property, but there was no longer anything in a per-
son’s nature, as with the principle of hierarchical sub-
ordination, that made him or her inherently superior
or inferior.

State sovereignty implies, in Walker’s words, a
division of the world into an ‘inside’ the state (where
there is order, trust, loyalty, and progress) and an
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‘outside’ (where there is conflict, suspicion, self-help,
and anarchy). Walker then uses the principle of decon-
struction to show that the national-international dis-
tinction is not simply an objective account of how the
‘real world” works. The distinction is not maintained
by something that is externally given, but rather by
the way in which the two sides of the dichotomy rein-
force each other: we know the international only by
what it is not (national), and likewise the national
only by what it is not (the international). The world
‘inside’ states not only differs from the international
realm ‘outside’; the two are constituted as each other’s
opposition. The inside-outside dichotomy is stabi-
lized by a long series of other dichotomies, including
those of peace and war, reason and power, and order
and anarchy (see Fig. 11.1).

Poststructuralists have shown how the inside-
outside dichotomy, which like all dichotomies is inher-
ently unstable, is held in place by being reproduced
again and again. For example, the negotiations between
the EU and Greece over how to handle the latter’s debt
crisis showed how state sovereignty was challenged by
the conditions Greece had to accept. Yet state sover-
eignty was also reproduced in that the EU could force
the Greek government to accept a particular solution
in the way it could if Greece had been a county within
a state. The debates among Greek politicians on how
far one can go before one’s sovereignty disappears
also showed the continued importance of the inside-
outside dichotomy. States reproduce state sovereignty,
and so do academic texts. For example, Richard K.
Ashley points to realism’s ‘double move’ (Ashley 1987:
413-18). The first move is to assume that we can only
understand ‘community’ in one way: the one we know

Inside—the state =~ <€) Outside—the international
Order “—> Anarchy

Community “—> Difference

Reason +—> Power

Trust +—> Suspicion

Progress +“—> Repetition

Cooperation “—> Self-help

Law “—> Capabilities

Peace +“—> War

Figure 11.1 The inside-outside dichotomy and its
stabilizing oppositions
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from domestic politics. When we think of ‘interna-
tional community’, our understanding of this concept
is built on what we know from the state. The second
move consists of arguing that such a community is
possible only within the territorial state. The harmony,
reason, and justice that are possible within states can-
not be extended to the international sphere, as this is
fraught with anarchy, recurring warfare, and power
politics. The realist scholar must therefore educate gov-
ernments not to incorporate ethics and justice in their
foreign policies. For example, one group of prominent
activists opposed to invading Iraq in 2003 based their
opposition on an assessment of the American national
interest, not moral concerns.

The strength of state sovereignty

When poststructuralists write about the inside-out-
side dichotomy, however, they are not claiming that the
world works neatly that way. There are plenty of states
where domestic politics does not follow the description
of the ‘inside’ as one of progress, reason, and justice,
yet the national-international dichotomy still manages
to govern much of world politics. More critically, we
might say that the success of the inside-outside dichot-
omy is shown by how well it silences numerous ‘facts’
and ‘events’ that should undermine it. For example, we
can see the national-international dichotomy at work
when states choose not to intervene in other states that
are persecuting their ‘own’ citizens, despite increased
invocation of the ‘right to protect” principle in recent
years.

One of poststructuralism’s strengths is that it points
to how state sovereignty is often both questioned and
supported. For instance, the 9/11 attacks and the war
on terror undermined state sovereignty at the same
time that Western states saw them through the lens of
state-based territoriality: ‘American soil” was attacked
and the Taliban regime in Afghanistan was held
responsible for what happened on ‘its’ territory. Before
we declare the inside-outside distinction dead and
gone, we should therefore take its flexibility and resil-
ience into account.

Universal alternatives

Poststructuralists warn that although our decon-
struction of state sovereignty makes it look less like an
objective fact, it is not easy to transcend, nor can it be

replaced by a ‘global community’. As R. B. J. Walker
puts it, “The state is a political category in a way that
the