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Preface to the Third Edition

Preface to the Third Edition

I initially drafted this short introduction to international relations as an antidote to 
many of the larger texts that were out on the topic. While I used many of them in 
my classes over the years, I found that they had too much material for undergradu-
ates to digest. Hence, I started the preface to the first edition of this text this way: 

Understanding international relations (IR) is an important part of an undergradu-
ate student’s education, whether as a staple of a political science program, an in-
troductory course in an international relations/international studies track, a class 
on globalization, or simply as a guide to better understand the world in which he 
or she lives. Yet, increasingly, international relations texts are chock full of details 
about theories and ideas that are abstract and seen as removed from reality rather 
than helping the student apply the theories to the “real world.”

I continue to believe that this is true, perhaps more so now than previously, espe-
cially if we are to be able to think critically about what is going on around us and 
try to understand the impact of policy decisions in the short but also longer term.

The world seems to be in a state of chaos: global warming has created all 
sorts of environmental disasters that are not likely to stop unless or until we 
take action to reverse the pattern; the onset of civil wars has contributed to the 
movement of people and, with that, increasing hostility toward immigrants, as 
opposed to compassion for their plight; the end of the war in Afghanistan in 
August 2021 has contributed to further uncertainty not only about the future of 
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that state and especially the women within it, but as to whether it will lead to a 
growth of terrorist groups such as al-Qaeda and ISIS, which was allegedly one of 
the reasons for that war in the first place; and so on. While it might seem easy 
for countries to work together and fight something like global warming, which 
affects all of us, the reasons why that is not the case are worth exploring and that 
students should be thinking about.

This third edition is organized much as the first two were: around levels of 
analysis and the major theories and actors that govern the field of international 
relations. However, I have also updated the book to include a section on the role 
of the media as a nonstate actor that has taken an increasingly important part 
in the current political discourse, and a section on civil society, which has also 
come to play an important role in nations’ behavior. I included another section 
on the role of perceptions in international relations because, as I have often told 
my students, “perceptions become reality.” And I added a new case in chapter 6 
on the women, peace, and security agenda, as well as significantly updating and 
reworking the other three cases. I think that the result is an updated study of the 
current international environment.

Even with the additions, my goal has remained to keep the text succinct and 
clear and to highlight the main points. It is up to any faculty member who uses 
this text to augment it with any sources that they think are appropriate. It is also 
important to note that while everything in this revised version of the text was 
current as of September 2021 when it went to the publisher, things can change 
quickly as events unfold. When I taught international relations, I would often 
use newspaper articles clipped the day of class to bring in current events as a way 
of reminding students that what they are studying has “real world” applications.

This book, from the first edition and now to the third, would not have been 
possible without Susan McEachern, my long-time editor at Rowman & Little-
field and now good friend. This project would not have moved without her 
prodding and her insistence that it is time for a third edition. Susan retired while 
I was working on this edition, but up until the time she left, she was willing to 
respond to some of my questions and ideas. I wish her all the best in her new 
life and want her to know how much I appreciate her belief in me and the many 
projects of mine that she helped see through over the years. I will miss her! That 
said, I am looking forward to working with her successor, Michael Kerns, who 
has already been a willing sounding board for some of the new parts included 
in this edition, and I appreciate the input from Elizabeth Von Buhr, Assistant 
Acquisitions Editor. 
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I also owe my thanks to the reviewers who responded to the questionnaire about 
the book. As faculty members who also use the book in their own classes, I appreci-
ated their thoughts and feedback and think that the book is more complete because 
of their suggestions. I especially appreciate the input on the cases, and the inclusion 
of the women, peace, and security agenda as one of the areas of focus in chapter 
6 is the result of some excellent ideas put forward by one of them. It is much ap-
preciated, although I take full responsibility for everything that is in this volume. 

My own foundations in international relations came from two former pro-
fessors, my undergraduate adviser at New York University, Robert Burrowes, 
and my graduate adviser at the University of Maryland, Jonathan Wilkenfeld. I 
owe each of them a huge debt for helping direct and mentor me throughout my 
career, and I value the friendship with each of them that continues to this day.

I was fortunate to do most of the writing and revising for this book subse-
quent to my retirement and move to our home in the Eastern Sierra. This proved 
to be a most fortuitous as well as beautiful place to isolate during the coronavirus 
pandemic and lockdown, and that provided an environment conducive to think-
ing and writing during this difficult period. My tennis and golf friends helped 
provide a much-needed balance between thinking, writing, and play. I would 
not be as productive if I did not have that balance, for which I am very grateful.

In addition to Susan and Michael, at Rowman & Littlefield it has been my 
pleasure to work with Alden Perkins as my production editor once again. Alden 
has worked with me on a number of books and revisions, and I appreciate her 
timely response to all my questions, and her patience in dealing with me on 
issues that I had. The excellent feedback and input of all involved notwithstand-
ing, any errors or omissions are my responsibility.

Finally, no preface would be complete without thanking the person who really 
started me on the path to understanding the importance and role of short, con-
cise texts and of writing in my “teaching voice.” My husband, Robert Marks, has 
been a role model in many ways for how to teach and write for undergraduates, 
as well as everything else he is to me. Those roles are too numerous to elaborate 
on here—but he knows what they are. And, of course, I owe a debt to Seger, our 
very energetic black Labrador, who periodically reminded me that it was time to 
move away from the computer and take a walk, thereby providing an important 
break as well as companionship. And in the midst of the grim news about pan-
demics, global warming, wildfires, drought, floods, etc., he also reminded me that 
sometimes a walk in the woods can restore important balance and be affirming.

Joyce P. Kaufman





Introduction
International Relations in a 
Globalized World

1

On September 11, 2001, why did nineteen men affiliated with the terrorist group 
al-Qaeda hijack four planes and attack the twin towers of the World Trade 
Center in New York and the Pentagon outside Washington, DC, and attempt to 
crash the fourth one perhaps into the White House or the Capitol? Who were 
these men, and what were their motives? What did they hope to gain from this 
attack, and did they achieve their ends?

Almost ten years later, in May 2011, U.S. Navy special forces attacked a com-
pound in Abbottabad, Pakistan, killing Osama bin Laden. Abbottabad is home 
to a large Pakistani military base and a military academy of the Pakistani army. 
Pakistan, a supposed ally of the United States in the fight against al-Qaeda, was 
not informed of the raid in advance. Furthermore, following the raid, serious 
questions emerged about what the Pakistani military knew—or did not know—
about who lived in that compound. If Pakistan was aware of bin Laden’s where-
abouts in the country, shouldn’t they have notified the United States, an ally? 
How could bin Laden, a wanted criminal, have lived within a mile of Pakistani 
military forces for so long undetected? Should the United States have notified its 
alleged ally prior to the raid? And did President Obama make the correct deci-
sion in authorizing the raid and then bin Laden’s burial at sea immediately after? 
Who else was involved in these decisions?

Here is another set of questions to ponder that might strike a little closer to 
home. How does Walmart, one of the largest corporations in the world, influence  

1
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policy not only in the United States but in the countries in which it has factories? 
What is the trade-off between allowing you, the consumer, to purchase goods 
at a relatively low price if that possibly comes at the cost of exploiting the labor-
ers who produce those goods? Or, looking at it another way, is the labor really 
exploited when working for Walmart in a factory in Bangladesh is the difference 
between the worker being able to put food on the table and starving? How can a 
company, which exists outside the bounds of government, have so much power?

These are a few examples of the questions that we ponder and study in the 
field of international relations (IR).

WhY iNTErNaTiONaL rELaTiONS iS iMPOrTaNT

IR as a field of study deals with decisions that are made within a country that have 
implications for relationships outside the borders of that country. It deals with 
the international system as a whole, that is, the countries, organizations made 
up of those countries (like the United Nations), and the interactions between 
and among them. But it also asks a number of other important questions: Who 
makes those decisions? Why? How are they made? Who is affected by them? 
And what are the likely responses to those decisions? What makes the study of 
IR especially complex is the range of actors who could be involved with answer-
ing any and all aspects of these questions.

One of the really important questions to ask as you begin this study is, what 
does IR have to do with me personally? These seem like really big questions that 
are removed from most of us. But the reality is that they are not. Every time a 
country decides to go to war, it has implications for what happens not only to 
the people in that country but also in other countries as well. For example, when 
President George W. Bush authorized the invasion of Afghanistan in October 
2001 in retaliation for the September 11 attacks, he committed the U.S. military. 
That meant ensuring that there were enough U.S. military forces available to 
fight that war. But it also meant supplying the military for that invasion, which 
resulted in more money being required for the Defense Department. Tax money 
spent for the military cannot be spent for other things, such as education; this 
trade-off is known as “guns versus butter.” Furthermore, little did anyone know 
at that time that that war would continue into 2021, until President Biden au-
thorized a withdrawal of American troops, making it the longest war in U.S. 
history. In effect, those same choices and trade-offs continued for almost two 
decades, despite the fact that Presidents Obama and Trump both tried to bring 
the war to an end. So, directly or indirectly, that decision affected you and the 
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country continues to pay the price in lives lost, care for wounded veterans, and 
debt incurred to fight the war.

Other countries were also affected by terrorist attacks and therefore have a 
vested interest in confronting al-Qaeda and, more recently, a group like ISIS.1 
It was therefore necessary to round up other countries to work with the United 
States in Afghanistan so that the United States did not have to bear the burden 
alone. That is the role of alliances, specifically bringing in additional countries to 
work together in pursuit of common goals. So countries other than the United 
States, and the people within them, were affected by the decision made by Presi-
dent Bush. And, clearly, so were the people of Afghanistan.

Let’s look at another case. The world went through an economic crisis in 2007 
and 2008. Rightly or not, the United States was blamed for the economic down-
turn that affected not only it, but also most of the rest of the world. A 2008 Pew 
poll found that “the U.S. image is suffering almost everywhere,” due, at least in 
part, to the fact that “in the most economically developed countries, people blame 
America for the financial crisis” (emphasis added).2 This affected the perceptions 
that countries had of the United States, which President Obama tried to dispel 
as he made addressing the economic crisis the highest priority of the new ad-
ministration. A few years later there was economic instability in Europe in 2011 
and 2012 leading to the decision by the euro zone to bail out Greece and Spain. 
That might seem irrelevant to you, but in a world in which countries are inter-
dependent, economic instability in Europe can affect the U.S. economic system, 
impacting job availability and the cost of goods. If we look at the international 
economic system today, entities in the United States own European debt just as 
China owns U.S. debt. There are some in the United States who are concerned 
about how much U.S. debt China owns. Does that mean that China “owns” parts 
of the United States?

What about the “Brexit” vote, the decision that the people of the United 
Kingdom made in June 2016 to leave the European Union (EU)? That seems 
like a decision that affects the then twenty-eight countries of the EU, so why is it 
important to those of us in the United States and why should we care? The EU 
is the world’s largest trading bloc, and the United States is its main trading part-
ner. Thus, any disruption to the economic situation of the EU will have a direct 
impact on the economy of the United States and, indirectly, on each of us if we 
cannot get a particular item that is imported from the EU (e.g., wine or cheese 
from France, auto parts from Germany, etc.), or if the price for that item has gone 
up considerably. The Brexit vote came at a time when the Obama administration 
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was trying to negotiate a major Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership 
with the EU that would, in theory, bolster trade and economic relations between 
the United States and the EU even more, thereby reinforcing how interdependent 
countries and issues often are. Similarly, the Trump administration in the United 
States with its “America First” policy and its promise to revisit all major trade 
agreements raised questions about the U.S. commitment to all multilateral trade 
agreements. The bottom line here is that after years of ongoing negotiations to 
move toward a series of multilateral trade agreements, a number of events, both 
domestic and international, interrupted the course of those negotiations. Hence, 
how can countries ever negotiate in good faith on any issue if a change in the do-
mestic political situation could totally disrupt years of progress? We certainly saw 
that during the four years of the Trump administration, when he made the deci-
sion to withdraw the United States from any number of agreements including the 
Paris Climate Change Agreement and the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
more commonly known as the Iran nuclear deal, and he questioned the utility of 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and the U.S. commitment to that alliance. 

These questions are all a function of an interdependent globalized world 
that, in some ways, brings countries closer together. But they also illustrate the 
dangers of that close relationship, where uncertainty or change in government 
in one country or region can have a marked impact on another. 

This intersection of politics and economics is becoming more prominent 
in our globalized world and is necessary to help us understand how and why 
changes occur in the distribution of states’ wealth and power, and what that 
means for relationships between and among countries. That particular subfield 
of IR is known as international political economy (IPE), and while not a particu-
lar focus of this introduction to the field of IR, it is an area that is important to 
understand if you are to get the “big picture.” We will be returning to issues of 
IPE at different places throughout this book.

The bottom line is that IR studies a range of difficult issues that generate 
complex questions, and if we are ever going to attempt to answer them, we need 
to find a way to simplify the reality so that we can focus on one aspect of the 
problem at a time. For example, in the case of September 11, if we want to know 
more about what really happened and why, we can focus on the hijackers, the 
men who acted together as part of a terrorist group that sought to inflict damage 
on the United States. Or, put into IR terms, we are looking at the impact that a 
nonstate actor (al-Qaeda) had on an important nation-state (the United States) 
in order to influence U.S. policy in some way.
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We can look at it another way that would also provide some explanation for 
the actions of 9/11. In this case we can start by identifying the nineteen men as 
individual actors who were part of a larger group and agreed to engage in a sui-
cide mission. If we were to take that approach, our focus would be on the men 
as the actors and on what motivated them to act as they did. This would be a 
smaller or more microlevel response.

Or we can approach it in yet another way: We can ask why Osama bin Laden, 
as the leader of al-Qaeda, wanted to inflict damage on the United States, which he 
saw as the ideological enemy of all that he believed in. In that case, our focus would 
be on an individual leader who made decisions that had an impact on many other 
people. This is an even smaller or more micro level—that of a single individual.

No one of these approaches is a right or wrong way to begin to understand 
the complexity of the 9/11 attacks. But if we take them apart, we can focus on 
different aspects of the attacks that allow us to begin to answer some of these 
questions. When we put them together, we can get a more complete picture of 
the various actors involved (bin Laden, al-Qaeda, the nineteen hijackers), what 
the motives of each of them were, the decisions that each made, and the outcome 
of their decisions.

Conversely, we can look at the same event from the perspective of the United 
States, the country that was attacked. We can focus on the options available to 
then-President George W. Bush as the primary decision maker and on what he 
ultimately decided to do (the micro or individual level) to respond to the attack. 
We can concentrate on Congress and the support that Congress gave to Presi-
dent Bush when he asked for authorization to use military force (government 
level). We can focus on the role of the American public as it (as a whole) tried 
to understand what happened and why (the level of American society). And we 
can look at the United States acting as if it were a single entity, which weighed 
options and then responded. That response committed the United States to a 
course of action. The focus on the United States as a whole is the largest and 
most macrolevel response, that of a country (or nation-state, in IR terms). Again, 
as in the previously discussed case, each of these approaches allows us to focus 
on some aspect of the U.S. response to the attack; taken together, they give us 
a more complete picture of who made the decisions, how they were made, and 
what they meant for the United States.

By breaking one event, in this case the 9/11 attack, into these smaller pieces, 
it is possible to answer questions about the event that might seem way too large 
to answer as a whole. In other words, we are breaking a complex event into its  
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component pieces while holding the other parts aside so that we can arrive at 
some answers that will help us understand the event as a whole. Similarly, we can 
look at different aspects of the events to determine the primary actor or actors 
who made the decisions. This can range from an individual (e.g., bin Laden or 
Bush) to the government (Congress and/or the executive branch of the United 
States), the public as a whole, or even the nation. This levels-of-analysis approach, 
then, allows us to pick the pieces apart in order to analyze them one at a time.

And we can do this with virtually all of the examples given here, or almost any 
other example you can think of. For example, in the case of the attack on the bin 
Laden compound, we can focus on an individual—President Obama as the pri-
mary decision maker, and his national security team—to try to understand the 
processes that led to the decisions not only to attack but also to leave Pakistan 
uninformed. This will help us understand the inputs or factors that led to the 
decision that was ultimately made. We can focus on the nation-state level and 
the interaction between the United States and Pakistan as a way to understand 
more about this alliance and its weaknesses. And we can focus on the percep-
tions of the American public as they reacted to the news of bin Laden’s death.

In the Walmart case noted previously, we can study and try to understand 
the impact of this corporation from the point of view of the American consumer 
(individual or culture/society), the workers who produce the goods (individual), 
or the corporation itself and its relationship to the nations in which it is based 
(nation-state). Or we can look at the role that Walmart plays in influencing or 
affecting the economies of the various countries in which it has a role (global 
or international level). Focusing on each of these levels of actors/analysis gives 
a different picture of the question; when taken together, they allow us to under-
stand the whole.

We can look at the Brexit vote and ask what the outcome of that vote means 
for the policies of the United Kingdom (the individual prime minister, in this 
case, then–Prime Minister David Cameron who resigned as a result of the vote, 
to be replaced by Theresa May and then Boris Johnson); what it means for the  
people of the United Kingdom (society); how it affects the various nations of  
the United Kingdom, especially Scotland and Northern Ireland, and, ultimately, 
the “United” Kingdom as a whole; and what it means for the other members  
of the EU and for their trading partners, such as the United States (nation-state). 
Or we can look at a change in the government, for example, the election of 
President Trump following eight years of Obama (individual and government), 
and ask how that will alter the perceptions other countries have of the United 
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States and how those perceptions will be translated into policy decisions at the 
nation-state level.

This short overview should help you understand how we approach some 
of these big questions in IR—and how we can answer them by identifying the 
various actors and thereby simplifying the analysis. We will describe the levels 
of analysis in more detail later, but you should now see why this approach is so 
important.

Why Study ir?

Traditionally, IR is the most macro level of all the subfields of political science, 
as the international system and the actors that make up that system are the basic 
units of analysis. Rather than looking at the specific political processes within 
nation-states (such as the study of American government) or across different 
political systems (which is comparative politics), IR looks at the ways in which 
decisions made within a country affect that country’s relationships with other 
countries or nation-states. The focus remains on the interaction between coun-
tries or among countries and other actors in the international system, includ-
ing nonstate actors such as multinational corporations (MNCs), international 
organizations, and nongovernmental organizations. It also looks at the impact 
of these macrolevel decisions on the various actors who exist within the nation-
state and how they in turn affect these major decisions. Hence, IR looks at who 
makes the decisions (from the role of the government to the individual decision 
maker) and how those decisions then affect the people, society, culture, or even 
individuals within the nation-state or other nation-states. In short, IR looks at 
“big picture” questions.

We live in a world today in which nation-states are not only interrelated and 
interdependent, but in which nonstate actors have also emerged as major players, 
as noted in the previous example. Clearly, terrorist groups such as al-Qaeda and 
more recently ISIS have affected the behavior of states, not only as a response to 
actions that the group has actually perpetrated, but in anticipation of what the 
group might do. If you have gotten on a plane recently and at the airport had to 
take your shoes off for security and put your resealable plastic bag with shampoo 
and toothpaste in it through the X-ray machine, you have seen the increased se-
curity designed to prevent a terrorist action. In other words, policy is made not 
just based on what did happen but what might happen.

The presence of nonstate actors has tossed on their head many of the questions 
that have guided traditional IR. Nowhere is this seen more dramatically than in 
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the case of ISIS, a terrorist group that crosses a number of state borders, is clearly 
tied to an ideology and culture, has taken actions against a number of nation-
states, and has in turn evoked a response from those nation-states. Yet who are 
these countries fighting? Is it possible to “declare war,” traditionally the purview 
of the nation-state, on a nonstate actor? If so, doesn’t that require violating the 
sanctity of a nation-state in order to attack a group that exists within its borders?

In addition to terrorist groups, other nonstate actors play a critical role in af-
fecting or influencing the decisions made by various actors in the international 
system. MNCs have become major players in the international system, and be-
cause they straddle the boundaries of many countries, they have some influence 
on them as well as on the international system as a whole. Again, going back 
to the previous example, where and how does the levels-of-analysis approach 
account for the role of an MNC such as Walmart? Understanding this, and the 
impact that a major MNC like Walmart has on the policies of various countries 
with which it does or has business, will help us see more clearly the impact of 
globalization.

A series of Pulitzer Prize–winning articles published in the Los Angeles Times 
in November 2003 clearly describe the impact that MNCs such as Walmart can 
have on a nation-state, society, culture, and even individuals as consumers—but 
also on the people who produce the goods that Walmart sells.3 Rather than tak-
ing a position or making a judgment, articles such as these point out the power 
that an MNC can have and the dangers that come with corporations that seem to 
exist outside the boundaries of traditional and established international law. The 
main point is that in a world in which economic power equals political power, 
corporations like Walmart, ExxonMobil, Shell Oil, and Toyota all have power. 
Yet, in many ways, they exist outside the reach of any single nation-state, and 
it can be difficult to hold them accountable. Questions and issues surrounding 
the role of MNCs, which are an integral part of international relations today, are 
discussed in more detail in chapter 5.

International organizations are also important actors. In addition to the 
United Nations, regional organizations such as the EU take on power interna-
tionally that is far greater than the power that any single member country would 
wield. But the integration and desire to create a single foreign, defense, and/or 
monetary policy for the group that comes with organizations such as the EU 
also brings with it a challenge to the very notion of sovereignty that is central to 
the essence of any nation-state. It was the perception of that challenge to British 
sovereignty by decisions made by the EU that provoked the Brexit vote.
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Understanding how to reconcile the apparently contradictory conflicts of in-
tegration and sovereignty is another aspect of IR. But it is even more important 
to understand the role that international organizations in general play in a glo-
balized world. We will discuss all these concepts in more detail later in this book.

Many of these examples point out one of the flaws of the traditional levels-of-
analysis approach to IR. Specifically, the field of IR is premised on the idea that 
the nation-state is the primary actor, meaning that it is state centered or state-
centric. But the contemporary international system has seen the emergence of a 
host of nonstate actors, all of which play a role in what happens in international 
politics. Yet they exist outside the traditional levels of analysis that guide most IR 
theory. Therefore, one of the dilemmas facing those of us who study IR is how 
to account for those nonstate actors; more specifically, what framework can we 
use that incorporates them as major players in the international system? Doing 
so will allow us to answer an expanded range of questions about what is going 
on in the world today.

Just as there has been a growth of nonstate actors that have called into ques-
tion some of the basic approaches to IR, the newer theoretical frameworks seek 
to account for the role of these actors and the changing nature of the interna-
tional system. For example, constructivists argue for the need to take variables 
such as identity and other socially constructed realities into account in order 
to better explain the decisions made in the contemporary international system. 
Feminist IR theorists also discount the centrality of the traditional patriarchal/
hierarchical assumptions about decision making in order to focus on the role 
played by women and other actors in the decisions that are made (albeit of-
ten an indirect one), but without whose presence the decisions would not be 
implemented successfully. For example, could a country go to war to protect the 
“mother country” without the symbolism of women? In thinking about broad 
IR decisions, feminist writers in the field also tell us about the need to study 
those within the country who are most affected by the decisions that are made. 
Women and children are the ones most removed from foreign policy decision 
making, and yet they are often directly affected by the results of those decisions.

The discussion thus far has raised a number of prominent and real questions 
that have been prompted by recent events, and yet, technically, IR has no set 
framework for responding to these questions. Or, when it does, the framework 
is often limited and inadequate. This does not in any way suggest that the tradi-
tional approaches can or should be rejected. Rather, starting with and trying to 
understand the complexity of the world as it currently exists will give you some 
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relevant and current examples to grapple with as you try to define a framework 
appropriate for dealing with these questions.

While the levels-of-analysis framework provides the guiding structure for this 
short volume, grappling with the need for the emergence of a new theoretical 
framework or even a paradigm shift that addresses the role of nonstate actors and 
a globalized world in which nation-states and nonstate actors interact regularly 
is not a trivial exercise. Just as IR scholar and realist theorist Hans Morgenthau4 
proposed in 1948 to recast our understanding of IR so that it is focused on power, 
so too we now need to rethink the larger international system and broaden our 
understanding of how to address nonstate actors and the role that they play in a 
globalized world. Doing so will illustrate the importance of having a theoretical 
framework that is appropriate for the realities of the twenty-first century.

ir as a field of Study

The main point made thus far is that by simplifying an otherwise complex 
situation, we can start finding answers to these often difficult and challenging 
questions. That is why the study of IR is such an important part of understand-
ing our world today. It provides a theoretical framework that allows us to sim-
plify the complexity by breaking the component pieces apart, identifying the 
relevant actors, understanding their approaches, and drawing conclusions that 
help us answer these questions. And it also helps us understand what assump-
tions we need to make about the behavior of individuals, groups, and nations in 
order to answer those questions.

As you will see, there are advantages to the theoretical approaches outlined 
in the field of IR, but also disadvantages. The field itself really emerged after 
World War I, when sovereign nation-states eclipsed monarchies and empires as 
the primary actors.5 Thus, the approach tends to be very state-centric, assuming 
that the traditional nation-state is—and will be—the primary actor. But as the 
examples of ISIS and Walmart show, nonstate actors have emerged as major 
players in the international system in the twentieth and certainly the twenty-first 
century. To some extent, the emergence of nonstate actors has changed the field. 
The traditional model has little room for anything other than nation-states, the 
societies that make up those states, and the people and governments who lead 
them. Does that mean that we need to throw out the old models? Absolutely not! 
They can still help guide our approaches both to asking questions and answering 
them. But now we need to do so with an awareness of the limitations of those 
same theoretical approaches and models.



i N T r O d U C T i O N  11

While IR theory still relies heavily on the basic theoretical paradigms (real-
ism, liberalism, and constructivism, for example, to be explored in more detail in 
the next chapter), there has been a proliferation of other theoretical approaches. 
These all have some merit, although they might appear to be a bit esoteric to 
someone who is trying to understand basic questions, such as why there is so 
much war and conflict, or why there was a global economic crisis. In fact, one 
of the hardest parts of studying IR is drawing the distinction between learning 
the way things are supposed to operate in theory and using that theory to un-
derstand how they actually do operate. For example, why do countries behave 
as they do? Why do some societies rise up against a leader, as was the case in 
Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt early in 2011, and what prompted them to do so after 
years of relative silence? Why have the “Arab Spring” revolts that were settled 
relatively peacefully in those countries led to a protracted and bloody civil war in 
Syria? Thus, the real dilemma for the student trying to understand international 
politics comes in trying to apply all that theory to real-world questions.

In order to be able to do this—that is, to apply the theory to an understand-
ing of real-world issues or problems—it is necessary to have not only a basic 
grounding in the theory but also an approach that will help guide us through the 
complexity of the real world. That is what this book will help define.

The Levels-of-analysis framework

Levels of analysis will become the overarching framework as we begin to 
understand IR. Levels of analysis “presumes that decisions are made at differ-
ent and distinct levels, that is, from a fairly micro-level, such as the role of an 
individual decision maker (who is usually male), to society and culture, and then 
becoming more macro-level, moving to the nation and finally the international 
system.”6 Another underlying assumption is that each level exists fairly inde-
pendently, with little interaction between or across levels.7 While that allows us 
to arrive at a model that helps us with our analysis of a particular situation, the 
reality often belies that assumption. Events that take place at one given level of 
analysis have the potential to impact other levels. For example, a president or 
prime minister can move a nation to war, which in turn has an impact on the 
society and the individuals within it. And while the levels of analysis can provide 
an important guiding framework, the limitations of the approach must also be 
noted; we have alluded to them already and will discuss them in more detail in 
the next chapter.
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Briefly, though, because of its emphasis on the nation-state, the framework 
does not really have a place for nonstate actors or even supranational organiza-
tions such as the United Nations. Rather, it assumes that all actors within the 
international system are nation-states, with a defined leader/decision maker 
who heads a government, and that decisions are tied to the values and goals of 
the culture and the society. Collectively, all of these make up the nation-state. As 
seen previously, the Walmart and al-Qaeda/ISIS examples point out quickly the 
flaws in this approach. Even with its limitations, though, the levels-of-analysis 
framework provides a clean, unifying model for approaching IR and is a useful 
tool—as long as we remain clear about its weaknesses.

The levels-of-analysis framework allows us to ask who or what we will be 
focusing on as we try to get answers to some of our questions. In many ways, the 
approach is somewhat circular. The questions we ask will determine the appro-
priate level of analysis that will be our focal point. And it does allow us to focus 
on one level at a time while holding the others constant, thereby allowing us to 
simplify the approach we are taking.

Broad Theoretical Perspectives

From a theoretical perspective, realism (both classical and neostructural/
structural) is the bread and butter of basic IR theory. It puts the state firmly at 
the center of our analysis, and it then puts states’ actions into terms of power 
and balance of power. This is fairly easy to understand intuitively, and there are 
numerous examples of applications of the theory. Furthermore, this approach is 
grounded in history. But again, it is very state centered, which raises questions 
when we try to apply it to the world today.

Since the end of the Cold War especially, a plethora of new theoretical ap-
proaches have either emerged or gained prominence in order to explain what is 
and what has been taking place in the international system. Liberalism and con-
structivism are two such approaches, both of which focus on different levels of 
analysis in order to better describe and explain the behavior of the international 
system. Where constructivist theorists focus on social structures both within and 
outside states and the impact that these have on states’ behaviors, liberal theo-
rists make other assumptions about what drives a state’s behavior that are more 
normative (or what “should be”) in approach. Note that in this case, liberal does 
not refer to an ideological perspective (versus conservative) but to a particular 
theoretical approach.



i N T r O d U C T i O N  13

Growing from the desire to integrate women—their roles in the international 
system and the impact on women of political decisions made at various levels—
another approach was born; feminist IR theory not only provides a critique of 
the existing theoretical approaches but also offers an alternative that looks at 
IR through gender-sensitive lenses.8 As you will see, feminist theory is featured 
prominently throughout this book. I am not trying to proselytize; rather, my 
own research has highlighted the importance of looking at some of the basic 
questions in the field with gender-sensitive lenses in order to get at more com-
plete answers to the questions. In fact, feminist IR theorists argue that unless 
you look at all the actors who are involved with or are affected by a decision, it is 
impossible to get the complete picture. This is a very different way to approach 
the study of IR. While I try not to privilege one theoretical approach over an-
other, I do believe that the feminist perspective is valuable for posing different 
questions and positing answers regarding IR and therefore should be included 
in our study of IR theories.

It is important to note that, although the theories included here are often 
depicted as competing with one another to offer the “best” explanation for why 
countries behave as they do, an alternative model would be to look at them as 
offering complementary explanations depending on the questions asked and the 
level of focus. Thus, it is not necessary to assume that one must take a particular 
theory as the single guiding framework. Rather, it is possible and sometimes 
beneficial to move between and among theories and levels of analysis, depending 
on the question or focus of the inquiry.

As we continue our discussion of IR theories, it is also important to remem-
ber that in this field, a theory cannot be tested as it is in the sciences. We cannot 
hold one part of the world constant while we test another, as we would do in a 
laboratory. Rather, in the field of IR our laboratory is the world, and we do our 
best to approximate the variables so that we can describe, explain, and predict. 
Some political scientists even in IR use mathematical models as a way to improve 
our explanatory power. But the main point is that the world we deal with is com-
plex and full of uncertainties, and our job is to try to describe and explain events 
that occurred and why. Theory can help us do that.

An example can best illustrate what is meant by all of this. The first Persian 
Gulf War in 1991 was an example of a coalition of the willing, which involved a 
group of countries coming together to use military force against Saddam Hus-
sein. Iraq had invaded Kuwait, an ally of the United States, and the first Presi-
dent Bush (George H. W. Bush) worked with the United Nations and a group 
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of countries to apply political pressure, and later the use of military force, to get 
Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait. From a realist perspective, this is an example of 
a group of countries uniting to use their collective power (military and politi-
cal) to counter the actions of a single state, Iraq. From that perspective, power 
triumphed and helps us explain the event.

But this same case can be examined from other theoretical perspectives. For 
example, liberal theorists might argue that this is a case of countries working 
together to achieve a common goal. They worked first within the framework 
of the United Nations, in and of itself born from a liberal perspective, to try to 
bring about a peaceful settlement of the issue through negotiation. When that 
failed, countries cooperated to achieve a particular end, which was to get Iraq to 
withdraw from Kuwait. From that theoretical point of view, the important thing 
to consider is the idea of cooperation, rather than conflict or power as we saw in 
the realist approach. Here the emphasis is on how countries could and did work 
together to achieve a common goal, rather than the assertion of military power.

The constructivists would focus more on the individual leaders, as well as 
the social and cultural constructs of the states and societies involved. So a con-
structivist might ask what Saddam Hussein wanted to accomplish given his role, 
the countries with which he interacted, and the political structure of Iraq—and 
then, given all that, try to understand the responses of the coalition partners. Or, 
from the other side, a constructivist might ask how President Bush’s perceptions 
helped him determine what responses to take in this case. The constructivists do 
not ignore the central role of the state but rather put the state and the leaders 
into the broader social and political constructs that led to the particular pro-
cesses and decisions that we are studying.

The feminists would ask who made the various decisions, from Hussein’s 
decision to invade Kuwait to the responses of the United States and other coun-
tries to employ military force, but they would also ask who was most affected by 
those decisions. What role did the people of Iraq or Kuwait or the United States 
play, and how did the decisions made by their respective leaders affect them and 
their society?

Each of these theoretical examples also relies on a different set of assumptions 
and focuses on a different level of analysis. When viewed separately, they allow 
us to explain some portion of the event in great detail; taken together, they can 
give us a more complete picture of the entire event.

Clearly, it is important that students of IR understand the role of theory and 
how theory and the basic paradigms that exist in the field guide our understand-
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ing of IR. Similarly, it is important to understand circumstances under which the 
existing theories don’t explain events adequately, let alone predict what might 
happen in the future. The role of the major theories will be woven throughout 
each of the chapters in this book and will provide an important unifying theme 
throughout the narrative. Each of the major theories offers some explanation as 
to why countries behave as they do. In addition, all rely heavily on the notion of 
levels of analysis to help frame the approach.

This concise text takes as its starting point a discussion of the theoretical 
frameworks that are the foundation of current IR. The book draws on and ex-
plicates the traditional IR theories, but it also makes a place for understanding 
the areas that lie outside of or cannot be explained by those approaches. Al-
though levels of analysis will be the primary unifying force, one of the strengths 
of the book is addressing the weaknesses of this approach in understanding 
the contemporary international system—that is, a globalized world. Integrated 
throughout the text are applications of the theories so that students like you can 
understand that learning the theories will actually help you better understand 
the “real world.” That in turn will help you make informed decisions about is-
sues pertaining to current international events.

iNTErNaTiONaL rELaTiONS iN a GLOBaLiZEd WOrLd

In this chapter, we begin with a very broad overview of what studying IR means 
in a world that is globalized. In contrast to the world of nation-states, upon 
which most of IR was premised, globalization offers challenges that come with 
understanding a world in which those states and even nonstate actors are inter-
connected. But before we can begin to address globalization, we need to define 
the fundamental actor in the international system: the nation-state. (This idea 
will be developed in even more detail in chapter 3, where the focus is on the 
nation-state level of analysis.)

The Concept of the Nation-State

This concept is two-pronged: the nation, which is a group of people with 
similar background, culture, ethnicity, and language who share common values, 
and the state, which is an entity with a defined border under the rule of a govern-
ment that is accepted by the people. The concept of the nation-state originated 
in Europe and can be traced to the Treaty of Westphalia (or Peace of Westpha-
lia), which ended the Thirty Years’ War in 1648.9 Along with the emergence of 
the nation-state, the Treaty of Westphalia also specified a governmental order 
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within each of the new states, as well as the relationship among them. Paramount 
among the concepts that emerged is that of sovereignty, which means that within 
a given territory, the government is the single legitimate authority, and no ex-
ternal power has the right to intervene in actions that take place within national 
borders. Within the past few decades, since the Cold War ended, some govern-
ments seem to have abrogated their right to protect their own peoples—for ex-
ample, either committing or permitting acts of genocide and ethnic cleansing to 
take place. These actions have called into question the concept of sovereignty, as 
other countries’ governments have debated when or whether it is appropriate to 
intervene to protect basic human rights, even if it means violating a state’s sover-
eignty. We are going to explore these concepts in more detail in a later chapter, 
but until then, it is important to get the fundamentals.

forces of integration, disintegration, and Self-determination

Until the end of the Cold War, which fostered the era of globalization,10 most 
of international relations was based on and/or tied to relationships between and 
among nation-states and the assumption that each state is a sovereign entity. 
However, that changed after 1991, when the prevailing patterns of international 
politics shifted. No longer were relations between and among countries tied to 
the United States and the Soviet Union—“West” versus “East.” In fact, without 
the dynamics of the two superpowers, relations between and among countries 
became far more fluid. Rather than a world of discrete nation-states competing 
with one another for power, which was the old order, the globalized world that 
we see today is characterized by the integration of nation-states into larger re-
gional blocs, such as the EU, that are developing common policies not only on 
economic issues but increasingly on issues of foreign policy and security. While 
this does not suggest that the era of sovereign nation-states is over, it does sug-
gest that countries believe that they can benefit from cooperating rather than 
competing with one another. In terms of IR theory, this might suggest acknowl-
edging the primacy of liberal thought at the expense of realism.

Similarly, while some countries have been working together to pursue com-
mon policies, others have been dividing into component parts as the various 
“nations” within the states seek self-determination—the desire to be recognized 
as a nation and to be able to govern themselves. Thus, we see the peaceful 
breakup of Czechoslovakia in January 1993 into two component pieces (the 
Czech Republic and Slovakia) and the bloody disintegration of Yugoslavia into 
six republics which started in 1991, each of which has become an independent 
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country. In contrast, the Palestinians are a stateless people who seek their own 
state with defined borders and a government that is sovereign. The Kurds, a dis-
tinct ethnic group who possess their own language, traditions, and lifestyle and 
account for substantial communities in Iraq, Turkey, Syria, and Iran, want to 
create a formal country of “Kurdistan” that will guarantee them their sovereignty 
free from the strictures of another state. In 2011, we saw the country of Sudan 
divided into two parts—Sudan and South Sudan—following a referendum after 
a peace treaty ended a decades-long civil war. However, that peace has not lasted, 
and the country continues to face civil and ethnic violence. The implosion of the 
Soviet Union in 1991 led to the creation of fifteen countries, all of which had 
been “constituent republics” of the larger group (see map 1.1). While the initial 
breakup was relatively peaceful, conflicts remain, leading to bloody wars and 
terrorist attacks regarding the status of Chechnya and subsequently the status of 
other areas of the Caucasus. Thus, as recent history has shown, it is not that easy 
to create a new nation-state. In other words, being a nation does not necessarily 
mean that there is justification for a state or that the outside world will recognize 
that state, nor that the formal creation of a state will result in peace.

Many would argue that none of these changes—forces of integration and dis-
integration, desire for self-determination, and so on—would have been possible 
were it not for the end of the Cold War. In fact, the Cold War, which dominated 
world politics from the end of World War II until the unification of Germany 
(1990) and the breakup of the Soviet Union (1991), can be seen as critical to 
providing a stabilizing framework for nations’ interactions. The ongoing threat 
of nuclear war and the fears that came with it helped keep countries in check. 
Many governments were afraid to appear too aggressive out of concern that if 
they did so, either the United States or the Soviet Union would intervene, which 
would inevitably provoke a military response by the other country. In order to 
avoid any direct military confrontation, the United States and the Soviet Union 
interacted through what became known as proxy wars, where battles were 
fought indirectly through their allies. This meant that the United States would 
sometimes take the side of repressive regimes rather than allowing a communist 
government (which would appear to be loyal to the Soviet Union) to take control 
of a country. For example, when the left-leaning Sandinista government took 
control of Nicaragua in 1984, deposing the U.S.-backed Somoza family, hostil-
ity toward the United States caused the new government to turn to the Soviet 
Union and Cuba for support. This set the stage for a U.S.-backed counterrevolu-
tion, with the United States arming the opposition forces, or the Contras. Thus, 
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although the United States and the Soviet Union did not directly confront one 
another, they were involved through their respective allies or proxies.

During the Cold War, it was also important that the respective allies remain 
firmly within the Eastern or Western bloc. For example, when the government 
of Czechoslovakia, one of the Eastern bloc countries, got out of hand in 1968, the 
Soviet Union came in and forcibly suppressed the nascent rebellion. The Soviet 
Union did not want any dissension or rebellion that could upset the delicate bal-
ance of power that existed. What happened in 1968 stands in contrast to what 
happened in 1993, following the end of the Soviet Union, when Czechoslovakia 
peacefully divided.

This introductory overview is designed to stress a few main points as we begin 
the study of IR: that the nation-state has always been seen as the fundamental 
actor in IR; that the concept of nation-state has a number of component parts, 
many of which can now be questioned; that the nature of the international 
system is and has been changing, and no doubt will continue to; and that the 
old world of “balance of power,” whether as it existed traditionally or as seen 
through the Cold War, has now ended and has been replaced by a globalized 
world in which nonstate actors (actors other than the traditional nation-states) 
are playing an increasingly major role.

What does all this mean for understanding IR? In order to understand the 
changes to the international system, it will be important to understand the 
fundamental building blocks: the nation-state, the concept of sovereignty, and 
the notion of power, to name but a few. But it also means that we really need 
to step back and look at the world today and at what it means to be living in a 
world that is globalized. The very nature of globalization, with the interconnec-
tions among countries that help define the concept, has changed the nature and 
understanding of IR.

GLOBaLiZaTiON

We are beginning our study of IR by asking a number of very macrolevel ques-
tions, which means that we are looking at questions that affect the international 
system as a whole. In order to do this, we need to know what assumptions we 
are making and to define some basic terms and concepts. In this section, we will 
focus on issues of political stability and economic equality, what they mean, and 
why they are important when we consider the international system.

We are going to start with the international system as it exists today. To look 
at the international system in the twenty-first century is to look at a world that is 
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interdependent—that is, what happens in one state directly affects what happens 
in others. Why is this the case, and when and why did this happen?

What is Globalization?

We are going to begin by asking a very basic and important question: What 
do we mean by globalization? This is a term that we hear all the time, and it is 
one that can generate a great many negative feelings. For example, periodically 
meetings of the Group of Seven industrialized countries and meetings of the 
World Trade Organization have been disrupted by protestors who wanted to 
point out what they saw as inequities in the global economic system and espe-
cially the role of those major economic powers that are seen as the ones who 
make the rules. But can protests really change what has become a global reality? 
Can anyone stop or reverse the process of globalization? A more realistic set of 
questions might be the following: What do we mean by the current international 
economic system? How did it get here? And can it change?

Globalization as historical Phenomenon

In order to answer these questions, we need to look at the concept of glo-
balization not as a current phenomenon but as a historical one. For example, 
Thomas Friedman, columnist for the New York Times, describes three periods of 
globalization. In his estimation, the first lasted from 1492 (the voyage of Colum-
bus) until around 1800. According to him, this phase of globalization “shrank 
the world from a size large to a size medium. . . . [It] was about countries and 
muscles.” As he describes it:

the key agent of change, the dynamic force driving the process of global integra-
tion, was how much brawn—how much muscle, how much horsepower, wind 
power, or, later, steam power—your country had and how creatively you could 
deploy it. In this era, countries and governments (often inspired by religion or 
imperialism or a combination of both) led the way in breaking down walls and 
knitting the world together, driving global integration.11

Again, according to Friedman, the primary questions asked during this phase 
were, “Where does my country fit into global competition and opportunities? 
How can I go global and collaborate with others through my country?”12

Friedman looks at the second era of globalization as lasting from around 1800 
to 2000, interrupted by major events such as the two world wars and the Great 
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Depression, during which the world shrank still further. In this era of globaliza-
tion, “the key agent of change, the dynamic force driving global integration, was 
multinational companies. These multinationals went global for markets and 
labor, spearheaded first by the expansion of the Dutch and English joint-stock 
companies and the Industrial Revolution.”13 Friedman also notes that it was dur-
ing this period that we really see the birth of a global economy. What he is also 
telling us is that the international system changed in nature to include countries 
and companies working in collaboration. With this, we start seeing the impact of 
nonstate actors. All this was made possible by changes in technology that helped 
encourage more rapid movement of goods and information, as well as increasing 
the means of production.

He then identifies what he calls the third era of globalization, which he sees 
as beginning in 2000:

[It] is shrinking the world from a size small to a size tiny and flattening the playing 
field at the same time. . . . And while the dynamic force in Globalization 1.0 was 
countries globalizing and the dynamic force in Globalization 2.0 was companies 
globalizing, the dynamic force in Globalization 3.0—the force that gives it its 
unique character—is the newfound power for individuals to collaborate and com-
pete globally. (emphasis added)14

Hence, Friedman tells us that the world/international system in general and 
the economic system in particular is changing, that it is getting smaller, that 
individuals and MNCs now make more of a difference, and that all this has hap-
pened relatively recently.

Historian Robert Marks, in his book Origins of the Modern World, similarly 
identifies a number of cycles of globalization that exist in a historical context. 
However, he looks at the first globalization as part of a system of trade among the 
then nations—or, more accurately, empires—going back to the 1200s. He notes 
the three primary trade routes that linked the major subsystems that existed at 
that time: East Asia, which linked China and parts of Southeast Asia to India; 
the Middle East–Mongolian subsystem, which linked Eurasia from the eastern 
Mediterranean to Central Asia and India; and the European subsystem, which 
linked Europe to the Middle East and the Indian Ocean. According to Marks, 
these subsystems “overlapped, with North and West Africa connected with the 
European and Middle East subsystems, and East Africa with the Indian Ocean 
subsystem.”15 Again, what is important about this is that it suggests that there was 
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a very well-developed trade system that linked most of Africa, Europe, and Asia 
as far back as the thirteenth century. And according to Marks, one of the impor-
tant things to note when looking at and trying to understand the development of 
the international system from the perspective of globalization is that, like political 
scientists, “until quite recently, historians have practiced their craft taking cur-
rent nation-states as their unit of analysis, rather than adopting a more global 
approach.”16 Thus, he argues, the international system actually pre-dates modern 
nation-states, and we need to look at and understand components of the interna-
tional system and globalization from this very broad historical perspective.

He also takes this approach out of the realm of the realist thinkers, and he 
claims that the thirteenth-century world system “functioned without a central 
controlling or dominating force. To those who conceive of the modern world 
system as growing under the domination of a single state or group of states, the 
idea that a system could work without a controlling center is somewhat novel.” 
He looks at a world that is polycentric—that is, “it contained several regional sys-
tems, each with its own densely populated and wealthy ‘core,’ surrounded by a 
periphery that provided agricultural and industrial raw materials to the core, and 
most of which were loosely connected to one another through trade networks” 
(see map 1.2). And in his estimation, the world retained this polycentric charac-
ter until around 1800, with the expansion of European colonization.17

If we look at the current international system, Marks traces it to the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, with the solidification of the modern concept of 
the nation-state system. He claims that the advent of nationalism, or the desire 
for national peoples to have a state, was congruent with the growth of industri-
alization, which allowed states to grow and expand their territory. But he also 
notes that along with this expansion came a growing gap between the richest 
and the poorer nations within the international system. Thus, globalization and 
the increased trade that came with it should help diminish this gap or division 
between countries. In reality, however, this has not been the case.

In theory, then, the modern concept of globalization is tied to the no-
tion that nation-states are interdependent and that progress in one will help  
others. Here we see the idea of the “rising tide lifting all boats,” to use a cliché. 
But Marks and others warn us that this has not been the case and that the current 
round of globalization has actually exacerbated the differences between and among 
nations rather than closing them. He ties much of this to the concept of develop-
ment, which should equal industrial growth. So, as long as a country remained tied 
to traditional agriculture or resisted industrialization, as was the case with many 
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countries in Africa or even China and India until relatively recently, they would 
continue to fall at the “poor” end of the international economic system.18

But it is also important to remember that many of these countries in Africa 
and Asia had been colonies of the major European powers. Even after they 
gained their independence, they remained tied to the colonial powers or were 
dependent on them for many reasons. This reinforced the patterns of trade tied 
to the export of raw materials from the colony to the mother country and the im-
port of manufactured goods from the colonial power to the colony. This in turn 
led to the emergence of the so-called dependency theory, which posited that the 
poorer countries of the developing world would remain tied to and dependent 
upon the major developed countries and therefore could not develop or prosper 
on their own.19 The subfield of IPE has much more to say about this.20

Hence one of the goals of the movement toward development among many of 
these countries in Africa and Asia was to break the cycle of dependency. But that 
cycle is not easy to break, and it comes at a cost. Often (and we see this with China 
and India) the push toward development and industrialization comes at the ex-
pense of the environment, as countries see this as a necessary trade-off. These are 
often countries that tend to have agriculture-based economies, and even as they 
do move forward and develop, the majority of the population still lives on the 
land and depends upon it for food and sustenance. Peasant or rural economies 
depend upon a relatively large population—more children are needed to work the 
land—and so population growth continues without the economic base to sustain 
it, thereby perpetuating the pattern. Furthermore, the developed countries often 
have a vested interest in keeping the economic growth of the developing coun-
tries in check, lest it upset the entire and often delicate economic balance.

But what we are also seeing in a globalized world is how the impact of natural 
resources, such as oil, uranium, diamonds, and other precious substances, can 
alter that balance. For example, with the growing importance of and need for oil, 
some of the less-developed countries started to become more prominent, both 
politically and economically. Thus, otherwise poor countries, such as Venezuela 
and Nigeria, have been able to exert relative power in the international system 
because of their oil. This too has altered the balance of power within the inter-
national system and changed the perspective of “developed” and “developing.”

When we look at the international system today, we see the emergence of a 
global free market that has allowed for the growth and prominence of countries 
like China, India, and Brazil, as well as the increasing role of countries such as 
Nigeria, Venezuela, and some of the countries of the Middle East, such as Iran. 
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No one country can control the international economic system, any more than it 
can now control the international political system. The end of the Cold War and 
the subsequent emergence of more states and also more conflict have shown us 
that. While this also suggests that the theory is correct and that more countries 
are becoming economically strong, what the theories underlying globalization 
do not account for is the unequal distribution of wealth within any of those 
countries. So, while the governments as well as some people within countries 
such as India or Nigeria are growing wealthy, vast numbers of people remain in 
a cycle of poverty that is virtually impossible to break. It is this aspect of global-
ization that has elicited protests.

As might be expected, those who take a more feminist approach to IR have a 
different take on globalization and what it means. According to political scientist 
J. Ann Tickner:

feminists call our attention to the fact that while women’s positions vary according 
to race, class, and geographical location, women are disproportionately situated at 
the bottom of the socioeconomic scale in all societies; drawing on gender analy-
sis, they point to the devaluation of women’s work and the dichotomy between 
productive and reproductive labor as explanations of the relatively disadvantaged 
position of women and the growing feminization of poverty. . . . Globalization 
involves more than economic forces; it has also led to the spread of Western-
centered definitions of human rights and democracy. Feminist scholars are ques-
tioning whether these definitions are gender biased.21

Thus, feminist theorists encourage us to explore all aspects of questions in IR, 
even areas that we might assume to be beneficial to all, such as human rights and 
democracy. For example, in her work, Tickner asks whether democracies really 
are friendly toward women, as feminists see the traditionally Western model of 
democracy and nation-states tied to a system that is patriarchal and traditional, 
which favored and privileged men’s interests over women’s. But she makes an-
other important point that “since women have traditionally had less access to 
formal political institutions, the focus on state institutions by scholars of democ-
ratization may miss ways in which women are participating in politics—outside 
formal political channels at the grassroots level.”22 In other words, Tickner 
directs us to look at the changes that have taken place at the level of the interna-
tional system as a whole to see the impact they have had on women in general, 
and she admonishes us to look within the state to determine whether the spread 
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of values such as democracy or even human rights has worked against women 
or has minimized the role that they play as actors in the international system.

The work of Friedman, Marks, and Tickner, among others, all suggests that 
the advent of globalization forces us to look at the international system in a new 
and different way. That means moving beyond the traditional theories and levels 
of analysis, as well as looking at the role played by primary actors other than the 
nation-state.

international Political Economy

The study of globalization leads us directly into the concept of IPE, an area of 
IR that became more prominent in the 1960s and 1970s, and has continued to 
grow as a subfield of IR. We will return to this in more detail later in this book, 
but it is important to introduce the concept here as part of the discussion of 
globalization. Briefly, IPE “is the study of the interrelationship between politics 
and economics and between states and markets. It also examines how politics 
can be used to achieve economic goals, and how economic instruments are uti-
lized for political purposes.”23 Thus, the importance of IPE and understanding 
the interrelationship between politics and economics has grown as economic 
interactions, such as trade, investments, etc., between and among states have 
been rising. The attention paid by the Trump administration to issues such as 
protectionism and tariffs has raised the visibility of the nexus between econom-
ics and politics, and also highlighted the impact that economic decisions can 
have on the relationships between states.

In many ways, while the development of the current international economic 
system is a product of the post–World War II restructuring (Bretton Woods), 
the advent of globalization has really raised questions about who makes the deci-
sions and who is affected by those decisions. Again, it is important to remember 
that although these decisions seem very far removed from any of us, the reality 
is that these decisions affect us directly. For example, the trade war initiated by 
President Trump against China had a direct impact on agricultural prices in this 
country which, in turn, affected what you paid for certain food items at the mar-
ket. In other words, these decisions are not as far from you as you might think.

Violent Conflict in a Globalized World

As alluded to earlier, the Cold War seemed to keep ethnic and civil conflicts 
in check because of the danger that even a small relatively localized conflict could 
spread to become a major confrontation between the United States and the So-
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viet Union. Since that time, conflicts seem to have proliferated, many because of 
fighting over scarce resources.24 This does not mean that they are now contained 
or confined to a single area; in fact, if anything, the globalized nature of the world 
today brings with it the risk that more countries are involved in a conflict, rather 
than fewer, as more seem to have a vested interest in the outcome. The civil 
war in Syria, which has been going on since 2011, is an example of this. While 
this war had its origins in the uprisings known as the “Arab Spring,” unlike the 
cases of Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt, which ended relatively quickly with what is 
colloquially known as “regime change,” President Bashar al-Assad and his sup-
porters dug in, refusing to give up. That war has now expanded, and Russia is the 
primary backer of Assad while the United States along with Turkey and Kurdish 
forces are supporting the rebel forces. ISIS is now part of the equation, with the 
fighting regularly spilling over the borders of Syria. As of May 2021, more than 
four hundred thousand Syrians have been killed, almost six million Syrians have 
fled the country, and more than six million have been internally displaced.25 As 
of this writing, there is no end in sight to this conflict. Where globalization be-
comes especially relevant here is that one of the results of this war has been a ref-
ugee crisis, as people flee the war in search of peace and some security. There has 
been an influx of refugees into parts of Europe: more than 3.4 million have fled 
to Turkey and on to other parts of Europe, leading to strains on those countries 
as they attempt to accommodate the humanitarian crisis.26 Germany has been the 
most welcoming country, albeit putting Chancellor Angela Merkel’s leadership 
at risk. Other countries, such as Hungary, sealed their borders claiming that they 
cannot take any more refugees. And fears of refugees and immigrants, who are 
perceived as taking the jobs of citizens, contributed to the results of the Brexit 
vote. The lesson here is that conflict is more difficult to contain in a globalized 
world—not necessarily that the conflict will spread but that the conflict can 
contribute to humanitarian crises which, in turn, tax national systems and also 
contribute to fears which then fuel nationalism and xenophobia.

Lessons of the Coronavirus Pandemic

One need not look any further than the coronavirus pandemic that spread 
from China to the rest of the world in 2020 to see first-hand the impact of glo-
balization. While the origins of the virus can be traced to Wuhan, China, the 
movement of people, which is one of the characteristics of a globalized world, 
meant that it spread relatively rapidly; disease does not respect borders. As of the 
end of May, the global death toll stood at 3.5 million, with 168.9 million known 
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infections globally.27 As the number of new cases diagnosed in the United States 
and Europe were starting to fall, the numbers in India were surging to almost 
twenty-eight million cases at the end of May 2021, with almost 319,000 dead. 
The number of cases and deaths in that country are continuing to rise. Further, 
India’s vaccination rate has remained low, with about 12 percent of the popula-
tion vaccinated compared to about 50 percent in the United States.28

As soon as this new virus was detected, the response by most countries was 
to close their borders, limiting who could enter or even leave the country. Go-
ing into the summer of 2021, as many countries are removing restrictions and 
the number of cases has been dropping, one area of control that countries could 
impose on the spread was to ensure that people entering the country were vac-
cinated and disease free.

This is especially important not only for the limitations imposed on indi-
viduals’ freedom of travel, but for the economic implications of these decisions. 
Clearly, travel declined and came to a virtual standstill, which hit the countries 
in Europe who depend on tourism especially hard. Trade slowed as limits were 
imposed on who—or what—could enter a country. It also exacerbated inequality 
across nations as the wealthier countries could get access to and pay for needed 
doses of the vaccine, while the poor countries were at the mercy of the World 
Health Organization’s COVAX program.

This is also an example of how a threat to any country comes in ways that 
are often unplanned for, in this case, a virus. The question remains: how does a 
country protect itself or its people from that type of threat which is far beyond 
the traditional area of “national security”? 

WhaT dOES GLOBaLiZaTiON MEaN fOr ThE STUdY Of ir?

In beginning our study of IR by looking at globalization and the changes it 
has brought to the international system, we are moving beyond the traditional 
paradigms and approaches to the study of the field. What we are suggesting here 
is that in order to really understand IR in the twenty-first century, we need to 
begin by understanding what the international system looks like today if we are 
to understand all its component parts and how they have changed. That does 
not mean that we can ignore the traditional framework upon which the study of 
IR is based. Quite the contrary. The theories, actors, and framework that have 
guided the study of IR since it emerged as a discipline remain the building blocks 
for understanding the international system. Only by understanding those as our 
starting points can the contrasts with the world today really have meaning.
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However, understanding IR in a globalized world also means going beyond 
the traditional state-centered approach that the field has often had. We need to 
be able to see the limits of that approach and to expand our understanding and 
definitions in order to incorporate the roles of nonstate actors. But it is also im-
portant to remember that it is not possible to critique the traditional theoretical 
perspectives or to offer new ones unless or until we have a good solid grounding 
in the fundamentals. Through the remainder of this book, our goal will be to 
provide those fundamentals so that we can, in turn, understand the weaknesses 
in current theory and look for alternative explanations and approaches.

With that introduction, we will now turn to the theories and framework that 
we will use to approach the field of IR. After we have looked at these—theories, 
actors, and framework—we will return to our starting point of globalization and 
macrolevel questions in order to pull all the pieces together.
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T h E O r E T i C a L  O V E r V i E W

This chapter outlines the basic theoretical approaches that are the foundations 
of international relations (IR) and are critical to understanding the field. As a 
starting point, we will begin with realist/power politics, as articulated by Hans 
J. Morgenthau. This has been one of the founding tenets of IR since the end of 
World War II. (His seminal text, Politics Among Nations, was initially published 
in 1948.) Since then, the international political landscape has changed; new 
organizations tied to the notion of collective security assumed idealistically that 
security could best be assured not by having nations increase their power but 
by working cooperatively toward common goals and ends that would benefit 
all. Thus, a competing or (perhaps more appropriately) alternative theory of IR 
was born, which challenged the basic principles of realism. This new approach 
focused more on cooperation between and among nations rather than competi-
tion for power; it embodied many of the ideals earlier espoused by Woodrow 
Wilson. Referred to as “liberal theory,” it incorporates economic ideas as well as 
political ones, and it has grown in prominence and importance since the end of 
the Cold War. Hence, the changes in the international system have contributed 
to a proliferation of other theories, all of which were designed to explain on a 
macro level, or more often on a micro level, some aspect of IR.

In this chapter, we present a brief introduction to these various theoretical 
models (i.e., realism and structural realism, liberalism, constructivism, Marxism 
and its offshoots, and feminist approaches), with concrete examples of how each 
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can be applied to understanding the international system and world events. Note 
that this is not meant to be a comprehensive study, as there are a number of ap-
proaches that we will not address in this short overview, nor do we go into a lot 
of detail on the basic theories that we do explore. If you are interested in learning 
more, there are many readings you can delve into. Rather, what we want to do 
here is offer an introduction to the major approaches so that you can determine 
which of these makes the most sense to you and when and how you can apply each 
approach. This starting point will lead into the body of the remainder of the text.

WhaT iS ThEOrY aNd WhY iS iT iMPOrTaNT?

Before we can delve into IR theories, however, it is important to set out a few ba-
sic assumptions and to situate IR within the broader field of political science. As 
noted in chapter 1, IR is the most macro level of all the subfields of political sci-
ence. In contrast to the other subfields, such as American politics or comparative 
politics, IR deals with the entire international system, which generally is made 
up of nation-states but also nonstate actors. Most nation-states have a political 
structure of some type, a culture and social organization that help define their 
values, and individuals who influence the decisions that are made and who are, 
in turn, affected by those decisions. Within each nation-state there are countless 
other groups that play a role in the decision making process and interact with 
the political system in some way. This structure does not even begin to take 
into account the ways in which these broad entities, the nation-state or country, 
interact with and influence one another, although these too are legitimate ques-
tions for exploration within the area of IR.

Given this proliferation of actors and variables that can affect these actors 
and the international system as a whole, how can we begin to understand this 
complexity? That is the role of theory, which exists to provide the framework 
that can help guide our understanding of various events that occur within this 
complex system.

Theory and ir: Some Basic assumptions

Every field of study has its theories or basic paradigms, as does IR. These theo-
ries provide the framework that allows us to begin to simplify reality so that we 
can better address the complexities of the world. Theory is a linked set of proposi-
tions or ideas that simplify a complex reality so that we can describe events that 
have happened, explain why they happened, and predict what might happen in 
the future. In the field of IR, it is very difficult to predict with certainty, as there 
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are so many variables that can affect the outcome of events. Unlike the “hard” 
sciences, where it is possible to work in a lab and control the environment, in the 
social sciences in general, and in IR in particular, it is virtually impossible to con-
trol any single variable, let alone the interaction among these variables—although 
political scientists who employ various modeling techniques do try. This means 
that the theoretical perspectives are dynamic and evolve as situations change, as 
do the variables. Nonetheless, the main theories that have emerged allow us to 
identify general patterns that help us understand what has happened and why 
(i.e., describe and explain), and in so doing give us some indicators of what might 
happen in the future under similar sets of circumstances (predict). So theories are 
important guides that allow us to navigate the complexity of the world.

Using these theories or paradigms can help us know how to ask and answer 
some of the fundamental questions in the field. As a macrolevel field, IR tends 
to ask macrolevel questions—for example, what is war and why do countries 
go to war? Why did a particular country act as it did or respond to events in a 
particular way? How can one country influence another to engage in a particular 
pattern of behavior or stop it from behaving in a particular way? Why do some 
states appear to be cooperative and others appear to be warlike? These are but 
some of the general questions that we see often in the field of IR and that any 
number of theories and theorists have tried to answer. But how can we answer 
such questions in a world in which we can’t identify all the variables or hold 
things constant?

Political scientist Christine Sylvester provides some important clues when she 
writes, “In an international system filled with tensions, IR analysts are keenly 
interested in questions of continuity and discontinuity. States persist as key po-
litical entities, as does a world capitalist system of commodity production and 
exchange” (emphasis added). She continues, “Conventional wisdom has it that 
this is a world of states, nonstate actors and market transactions. It is a world in 
which neither men nor women figure per se, the emphasis being on impersonal 
actors, structures, and system processes.”1

Sylvester seems to be telling us that in the traditional approaches to IR, people 
don’t matter; IR is a field of actors, structures, and processes. But underlying this 
is another reality that Sylvester touches on later in her book, which gives us a 
more complete understanding of IR— and that is who makes the decisions for 
these actors that result in the actions that we can see. Are states monolithic enti-
ties that operate on their own? Or, put another way, what roles do individuals 
really play in steering the direction of a state?
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This leads us to another component of our basic framework: the assump-
tions we have to make about nation-states and their behavior in order to arrive 
at generalizations (theories) about them. Whether they are accurate or not, 
making certain assumptions allows us to generalize, which in turn enables us to 
identify patterns as well as to draw conclusions based, in part, on studying cases 
that don’t fit the patterns. These generalizations and patterns, and determining 
where there are deviations from these patterns and why, contribute to further 
information about and knowledge of the behavior of the international system.

To begin, we assume that states will behave as monolithic actors (that is, they 
will behave as if they were one single entity rather than being made up of many 
individuals and groups) and that they will act in a rational manner (that is, they 
will make decisions based on a process that weighs costs and benefits to arrive 
at a decision that allows them to further their self-interest). States might choose 
to act in a certain way in order to maximize their power (the realist theoretical 
perspective) or because they feel that they will better achieve their interests by 
cooperating with other states (the liberal approach). But this also suggests that 
states have a way to identify what is in their national interest and that they will 
then act accordingly. Again, one can easily question this assumption, as any state 
has a number of competing interests, all of which can be argued to be in the best 
interest of the state. Nonetheless, for realists especially, it is important to assume 
that national interest can be identified and that states will pursue policies that 
help them achieve that interest.

The Concept of National interest

What is national interest, and how do countries actually achieve it? This is one 
of the critical concepts in IR and one that is addressed in virtually every textbook 
on the subject. For example, according to political scientist Charles Kegley, “The 
primary obligation of every state—the goal to which all other national objectives 
should be subordinated—is to promote its national interest and to acquire power 
for this purpose” (emphasis in original).2 Realist thinkers define national inter-
est in terms of power, in the belief that only by acquiring power can a country 
achieve its primary goals. But some political scientists define national interest 
more broadly than simply the acquisition of power, such as protecting what 
the state sees as its core interests, which are those that involve the protection 
and continuation of the state and its people. For example, Barry Hughes sees 
core interests as those that “flow from the desire [of the state] to preserve its es-
sence: territorial boundaries, population, government, and sovereignty.”3 From 
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his perspective, core interest is more than simply security defined in traditional 
military terms, but it also means assuring a country’s economic vitality, its val-
ues, and other components that are central to the essence of the state. One can 
argue that these are also essential to a country’s security, but they fall outside the 
traditional definition, a point that we will return to later. So a country will pur-
sue the policies that it deems to be in its national interest while also furthering 
its core interests related to its survival.

A point made by Richard Haass, president of the Council on Foreign Rela-
tions, is that a country might choose to pursue what it believes to be in its national 
interest even if that defies the wishes or norms of the international system. The 
example that he gives is Pakistan, which pursued its nuclear ambitions in the face 
of international sanctions and alienation. In his words, “There is scant evidence 
that sanctions can ever be made strong enough to dissuade a country from pur-
suing what it believes to be a vital national interest” (emphasis added).4 We can 
also see that type of behavior with North Korea, which continues to build and test 
nuclear-capable missiles despite international warnings and sanctions. Or Russia, 
which has engaged in cyber-attacks against the United States, including meddling 
in its presidential elections, which resulted in sanctions by the United States. 
What this tells us is that a country’s perception of its own national and core inter-
ests can determine its behavior, even if doing so appears to result in international 
condemnation and even questions about the rationality of the decision.

Tied directly to core interests/values and a country’s national interest in gen-
eral is the traditional notion of security, since one of the core values of any coun-
try is ensuring the safety and protection of the population. But this also leads to 
the dangers of the “security dilemma,” which is a situation in which one state 
improves its military capabilities as a way of trying to ensure its own security. 
However, in doing this, the military buildup is seen by other states as an act of 
aggression and therefore a direct threat. Thus, each state tries to increase its own 
level of protection and hence its security to meet the perceived threat coming 
from another state, which contributes directly to the insecurity of others. The 
result is often an arms race and no greater sense of security.

Generally, security is thought of in military terms. However, feminist theo-
rists have challenged this preconception by expanding the definition to make a 
distinction between security defined in terms of the military and militarism and 
“human security,” which refers to a broader set of issues necessary for human 
survival (core issues)—for example, protection of the environment, eradication 
of diseases, freedom from hunger, access to potable water, and so on. In looking 
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at these security issues, “feminists focus on how world politics can contribute 
to the insecurity of individuals, particularly marginalized and disempowered 
populations” (emphasis added).5 Put another way, “IR feminists frequently make 
different assumptions about the world, ask different questions, and use different 
methodologies to answer them.”6

Feminist IR theorists would argue that only by broadening the approach to IR 
as a field of study is it possible to get a complete picture of and accurate answers 
to many of the basic questions asked. As feminist theorist Gillian Youngs de-
scribes it, “In arguing that women and gender are essential to the field of Inter-
national Relations, feminist scholars have had to address the core concepts and 
issues of the field: war, militarism and security; sovereignty and the state; and 
globalization” (emphasis in original).7 In other words, while feminist theorists 
address the critical concepts, they inject a different perspective that should give 
us a more complete understanding of the issues studied.

This is not to suggest that one theory or approach is better or worse than 
another, or that one is right and another is wrong. What we do want to make 
clear, though, is that there are any number of approaches that can be used to 
understand IR and that it is important to be clear about the questions we want to 
ask and then to draw on the appropriate approach to answering those questions.

role of Perceptions in ir

One of the points made in chapter 1 was that perceptions other countries 
have of the United States will be translated into policy decisions, just as the way 
the United States perceives itself will have policy ramifications for U.S. actions. 
The example we used was of the financial crisis of 2007 and 2008, which some 
countries perceived to be the fault of the United States. Even though there was 
no basis in fact, this affected the ways in which those countries viewed the reli-
ability of the United States as a major power and as an ally. Similarly, we also 
asked how President George W. Bush’s perceptions of 9/11 affected the decisions 
that he made to respond to that attack. This was a function of his world view, 
understandings about what happened that day, and also sense of vulnerability. 
These are all intangibles, yet they had a very real impact on the way Bush, as 
president, chose to respond. 

There are countless examples of the ways in which perceptions affect policy 
decisions: the Cold War in many ways was about the perception of the balance 
of power between the United States and Soviet Union. It was not about whether 
each side had the same number of tanks or aircraft carriers or fighter aircraft, 
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but which side was perceived to be the stronger and more powerful, which was 
the result not only of weapon systems (capability), but also the perception that 
it would use those weapons should it become necessary (credibility). Thus, al-
though perceptions are intangible, they are translated into reality through the 
decisions that are made by a country and its leaders. 

We see this clearly when we talk about national interest and security. These 
are intangible, yet achieving these are goals of every country and its leaders. And 
they are tied to the perceptions that the country has of itself and of other coun-
tries, both allies and adversaries. The point here is that when we think and talk 
about critical concepts such as “national security,” we have to realize that there 
are intangible variables that come into play and become or certainly influence 
policy decisions.

LEVELS Of aNaLYSiS: a fraMEWOrK fOr UNdErSTaNdiNG 
iNTErNaTiONaL rELaTiONS

We noted previously that IR deals with the international system, which we can 
think of as being made up of nation-states but also nonstate actors, each of which 
has a distinct political structure of some type, a culture and social organization 
that help define its values, and individuals who influence the decisions that are 
made and who in turn are affected by those decisions. In effect, what we are refer-
ring to here are the levels of analysis. It is important to know more about what this 
concept means, as it is one of the primary building blocks for understanding IR.

We can think of levels of analysis as forming a pyramid. At the base is the 
international system as a whole, which is made up of nation-states, nonstate 
actors, and international/multinational organizations. If we look within the in-
ternational system, we can focus on the individual nation-state, the major com-
ponent of the international system. Each nation-state, in turn, has a government 
and a society, which has its own culture, and then the individuals who make the 
decisions (see figure 2.1).

Put another way, we can start with the individual decision maker who 
emerges from the society and the culture of the nation and who should reflect 
those norms and values. Similarly, the government makes decisions for the 
nation-state and is tied directly to the society and culture. (In democratic societ-
ies, the government is elected, at least in theory, by the members of the society.) 
Taken together, these are the primary component parts of the nation-state. 
Nation-states combine to create the international system. In fact, according to 
realist thinking, nation-states are the essence of the international system.
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The logical question to ask here is, why does this structure matter? It matters 
because it is important when asking a question about IR to understand what level 
the question is really addressing so that it can be answered correctly.

For example, the Cuban missile crisis of October 1962 was one of the defining 
events of the Cold War. We can look at that incident and ask why President John 
F. Kennedy made the decisions he did, which ultimately resulted in a peaceful 
end to the crisis. When asked that way, the focus of the question is the level of 
the individual decision maker, and it can be answered by reading about the pro-
cesses Kennedy followed in order to make his decisions. What was he thinking? 
Whom did he turn to for advice?

But we can also ask how the American people reacted to what was going on 
at this time of heightened tension. To answer this question, we would have to 
look at the society and culture, which we can gauge through polls, newspaper 

FIGURE 2.1

Levels of Analysis
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accounts, and so on. Asking what role the formal governmental structure played 
gives us another insight into the crisis and how it was addressed. Was the Con-
gress involved, and if so, in what ways? Or were decisions made by a small group 
of advisers to Kennedy, and what does that tell us about the role of government 
in crisis decision making and how decisions were made?

We can ask even more macrolevel questions, such as how did the missile crisis 
change U.S. and Soviet relations during the Cold War? This is a question that can 
be answered by focusing on the nation-state level. At that level, we are looking at 
the United States and the Soviet Union as two major players in the international 
system and focusing on their reactions to one another given their tense relation-
ship during the Cold War. And, finally, we can ask how the missile crisis affected 
the global balance of power. This question can best be answered at the macro 
level by looking at the patterns of behavior of nation-states, what took place in 
the United Nations, and other macrolevel indicators.

The point here is that using levels of analysis as a framework makes it pos-
sible to ask specific questions and get the answers that are appropriate to the 
particular questions being asked. Each of the questions asked in the previous 
discussion is a valid one and can be answered. Using the levels of analysis al-
lows us to focus on one level at a time, holding the others constant, in order to 
simplify the reality. This is the best way we can approximate what scientists do 
in a laboratory. It also allows us to look at a specific event and, using the basic 
framework for theory, describe what happened, explain why things happened as 
they did, and then draw lessons about what that might mean for similar events 
in the future. (Note that we are not saying that we can predict, but we can make 
educated guesses.) When the answers are taken together, it is possible to get a 
more complete picture of the event—what happened, how, and why.

The notion of using levels of analysis as a framework for approaching IR 
goes back to the early 1960s and the work of political scientist J. David Singer. 
His article “The Level-of-Analysis Problem in International Relations”8 draws 
on the even earlier work of Kenneth Waltz, who in his seminal book, Man, the 
State, and War, suggests that in order to really understand IR in general and to 
address specific questions, such as why wars occur and whether there can ever 
be peace, it is necessary to understand human behavior (individual level), states 
(nation-state level), and how they are constructed (society, culture, and govern-
ment levels), and finally to then address the international level.9

What Singer does in his article is to remind those of us who study IR that 
until this point we have “roamed up and down the ladder of organizational 
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complexity with remarkable abandon,” which in turn has contributed to a failure 
“to appreciate the value of a stable point of focus.”10 After reminding us of the 
importance of a model or theory (to describe, explain, and predict), Singer illus-
trates the ways in which approaching IR by using levels of analysis can provide 
a critical focal point for analysis. Furthermore, he alerts us to the fact that while 
the “big picture” might be lost by focusing on one level at the expense of another, 
what is gained is a picture that is richer in detail.

Singer describes for us the importance of being able to distinguish between 
levels, thereby aiding us in answering important questions. “So the problem 
is really not one of deciding which level is most valuable to the discipline as 
a whole and then demanding that it be adhered to from now unto eternity. 
Rather, it is one of realizing that there is this preliminary conceptual issue and 
that it must be temporarily resolved prior to any given research undertaking” 
(emphasis in original).11 Thus, it is important to identify the appropriate level 
to be addressed early in the research process. But Singer also warns us of the 
dangers that can come with shifting between or among levels. “We may utilize 
one level here and another there, but we cannot afford to shift our orientation 
in the midst of a study.”12 When the answers are taken together and a number of 
levels analyzed, it is possible to get a more complete picture of the event—what 
happened, how, and why.

The “System” in the international System

In order to start applying these ideas and to be able to focus the theories most 
effectively, we also need to define what we mean by the concept of the interna-
tional system. Here we can draw on the work of political scientist David Easton, 
who wrote in the 1960s about the concept of a “political system.”13 He drew on 
the ideas of systems theory to view political life as a “system of behavior” that has 
certain characteristics that can be defined, analyzed, and therefore understood. 
This approach makes certain assumptions that may or may not be accurate. 
However, it provides a good starting point for our understanding of IR.

As Easton described it, political life can be seen as a pattern of behavior that 
exists within an environment that exerts influence on it and that it, in turn, influ-
ences. Components within this system are dynamic, and as each moves or acts, 
it affects the actions and behaviors of the other actors that also exist within the 
system. Because one of the primary functions of any system is to endure, the sys-
tem as a whole will constantly be adjusting to changes within the environment. 
Another assumption is that these patterns of behavior have a certain regularity 
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that can be identified and can therefore be described and explained. It is the role 
of theory to help us do these things.

But, we might ask, is there really such a thing as an international system? 
Clearly, there are political relationships that exist within the international com-
munity that can be identified, such as the United Nations or the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO), both of which are made up of nation-states. But 
do these organizations exhibit regular patterns of behavior? Do they ensure 
that nation-states will do so? The only way we can answer these questions and 
continue to build our theories of IR is to make assumptions about the ways in 
which those entities or actors in the international system behave. We can then 
learn more by comparing the reality that we study with our assumptions to see 
how well the theory describes reality.

So, we can assume that there is an international system that can be identified, 
that it is made up of actors that exhibit some regular and identifiable patterns 
of behavior, that the nation-states that are the bases of IR will act rationally 
(maximize gains and minimize losses), and that they act as monolithic entities. 
Without those assumptions, it would be impossible to understand or address the 
international system/IR, let alone answer the complex questions that emerge in 
this field of study. And this brings us back to theory.

Theory provides the framework that allows us to begin to address the com-
plexity of the world by providing us with a way to simplify it. But it is also im-
portant to remember that theory does not emerge in a vacuum but must be tied 
to reality in some way, nor can it be so grounded in abstraction as to be virtually 
useless. Rather, good theory draws on concrete examples to arrive at generaliza-
tions that can help us explain real-world events. Ideally, a theory should be able 
to be tested in order to see whether it can be proved or disproved and whether it 
holds up under a range of circumstances. It was in the attempt to do these things 
that the basic theories of IR evolved.

Power

One of the assumptions of IR theories, especially within realist thinking, is 
that nation-states will be motivated in no small part by a desire to increase their 
power. Hence, power is one of the most critical concepts in IR. Simply put, 
power is the ability of one actor to influence the behavior of another in order to 
achieve a desired end. If we were to graph this very simply, it would look like this:

Country A wants Country B to do action X.
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Country A can then use its power to “persuade” (or encourage, motivate, or 
even coerce) Country B to take a particular action. This example assumes that 
Country A is the more powerful or has power over Country B and that it can 
persuade Country B to take the desired action. It also assumes that Country 
A has determined what the desired outcome (X) is and how and why it needs 
Country B in order to achieve that outcome. But it is also important to remem-
ber that power is not necessarily unidirectional (Country A imposing its will on 
Country B), nor is it symmetrical. Or, looking at it another way, if Country A 
wants Country B to do X, Country B says that it will, but it wants something in 
exchange. In that case, there might be a negotiation that results in each country 
asking something of the other, and in that way, both can get what they want.

Another important point to remember when we introduce the concept of 
power is that it is a relative term. One country has power over another (Country 
A over Country B), meaning that it is relational; one has “power over” in relative 
terms. Although the feminist theorists have problems with this understanding of 
power, as noted in the following, it represents one of the easiest and most straight-
forward ways to think about this concept, and so we will continue with this basic 
approach. Given this relationship and understanding of power, a third country 
might be more powerful than both, in that it might have a greater number of 
weapons or resources than either of the two. These are the capabilities or materi-
als and resources that a country has relative to others. And it is not only having 
the resources that makes a country powerful, but the willingness to use them, or 
its credibility. We will come back to these points in more detail in the following.

Countries have a range of policy options available to them that can be placed 
along a continuum from positive (rewards) to negative (punishment), which can 
be used in order to get a desired outcome. In all cases, Country A decides which 
particular course of action to pursue by weighing the relative costs and benefits. 
Country B can then decide how to respond, based on what Country A is asking 
but also on what it is offering. Like Country A, Country B will engage in an evalu-
ation of what it wants and needs, what it can get in exchange, and what is in its 
best interest. Thus, we are looking at a dynamic process.

A government, acting rationally, should choose the policy option that prom-
ises to give it the desired outcome at the least possible cost. In most cases, while 
a country might decide to offer or grant a reward to a country unilaterally, it 
generally will look to other countries to support it when the option chosen is 
negative. Threatening or imposing economic sanctions, for example, is a far 
more credible threat when more than one country agrees to abide by those sanc-
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tions. In deciding which option to pursue, the other thing any country must 
remember is that it must be credible; that is, it must have the resources and the 
will to follow through on the policy decision made.

Political scientist Joseph Nye identifies power as either hard power or soft 
power.14 According to him, “Hard power rests on inducements (carrots) or 
threats (sticks),” whereas “soft power rests on the ability to set a political agenda 
in a way that shapes the preferences of others.”15 Generally, hard power is associ-
ated with military and/or economic strength, while soft power is tied to values. 
Nye later built on that starting point and included the concept of smart power, 
which he defines as “the ability to combine hard and soft power resources into 
effective strategies.” And then he elaborates on this idea by adding, “Unlike soft 
power, smart power is an evaluative as well as a descriptive concept. Soft power 
can be good or bad from a normative perspective, depending on how it is used. 
Smart power has the evaluation built into the definition.”16 According to Nye, 
then, smart power is something that is available to all states, large or small, and 
is a function of the policies a country develops and the ways in which a country 
chooses to use its resources.

Another author, Walter Russell Mead, divides power into four types: sharp 
(military), sticky (economic), sweet (culture and ideals), and hegemonic. Sharp, 
sticky, and sweet together contribute to hegemonic power, as they come together 
and create a whole that is bigger than the sum of the parts.17 Clearly, power can 
be defined in any number of ways. A country is deemed powerful if it can use its 
power and the capabilities that make up that power (whether real or perceived) 
to influence the outcome of events. But this also assumes that Country A knows 
what it wants to achieve, has an understanding of its own power relative to the 
needs and power of Country B, and can determine how best to use that power 
in order to achieve what it wants. That assessment governs many of the interac-
tions in international relations.

It is important to note here that not all of the patterns between and among 
countries are conflictual. It should be clear from figure 2.2 that sometimes the 
best way for a country to get what it wants is to find ways to cooperate and 
negotiate with other countries. Offering rewards, such as foreign aid or other 
inducements (i.e., “carrots”), can sometimes be a more effective policy tool 
than threatening or imposing economic sanctions (i.e., “sticks”). But it is also 
important to remember that the particular policy chosen should grow out of an 
understanding of the situation, the desired goals, and the relative power of each 
of the countries involved.
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In thinking about power and the international system, it is important to think 
about which countries have power and what gives them their power. As noted 
previously, power is a relative concept, so when we talk about which countries 
are powerful, we mean relative to other countries with which a country interacts.

There would be little dispute that the United States is a powerful country be-
cause of its economic and military strength. Similarly, China has clearly become 
a powerful country, not only because of its growing economic role internation-
ally and its military strength, but also because of its size and its population; 
people are a capability that can enhance a country’s power. So are a country’s 
size and geography and topography. But if you were asked to make a list of other 
powerful countries, what would that list look like? What countries are powerful?

How about a country like Sudan—is it powerful? Generally, we would say 
that because of its lack of resources and relatively low level of economic develop-
ment, it is not powerful. But it was able to perpetrate genocide in Darfur in defi-
ance of the wishes of most other countries in the international system, including 
the United States. Does that mean it has power? If so, what is the basis for that 
power? What about a country like Nigeria? It is politically unstable, but it has oil. 
Does that make it powerful? Venezuela is a similar case—is it powerful?

In other words, we can argue and make lists of what countries are powerful, 
as long as we have established criteria for defining power and as long as we see 
power as relative rather than in absolute terms.

When we talk about power, which clearly is one of the central concepts in 
understanding IR, each of the theoretical perspectives has its own way of view-

FIGURE 2.2

Continuum of Actions
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ing the concept and even of understanding how critical it is. For example, power 
is central to realist thinking, as we have noted. Both liberal and constructivist 
thinking focus less on power and more on other components of nation-state rela-
tionships, including cooperation and the structures that can hold them together 
rather than leading to competition. In contrast, feminist IR theorists inject some 
warnings into the discussion of power that are worth considering here. Specifi-
cally, they question the assumption that “power” equates to “power over” or “the 
ability to get someone to do what you want.”18 Feminist theorists are concerned 
that this approach to power “emphasizes separation and competition: Those who 
have power use it (or its threat) to keep others from securing enough to threaten 
them.”19 In effect, they argue that defining power in this way obscures critical 
aspects of relationships and does not take values into account. In contrast, they 
suggest that we need to think about a different definition of power that is less 
coercive and more about interdependence and relationships, less about zero-sum 
approaches and more about achieving a desired outcome through cooperation 
rather than conflict. In other words, it requires rethinking our definitions of ba-
sic concepts such as security and power. However, as Tickner and other feminist 
scholars note, “Imagining security divested of its statist connotations is problem-
atic; the institutions of state power are not withering away.”20

When we think of many of the basic concepts in IR, such as power, they tend 
to fall into the public realm (i.e., they are considered part of the state, the gov-
ernment, and decision making), which tends to exclude women who generally 
exist primarily in the private realm (i.e., the home and the family). However, 
feminist theorists remind us, first of all, that more women are moving from the 
private realm to the public, thereby making women more visible. We can see 
this with women such as Hillary Clinton and Condoleezza Rice, both of whom 
were U.S. secretaries of state, and one, Hillary Clinton, was the first woman to 
run for president from a major U.S. party. The United States now has its first 
female vice president, Kamala Harris. But sometimes for women it might mean 
working at a grassroots or community level, where women can often have a 
direct impact, rather than at the national or international level where it is not 
only harder to break in, but to be heard. In general, though, this suggests that 
women are finding ways to have their voices heard and to play more of a role 
in political decision making. This was not something that was considered when 
the field of IR came into its own, and it was certainly not part of the thinking 
of the realist theorists.
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There are many other concepts and definitions that will come into play as we 
continue our study of IR, and we will review them as needed. But with the main 
concepts outlined, we will now turn to an introduction of the basic theories.

iNTrOdUCTiON TO BaSiC iNTErNaTiONaL rELaTiONS ThEOriES

As noted previously, the major role of theory is to provide a framework that 
will allow us to simplify a complex reality so that we can describe the events 
that took place in the past, try to explain them in causal terms (“this happened 
because that happened”), and, in doing so, try to predict or at least anticipate 
what might happen in the future. Each of the major theoretical approaches at-
tempts to do this. Remember that no one theory can explain all events or sets 
of circumstances. Thus, which theory is the most appropriate to use is partly a 
function of the question(s) asked, understanding the context for the particular 
event, and the assumptions we choose to use. Some IR scholars believe that one 
theory is inherently better at answering questions than another. But others take 
the viewpoint that the question(s) we ask should determine the theoretical ap-
proach we use to find the answer. The main point is that theory should provide 
a framework or a guide to help us understand the world.

realism and Neo-/Structural realism

As noted earlier, the major role of theory is to serve as a framework or a guide. 
In the words of one political scientist, “The realist tradition is certainly regarded 
by an overwhelming majority of scholars to be the definitive tradition in the field 
of international relations.”21 Because of the importance of realist theory in defin-
ing IR, we will begin with that, and we will give a lot of attention to it. As you will 
see, many of the other modern theories grew up, at least in part, as reactions to 
realist theory. This means that realist theory should be our starting point.

The realist school puts the concept of power at the center of all the behaviors 
of the nation-state; the assumption is that nations act as they do in order to max-
imize their power so that they can better achieve their own goals. As described 
by Hans Morgenthau, the father of realist theory, “the main signpost that helps 
political realism to find its way through the landscape of international politics is 
the concept of interest defined in terms of power” (emphasis added).22

Although it is most associated with the work of Hans Morgenthau, realist 
thought can be found throughout history. Early versions of this description of 
the competition for power can be attributed to Thucydides, whose History of the 
Peloponnesian War is seen as one of the first examples of realist thinking. The 
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“Melian Dialogue” between the Athenians (the stronger group) and the Melians 
(the weaker) describes a situation that took place during the Peloponnesian War 
as the great city-states of the time were vying for power. There are important 
lessons to be learned from this history, written almost twenty-five hundred years 
ago. In fact, in a recent book, Graham Allison updates this idea by focusing on 
the United States and China in the twenty-first century and a number of other 
cases in order to draw lessons for current international politics.23

The Melian Dialogue describes not only issues of power but also the role of 
alliances as a strategy that states can use to maximize their power or to provide 
additional security. In this case, the Melians hope to enlist the aid of the Lacede-
aemonians, rivals of the Athenians, to increase their power. When the Lacedeae-
monians demurred, the Melians were left on their own and were defeated by the 
Athenians. These are concepts that are central to the current understanding and 
application of realist thinking, and the same basic ideas can be and have been 
applied in modern times. Thomas Hobbes, who wrote in the seventeenth cen-
tury, also talked about the “state of nature,” which is an anarchic world in which 
everyone pursues his or her own self-interest. Hobbes was heavily influenced by 
his time—he wrote his famous work Leviathan (published in 1651) while he was 
in exile—and he is best known for his discussion of the state of nature.24 Like the 
realist thinkers, Hobbes begins with his understanding of basic human nature, 
which he believed required a strong government to keep people in check. For 
Hobbes, without that government, people would constantly be vying for power.

For modern realist political thinkers:

Hobbes’s description of the state of nature has been viewed as analogous to the 
international system. Just as in the state of nature in which individuals stand alone, 
so too in the international system are states driven to maintain their independence. 
As in the state of nature, the international system is marked by constant tension 
and the possibility of conflict.25

There is historical precedent for the realist approach to understanding IR 
and the idea of countries seeking to maximize their power using whatever 
means are necessary. In many ways, that understanding fits with the overall 
approach to the international system at a time when countries were vying for 
colonies, wealth, military superiority, and therefore power. When countries 
did enter into alliances, they were transitory and often seemed to create more 
problems for the countries than they gained in security, which has become the 
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T H E  M E L I A N  D I A L O G U E

Written in approximately 400 BCE, the Melian Dialogue is an example of 
the belief that, in the real world, basic ideals such as justice or freedom 
will fall to the demands of the powerful. In the dialogue, for example, the 
Athenians do not worry about whether they are acting in a way that is 
just or right. Rather, the Athenians argue that “you know as well as we do 
that right, as the world goes, is only in question between equals in power, 
while the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must” 
(emphasis added). In response, the Melians contend that “we speak as 
we are obliged, since you enjoin us to let right alone and talk only of 
interest—that you should not destroy what is our common protection, 
the privilege of being allowed in danger to invoke what is fair and right” 
(emphasis added).

And foreshadowing the idea of balance of power, in which one country 
aligns with another in order to balance the power of a superior one, the 
Melians also state:

You may be sure that we are as well aware as you of the difficulty of con-

tending against your power and fortune, unless the terms be equal. But we 

trust that the gods may grant us fortune as good as yours, since we are just 

men fighting against unjust, and that what we want in power will be made 

up by the alliance of the Lacedaemonians, who are bound, if only for very 

shame, to come to the aid of their kindred. Our confidence, therefore, after 

all is not so utterly irrational.

In this case, the Lacedaemonians were a rival of the Athenians whom 
the Melians hoped to enlist as allies in their fight against the Athenians. 
However, the Lacedaemonians were engaged in their own battles and did 
not support the Melians, as the Athenians correctly anticipated (“and as 
you have staked most on, and trusted most in, the Lacedaemonians, your 
fortune, and your hopes, so will you be most completely deceived”). Ul-
timately, the outcome of the conflict was that the Melians were defeated 
by the Athenians.

Source: Thucydides, “The Melian Conference,” in History of the Peloponnesian 
War, chapter 17, https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/melian.htm.

BOX 2 .1
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more modern interpretation of an alliance. Thus, there were few opposing per-
spectives or understandings of the ways that states (city-states or nation-states) 
behaved beyond what we now know or think of as the realist tradition.

It was really after World War II, especially with the writings of Hans Morgen-
thau, that we saw the development of realist theory as we know it today. Realism 
presumes that the nation-state is the primary actor in the international system, 
that it will act rationally and as a unitary (monolithic) actor, that states are sov-
ereign entities with sole responsibility to act within their borders, and that they 
will act to maximize their power. (We will explore the concept of the nation-
state, its evolution, and the concepts such as sovereignty that are part of it in 
more detail in the next chapter.) To Morgenthau, states act in a way that assures 
their survival or their core interests, which in turn stems from maximizing their 
power; it is the phrase “interest defined as power” that embodies realist thought.

L E V I A T H A N ,  B Y  T H O M A S  H O B B E S

Nature has made men so equal, in the faculties of body and mind as that, 
though there be found one man sometimes manifestly stronger in body; 
or of quicker mind than another; yet when all is reckoned together, the 
difference between man, and man is not so considerable, as that one 
man can thereupon claim to himself any benefit which another may not 
pretend, as well as he. For as to the strength of body, the weakest has 
strength enough to kill the strongest, either by secret machination, or by 
confederacy with others that are in the same danger as himself. . . .

Hereby it is manifest that, during the time men live without a common 
power to keep them all in awe, they are in that condition which is called 
war and such a war, as is of every man, against every man. . . .

To this war of every man against every man, this is also consequent: that 
nothing can be unjust. The notions of right and wrong, justice and injustice 
have there no place. Where there is no common power, there is no law.

Source: Thomas Hobbes, “Of the Natural Condition of Mankind as Concerning 
Their Felicity and Misery,” in The Leviathan, part I, “Of Man,” chapter 13 (India-
napolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1958), 104–09.

BOX 2 .2
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As Morgenthau assumes that the statesman and the state he26 represents are 
virtually identical, it is logical that he would conclude that “statesmen think and 
act in terms of interest defined as power, and the evidence of history bears that 
assumption out.”27 Thus, while understanding motives would be helpful, he does 
not believe that is necessary in order to understand events. In fact, Morgenthau 
says that what is important to know “is not primarily the motives of the statesman, 
but his intellectual ability to comprehend the essentials of foreign policy, as well as 
his political ability to translate what he has comprehended into successful political 
action.”28 And, according to realist thinking, that necessarily ties to power.

For Morgenthau and other realist thinkers, the principles of this approach are 
grounded in the belief that all relationships are ultimately rooted in power. To 
the realists, then, the ongoing struggle for power, whether between individuals 
or nations, means that conflict is inevitable. It is in this basic approach to and 
understanding of human nature that other theorists—liberals and construc-
tivists, especially—deviate from the realists. But realism also advocates that 
alternative political actions must be weighed, with their consequences assessed, 
evaluated, and placed within the specific political and cultural environment. 
This means that the concept and conditions for the uses of power can and will 
change and that the change must be recognized by those who make decisions.

Morgenthau and realist theory gave rise to a number of other important 
political thinkers, such as Kenneth Waltz (who in turn was one of the earlier 
theorists of neorealist or structural realist refinement, described subsequently) 
and John Mearsheimer.29 Realist theory influenced the approach of important 
policy makers such as George Kennan, who was the architect of the U.S. Cold 
War foreign policy of containment, and Henry Kissinger, who was first national 
security advisor and then secretary of state under President Nixon and helped 
frame the diplomatic opening between the United States and the People’s Re-
public of China. Many would argue that until the end of the Cold War, virtu-
ally all of U.S. foreign policy was based on realist thinking—specifically, the 
constant assessment of U.S. power vis-à-vis Soviet power—and finding ways to 
ensure that power was balanced, at the very least.

Neorealism/Structural Realism

Realist thinking gave birth to other theoretical approaches in IR, notably 
neorealism (also called structural realism), as well as a number of theoretical 
perspectives that grew up in reaction to it. The latter group will be explored in 
more detail later in this chapter.
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Neorealist thinking was led by Kenneth Waltz, who attempted to take real-
ist theory one step further by asserting that there are general “laws” that can be 
identified to explain events in the international system. Waltz and other neo-
realists put the greatest emphasis on the international system rather than the 
nation-state as the primary unit of analysis. Neorealism also assumes that power 
within the international system will shift and that states will seek to balance that 
distribution of power. Hence, the structure of the international system and the 
distribution of power within it become determining factors in the ways in which 
states behave. Many of the principles of alliance theory grow from the approach 
taken by the structural realists.

Waltz introduces the idea of neorealism or structural realism by critiquing 
realist theory. He writes, “The new realism, in contrast to the old, begins by 
proposing a solution to the problem of distinguishing factors internal to inter-
national political systems from those that are external. Theory isolates one realm 

M O R G E N T H A U ’ S  S I X  F U N D A M E N T A L 
P R I N C I P L E S  O F  P O L I T I C A L  R E A L I S M

1. “Political realism believes that politics, like society in general, is gov-
erned by objective laws that have their roots in human nature.”

2. “The concept of interest defined as power. This concept provides the 
link between reason trying to understand international politics and the 
facts to be understood” (emphasis added).

3. “Realism assumes that its key concept of interest defined as power is 
an objective category which is universally valid, but it does not endow 
that concept with a meaning that is fixed once and for all.”

4. “Political realism is aware of the moral significance of political action.”

5. “Political realism refuses to identify the moral aspirations of a particu-
lar nation with the moral laws that govern the universe.”

6. “The difference, then, between political realism and other schools of 
thought is real, and it is profound.”

Source: Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and 
Peace, brief edition (Boston: McGraw-Hill, 1993), 4–16.

BOX 2 .3
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from others in order to deal with it intellectually.”30 He continues to introduce 
his approach to solving this problem with the modification of realism that he 
has just identified:

Neorealism develops the concept of a system’s structure which at once bounds the 
domain that students of international politics deal with and enables them to see 
how the structure of the system, and variations in it, affect the interacting units and 
the outcomes they produce. International structure emerges from the interaction 
of states and then constrains them from taking certain actions while propelling 
them toward others. (emphasis added)31

Thus, the essence of neorealism lies in concentrating on the overall structure of 
the international system, as well as understanding its various parts, in order to 
arrive at what Waltz claims will be a more cohesive theory of IR.

Like realist theory, the neorealists also look at balance of power, but they place 
this idea of balance within the structure of the international system as a whole 
rather than focusing just on the nation-state. The assumption of balance also 
contributes to the role that alliances play, as they affect the structure of the interna-
tional system. One of the major assumptions of the neorealists is that peace is most 
assured as long as power is roughly balanced within the international system—a 
situation of bipolarity, that is, balance between two major powers.32 Thus, the Cold 
War, despite its tensions, was also a period of stability because of the perception of 
a balance of power that existed between the United States and the Soviet Union.

In their way of thinking, least stable is a multipolar system, with a number of 
power centers and the dangers of countries shifting alliances. To many neorealists, 
the post–Cold War period is more dangerous and unstable than the Cold War 
was, with the ongoing power of the United States, but also the European Union, 
Russia, and more recently the rise of China, as well as any number of other coun-
tries also seeking to gain more power and international prestige. It is the jockeying 
for power and position that makes a multipolar system inherently unstable.

A unipolar system with one major power (hegemon) potentially can be 
stable if the dominant country is strong enough to enforce rules and keep the 
lesser powers in check. However, realist political scientist John Mearsheimer 
warns that “great powers” are always vying with one another as each strives to 
become the hegemon or dominant power. In the current international system, 
Mearsheimer warns, the dangers come not from global hegemons but from 
competition among regional hegemons, which could in turn lead to conflict or 
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war.33 We can see that with the rise of China in Asia and its aggressive behavior 
in the South and East China Seas. According to this theory, China’s actions are a 
result of its asserting itself as a power within its region. That assertion of power 
will lead to conflict, although not necessarily to actual warfare, as we can see 
with the increase in tensions between China and the United States vis-à-vis the 
South China Sea.34 The relationship between China and the United States and 
what that means for the international system is explored more deeply in Case 4 
in chapter 6.

Clearly, realists and neorealists see power as the core concept of their theo-
retical approach to understanding IR. Where they diverge is in identifying the 
principal actors and the underlying assumptions governing their behavior.

Limitations and Critique of Realism and Neorealism

In looking at realism and its offshoots, we can argue that both realism and neo- 
realism offer insights into understanding some aspects of IR. Both approaches 
clearly put forward their assumptions and the central role that power plays. Both 
make it clear that they are not really looking within the nation-state but rather 
only at the decisions made by or the policies of the nation-state and trying to de-
construct the reasons behind those decisions. And both assume prescriptions for 
foreign policy decisions. One of the other advantages of the realist and neorealist 
approaches is that they are relatively straightforward and easy to understand.

That said, both approaches have weaknesses or limitations as well. Both of 
them are premised on the importance of power, but power is a relative concept, 
not an absolute. In many ways, it is intangible and tied to perceptions as much as 
it might be tied to any actual measure. Whether pure realism or neorealism, the 
concept of national interest is assumed to be of great importance, although this 
too is an intangible that cannot be clearly identified or measured. As a result, as 
students of IR we are left to wonder how we know that a state really acted in its 
own self-interest. For example, was the U.S. decision to go to war with Vietnam 
in its own interest? What about the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003?

Furthermore, there are questions about how applicable realist or neorealist 
thinking is in a globalized, post–Cold War world in which countries are increas-
ingly interdependent economically. As we saw in chapter 1, a globalized world 
suggests the need for countries to work together, which speaks to the liberal ap-
proach, rather than seeing nation-states compete with one another, as would be 
suggested by the realist approaches to IR. Also associated with the application 
of Realpolitik,35 many see realist politics as having a negative connotation, as it  
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suggests that states will do anything in order to gain power. However, rather 
than thinking of it in that way, as either negative or positive, it is more important 
to think of realist perspectives as offering one explanation as to why states act 
as they do.

Finally, feminist IR theorists, such as Tickner, would argue that neither the 
realist nor the neorealist approach takes gender into account, claiming that “vir-
tually no attention has been given to gender as a category of analysis,” nor has any 
attention been paid to “how women are affected by global politics or the workings 
of the world economy.”36 If realism is tied to certain assumptions of human na-
ture and behavior, are they truly generalizable to all men, let alone women? This 
is not to suggest that women or women’s experiences need to be injected into all 
aspects of IR theory. But it does mean that we need to be aware of the ways in 
which these theories are framed if we are to understand their weaknesses.

These critiques or limitations do not mean that realism and/or neorealism 
cannot be applied to help us understand some aspects of international events. 
And in fact, they can and do help us explain some of the actions that states take. 
The warnings mean that we must be aware of the assumptions, and we must ap-
ply these theoretical approaches carefully.

Liberalism as a Theoretical Model

We just looked at realism and neorealist theory, both of which posit a world 
and an international system in which power is one of the primary driving forces, 
if not the single force, that determines how states behave and why they act as 
they do. We are now going to turn to other theoretical models that enhance 
our understanding of the international system by approaching it, and the ac-
tors within it, differently. We will begin with the liberal model, also known as 
the pluralist approach. The liberal theoretical model should not be confused 
with the popular labels liberal and conservative pertaining to political ideology. 
Rather, in this case, the concept of liberal thinking grows out of early nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century approaches to understanding international economics as 
well as politics. Thus, this theoretical approach blends economics and politics, 
which is one of the reasons it seems to fit well with our current globalized inter-
national system.

Within the field of IR, liberalism really emerged as an important theoretical 
construct in the 1970s as a critique of realism with its focus on power and con-
flict. “Liberal scholars pointed to the growth of transnational forces, economic 
interdependence, regional integration, and cooperation in areas where war 
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appeared unlikely—trends and issues not amenable to realist analysis.”37 Thus, 
liberal thinking grew up to fill the theoretical void emerging in an increasingly 
globalized and interdependent world. This approach relies heavily on the con-
fluence of economics and politics in its belief that everyone and all states will 
benefit from the flourishing of free markets, trade, and the open exchange of 
ideas. In many ways, liberalism is tied heavily to a belief in the importance of 
both capitalism and democracy and to the notion that free trade will create in-
terdependence among states that will result in greater benefit for all.

Liberalism starts with different assumptions about the world than does real-
ism, and it believes in pursuing policies that can be termed to be in the common 
good rather than what is good for the individual state. In fact, early hints of 
this idea of idealism can be found in the description of the Peloponnesian War, 
referenced previously under “Realism and Neo-/Structural Realism.” However, 
in this case, it was the Melians who called upon the Athenians to practice “what 
is fair and right,” and, in the spirit of cooperation, they asked the Athenians 
“to allow us [the Melians] to be friends to you and foes to neither party, and to 
retire from our country after making such a treaty as shall seem fit to us both.”38 
Liberalism is also tied directly to twentieth-century ideas of idealism embodied 
by Woodrow Wilson and to the belief that wars can be avoided if countries work 
together cooperatively. Because of its broad worldview and its acceptance of 
interdependence, there are many in IR who think that the liberal model is more 
appropriate than realist theory in describing and explaining IR in a globalized, 
post–Cold War world.

Like realism, liberalism has many offshoots. In fact, political scientist Michael 
Doyle, one of the preeminent liberal theorists, describes it this way:

There is no canonical description of liberalism. What we tend to call liberal re-
sembles a family portrait of principles and institutions, recognizable by certain 
characteristics—for example, individual freedom, political participation, private 
property, and equality of opportunity—that most liberal states share, although 
none has perfected them all. (emphasis in original)39

Like realism, liberalism builds on the work of earlier philosophers and theorists, 
including economist Adam Smith, and sees mutually beneficial exchanges, es-
pecially economic exchange, as central. But unlike realism, liberalism looks both 
within the nation-state to understand the impact of domestic politics and also at 
the system as a whole, in order to understand the growth and role of international  
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organizations, for example. Taken together, they provide a more complete pic-
ture or understanding of a state’s actions. Thus, liberalism covers more levels 
of analysis than realism does, while also making its own assumptions about the 
ways in which states behave and why.

Further, unlike realism, which starts with power as its major concept and 
assumes that states are motivated by a desire to increase their power, liberalism 
starts with the premise that the individual is the critical actor and that human 
beings are basically moral and good. Hence, liberalism injects a normative 
perspective into its basic starting assumptions. Because of this assumption, it 
follows that evils, such as injustice and war, are the products of corrupt institu-
tions and/or misunderstandings or misperceptions among leaders. Thus, there 
is no assumption of the inevitability of international events, such as war. Rather, 
the assumption is that war and conflict can be eliminated or mitigated through 
cooperation, reform, or collective action initiated by individual leaders. In these 
assumptions, liberalism also draws on the work of eighteenth-century political 
philosopher Immanuel Kant, who argued that “a world of good, morally respon-
sible states would be less likely to engage in wars.”40 This also assumes that inter-
national cooperation and engagement are possible and that if all states adhere to 
basic global norms, war can be avoided and peace will result.

This approach to studying IR also assumes that there will be multiple actors 
who interact in some way other than competing with one another. While liberal 
theory recognizes the importance of states, clearly it also sees other actors as 
important; those within the nation-state (i.e., the individual decision makers, 
people within the political system), the broader international system, and the 
various multinational organizations all play a role. Liberal theorists look at a 
world that they believe is truly global in order to account for actors that go be-
yond any single set of borders.

At the level of the individual, liberalism assumes that individuals are rational 
beings who understand and accept basic laws that govern human beings and 
society, and that in understanding these things, individuals can work to make 
them better. Thus, war is a product of people not understanding these basic 
laws or interactions, or not working to do anything to improve these conditions. 
Furthermore, this approach also assumes that individuals can satisfy their needs 
in rational ways, often by working together in cooperation so that all benefit. 
It is out of this approach that the idea of collective security and international 
organizations had its origins.
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Also implicit in this theoretical approach, because of its focus on the indi-
vidual and the inherent worth and goodness of individuals, is the assumption 
that democracy will be the best and most effective form of political system be-
cause it allows for individual freedom and choice. As noted earlier, economics 
is tied heavily to liberal political thinking, and the assumption is that capitalism, 
especially democratic capitalism, will help lead to peace. The political side of this 
approach is embodied in what has become known as Wilsonian idealism, the 
principles put forward by Woodrow Wilson that have become one clear stream 
of U.S. foreign policy. The desire to encourage countries to pursue democratic 
forms of government that was advocated by President George W. Bush is an ex-
ample of this type of approach put into practice, but using U.S. military might to 
accomplish his goals. However, in that case what Bush advocated was something 
that he called “practical idealism,” or the belief that “America’s national security 
is tied directly to the spread of free and open societies everywhere.”41

Many of these same ideals can be found embedded in the charter of the cre-
ation of the United Nations, and they pervade major security alliances, such as 
NATO. For example, the preamble to the treaty creating NATO states:

The parties to this Treaty affirm their faith in the purposes and principles of the 
Charter of the United Nations and their desire to live in peace with all peoples and 
governments. They are determined to safeguard the freedom, common heritage 
and civilization of their peoples, founded on the principles of democracy, indi-
vidual liberty and the rule of law. . . . They are resolved to unite their efforts for 
collective defense and for the preservation of peace and security.42

Hence, liberalism stands in contrast to realism in its understanding of human 
nature and human good and how that gets translated into actions. The under-
lying assumption is that when nations work together, the result will be a more 
peaceful and cooperative world. This approach gained increased credibility 
after the Cold War ended for a couple of reasons. Partly it is due to the spread 
of democracy and capitalism in the countries that had formerly been under the 
wing of the Soviet Union. Liberal thinkers saw the democratic and capitalist 
movements that swept the countries of Eastern Europe starting in 1989 as vindi-
cation that the socialist/communist/Marxist approaches could not be sustained. 
Rather, when given the chance, the will of the people was to promote a demo-
cratic system of government coupled with a capitalist economy. These furthered 
the integration of the former Soviet states into the international political and 
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economic systems to the benefit of the states and the people within them. Tied 
to this, then, is the thesis that the integration of these states contributes to glo-
balization, which in turn assumes interdependence that will contribute to peace. 
This suggests that all will benefit if states work together for the common good. 
The Cold War world, with its boundaries between East and West, communist 
and capitalist, precluded such an interaction.

Neoliberalism

Like realism, liberalism has also given rise to other perspectives, including 
neoliberalism, which is a refinement of the liberal approach. Neoliberalism rec-
ognizes the role of actors other than nation-states and places greater emphasis 
on the role that nonstate actors play in understanding IR. Like realists, neoliberal 
thinkers start with the assumption of the state as a unitary actor that will act in 
its own best interest. However, here the two approaches diverge. Rather than 
assuming that the inevitable result will be conflict, as the realists do, the neolib-
erals conclude that cooperation will be in the state’s interest. Thus, even in an 
international system without a single central authority, states will work together 
cooperatively because it is in their best interest to do so. Using that logic, security 
can best be achieved through the emergence of agreements, enhanced trade, and 
other cooperative ventures that will benefit all states involved.

In another variation of liberal/neoliberal thought, neoliberal institutionalists 
also factor in the role that international and intergovernmental organizations 
play in world politics. They too look at security as an important variable, but 
they arrive at a different conclusion as to how best to ensure it. In this case, neo-
liberal institutionalists believe that security and cooperation can best be achieved 
through the creation of international institutions. In this variant, it is the inter-
national institutions that are created by individual leaders to represent states that 
ensure that there will be interaction on a range of issues—political, economic, 
security, environmental, and so on. The assumption here is that these institu-
tions, which states enter into voluntarily, provide the framework for cooperative 
and peaceful interaction even in an anarchic international system.

Limitations and Critique of Liberalism

Like realism, liberalism and its variations also have their limitations. As noted 
previously, liberalism and to a lesser extent neoliberalism assume the best of hu-
man nature, and they assume that this “good” behavior will ensure cooperative 
and beneficial relations among nations. This presumes that an individual can, 
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President Wilson believed in the important role that values played (or 
should play) in determining the ways in which states act. In his speech in 
his declaration of the U.S. entrance into World War I, he said:

The world must be made safe for democracy. Its peace must be planted 

upon the tested foundations of political liberty. We have no selfish ends to 

serve. We desire no conquest, no dominion. We seek no indemnities for our-

selves, no material compensation for the sacrifices we shall freely make. We 

are but one of the champions of the rights of mankind. We shall be satisfied 

when those rights have been made as secure as the faith and the freedoms 

of nations can make them.1

This ideal was further embodied in the Fourteen Points, when Wilson 
addressed the Congress in January 1918 (during World War I) and said:

We entered this war because violations of right had occurred which touched 

us to the quick and made the life of our own people impossible unless they 

were corrected and the world secure once for all against their recurrence. 

What we demand in this war, therefore, is nothing peculiar to ourselves. It is 

that the world be made fit and safe to live in; and particularly that it be made 

safe for every peace-loving nation which, like our own, wishes to live its own 

life, determine its own institutions, be assured of justice and fair dealing by 

the other peoples of the world as against force and selfish aggression. All the 

peoples of the world are in effect partners in this interest, and for our own 

part we see very clearly that unless justice be done to others it will not be 

done to us. The program of the world’s peace, therefore, is our program; and 

that program, the only possible program, as we see it, is this. . . .

I. Open covenants of peace, openly arrived at, after which there shall be 
no private international understandings of any kind but diplomacy shall 
proceed always frankly and in the public view. . . .

XIV. A general association of nations must be formed under specific 
covenants for the purpose of affording mutual guarantees of political in-
dependence and territorial integrity to great and small states alike.2

NOTES
1. U.S. Declaration of War with Germany, April 2, 1917, at https://wwi.lib.byu 

.edu/index.php/Wilson%27s_War_Message_to_Congress.
2. President Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points, January 8, 1918, at http://avalon 

.law.yale.edu/20th_century/wilson14.asp.
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in effect, steer a nation. While it is true that in some cases the individual can 
have an impact, in most nation-states today, governing or policy making is the 
product of a group of people who comprise the government. In parliamentary 
systems, there is also the opposition. So, while there might be some general 
agreement as to ideology or the direction of the nation, it is determined by more 
than any single individual.

Moving beyond the role of the individual, the liberal perspective also assumes 
that nation-states will benefit from cooperation, which in turn will affect the 
ways in which they behave. Thus, countries will join together to create organiza-
tions such as the United Nations as a way to promote cooperation and stabil-
ity in the international system. Yet a counterargument to that is the point that 
international organizations really exert only minimal impact on the behavior 
of nation-states. Or, put another way, nation-states will only remain in these 
organizations and conform to their policies if it is in their national interest to do 
so, which takes us back to the realist idea. Thus, there are questions about how 
effective international institutions, which are the backbone of this approach, re-
ally are unless states give them the power to act. An international organization 
like the United Nations will only be as effective as countries allow it to be. And 
then one has to question whether—or how much—power states will surrender 
to these institutions. Thus, to critics (especially those in the realist school), it is 
virtually impossible to move beyond the basics of states and power.

The reality is that international organizations cannot force sovereign nation-
states to behave in any particular way43; rather, nation-states behave in a certain 
way because they perceive it as beneficial for them to do so—that is, in their 
national interest. Thus, questions remain about whether countries really will 
work together unless they perceive that it is in their own interest to do so. Or, put 
another way, will they really do something simply because they perceive that it is 
“good”? Liberal thinkers imbue states and individual leaders with making those 
moral judgments. But does that assumption really reflect reality?

Furthermore, some critics of liberalism say that it focuses on the areas of “low 
politics,” such as human rights or the environment, rather than “high politics,” 
primarily security. In a globalized world, countries have become more aware of 
the fact that decisions made within one country affect others, which reinforces 
the liberal perspective. In cases such as the environment that do not respect 
national borders, liberal theorists would say that all countries benefit from 
cleaning up their environments; it is in their common interest to do so and to 
cooperate. But the theory does not account for “free riders”—countries that do 
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not take action but benefit from the action of others. Furthermore, ultimately a 
country’s survival hinges on ensuring its security, which is a core interest and in 
the category of “high politics.” Unless a country is assured of its own survival, 
the other values become secondary.

Constructivism

Constructivism, also known as social constructivism, is one of the newer theo-
retical approaches, really coming into prominence in the 1990s. According to 
two political scientists who wrote about this theoretical approach as it fits within 
introductory IR classes, it:

is now the main theoretical challenger to established perspectives [i.e., realism and 
liberalism] within the discipline of international relations. This approach . . . rose 
to prominence as an alternative to the dominant paradigms by challenging their 
positions on the nature of the international system, the nature of actors within it, 
and indeed, the nature of social/political interaction in general.44

This, in turn, requires a solid grasp of the other “dominant paradigms” in order 
to really be able to understand the social constructivist approach and how it dif-
fers from the others.

Social constructivism focuses on international issues and questions as they 
exist within a larger social and political context and the ways in which those re-
lationships help a state frame its policies. It also stresses the importance of ideas 
and the ways in which states socially construct reality and then act upon their 
constructions of reality. Alexander Wendt, one of the first political scientists to 
define and advocate for this approach, describes it as follows: “Social theories 
which seek to explain identities and interests do exist. . . . I want to emphasize 
their focus on the social construction of subjectivity. . . . I will call them ‘construc-
tivist’” (emphasis added). He then notes how many of the theoretical approaches 
“share a concern with the basic ‘sociological’ issue bracketed by rationalists—
namely, the issue of identity-and interest-formation.”45

For constructivists, where institutions are relatively stable and set, relation-
ships between states are more fluid. States, like people, may have multiple identi-
ties. They will respond to the actions of other actors depending, in part, on how 
the state views itself, as well as the ways in which it views the other actor, whether 
that is a state, a nonstate actor, an individual, etc. Clearly, this is dynamic and 
will change over time depending on the interactions between those states and the 
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ways in which they perceive themselves and the other country. So these percep-
tions will constantly be redefined as circumstances change. It is this dynamic and 
the ways in which states alter their actions in response to differences in context 
that makes constructivism relatively unique.

For example, one can ask why the possibility of Iran’s acquiring nuclear weap-
ons is a threat to the United States. China has nuclear weapons already and, real-
istically, with its size and military might, should pose more of a threat than Iran. 
Yet, despite periods of tension between the United States and China, it is Iran that 
is seen as relatively more threatening and potentially destabilizing. Why?

To look for an answer to that question, constructivist theorists would look 
first at the relationship between the United States and China, which is built 

A L E X A N D E R  W E N D T  O N  S O C I A L 
C O N S T R U C T I V I S M

Wendt elaborates on some of these ideas when he writes:

Constructivism is a structural theory of the international system that makes 

the following core claims: 1) states are the principal units of analysis for 

international political theory; 2) the key structures in the state system are 

intersubjective, rather than material; and 3) state identities and interests are 

an important part constructed by their social structures, rather than given 

exogenously to the system by human nature or domestic politics. (emphasis 

added)1

Thus, states form ideas about and understandings of the world around 
them based on the structures with which they interact, and they then act 
on the perceptions that they form. Wendt also writes, “A fundamental 
principle of constructivist social theory is that people act toward objects, 
including other actors, on the basis of the meanings that the objects have 
for them.”2

NOTES
1. Alexander Wendt, “Collective Identity Formation and the International State,” 

American Political Science Review 88, no. 2 (June 1994): 385.
2. Alexander Wendt, “Anarchy Is What States Make of It: The Social Construc-

tion of Power Politics,” International Organization 46, no. 2 (Spring 1992): 396–97.
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on economic interdependence and areas of mutual cooperation (e.g., the two 
countries worked together to try to counter the possible threat from a nuclear 
North Korea), despite periods of tension. That stands in contrast to the difficult 
relationship that the United States and Iran have had since the Iranian Revolu-
tion in 1979 and the taking of hostages at the U.S. embassy in Tehran. In looking 
at these two cases, constructivists would argue that it is important to understand 
the full extent of the relationship, their identities, and their interactions and to 
use that as the context for understanding the nature of the threat. In addition, 
constructivists would argue that China’s behavior will be relatively constrained 
by international norms. China wants to be regarded as an important player 
internationally and therefore will adhere to basic international guidelines and 
structures. In contrast, Iran is seen as less rational and less willing to accept those 
same norms, thereby making it potentially more dangerous and threatening. 
Thus, where realists would respond to this question by focusing on the desta-
bilizing effects of Iran’s nuclear weapons, constructivists would respond differ-
ently. Ultimately, their focus would be on the perceptions that the United States 
has of Iran and of the idea that Iran is acting in a way that is outside the accepted 
or appropriate mean of behavior in the international system. In other words, 
Iran’s behavior flies in the face of established and/or accepted structural norms.

Like realists, constructivists see states as the principal units/actors in the 
international system, but what becomes most important about them is their 
interaction with other actors and structures that also exist within the interna-
tional system, that is, the context. Thus, constructivists see the actors in the in-
ternational system as existing within their environment, which influences them 
and changes them. The behavior of states, therefore, is shaped by a number of 
factors that are socially constructed, such as the attitudes and beliefs of the deci-
sion makers, social norms, and identities. Furthermore, it is characterized by the 
belief that these various actors not only respond to this constructed system but 
change it through their actions. Therefore, constructivism looks at a system that 
is inherently dynamic.

Although its focus is on the state, like the liberal perspective, constructivist 
theory crosses levels of analysis to look within the state, but it also suggests that 
what happens at one level, such as the individual or societal level, directly shapes 
the actions of the state. So as the interests or values of the components of the state 
change, ultimately the behavior of the state will change as well. Therefore, a new 
leader coming to power with a different worldview can alter significantly the be-
havior of a state. And like realism, constructivism acknowledges the importance 
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of power as a concept, but it defines the term more broadly than just military or 
economic power. Rather, this approach sees power as tied to broad concepts and 
ideas that feed into the notion of “soft power” discussed earlier. Hence, nego-
tiation and persuasion, rather than threats or acts of political violence, become 
important tools of foreign policy.

Limitations and Critique of Constructivism

Among the criticisms leveled at this approach is that it really is not a theo-
retical model, but it exists more as a set of concepts tied to individual ideas and 
understandings that can change. In fact, one of the basic premises of construc-
tivism is the need to address structural change. Because the very basis of the 
approach is tied to dynamics, questions arise about how to account for these 
changes. Is it possible to generalize beyond any single case in order to build a 
model of behavior? And if change and dynamics are an inherent part of this ap-
proach, how can we use it to predict what might happen in the future? While 
constructivists value the social structures that make up nation-states and the 
international system, the approach raises questions about what changes these 
structures and what those changes ultimately mean for the international system.

If one of the goals of theory is to describe, explain, and predict, another cri-
tique that can be leveled at the constructivists is that if identities and perceptions 
can change over time, how can we predict what might happen? Constructivists 
might recognize the fact that identities and interests are always evolving through 
the process of interacting with others. But that makes this approach less useful 
to determining what might happen because of the number of variables. It also 
makes certain assumptions about the state, including the central role of the 
state’s identities (plural, as there are many). Yet, while acknowledging that these 
are always in flux, the approach does little to help us understand where these 
come from or even how they evolve.

Where this approach has made an important contribution to the field, however, 
is in reinforcing the uncertainties and complexities of understanding IR, acknowl-
edging the fact that there are dynamics that can and do change, and providing 
certain guidelines and assumptions that help us in dealing with these many factors.

Other Theoretical approaches: Marxism

Karl Marx (1818–1883) was a German philosopher and social theorist who 
saw the world in economic terms that have political implications. His empha-
sis was on the “dialectic,” the often conflicting or contradictory patterns that 
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emerged within societies. Much of his work was premised on the idea of unequal 
relationships that exist across economic classes, which would eventually lead to 
conflict both within and, ultimately, across states. Marx believed that the more 
powerful classes would oppress the less powerful, leading eventually to some 
form of class warfare as the less powerful rise up against the established order 
and try to gain power for themselves. At an international level, Marxism sees 
relations between countries as similarly characterized by class struggle, with 
the richer oppressing the poorer and the poorer struggling to gain power. This 
approach also suggests that domestic and economic factors shape the country’s 
external relations, thereby blending both domestic and international attributes 
in a way that contrasts with most traditional IR theories. Hence, Marxist thought 
injects economics into our understanding of world affairs, specifically in its sug-
gestion of capitalism as a dominant economic phenomenon and in its certainty 
that those who are oppressed by capitalism will rise up against it.

The underlying premise has to do with the control and distribution of wealth. 
While Marx developed his theory specifically to address what he saw going on 
within countries, it was then adopted as a framework for understanding relation-
ships across countries. It can be seen in the development of socialism and commu-
nism, as political and economic systems within countries, and then more broadly 
to explain the conflict between capitalist and communist systems across countries.

Marxist approaches have to do with the unequal distribution of wealth and 
power. From the perspective of IR, this approach gave rise to dependency theory 
(introduced in chapter 1) and the idea that the wealthy countries benefited 
at the expense of the poorer and less powerful countries that they colonized 
and exploited. Those less developed countries in Africa, Latin America, and 
Asia then became dependent upon the very countries that had colonized and 
exploited them. Or seen another way, the developed countries of the Northern 
Hemisphere gained their wealth at the expense of the less developed and ex-
ploited countries of the Southern Hemisphere, also known as the North-South 
divide. This thinking helps explain the revolutions of the South as the workers 
(those without the wealth and power) rose up against the existing order in order 
to break loose from the system and to establish themselves as the ones with the 
power. This can be seen to have happened in some cases, such as China under 
the leadership of Mao Zedong, who in effect led a peasant rebellion to overthrow 
the existing—and corrupt—order. However, in reality, it was not until China 
started to become a more market-oriented economy that it really started to de-
velop economically.
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The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.
Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and 

journeyman, in a word, oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant oppo-
sition to one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden, now open 
fight, a fight that each time ended, either in a revolutionary reconstitution of 
society at large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes. . . .

Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, however, this distinct 
feature: it has simplified class antagonisms. Society as a whole is more and 
more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly 
facing each other—Bourgeoisie and Proletariat. . . .

The immediate aim of the Communists is the same as that of all other 
proletarian parties: formation of the proletariat into a class, overthrow of the 
bourgeois supremacy, conquest of political power by the proletariat.

 . . . We have seen above, that the first step in the revolution by the work-
ing class is to raise the proletariat to the position of ruling class to win the 
battle of democracy.

The proletariat will use its political supremacy to wrest, by degree, all capi-
tal from the bourgeoisie, to centralise all instruments of production in the 
hands of the State, i.e., of the proletariat organised as the ruling class; and 
to increase the total productive forces as rapidly as possible. . . .

In short, the Communists everywhere support every revolutionary move-
ment against the existing social and political order of things.

In all these movements, they bring to the front, as the leading question in 
each, the property question, no matter what its degree of development at 
the time.

Finally, they labour everywhere for the union and agreement of the demo-
cratic parties of all countries.

The Communists disdain to conceal their views and aims. They openly 
declare that their ends can be attained only by the forcible overthrow of all 
existing social conditions. Let the ruling classes tremble at a Communistic 
revolution. The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have 
a world to win.

Working Men of All Countries, Unite!

Source: Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Manifesto of the Communist Party, https:// 
www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1848/communist-manifesto/index.htm.

BOX 2 .6



T h E O r E T i C a L  O V E r V i E W  69

Looking at it another way, the rhetoric of the inevitability of conflict between 
the capitalist economies, such as the United States, and the socialist or com-
munist systems led to the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet 
Union. Rather than a class struggle, this became a political and military as well as 
an economic conflict that lasted for almost fifty years and defined many aspects 
of modern international politics.

In addition to dependency theory, Marxism also contributed to the growth 
of a number of other theoretical approaches that tried to explain IR through the 
lenses of economics (especially capitalism) and the distribution of power rela-
tionships. All of these can fall broadly into what is generally called the “radical 
critique” or “radical perspective.” Another offshoot of this approach is world 
systems theory, in which the world is seen as divided not just into rich and poor, 
developed and less developed, but into a core of strong and well-integrated 
states; a periphery, or states that depend largely on an unskilled, low-wage 
labor pool; and a semi-periphery of states that embody elements of both. This 
approach also assumes that the core group of nations exploits those at the pe-
riphery. But it also stresses the rise and fall of those at the core, as technological 
innovations and capital flows change the dynamics among the group.

From the perspective of IR, though, Marxism and the radical critiques it in-
spired continue to serve as an alternative to mainstream theories.

Limitations and Critique of Marxist Theory and Its Offshoots

In theory, as noted in chapter 1, globalization should have started to equalize 
the economic and then power divisions that exist among countries, as interde-
pendence should have led to fairer exchanges among them. In reality, this has 
not been the case, thereby calling into question some of the premises of this 
group of theories. As long as countries remained agricultural and tied to the land 
and as long as the international economic system remained under the control of 
the developed (wealthy) countries, inequalities continued, and there were “have” 
and “have not” countries.

Feminist theorists also raise the critique that the economic interpretations and 
assumptions of the Marxist and other “radical” theorists do not take gender into 
account as an explanatory factor.46 While the other theories do not do so either, 
they also do not presume to speak for the powerless, which these variants do. Thus 
this becomes a significant omission limiting its explanatory power.
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Theory Continued: feminist Perspectives

Most of the traditional approaches to IR theory have certain assumptions, 
tend to seek answers to particular questions, and draw on specific methodologi-
cal tools in order to answer those questions. Just as it is important to understand 
the levels of analysis and know which theoretical perspective is appropriate to 
help guide the answer to questions at different levels, by making these assump-
tions and using these tools, we are ignoring or not taking into account whole 
areas of international politics. Thus, in order to get a more complete picture, we 
need to refocus our thinking so that it specifically includes women, and gender 
becomes a variable that is part of our ongoing understanding of IR. In other 
words, we need to look at IR through gender-sensitive lenses.

It is important to note that not all questions might involve gender, nor is 
it appropriate to artificially include gender or insert it into our analysis of IR. 
However, what the feminist approach reminds us of from the beginning is that 
we need to be aware of the role of women, the impact of decisions on the people 
within the nation-state, and the ways in which women and gender affect our 
theoretical understanding of the international system. If we then choose not 
to include gender in our questions or analysis, at least it becomes a conscious 
choice and not an oversight. Thus, in our overview of IR theory, we are going to 
give some additional attention to this approach because it is so often overlooked 
in traditional IR, and yet without consciously addressing women and gender, we 
cannot get a complete picture.

When we speak of gender and IR, or “gendering world politics,” what we 
are referring to is the introduction of the concept of “gender,” which refers to 
“socially learned behavior and expectations that distinguish between masculin-
ity and femininity. Whereas biological sex identity is determined by reference 
to genetic and anatomical characteristics, socially learned gender is an acquired 
identity.”47

So what does this have to do with international politics? According to political 
scientists V. Spike Peterson and Anne Sisson Runyan, “The dominant masculin-
ity in Western culture is associated with qualities of rationality, ‘hardheaded-
ness,’ ambition, and strength. . . . Similarly, women who appear hard-headed 
and ambitious are often described as masculine.” Also, the traits associated with 
masculinity “are perceived as positive and admired traits that are in contrast to 
less desirable feminine qualities.”48 Ann Tickner notes that a widely held belief 
is that:
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military and foreign policy are arenas of policy-making least appropriate for 
women. Strength, power, autonomy, independence, and rationality, all typically 
associated with men and masculinity, are characteristics we most value in those 
to whom we trust the conduct of our foreign policy and national interest. Those 
women in the peace movements . . . are frequently branded as naïve, weak and 
unpatriotic.49

Therefore, generally when we look at qualities associated with international 
relations and foreign policy—power, politics, military might, strength—the as-
sumption is that men are present and women are absent. Furthermore, we also 
assume that we can explain decisions by looking at the ways in which men are 
engaged in these activities.

By looking at the world through gender-sensitive lenses, we are able to un-
derstand how women are also present, even though they are often obscured by 
the focus on men. “Through a gender-sensitive lens, we see how constructions 
of masculinity are not independent of, but dependent upon, opposing construc-
tions of femininity.”50 Understanding this can then give us a more complete 
picture about and understanding of international relations.

The introduction of the feminist perspective has its origin in the 1980s, and 
it has become more prominent in the last ten-plus years. To give you an idea as 
to how far we have come, remember that Morgenthau referred to “statesmen” in 
his book Politics Among Nations, and there is no entry for “women” in the index. 
Kenneth Waltz, who wrote Man, the State, and War in 1954, has one entry for 
women in the index: “Women, role in government.” If you look at the entry, it 
is found within Waltz’s discussion of peace and trying to understand human 
behavior in order to help understand what leads to war. This illustrates clearly 
the set of assumptions that have swirled around the study of IR, which in many 
ways grow out of social beliefs about the nature of men and women: men are 
warlike, militaristic, and competitive, while women are peace loving and inher-
ently cooperative by nature. All of this obscures or muddles our understanding 
of IR. So the real questions become, what roles do women and gender play in 
our understanding of international relations, and how should we draw on them 
to help us describe/explain/predict? Perhaps more important, where does the 
feminist perspective fit as a valid theoretical approach to understanding inter-
national relations?

What Ann Tickner, Spike Peterson, Cynthia Enloe, and other feminist 
thinkers have done is to force us to consider the presence and roles of women 
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in IR. They have allowed us to better understand how decisions are shaped by 
gender and the ways in which political decisions affect men and women. This 
allows us to look at the roles women have played in various ways that affect the 
international system and at the contributions they have made. It also allows us 
to understand that it is no longer acceptable to study scholarly areas, especially 
those pertaining to important policy decisions, without acknowledging women 
and gender in some way.

So let us see how feminist theory fits within our understanding of IR. Tickner 
begins by saying that we need to step back and really understand the way in 
which the world is constructed, to move beyond the stereotypes and assump-
tions and look at how women and gender fit within the field of IR. But she also 
warns us that:

feminist theories must go beyond injecting women’s experiences into different dis-
ciplines and attempt to challenge the core concepts of the disciplines themselves.  
. . . Drawing on feminist theories to examine and critique the meaning of these [key 
concepts, such as power, sovereignty, and security] could help us to reformulate 
these concepts in ways that might allow us to see new possibilities for solving our 
current insecurities.51

Feminist thinkers such as Tickner and others argue that it is no longer pos-
sible to examine the new questions of security that we are now grappling with 
using the traditional theoretical approaches. The changes that have taken place 
in the international system since the end of the Cold War especially have led 
to the growth of new questions about what has been happening and why. And 
feminist IR thinkers argue that it is time to find theoretical approaches that are 
more appropriate for answering these new questions.

Tickner provides examples of the types of questions feminists would ask—
and then how to answer them. For example, she notes that:

whereas IR theorists focus on the causes and termination of wars, feminists are 
as concerned with what happens during wars as well as their causes and endings. 
Rather than seeing military capabilities as an assurance against outside threats to 
the state, militaries are seen as frequently antithetical to individual security, par-
ticularly to the security of women and other vulnerable groups. (emphasis added)52

Like liberalism and constructivism, feminist approaches generally focus 
within the state, looking at the role of the individual within the social structure. 
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They look at questions such as the ways in which an unequal structure con-
strains or affects women’s as well as men’s lives, and how this inequality can be 
addressed. They ask how women’s voices can be heard within a political system 
that is generally patriarchal as well as hierarchical, and how the lack of women’s 
voices affects the decisions that are made. This must move beyond the notion 
of “peace as a women’s issue” to focus instead on how any country can best use 
and represent all its citizens and be aware of the impact of decisions on those 
citizens as well.

When we discuss feminist IR and seek to understand the role that gender 
plays in the field, it is also important to note that not all work that deals with 
women is inherently feminist, nor do we need to assume that all women’s po-
litical action is feminist. For example, there are groups of women who work for 
peace at the community level in countries in conflict, such as Northern Ireland 
or Israel and Palestine. When asked, these women do not think of their work 
as “feminist” action per se, or even necessarily political. They simply look at it 
as working to make their community and their country a better place in which 
to live and to raise their children. However, looking at their activities seriously 
takes into account the fact that women have an important role to play in issues 
of peace and conflict without judging their motives.

Like the other theoretical approaches in the field, Tickner notes there are 
many strains of feminist thought within IR. There is liberal feminism, which 
claims that “discrimination deprives women of equal rights to pursue their self-
interest; whereas men have been judged on their merits as individuals, women 
have tended to be judged as female or as a group.”53 This approach assumes 
that women have the potential to be participants in the political system but 
that it would take work and a restructuring of that system. Furthermore, liberal 
feminists do not necessarily agree that the inclusion of women would change the 
nature of the political system.

Radical feminists claim that “women were oppressed because of patriarchy 
or a pervasive system of male dominance, rooted in the biological inequality 
between the sexes and in women’s reproductive roles, that assigns them to the 
household to take care of men and children.”54 Thus, women are blocked from 
participating in the public sphere, where policy is made, and are relegated to 
the realm of the private sphere, which is seen as far less important. Yet women 
have shown that they can have an impact and make a contribution to impor-
tant policy discussions, such as about war and peace, by glorifying their roles 
as wives and mothers. While this runs the risk of “essentializing women” (that 
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is, identifying them based on their traditional roles), it also acknowledges the 
contributions they can make.

The main point here is the acknowledgment that women’s lives, roles, and 
experiences are different from those of men who are the primary decision mak-
ers, and therefore that they must be considered, if not as central to, certainly as 
part of our understanding of international relations. Therefore, understanding 
the structure of the state and the political system, and specifically introducing 
gender as a concept, should give us another and broader understanding of the 
state and therefore of the international system.

Limitations and Critique of Feminist Theory

One of the major criticisms leveled against the feminist IR theorists is that 
there really is no single theory, but rather it is more a critique or series of critiques 
of the primary theories in IR. As noted earlier, even within the feminist perspec-
tive there are significant differences in approaches and understanding regarding 
the roles of women, specifically the role of feminism as a motivator of women in 
the political sphere. Does it really matter whether women’s political actions are a 
feminist statement or are the result of a desire to right a wrong? Are all women’s 
political actions feminist by virtue of the fact that they are women? And, more 
important, how do the answers to these questions help us understand IR?

Another issue that needs to be considered in injecting the feminist perspec-
tive is whether doing so essentializes women. That is, women’s actions are de-
fined because they are women, or, put another way, it reduces them to a single 
common denominator. For example, in understanding issues of war and peace, 
it is easy to look at peace as a “women’s issue” because of the underlying as-
sumptions about women’s nature, whereas men are presumed to be warriors 
and more warlike. This oversimplification minimizes the roles of both men and 
women in international relations.

SUMMarY

This chapter offered an introduction to ways of understanding IR and some of 
the theoretical approaches and frameworks that help you understand the inter-
national system. As has been stressed throughout this chapter, it is important to 
remember that no one approach is right or wrong and that no single approach 
will give you a broad or complete understanding of IR. Rather, the point that we 
want to make is that the particular approach you choose should be dependent 
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on the questions you want to ask. The theory, in turn, can then help guide you 
to an answer to those questions.

Box 2.7 provides a grid that gives some guidance to each of the theoretical 
approaches and what they can tell you. Remember that the answer to any ques-
tion you ask is only as good as the material and approach you use to answer it.

C O M P A R I S O N  O F  T H E O R E T I C A L  A P P R O A C H E S

Theoretical 
perspectives Realist Liberal Constructivist Marxist Feminist

Assumptions Human 
nature; 
seeks 
power

Humans are 
cooperative

Dynamic 
relationship 
between the 
state and the 
environment

Dialectic 
and class 
struggles

Need for 
“gender-
sensitive 
lenses”

Individual Decision 
maker, 
affected  
by quest  
for power

Critical actor; 
basically 
moral and 
good

Range of 
important 
players with 
own identities

Impacted  
by decisions

Culture/ 
society

Affect the 
context 
within which 
decisions are 
made

Class 
struggle

Who is 
affected by 
decisions?

Government Liberal 
democratic

Who 
makes the 
decision?

Nation-state Primary 
actor; 
monolithic

Cooperative Relationship 
with 
environment

Rich versus 
poor; 
dependency

Role that 
women play

International 
system

Stability 
comes  
from 
balance  
of power

All benefit 
from 
cooperation, 
trade, and 
interaction

Dynamic with 
relationships 
shifting

Inevitability 
of conflict 
between rich 
and poor, 
powerful and 
powerless

BOX 2 .7
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The Nation-State Level
3

With the broad theoretical frameworks outlined, we are now going to move 
through the various levels of analysis in order to focus on the major actors that 
can help us better understand the international system. We are going to begin 
by focusing on the nation-state level, which is the primary actor in international 
relations (IR). After defining the nation-state and putting it into historical per-
spective, we will also talk about the concept of sovereignty, which is one of the 
primary tenets that guides the behavior of nation-states. We will then move 
into an analysis of the nation-state, including understanding some of the major 
questions that have influenced the field of IR and that pertain to the behavior of 
countries, primarily issues of peace and war. As we do this, it will be important 
to bear in mind the different theoretical approaches we raised in the previous 
chapter (i.e., realism, liberalism, constructivism, Marxism, and feminist perspec-
tives) so that you can better understand how each can help explain aspects of 
the behavior of the nation-state within IR. We will conclude the chapter with a 
discussion of war and peace—understanding what they are, why nations resort 
to war and how they end, what the concept of “peace” really means, and how 
difficult it is for a country to transition from a situation of war to one of peace.

dEfiNiTiON Of NATION-STATE

Much of contemporary IR theory is tied to the nation-state, more commonly 
known as a country, as the primary actor. Furthermore, as noted in chapter 2, 
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there are assumptions made about the ways in which this actor behaves and 
reacts to other nation-states that can help explain major concepts such as why 
countries go to war or how countries seek to influence the behavior of one an-
other. Realism and structural realism explicitly address the nation-state as the 
critical actor in IR. Liberalism similarly focuses on the nation-state as a primary 
actor, but it looks within the state as well in order to get a more complete picture 
of the state’s behavior. Constructivism focuses on the nation-state, but as an en-
tity affected and constrained by the social and political structures within which it 
interacts. The critiques of these theories are often tied to flaws that are perceived 
as coming from the use of the nation-state as the primary unit of analysis.

Given the central role of the concept nation-state, it is important to begin 
this discussion with a definition. When we look at a nation-state, we are look-
ing at two separate yet interrelated concepts, both of which have emerged as 
especially relevant in the international system today. Nation denotes a group of 
people with a common history, background, and values who, in theory, accept 
the primacy of the state. The state, in turn, represents the formal trappings of 
the political system, such as the government and defined borders, and it in turn 
accepts certain responsibilities for the people who live within those borders. 
Hence, a nation-state is an entity that we usually think of as a country, made up 
of groups of individuals who live within a defined border under a single govern-
ment. Even though there might be different groups of people with their own 
cultures and ideas within the state, they form a single society that has certain 
values and beliefs in common.

Along with the emergence of the nation-state came another core principle: 
that of nationalism. Nationalism ties the identification of the group with a 
common past, language, history, customs, practices, and so on. Author Fareed 
Zakaria sees the concept this way:

When I write of nationalism, I am describing a broader phenomenon—the asser-
tion of identity. The nation-state is a relatively new invention, often no more than a 
hundred years old. Much older are the religious, ethnic, and linguistic groups that 
live within the nation-states. And these bonds have stayed strong, in fact grown, as 
economic interdependence has deepened. (emphasis added)1

Hence, Zakaria believes that the globalization of the world today has contrib-
uted directly to the growth of nationalism, or to the importance of “core identi-
ties” as he calls them, which has replaced loyalty to the nation-state as a whole. 
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This is one of the contributors to conflict, as different nations seek recognition 
or self-determination, the belief that each group of people should be allowed to 
determine who is responsible for leading or governing them. This in turn can 
lead to the disintegration of the nation-state into various parts, peacefully or, 
more often, as a result of civil conflict (ethnic, religious, tribal, etc.) as different 
groups within the country seek to establish their independence and autonomy 
separate from the larger state structure and establish a state of their own.

Another concept that is important in this discussion is the notion of legiti-
macy, which grows from the idea articulated in the seventeenth century by phi-
losopher John Locke that political power ultimately rests with the people rather 
than the leader. According to Locke, the political leader derives his or her power 
from “the consent of the governed,” which became part of the social contract. It 
is this acceptance that grants legitimacy to a government.2

In fact, one of the problems with the nation-state as a central concept of IR 
is that there are often many nations or groups of people who live within a state 
and do not necessarily recognize the legitimacy of that single state. This suggests 
some of the weaknesses in focusing on the nation-state as the basis for IR. As 
we will see in chapter 5, the problem becomes more acute when we look at non-
state actors and stateless peoples. An example of this can be seen with a group 
such as the Palestinians, who are in effect a “stateless people.” That is, they have 
some of the trappings of statehood, including a governmental structure and a 
single dominant nation, but they do not have a defined state. Therefore, there 
is no logical place for them to fit within the levels of analysis, yet they cannot 
be discounted as unimportant players internationally. The Kurds, who straddle 
a number of different countries (Turkey, Iraq, Syria, and Iran, primarily), are 
another example of a single group that seeks its own state. In fact, in September 
2017, Iraqi Kurds held a referendum on independence for that group. Despite 
overwhelming results in favor of independence, this will not equate to statehood 
for a host of political reasons. However, it raises yet another important issue: 
how to account for such groups, especially as they seek independence and state-
hood. This is one of the dilemmas facing students of IR today.

Despite some of these structural issues, understanding the nation-state and 
the central role it plays in international relations is critical to understanding IR 
theory. As we saw in chapter 1 and our overview of globalization, the current in-
ternational system has evolved over time from one in which empires interacted 
based on trade and economics to the emergence of the nation-state and the quest 
for colonies. This resulted in another stage of globalization as the world started 
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to get smaller, to the truly globalized and interdependent world that we know 
today. Included in the changing structure of the current international system are 
the concepts of integration and disintegration. Integration suggests the merging 
of ideas and policies so that individual sovereign states start to blend into a uni-
fied whole. Although each state keeps its individual identity, it is also part of a 
single larger bloc. An example of this is the European Union (EU), which as of 
this writing was composed of twenty-seven sovereign states, each with its own 
government and political system, that agreed to merge into a single entity with a 
parliament and a president, which arrives at a single set of policies on a number 
of issues. Although the countries agreed to join and develop policies together, 
only some (seventeen) have adopted the euro as a common currency, while oth-
ers (such as the United Kingdom when it was a member, Denmark, and Sweden) 
chose not to do so. How can twenty-seven states each remain sovereign and 
still be part of a larger bloc with a single set of policies? The answer is that they 
cannot always do so. The “Brexit” vote of June 2016, in which a small majority 
(52 percent to 48 percent) of the people of the United Kingdom voted to with-
draw from the EU, makes this question especially relevant and illustrates what 
happens when the sovereignty of one member state appears to conflict with the 
decisions made by the whole.3

The end of the Cold War has witnessed examples of the disintegration of 
single sovereign states to create any number of others. In this case, the notion 
of disintegration refers to the breakup of a single nation-state into two or more 
entities that each seek statehood. Some of this has been done peacefully; for ex-
ample, in 1993, the country of Czechoslovakia split into two countries, the Czech 
Republic and Slovakia, in what was known as “the Velvet Divorce” because of 
the relative absence of bloodshed. In 1991, the Soviet Union broke up into fifteen 
nations, and although the initial disintegration was relatively peaceful, periodic 
uprisings continue in Chechnya, with ongoing conflict among a number of other 
republics. At the other extreme, the country of Yugoslavia was racked by civil war 
and ethnic violence from 1991 until 1996, and violence escalated again in 1999 
over the status of the autonomous Serb province of Kosovo which subsequently 
declared its independence. Kosovo’s situation remains contentious, with some 
countries in the international system, including the United States, recognizing it 
as an independent sovereign nation. However, other countries (Serbia and those 
allied with it, including Russia) do not. As of March 2020, ninety-seven out of 
193 United Nations members and twenty-two out of twenty-seven EU members 
recognized Kosovo’s sovereignty, and although Serbia still officially does not, the 
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two have entered into negotiations regarding normalization of relations. This 
case also stands as an example of the formal processes associated with official 
international recognition and statehood.

The real underlying question here is, why do some countries choose to in-
tegrate with others, thereby forming a larger bloc, while other countries break 
apart? And can a country join a bloc, like the EU, and still retain its sovereignty? 
To answer such questions, we need to have a better understanding of the nation-
state as a concept. It is important to note that as we explore some of these ques-
tions, our focus is on the nation-state itself, not on the individual leaders or the 
impact of the policy decisions on the people within the state. That will come later.

hiSTOrY Of ThE NaTiON-STaTE

The approach to understanding the nation-state level and the basic concepts 
that are inherent in it (such as sovereignty) are derived from the 1648 Treaty 
(or Peace) of Westphalia. Here the treaty itself serves as an important resource, 
and it is easily accessible online.4 What is critical about the document is that 
it outlines the concept of the sovereign nation-state and reminds all states of 
the importance of recognizing the sanctity of national borders. Since the time 
of that treaty, we have seen not only the emergence of the modern sovereign 
nation-state, which is the primary actor in the international system, but also 
the emergence of nonstate actors, which have also come to play a major role in 
international relations. Our focus here is on the nation-state; nonstate actors will 
be discussed in more detail in chapter 5.

As we look back in history prior to 1648, we see a world that was made up 
not only of city-states but also empires. The Greek city-states that Thucydides 
wrote about in his History of the Peloponnesian Wars, which we talked about in 
chapter 2, were at the height of their power around 400 BCE. These city-states 
were characterized by relatively small populations with limited territory, usu-
ally found behind city walls. Although they existed in close proximity, each 
was independent. Inevitably, some became more powerful than others. Over 
time, Sparta and Athens emerged as the two major city-states, thereby creating 
a bipolar system in which power was roughly balanced between the two. Under 
the leadership of Athens, many of the Greek city-states united in what became 
known as the Delian League, an early idea of collective security that brought the 
Greek city-states together so that they could defend themselves from the Persian 
Empire, which had been trying to expand into Greek territory.
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Relations between Athens and Sparta deteriorated, ultimately leading to 
armed conflict between them. A truce was reached after six years, with each 
recognizing the power of the other and acknowledging domination over their re-
spective spheres of influence. This truce was short-lived, however, and its failure 
led to the outbreak of the Second Peloponnesian War, which was documented 
by Thucydides, as noted in chapter 2.

Why is this ancient history important? The creation of the Delian League, 
designed to protect against the perceived aggression of Persia, was one of the 
earliest documented examples of what was later known as collective security. 
What took place during the Peloponnesian War was also an example of realist 
politics and the balance of power, both of which we will return to later in this 
chapter. And since so much of what happened then has been repeated since that 
time, it is an important lesson about the behavior of states.

Following the period of the domination of the Greek city-states, we really see 
the emergence of the age of empires. An empire (as opposed to a nation-state 
or a city-state) can be defined as an entity composed of separate units, all of 
which are under the domination of one single power (often the emperor) that 
asserts political and economic supremacy over the others, which formally or in-
formally accept this relationship. Thus, the separate units or groups have some 
independence, but they remain under the domination of a supra-entity. One of 
the major goals of an empire, like any system, was to ensure that it perpetuated 
itself and continued to expand its domain and therefore its wealth. Because of 
its size, often the ruler of the empire had to depend upon local officials to carry 
out his or her bidding.

There were a number of empires throughout history, including those in 
Europe, such as the Holy Roman Empire and the Austro-Hungarian, and in 
Eurasia, such as the Persian and later the Ottoman. In Asia, the Chinese empire 
was in place from 221 BCE to 1911 (with some periods of disruption) and was 
characterized by centralized rule with allegiance paid to the emperor in Beijing. 
The Chinese empire was especially enduring.

The end of the Roman Empire in approximately 500 CE led to what became 
known as the Middle Ages in Europe. During this time, we see the growth of 
the power of the Christian church, which melded political power and religion 
to solidify its empire. In Europe in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, we also 
start seeing a flourishing of municipalities that functioned like the old Greek 
city-states. Venice, Florence, Paris, Oxford, and so on each became established 
centers of law and behavior, focused primarily on universities. Many became the 



T h E  N a T i O N - S T a T E  L E V E L  87

center of important trade patterns and commerce, as well as diplomacy. Eventu-
ally this also led to a clash between secular rule and the church, and by the late 
Middle Ages, we start seeing the rise of what we now refer to as nationalism, spe-
cifically, commitment to a central identity or consciousness rather than loyalty 
to the ruler or state. We also see the emergence of strong monarchs who reigned 
over their domain, sometimes with the support of the church and sometimes in 
opposition to it, such as Henry VIII in England. This was also the start of the age 
of exploration and colonization, as states looked for ways to expand their wealth 
and fortunes by going outside the limited territory of Europe, leading to the early 
era of globalization. And in a Marxist interpretation of events, this was also the 
start of the exploitation of colonies by the major powers of the time.

But as we also saw earlier, the growth of the city-states contributed to compe-
tition and eventually conflict between and among many of these states, especially 
regarding the role of religion and political power within the area that was known 
as the Holy Roman Empire. Eventually this led to the Thirty Years’ War, which 
lasted from 1618 to 1648. The war “devastated Europe; the armies plundered the 
central European landscapes, fought battles, and survived by ravaging the civil-
ian population. But the treaty that ended the conflict had a profound effect on 
the practice of international relations.”5

Treaty of Westphalia

The Thirty Years’ War ended with the signing of the Treaty (or Peace) of 
Westphalia in 1648. This treaty established some of the basic principles that gov-
ern international relations today, as well as firmly establishing the nation-state 
as the primary actor in the international system with certain responsibilities and 
powers. The treaty established the European political system that we are familiar 
with and redrew the map of Europe so that a core group of states became domi-
nant, primarily Austria, Russia, Prussia, England, France, and the northern area 
that would become Belgium and the Netherlands, although the borders of some 
of the specific countries have since changed and new ones have been created. It 
ended the Holy Roman Empire and replaced it with a system of sovereign states 
with the monarch as the primary political leader with authority over his people, 
supplanting the role of the church. Thus, as a result of this treaty, secular rule su-
perseded the rule of the church. This in turn led to the notion that each national 
leader has the right to maintain his own military in order to protect himself and 
his territory. This also contributed to the growth of centralized control of the 
political system, since each monarch now had an army to support it, not only as 
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protection from external threats but to maintain internal order, collect taxes, and 
so on. In fact, the monarch had a monopoly on the use of force for both domestic 
and external purposes.6 Thus, the individual state and the monarch or leader of 
the state became more powerful, with that power backed up by the use of force.

Concept of Sovereignty

Along with the legacy of the modern nation-state, the Treaty of Westphalia 
also gave us some of the major concepts that govern the relationship between 
and among nation-states. Paramount among those is the concept of sovereignty. 
Although the language is difficult, the intent of parts of the treaty are clear re-
garding sovereignty:

LXIV. And to prevent for the future any Differences arising in the Politick State, 
all and every one of the Electors, Princes and States of the Roman Empire, are so 
establish’d and confirm’d in their antient Rights, Prerogatives, Libertys, Privi-
leges, free exercise of Territorial Right, as well Eccleisastick, as Politick Lordships, 
Regales, by virtue of this present Transaction: that they never can or ought to be 
molested therein by whomever upon any manner of pretence. (emphasis added)7

In this section (LXIV) and following ones the treaty defines what is meant by the 
concept of sovereignty, specifically, that within its territory, the political leader is 
the supreme ruler and that others cannot interfere.

K. J. Holsti, in his classic text on IR, notes that:

the principle [of sovereignty] underlies relations between all states today. . . . The 
principle of sovereignty is relatively simple: Within a specified territory, no exter-
nal power . . . has the right to exercise legal jurisdiction or political authority. This 
establishes the exclusive domestic authority of a government. That authority is 
based on a monopoly over the legitimate use of force. (emphasis added)8

Holsti then notes in a corollary to his definition that “no state has the right to 
interfere in the domestic affairs of another state. This prohibitive injunction has 
been breached frequently, but it is assumed and observed most of the time by 
most states.”9

Although, as Holsti notes, there have been frequent violations of this norm, 
on the whole it provides the basic framework for relations between and among 
nation-states (i.e., international relations). Yet it is the breaching of this concept 
that provides for some interesting questions and discussion. For example, are 
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there times when one country has the right, even the obligation, to intervene in 
the affairs of another sovereign state—for example, to stop genocide or other 
human rights abuses? This is known as the Responsibility to Protect and was 
endorsed as a concept at the United Nations World Summit in 2005 to prevent 
future atrocities such as genocide, ethnic cleansing, and other war crimes that 
took place in Rwanda and Bosnia among others. What about the U.S. invasion 
of Iraq in March 2003? Was this a justifiable violation of the sovereignty of that 
country, since evidence showed that Iraq had no role in the 9/11 attacks, which 
was one of the alleged reasons for the invasion? These types of questions can 
both help us understand the behavior of a country and provide the grist for 
important discussions that will contribute to a better understanding of the ap-
plication of IR theories.

Further, as an article in The Wall Street Journal about Brexit makes clear, 
sovereignty does not always mean that you get your way. The analysis raises an 
important point: “Sovereignty may mean the constitutional independence to 
make decisions accountable only to your own people and without reference to 
others. But sovereignty isn’t the same as equality; and in international affairs, 
other nations’ objectives must be taken into account.”10 The points raised in 
the article are important and directly relevant to understanding the concept of 
sovereignty in the world today. Using Brexit as an example, the article notes that 
“power matters,” and that relationships between and among countries are not 
symmetrical. The article concludes by stating that “In trade negotiations, coun-
tries may be equally sovereign but they are not necessarily sovereign equals.”11 
While countries have the right and responsibility to make their own decisions, 
which is the essence of sovereignty, it does not mean that other countries will 
respect those decisions, especially if they run counter to the other country’s 
perceived interests.

The important point to remember is that the current international system 
dominated by nation-states grew from events that took place almost four hun-
dred years ago. Although some specifics have changed as new countries were 
created and as different political systems, such as democracies, evolved to re-
place the monarchy that was then the norm, the basic structure and concepts 
governing the nation-state and its actions in the international system remain 
in place. And questions such as the sanctity of sovereignty and if and/or when 
it should be violated remain very much a part of the discourse of international 
politics today.
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BaLaNCE Of POWEr aNd aLLiaNCES

We have just been looking at the evolution of the nation-state from a historical 
perspective in order to understand how the current international system and 
the reliance on the nation-state as the primary actor evolved. Now we are go-
ing to move from the historical perspective to the present time and focus on 
the nation-state system today, specifically looking at concepts such as balance 
of power and the role of alliances. Both of these concepts have come to play a 
prominent role in contemporary IR.

We initially alluded to the concept of balance of power in the previous discus-
sion about the Delian League and the ways in which the Greek city-states united 
as a way of protecting themselves from Persia, which was a larger and more 
powerful empire. (We also saw this in chapter 2 in the excerpt from the “Melian 
Dialogue,” which explicitly references the idea of enlisting allies.) The idea was 
that if the Greek city-states worked together, they could counter the power of 
Persia and deter it from trying to attack. Or, if Persia did decide to attack, they 
would work together to respond. In effect, what they did was try to balance the 
power of one of the hegemons, or major powers, of the time. According to realist 
theory, if unchecked, countries will seek to increase their power. So the dilemma 
facing countries is how to make sure that the power of the hegemon is balanced.

Interestingly, the concept of balance of power is steeped in realist thought. 
Yet the concept of alliances, which was applied often in the Cold War period, has 
a serious liberal and constructivist core. Again we see an apparent contradiction 
here. On the one hand, realist theory assumes that countries will always seek 
to maximize their power, “interest defined as power,” in Morgenthau’s terms. 
Therefore, countries will do whatever they need to, including making temporary 
alliances with other countries, if that will help them maximize their own power. 
To the realists, then, entering into alliances is a pragmatic policy decision that 
enables nation-states to get something they need (more power) that is greater 
than what they could achieve on their own. On the other hand, the liberal theo-
rists would say that alliances bring countries with common interests together in 
order to pursue policies that are in their collective best interest. Thus, they all 
benefit from working together. Similarly, the constructivists would place alli-
ances into a broader structural framework of the international system and would 
offer the policy decision for countries to join together as a response to structural 
constraints and realities. With this quick overview, we will now look at the idea 
of balance of power and the concept of alliances from a variety of theoretical 
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perspectives in more detail as another way of understanding the behavior of 
nation-states in the international system.

Balance of Power

The realist perspective portrays world politics as a struggle for power in anarchy by 
competitive rivals acting for their own self-interests (and not for moral principles 
and global ideals such as improving the security and welfare of all throughout 
the globe). International politics to realism is a war of all against all, to increase 
national power and national security by preparing for war and seeking advan-
tages over rivals such as by acquiring superior military capabilities. (emphasis in  
original)12

Inherent in this is the idea not only of acquiring power, but of balancing the 
power of hegemons in order to ensure the country’s own security. Or that’s the 
way it’s supposed to work, in theory.

The classical balance-of-power system is generally traced back to approxi-
mately 1815 and the Congress of Vienna, which contributed to the changing 
role and power of the major countries in Europe. During that time, there were a 
number of powerful states that were emerging. The belief was that the only way 
to balance or constrain their power, and therefore to ensure security, was for a 
number of countries to join together and align against another country, thereby 
countering its power. In effect, this was an updated version of what we saw ear-
lier in the case of the Greek city-states. So, for example, Britain and Russia joined 
together to counter the perceived growing power of France. The idea was that 
if countries joined together, their combined power would offset the power of any 
one dominant nation and thereby hold it in check. In doing so, the stability of the 
system would be ensured, as evidenced by an absence of conflict.

Britain was often seen as playing the role of balancer because of its economic 
and military (naval) strength. That means that it shifted its allegiances to make 
sure that there was a general perception of balance among the states of Europe. 
Not only did this allow Britain to maintain an important position internation-
ally, but Britain’s military power also ensured that other states did not interfere 
in European conflicts, at least not in Europe proper. Instead, the European coun-
tries in effect divided up the rest of the world, and after the Spanish-American 
War, the United States became an important player as well.13 Thus, we see the 
major countries each with its own sphere of influence.



92 C h a P T E r  3

Most political scientists see the classic balance-of-power system as coming 
to an end at the start of the twentieth century, when Britain broke from its role 
as balancer to join Japan in its war against Russia (the Russo-Japanese War of 
1904–1905). This was the first time a major European country had aligned with 
an Asian country against another European ally (in this case, Russia). This is an 
indicator of how much smaller the world was getting, but also of the difference 
in the ways in which countries were perceiving their role: internationally and 
not just regionally.

It was the outbreak of World War I that really ended the balance-of-power 
system that had dominated European politics for about a hundred years to that 
point. The war also pointed out the dangers in this system. Some see World War 
I as the result of a struggle between competitive alliances “made all the more 
dangerous by the German position. . . . Germany still sought additional terri-
tory,” even if that meant redrawing the map of Europe.14 With the assassination 
of Archduke Ferdinand, the heir to the throne of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 
in Sarajevo in 1914, Germany encouraged Austria to fight Serbia. But by that 
time, since virtually all of Europe was involved with one alliance or another, 
once one country went to war, the whole continent was in effect brought into 
the war. And therein lies one of the dangers of alliances.

By the end of World War I, under the leadership of U.S. President Woodrow 
Wilson, the quintessential liberal thinker who believed that war could best be 
averted if all countries worked together (collectively), the idea of the League of 
Nations was born. Even though it proved to be unsuccessful, it served as a model 
for the United Nations that followed, and the concept of collective security re-
mained an important one.

In effect, the idea of collective security was premised on the notion that “if 
one country behaved aggressively . . . other states had a legal right to enforce in-
ternational law against aggression by taking collective action to stop it.”15 Rather 
than focusing on the realist idea that countries would seek to maximize their own 
power, this approach was steeped in the liberal notion that cooperation was in all 
countries’ best interest and therefore that countries would work together to pur-
sue their goals. But this only works if countries behave as anticipated. When the 
United States, which was one of the most powerful countries at that time, did not 
join the League of Nations, it undermined the entire concept. When Japan went 
into Manchuria in 1931, the League was powerless to stop it because any action 
required unanimous approval, which was virtually impossible to achieve. Simi-
larly, when Italy invaded Ethiopia in 1936, although both countries were members 
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of the League of Nations, that organization proved unable either to control Italy 
or protect Ethiopia. Hence, one of the lessons was that collective security would 
work only if the countries involved all bought in and were willing to take a stand.

Clearly, the notion of collective defense did not stop the outbreak of World 
War II. However, the weaknesses of the collective defense concept that were 
exposed through the failures of the League and then the outbreak of World War 
II gave way to a system of collective security, which was a modification of the 
earlier concept. One distinction that can be drawn between the two concepts is 
that “collective security is based on international law-enforcement obligations 
whereas collective defense is merely a form of balance-of-power politics.”16 
However, often the two concepts are used interchangeably.

Collective Security, alliances, and the Cold War

This updated notion of balance of power was embodied in Article 51 of the 
UN Charter and Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
Treaty; it became especially important during the Cold War. Much of the Cold 
War was premised on the need to maintain a rough balance of power between 
the United States and its allies, on the one hand, and the Soviet Union and its 
allies on the other. The perception at the time was that if there were a rough ap-
proximation of balance, then neither side would be willing to attack the other, 
and therefore peace (or a balance of terror, as it was often known) would be 
maintained. The balance was tied to each country’s capabilities, especially its 
nuclear arsenal, and its ability to inflict grave damage on the other side should 
an attack occur. The assumption here was that both countries not only had the 
weapons (capability) but also the willingness to use those weapons should it 
become necessary (credibility). It was the combination of these two factors— 
having the weapons and the perceived willingness to use them—that ensured 
that balance was maintained and that neither side would attack the other.

It is also important to note that much of this balance was tied to the idea of 
perceptions, specifically the perception that the two sides were roughly balanced 
in number of weapons as well as willingness to use them. (The role of percep-
tions in international relations was addressed previously, in chapter 2.) While it 
was possible to get a rough count of things like number of aircraft or submarines 
deployed, it was the perception that their weapons arsenals were roughly bal-
anced and that they would be used against the other side that became especially 
critical. Or, in the world of international relations, perceptions become reality as 
they are translated into policy decision.
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Throughout the Cold War (from roughly 1945 until the Soviet Union ended 
in 1991), much of international relations was tied to the need to maintain this 
perceived balance of power between the two major blocs, each anchored by a 
single nuclear nation-state (the United States or the USSR). In addition to as-
serting dominance by building up their respective nuclear arsenals and alliances, 
both countries also engaged in arms control negotiations, which is a cooperative 
strategy. In this case, the goal was for the two sides to agree on a level of weapons 
that would ensure that there would be stability and predictability, rather than 
relying on relations based on an increasing arms buildup. Such a buildup would 
only contribute to insecurity (the security dilemma, referred to in chapter 2) 
rather than making countries feel safer.

C O L L E C T I V E  S E C U R I T Y

The notion of collective security was embodied in the Charter of the 
United Nations, where Article 51 explicitly states, “Nothing in the pres-
ent Charter shall impair the inherent right of individual or collective self- 
defense if an armed attack occurs against a Member of the United Nations.”1

It is similarly embedded in Article 5 of the Washington Treaty that cre-
ated the North Atlantic Treaty Organization:

The Parties agree that an armed attack against one or more of them in Eu-

rope or North America shall be considered an attack against them all and 

consequently they agree that, if such an armed attack occurs, each of them, 

in exercise of the right of individual or collective self-defense recognized by 

Article 51 of the Charter of the United Nations, will assist the Party or Parties 

so attacked by taking forthwith, individually and in concert with the other 

Parties, such action as it deems necessary, including the use of armed force, 

to restore and maintain the security of the North Atlantic area.2

NOTES
1. “Charter of the United Nations,” Article 51, https://www.un.org/en/about-us 

/un-charter.
2. “The North Atlantic Treaty,” Article 5, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq 

/official_texts_17120.htm.

BOX 3 .1
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Now that the Cold War is over, one can ask whether alliances remain impor-
tant. Clearly they do, because countries still enter into alliances, albeit for more 
than just security or defense reasons, although those continue to remain impor-
tant. But countries now recognize that aligning or uniting with other countries can 
bring them more benefits than just security; increased trade and other economic 
benefits have contributed to various alliance relationships. Thus, nations continue 
to work together and to enter into formal relationships for any number of reasons.

Why do we need to understand alliances in the context of the framework of 
the nation-state? As noted earlier, alliances are part of understanding the ways 
in which nation-states behave. In addition, they straddle a number of important 
theoretical perspectives, and they have played an important role in the interna-
tional system in virtually all of modern times.

UNdErSTaNdiNG NaTiONaL iNTErEST

In theory, all interactions between and among nation-states are designed to 
further the national interest. This means that there needs to be an understand-
ing of what is in the national interest and how to protect and preserve it. In this 
discussion, it is important to remember that defining national interest is done 
by an individual leader or members of the government (within the nation-state 
level). Yet it is the policies of the nation-state as a whole that become the focus 
for our understanding of national interest and the types of actions states engage 
in to further that national interest.

Generally, a nation-state begins with a clear statement of its own goals, that 
is, what is in its perceived “national interest.” National interest might be protect-
ing the country from external aggression (security), enhancing trade with other 
countries (economics), or cleaning up the environment and protecting the pop-
ulation from the spread of disease (human security). From that starting point, 
there are a range of possible options open to countries as they seek to protect the 
national interest. Because these all deal with one country’s relationship to other 
countries, these are called foreign policy orientations. The particular option cho-
sen should reflect the country’s needs at that particular time. What that means 
in theory is that the national leader(s) understand what the country’s priorities 
are and how those priorities and needs can best be met through its interactions 
with other countries. The goal, then, would be to formulate policies that help a 
country move toward achieving its defined national interest through its interac-
tions with other countries and actors in the international system.
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Clearly, these needs and priorities can change as both domestic and interna-
tional circumstances change, which means that countries are constantly evalu-
ating and adapting their policies while always bearing in mind what is in the 
national interest.

foreign Policy Orientations

Countries have various foreign policy orientations or options that are avail-
able to them. All involve making a decision within the country that requires or 
affects its interaction with another nation-state or actor beyond its borders.17 
Theoretically, the option chosen should reflect what is in the country’s national 
interest within the context of the time during which the policy is formulated.

One option for a country is to pursue a policy of isolationism, the desire 
to turn inward and to minimize political or military involvement with other 
countries. Or, put another way, isolationism is a policy decision to remove the 
country from the international system. Often the only exception to this policy 
is in trading or economic relationships; even the most isolationist country, such 
as North Korea, recognizes the need to trade and interact economically with 
a small number of countries beyond its own borders, albeit in a limited way. 
A complement to this is the policy of unilateralism, the policy that the United 
States engaged in from its founding until the First World War. Similar to iso-
lationism, unilateralism advocates a policy of political and military detachment 
from other countries, but unilateralism explicitly acknowledges the need to 
interact with other countries in a range of areas, such as economics and trade. 
Thus, this policy of unilateralism gave the United States the freedom to engage 
openly with other countries economically while keeping it out of formal alliances 
or agreements that could have dragged it into foreign wars.

A country can choose to be neutral, which means it does not commit its mili-
tary forces or engage in a military or security alliance with other countries. This 
does not mean that a neutral country is removed from the international system; 
rather, neutral nations are often quite engaged because the status of neutrality 
gives them certain rights and responsibilities in the eyes of the international 
system. For example, Switzerland, a neutral nation, has become an international 
banking center as well as the location for many international negotiations.

Or, depending on its national interest, a country can choose to become en-
gaged internationally. This too can take on a number of characteristics, depend-
ing on the country and the international circumstances. For example, countries 
can choose to enter into military alliances or security arrangements of various 
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types. These can be bilateral (between two countries) or multilateral (among 
three or more). Often the goal underlying the creation of these alliances is the 
belief that countries acting together can wield more power internationally than 
any country can if it were acting alone. NATO is one example of a multilat-
eral alliance; it was created in 1949, early in the Cold War period, to unite the 
countries of Western Europe with the United States as a way to deter Soviet 
aggression. It remains in place today and has expanded its mandate to include 
missions outside its formal area, including the war in Afghanistan. Being part of 
an alliance or multilateral organization requires a constant balancing act as the 
goals of each individual member state must be weighed against the priorities and 
policies of the whole group. The Brexit vote is an example of what happens when 
the policy goals of a country and the larger organization are perceived to be at 
odds with one another. We will return to this point again in chapter 5.

In general, a country will choose which foreign policy to pursue in order to 
best assure its own national interest and security. However, countries also have 
to determine how best to respond to any particular set of actions taken by other 
countries in the international system. Again, they may choose to act unilaterally, 
bilaterally, or multilaterally. In most cases, however, the greater the number of 
countries acting together, the more effective a policy decision will be, although 
the more difficult it might be to reach agreement.

Here we need to inject our understanding of the theoretical perspectives 
as they apply to the nation-states and their foreign policy orientations. Realist 
thinkers will address foreign policy defined in terms of power. President Nixon 
and Henry Kissinger, who served first as Nixon’s national security adviser and 
then as secretary of state, are both seen as quintessential realist decision mak-
ers who used the threat—or application—of military force to achieve U.S. for-
eign policy goals when they deemed it necessary. But they were also masters at 
knowing how to play one actor (the Soviet Union) against another (China) to 
the advantage of the United States. In that case, they used the United States as a 
balancer nation to exact concessions from both sides.

The foreign policies advocated by Woodrow Wilson are clear examples of 
the application of liberal thinking to foreign policy decisions. Wilson’s advo-
cacy for an organization, the League of Nations, that would thwart expansionist 
tendencies of other countries was steeped in classic liberal ideals of cooperation. 
President George W. Bush, with his belief in the importance of spreading the 
values of freedom and democracy, is another more recent example of this way 
of thinking. In this case, the emphasis was not as much on cooperation as it was 



98 C h a P T E r  3

on perpetuating liberal values that, in theory, should result in a more peaceful 
world. This is known as the “democratic peace,” and the idea will be explored in 
more detail in the next chapter.

These cases are illustrations of the ways in which a leader applies a particular 
theoretical perspective that results in the policies of a particular nation-state 
regarding other states—that is, international relations.

Negotiation as a Tool of foreign Policy

When we talk about the nation-state, one of the critical questions is, how do 
nation-states talk to one another? That is, how do they communicate in order 
to avoid a conflict or to resolve one that is under way? That is the role of diplo-
macy and negotiation, two important tools that are used by nation-states in the 
international system.

Diplomacy and negotiation represent alternatives to the use of force in 
the settlement of potential or actual disputes between countries. Negotiation 
between and among the various parties is often used to help avoid a conflict 
before it starts or escalates, or to resolve a conflict once it is under way. Interna-
tional negotiation is a phased process predicated on expectations of reciprocity, 
compromise, and the search for mutually beneficial outcomes. All parties to a 
negotiation must prepare their positions carefully, looking for a balance between 
national (domestic) considerations tied to national interest and political realities.

Negotiation is one tool of foreign policy available to countries as a way of 
addressing their concerns. According to realist IR theory, countries will behave 
in a way that maximizes their national interest. But the notion of negotiation, 
which is premised on the idea that countries can and will cooperate because all 
will benefit from doing so, is steeped in liberal thinking.

Generally, when entering into any negotiation, a country will begin by ensuring 
that its core values are maintained. Those values are the ones that guarantee con-
tinuity, and a country’s security—military and economic—and are often not ne-
gotiable. A country’s national interest, however, might also include protecting its 
heritage and its history, its culture and traditions. What we are seeing increasingly 
in the post–Cold War world, however, is that there are variations within a country 
as to what these are or how they are interpreted. Hence, ethnic or religious conflict 
can result when different groups within a country have conflicting interpretations 
of what its national interest is or how it can be defined and protected.

Negotiations can be among allies or adversaries. Generally, negotiating with 
allies is easier because the countries start with common values. But this does 
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not necessarily mean they will be easy. For example, the United States alienated 
some of its NATO allies by its decision to invade Iraq in March 2003, and no 
negotiations or discussion could get France or Germany to agree with the U.S. 
position. In that sense, sometimes negotiating with an enemy or adversary might 
be a more straightforward task. For example, the bilateral arms control negotia-
tions that took place throughout the Cold War between the United States and 
the Soviet Union—political and military adversaries—were seen as having a 
positive outcome. Even when the two sides didn’t reach an agreement, the very 
process of negotiating ensured ongoing communication, which meant that they 
were talking to one another. The belief was that the more they communicated, 
the less likely the two sides were to go to war. In that case, the process of nego-
tiating had a beneficial impact regardless of whether an agreement was reached.

Thus, another lesson of negotiation as a tool of communicating between and 
among nation-states is to understand what the negotiation is really about. Is it 
about the product, or getting a defined outcome, or the process—specifically, 
making sure that there is ongoing communication, which is especially important 
when the negotiation is between or among adversaries?

Negotiations can be used to avoid a conflict by having states discuss areas 
of disagreement to see if they can arrive at a compromise, or at least a point 
at which they can agree to disagree. Examples of this might range from trade 
disputes to trying to keep North Korea or Iran from building a nuclear weapon. 
Or they can be used to reinforce a positive relationship, such as the 2008 agree-
ment between India and the United States facilitating nuclear cooperation. This 
agreement went beyond just providing assistance from the United States to India 
to aid its civilian nuclear energy program. It also strengthened the ties between 
the two countries, which had often had an uneasy relationship. This was seen as 
important to both countries politically. Countries have a range of policy options 
available to them that can be placed along a continuum from positive (rewards) 
to negative (punishment) (see figure 2.2). In all cases, the country decides which 
particular course of action to pursue by weighing the relative costs and benefits. 
A government, acting rationally, would be most likely to choose the option that 
promises to give it the desired outcome at the least possible cost.

Thus, negotiation is a tool of foreign policy that can be and is used at all points 
along the continuum. In “normal” (i.e., noncrisis) situations, negotiations can 
be quite routine and might involve nothing more than determining the ways in 
which two or more countries can implement an ongoing agreement. However, 
in times of crisis, negotiations can be used to help manage the situation and 
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avoid armed conflict. Even during times of war, negotiations can be involved as 
a way to bring the conflict to a halt, to dictate the terms of a cease-fire, and to 
determine what happens after the conflict ends, points that will be discussed in 
more detail later in this chapter. The specifics of crisis decision making will be 
addressed in chapter 4.

One of the major challenges facing any government involved in a negotia-
tion, however, is separating out the diplomatic from the political. Diplomacy is 
the formal process of interaction between countries and is usually carried out by 
diplomats who are asked to implement a government’s policy or policies. This 
is different from the work of politicians or government bureaucrats, many of 
whom are also engaged in negotiations of various types but whose main job is to 
formulate policy (rather than carry it out). Both of these play an important role 
in the world of international negotiations, although the functions are different.

One of the other challenges in any negotiation lies in understanding the cul-
ture and perspective of the country or countries with which you are negotiating. 
Different countries have different negotiating styles, and these must be consid-
ered in formulating a position and in determining how to approach another 
country.18 In addition, there is a strategy involved with any negotiation: whether 
to begin the negotiation or wait for another country to initiate it and then to 
respond, how much to reveal about your own position and at what point, how 
much you are willing to compromise in order to reach an agreement, and, most 
important, what your own desired outcome of the negotiation is. These must be 
determined by each country in advance of the negotiation so that it will know 
how to begin and/or how to respond to another country’s overtures.

That said, ideally all countries approach negotiations by bargaining in good 
faith. This means that they have a sincere desire to compromise so that an agree-
ment can be reached. But there are cases where that has proven to be impossible. 
For example, the country of Cyprus has been divided into two parts, Greek 
(south) and Turkish (north), since 1974, with the United Nations patrolling the 
border, known as the “Green Zone.” Despite many attempts at negotiations to 
unite the island, they have all failed thus far, in part because neither side would 
make any concessions. So the island remains divided and in a state of low-level 
conflict, thereby making it an intractable problem that could not be solved by 
negotiating. What the negotiations were able to do, however, was to make clear 
what the issues are and to have in place ongoing procedures that can help ensure 
that the conflict does not escalate into a case of armed violence.19
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Thus, negotiations are important ways for countries to communicate either 
bilaterally or among a group (multilaterally) in order for them to pursue policies 
that are in their national interest. Before we move beyond this section and our 
understanding of negotiations, two other points are important to stress. First is 
that negotiations should always be used to further national interest, which sug-
gests that the nation-state has clearly defined priorities and sees negotiations as 
an important and cooperative way for it to achieve that end. The second point 
ties directly to the first, and that is that negotiation is a foreign policy tool. Those 
who negotiate are often diplomats who do not necessarily make policy but help 
implement it. This is a fine distinction but an important one.

If negotiation is one foreign policy tool that countries can use to try to avert 
conflict, then why do so many countries seem to go to war? And what is war, 
anyway?

War aNd PEaCE

In order to understand IR and the nation-state level of analysis, it is essential 
to understand and tackle big questions. Among the biggest questions that we 
explore in IR are issues of war and peace. Wars tend to be between states (inter-
state) or, increasingly, within states (intrastate), such as civil war. We are going 
to look at the concepts of war and peace, beginning with definitions of each, and 
then move into the particular cases of intrastate wars, which are often tied to 
questions of nationalism and self-determination and thereby threaten the tradi-
tional concept of the nation-state.

What is War?

Different theoretical approaches and most political scientists have their own 
definition of war. One definition of war is “organized armed conflict between 
or among states (interstate war) or within a given state or society (civil war)” 
(italics in original).20 Another definition of war is “a condition arising within 
states (civil war) or between states (interstate war) when actors appear to use 
violent means to destroy their opponents or coerce them into submission.”21 A 
third defines “general war” (as opposed to more limited types of war) as “armed 
conflict involving massive loss of life and widespread destruction, usually with 
many participants, including multiple major powers.”22 In a recent book, Brit-
ish historian Margaret MacMillan notes that “War in its essence is organized 
violence, but different societies fight different sorts of wars.”23 She uses a range 
of examples to illustrate the role that war has played in different societies and 
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how they, in turn, have engaged with war. She also makes an important point 
that echoes what others have said about the relationship between war and the 
nation-state. “The strong nation-states of today with their centralized govern-
ments and organized bureaucracies are the products of centuries of war.”24 And 
commemorating those become very much a part of a nation’s traditions.

Morgenthau, the great realist thinker, makes the point that “both domestic 
and international politics are a struggle for power, modified only by the different 
conditions under which this struggle takes place in the domestic and interna-
tional spheres.” He also notes that “most societies condemn killing as a means 
of attaining power within society, but all societies encourage the killing of en-
emies in the struggle for power which is called war” (emphasis added).25 In his 
classic book Man, the State, and War, Kenneth Waltz, a neorealist, writes that 
“the locus of the important causes of war is found in the nature and behavior of 
man. Wars result from selfishness, from misdirected aggressive impulses, from 
stupidity” (emphasis added).26 Here Waltz equates state behavior with human 
behavior: both can sometimes behave badly. But if the natural state of the in-
ternational system is anarchy, which is what most realists think, then there is 
nothing that can stop the bad behavior of either states or people from prevailing, 
resulting in war. In another piece written many years later, Waltz draws on the 
work of Immanuel Kant when he says, “The natural state is the state of war. Un-
der the conditions of international politics, war recurs; the sure way to abolish 
war, then, is to abolish international politics.”27 Hence, Waltz notes, “to explain 
war is easier than to understand the conditions of peace. If one asks what might 
cause war, the simple answer is ‘anything.’”28

You can arrive at your own definition that would probably be as descrip-
tive or even explanatory. But generally war as a concept involves acts of armed 
conflict or violence involving two or more parties designed to achieve a specific 
objective. The objective could be political, economic (over and for resources), 
competition for the acquisition of territory, or even ascendancy of ideas—all 
of these or none of these. So, while there are certain traits that are common to 
the definition or categorization of war, there are countless possible objectives or 
reasons for it—or, as Waltz notes, the cause can be “anything.”

Before we continue this discussion, it is also important to make a distinction 
among the following concepts: conflict, armed conflict, and war. The realists 
would say that conflict is an inevitable part of any interaction, which is often a 
struggle for power. But it is also important to note that not all conflicts lead to 
armed violence. So too in IR there is often conflict between and among states, 
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or even among different individuals or groups of people within states. But most 
are resolved peacefully, without escalating to violence, armed conflict, or, on a 
larger scale, war.

This leads to a question often asked by political scientists and historians who 
study war: is (or was) war inevitable? One response to that question is that while 
it is not inevitable, generally it is also something that does not happen over-
night.29 For example, historian Paul Kennedy notes that the underlying conflict 
between Britain and Germany that contributed to World War I had been going 
on for fifteen or twenty years. That point is elaborated on by Graham Allison, 
who writes about how the underlying conflict between those two countries was 
really about competition for hegemonic status in Europe, which could not ulti-
mately be resolved without the two going to war.30 The reality is that generally 
warning signs pointing to the outbreak of armed conflict exist prior to the time 
that war actually breaks out. They are just easier to see in retrospect than they 
were at the time.

Carl von Clausewitz, the Prussian general, military theorist, and author, de-
veloped a major theory of war and the use of force. He served in both the Russian 
and Prussian military fighting against France in the Napoleonic Wars, which 
ended in the defeat of France in 1815. His most famous piece, On War, was pub-
lished in 1832, one year after his death. He opens the book with his definition of 
war, which grows out of his basic philosophy and understanding of international 
relations. He is very clear that the conduct of war is under the purview of the 
military, but the decision to go to war is a political one. In other words, in his 
formulation, war is another way nations engage with one another; it is a means 
to achieve a policy option that has not been accomplished in any other way. It is 
not an end! Put another way, war should not be a policy goal but an action only 
of last resort when all else has failed.

As a general, Clausewitz had his own understanding of war and its relation-
ship to policy (the decision to go to war) and strategy (the conduct of war). Ac-
cording to him, a country is justified in going to war when other policy options 
fail. But there are other ways to approach the decision to go to war that are tied 
to moral values. In other words, when is war the right thing to do? Is it ever the 
correct and moral decision? These are important questions that continue to be 
asked today.

That aspect of war and the decision to go to war is embedded in theology and 
not necessarily just in politics.
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Types of Wars

Prior to the start of the Cold War, most wars were interstate, that is, they were 
between two or more states fought for a host of reasons such as competition for 
territory, access to resources, etc. That pattern has changed considerably since 
the Second World War and especially the end of the Cold War for a host of rea-
sons. For example, as countries fought in World War II against the forces of dic-
tatorship and autocracy and for freedom and democracy, many of the countries 
that had been the colonies of the major powers also wanted their freedom. Often 
this was achieved as a result of war, such as the colonial wars fought by Algeria 

C L A U S E W I T Z  O N  W A R 

Carl von Clausewitz’s most famous piece, On War, was published in 1832, 
one year after his death. He opens the book with his definition of war, 
seeking to distill it to its simplest and most basic form: “War is nothing 
but a duel on an extensive scale . . . [where] each strives by physical 
force to compel the other to submit to his will: each endeavors to throw 
his adversary, and thus render him incapable of further resistance. War 
therefore is an act of violence intended to compel our opponent to fulfill 
our will” (emphasis in original).1

Writing as a military officer and theorist, Clausewitz is very clear that 
the conduct of war is a military opinion, but the decision to go to war is 
a political one: “War is a mere continuation of policy by other means.  
. . . War is not merely a political act, but also a real political instrument, 
a continuation of political commerce, a carrying out of the same by other 
means.”2 In other words, in his formulation war is another way nations 
engage with one another; it is a means to achieve a foreign policy option 
that has not been accomplished in any other way. Put another way, war 
should not be a policy goal, but an action only of last resort when all other 
policy options have failed.

NOTES
1. Carl von Clausewitz, On War, edited by Anatol Rapoport (Middlesex, UK: 

Penguin, 1968), 101.
2. Clausewitz, On War, 119.
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and Indo China, both French colonies, against France. Hence, the period of the 
1950s and 1960s saw a proliferation of these so-called wars of national liberation 
as former colonies in Asia and Africa sought, and won, their freedom.

But the post–Cold War period has also seen an increase in intrastate or civil 
wars (i.e., wars fought within a country as one group was pitted against another). 
We see these in the ethnic conflicts that took place in Rwanda (1994), former Yu-
goslavia especially Bosnia-Herzegovina (1991 through 1995), and Darfur (2003), 
to name but a few. In fact, data have shown that intrastate conflicts have grown 
considerably after World War II in general, but especially since 2000.31 Here we 
might want to ask why that is the case. While the Cold War was still ongoing, 
there was always the fear that any conflict could escalate, bringing the United 
States and Soviet Union into a situation of direct confrontation. Thus, wars were 
limited in scope and when the two countries did get involved, it was generally 
indirectly through other countries (i.e., “proxy wars”). This helped maintain the 
perception of international stability. However, absent the Cold War, there was 
little to hold countries in check anymore. The emergence of nationalist leaders 
fomented dissent and ultimately conflict within their own country knowing that 
there was little danger that the conflict would spread or that the international 
system would do anything to stop them. And that was the case. In addition, the 
growth of militants of various types (e.g., political and religious), also fomented 
civil war, many of which, such as the one in Syria, continue with no end in sight 
at this time.

As MacMillan notes about these types of wars, “Civil wars so often take on the 
character and cruelty of a crusade because they are about the nature of society it-
self. The other side is seen as having betrayed the community by refusing to agree 
to shared values and a common vision and so extremes of violence and cruelty 
become permissible, even necessary, to restore the damaged polity.” MacMillan 
also explains why it is so difficult to end these conflicts and arrive at a situation 
of peace when she writes that “Each side in a civil war is struggling for legitimacy 
and dominance in a space that was once shared.”32 One aspect of this type of 
struggle that cannot be discounted is the blurring of the lines between combatant 
and civilians, thereby making these wars more encompassing and also dangerous.

Just War doctrine

It is virtually impossible to study war, and especially war as an instrument of 
policy, without talking about just war doctrine. Given what we have been talking 
about regarding war, the question becomes whether going to war is ever a rational  
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decision for a country to make and, if so, under what set of circumstances? At 
what point should a country resort to war (a normative question)? When is it 
justified? How does a country know that all other policy options, as advocated 
by Clausewitz, have been exhausted and war remains the only one left? In an-
swering these questions, countries have long been guided (at least in theory) by 
the concept of just war, another idea that must be placed into historical context.

The classical idea of just war is normative in scope and is steeped in West-
ern and Christian doctrine and morality. Just war doctrine, interpreted most 
broadly, pertains to the moral criteria that states should use when justifying 
armed aggression or war against another state. The precepts of just war doctrine 
are most often attributed to St. Augustine, who wrote in the fourth century about 
the apparent contradictions between Christian morality and beliefs (“Thou shall 
not kill”) and the violations of that commandment by the state authorizing 
killing in its name. In the thirteenth century, St. Thomas Aquinas outlined his 
concept of what has become known as traditional just war theory in his Summa 
Theologica. In this, he discusses not only the justification for war but also the 
kinds of activities and behaviors that are permissible in the course of war.

Those ideas in turn led to the work of Hugo Grotius, a Dutch reformer who 
wrote during the Thirty Years’ War. His Law of War and Peace, originally pub-
lished in Latin in 1625, outlined the moral and basic principles that we now 
think of as the laws of war. These can be further broken down into component 
parts that distinguish between “the rules that govern the justice of war, that is, 
when a country can go to war (jus ad bellum), from those that govern just and 
fair conduct in war (jus in bellum), and the responsibility and accountability of 
warring parties after the war ends (jus post bellum).”33 These precepts have led to 
a series of accepted principles known collectively as just war.

Many of the ideas of conflict, and especially of combat, that grew from our 
modern understanding of just war doctrine, such as protecting civilians, were 
embodied in the Geneva Conventions of 1949 and its various protocols.34 But 
it is also clear that many of the distinctions outlined clearly in just war doctrine 
have broken down with the advent of weapons of mass destruction, as well as the 
occurrence of civil conflicts of various types. Furthermore, although the United 
Nations has taken a stand at various times when there have been violations, the 
international system really has no mechanism to enforce the principles, nor to 
punish states that violate them. Rather, it is up to the states and the governments 
to determine when—or whether—a war is just.
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This highlights one of the failings of current international law. For example, 
when U.S. President George H. W. Bush authorized the use of U.S. troops in 
response to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, a U.S. ally, in 1991, he made it clear that 
this was an act of aggression that “would not stand.” A range of diplomatic op-
tions were tried to resolve the situation through the United Nations, and only 

B A S I C  P R E C E P T S  O F  J U S T  W A R  D O C T R I N E

Jus ad bellum (justice of war):

 ■ War can only be waged as a last resort, after all other alternatives have 
been exhausted.

 ■ War can only be waged by a legitimate government or authority.

 ■ War can only be undertaken to correct a wrong, and never for revenge; 
or it can be waged to restore justice after an injury has been inflicted.

 ■ War must have a reasonable chance of succeeding.

 ■ War can be used to defend a stable political order or a morally just 
cause against a real threat.

Jus in bellum (conduct of war):

 ■ Negotiations to end the conflict must be continuous.

 ■ Civilians are never legitimate targets of war. Population, especially non-
combatants, should be protected.

 ■ The damage incurred by the war must be in proportion to the injury 
suffered.

Jus post bellum (after the war):

 ■ The ultimate goal of the war is to reestablish peace. “The peace estab-
lished after the war must be preferable to the peace that would have 
prevailed if the war had not been fought.”1

NOTE
1. “Principles of the Just War,” https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/pol116 

/justwar.htm.
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after those failed and Iraq still did not withdraw from Kuwait was military action 
deemed necessary.35 The U.S. ability to pull together a “coalition of the willing” 
to help fight the war suggests that other countries agreed with the necessity of 
the use of military force.

This example stands in contrast to the circumstances surrounding the inva-
sion of Iraq authorized by U.S. President George W. Bush in 2003. In this case, 
the evidence that Iraq was developing weapons of mass destruction, which justi-
fied the invasion, was ambiguous at best. Some of the U.S. NATO allies, most 
notably France and Germany, opposed the decision, causing a rift in the alliance. 
And the decision to use military force was made in defiance of the United Na-
tions. Hence, in this case there were none of the moral imperatives that were 
present in the case of the first Gulf War. Nonetheless, the war went forward, and 
the international community was virtually powerless to prevent it.

feminist Theory and War

As you might expect, feminist theorists address issues of war and peace in great 
detail. Charles Tilly in his book Coercion, Capital, and European States reminds 
us that the modern nation-state was born from war and that the military was in-
tegral to the continued success of and even existence of the state.36 But according 
to feminist IR scholars, it is the militaristic essence of the state that builds into it 
a gendered perspective, especially because of the connection between masculinity 
and war. It is in this discussion that we can really get a clear understanding of the 
feminist perspective and how it changes the discussion in IR.

Governments often garner support for war by appealing to masculine char-
acteristics but resorting to symbolism associated with women, such as the need 
to fight for the “motherland.”37 Women, as members of the society, are directly 
affected by war but are generally excluded from the decision to go to war. One 
of the obligations of citizenship is often to serve your country by fighting for it; 
however, in most countries women are excluded from serving as combatants 
in the military, thereby depriving them of full rights of citizenship. Especially 
in the civil and ethnic conflicts that have proliferated since the end of the Cold 
War, not only are women increasingly likely to be killed as more civilians are 
targeted, but war takes other tolls on them: they are often displaced by war; they 
are violated physically, psychologically, and emotionally; and the social structure 
that they inhabit is totally disrupted. There is a high incidence of sexual violence 
against women, as rape has become one of the weapons of war. Furthermore, 
even if the women themselves are not literally wounded by the violence, many 
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will have lost family members—husbands, sons, fathers—during the war. Thus, 
war has a direct effect on women as individuals and as members of the society 
of a nation at war.

There are other impacts of war on women. Any society in war goes through 
economic and social disruptions and dislocation. What we often see is women 
having to take on new roles and responsibilities during war to keep the society 
going. But they then have to give them up and return to secondary status after 
the war ends and the men return home. At that point, society returns to the 
“natural” order, which displaces women once again.

The effects of war are often felt by women long after the conflict ends. For 
example, there is a direct correlation between conflict and domestic violence 
against women. Incidents of domestic violence increase during but especially 
after war, which is a consequence of a militarized society. Because that violence 
takes place at home, which is seen as private space, it is not always perceived 
as a consequence of conflict or war, but feminist authors have documented the 
relationship.38

War destroys the natural environment, resulting in environmental degra-
dation that has health consequences for the whole population but especially 
women and children long after the conflict ends. And of course, if the govern-
ment is spending money to fund a war, it is not supporting the social services 
that many women depend on—that is, “guns versus butter.” Thus, while the 
decision to go to war, the conduct of it, and often the reconstruction of society 
after the war ends is often left to men as decision makers, the impact of all these 
decisions is felt by women.

The impact of war or violence is felt especially by women during civil conflict 
or war that takes place within the state which pits one group against another 
within a nation. Thus, the growth of ethnic, religious, tribal, and nationalist 
conflicts within a state means that those who had lived together within a culture 
and society turn on one another; former friends can quickly become enemies, 
and even family members who are from different ethnic or religious groups can 
become adversaries.39 Not only does this put women into positions where they 
must choose sides, but it can also give them the greatest opportunities to become 
politically active as they work for conflict resolution and peace, or as combatants 
supporting one side or the other.

Because civil conflicts take place close to home, they offer women greater oppor-
tunities to make a difference, whether at the national or, more likely, the grassroots 
or community level. Although the fact that women have been active in working for 
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causes pertaining to peace is not a new phenomenon, civil conflicts can accelerate 
this process, often drawing on women’s traditional roles as wives and mothers as 
the basis for commonality that allows women to be active participants. And the 
literature has also documented the fact that women not only work for peace but 
are also engaged as combatants during civil and ethnic conflict in which, like men, 
they feel it is their responsibility to fight for a cause they believe in.40

Thus, understanding women’s roles and their relationship to war and conflict 
adds another and broader dimension to our understanding of the reasons coun-
tries go to war, how it pertains to their national interests, who is affected by war, 
and how wars end—all important questions in IR.

iSSUES Of PEaCE aNd POST-CONfLiCT rECONSTrUCTiON

We have talked a lot about issues of war and conflict, including when and 
whether countries are justified in going to war. We have also talked about ne-
gotiations as an instrument of policy and particularly how difficult it is to end a 
conflict, especially one that is considered intractable, such as the Israel-Palestine 
situation that is often in the news or the case of Cyprus, the island nation that 
has been divided into two parts since 1974.

Yet, if conflict is an inevitable component of international politics, as the 
realists argue, then one can justifiably ask where the concept of peace fits in 
the framework. The liberals would argue for the importance of cooperation in 
pursuit of the greater good, such as peace. Constructivists focus on normative 
structures and the beliefs of the value system of the elites to lead the nation onto 
the right path, which is assumed to be peace. But the realists make little accom-
modation for understanding peace within their theoretical framework.

What we are going to explore here are the large issues of how conflict can be 
resolved to create conditions of peace, and then what are the various steps re-
lated to the reconstruction of society after a conflict ends in order to ensure that 
the country does move toward “peace.”

What is Peace?

When we talk about war, we also need to talk about peace. It is important to de-
fine the various terms as we use them—as we did with the definition of war, we will 
start with what we mean by the concept of peace. At the most simplistic level, the 
term peace can be defined in the negative—that is, the absence of war. However, 
in order to get a full understanding of the term, we need to broaden the definition 
considerably. At a workshop on peace through human rights and international 
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understanding held in Ireland in October 1986, the workshop record summarized 
the results of a discussion group built around the question of “What is peace?” as 
follows: “Peace does not mean a lack of conflict—conflict cannot be avoided, but 
can be resolved. Conflict arises from a fear of losing that in which one has a vested 
interest. Removal of fear [i.e., creation of trust] brings peace.”41 The UN-sponsored 
Third World Conference on Women, held in Nairobi in 1985, arrived at a defini-
tion of peace that includes “not only the absence of war, violence and hostilities at 
the national and international levels but also the enjoyment of economic and social 
justice, equality and the entire range of human rights and fundamental freedoms 
within society.”42 And a range of feminist authors “define peace as the elimination 
of insecurity and danger” and as “relations between peoples based on ‘trust, coop-
eration and recognition of the interdependence and importance of the common 
good and mutual interests of all peoples.’”43

What all these definitions have in common is the broad understanding that 
peace must be seen as more than the absence of violent conflict and that it should 
also address broad issues such as equality, social justice, and ensuring basic free-
doms and fundamental rights for all people in society. Thus, the concept of peace 
pertains not only to a situation characterized by an absence of hostility, but in a 
more positive sense, it is a situation of trust, a sense of security, and cooperation 
among peoples. It is this larger understanding of the concept of peace that has 
allowed the concept to be seen as a “feminine” or “feminized” notion, which is 
all too often dismissed as unrealistic and unattainable in the “real world.”

Peace can be achieved through peacemaking, which can be defined as “the 
process of diplomacy, mediation, negotiation or other forms of peaceful settle-
ment that arranges an end to a dispute and resolves the issues that led to con-
flict.”44 This definition obviously involves two separate but interrelated pieces. 
First is ending the dispute, and one of the important points, going back to just 
war doctrine, is that negotiations to end a war should be under way during the 
war. But the second part, which in many ways is the more critical, pertains to 
resolving the issues that contributed to the conflict in the first place. It is in the 
latter case that the role of women becomes most important. While men often 
look at peacemaking as ending the fighting, including disarming the belligerents, 
women strive for addressing the underlying issues that contributed to the con-
flict initially, also known as “structural violence.”45

As articulated by Johann Galtung, the concept refers to the idea that:

violence is built into the structure and shows up as unequal life choices. . . . Re-
sources are unevenly distributed, as when income distributions are heavily skewed, 
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literacy/education unevenly distributed, medical services existent only in some 
districts and for some groups only, and so on. Above all, the power to decide over 
the distribution of resources is unevenly distributed. (emphasis in original)46

The point that Galtung is making is that as long as there is an unequal distribu-
tion of resources and unequal access to the power that distributes those resources, 
then there will always be an element of conflict within the society. So although 
the society might not exist in a situation of armed violence or conflict, it is really 
not “at peace.” As a result of this structural violence, in general, when working 
for peace, women see it as an opportunity to address those inequalities that will 
help remove some of the factors that contributed to the conflict in the first place.

In addition to peacemaking, we can look at a number of other concepts di-
rectly related that pertain to finding ways to make sure that peace is maintained 
and future conflict avoided. Here we have two more concepts. One is peace 
building, which pertains to “postconflict actions, predominantly diplomatic and 
economic, that strengthen and rebuild governmental infrastructure and institu-
tions in order to avoid renewed recourse to armed conflict.”47

The third concept that is important to understand is that of peacekeeping, 
which involves active efforts by third parties, such as the United Nations, to 
keep the warring parties apart so that they do not resort to hostilities. Often, 
peacekeeping forces can be inserted during the process of negotiating an end to a 
conflict. However, the danger here is that once they are in place, if an agreement 
cannot be reached, the forces remain. The United Nations is currently involved 
with twelve peacekeeping operations around the world.48 But having a peace-
keeping operation in place is no guarantee that there will continue to be peace.

Ending a War?

Often, the future of a country following a conflict depends on how the war 
ended. This is especially critical in cases of civil/national/ethnic conflict, where 
groups within a single nation-state are at war with one another. The challenge 
then becomes how to knit the society back together, if that is at all possible, in 
order to once again establish a stable nation-state. Part of that will depend on 
how the war ends.

Political scientist Monica Duffy Toft identified a number of ways wars might 
end, and the different ways in which wars end have implications for what fol-
lows the war. According to Toft, “The most common type of ending is when one 
side wins so you have a military victory.”49 This is not unlike Japan’s surrender 
after World War II when the United States prepared for the military victory by 
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sending in an occupation force under General MacArthur. Ultimately, the U.S. 
occupation force was able to leave, and the groundwork was in place for a stable 
democratic Japan.

A second way in which a war ends is a negotiated settlement, when the two 
parties agree to end hostilities and form a new government. A negotiated settle-
ment ended the war in Bosnia after the major political leaders came together 

T H E  N O R T H E R N  I R E L A N D  W O M E N ’ S  C O A L I T I O N

The Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition (NIWC) stands as one example 
of the ways in which women have worked together not only to help bring 
about peace (i.e., an end to violence) but also to address the underlying 
causes of that violence within the society. The NIWC was created in 1996 
as a cross-community party, founded on three core principles: inclusion, 
equality, and human rights.1 But what is more important, it was created 
specifically to help give women a voice in the process of negotiating an 
end to the violence in Northern Ireland known as “the troubles.” One 
of the things that set the NIWC apart in the negotiations was the belief 
that “solving the political problems are only one part of addressing the 
broader issues plaguing Northern Ireland and especially those within the 
society who have suffered the most, primarily women.”2 Hence, while 
the other groups involved with the negotiations believed that getting the  
groups to put down arms (decommissioning) would lead to peace,  
the members of the NIWC wanted to address the structural issues that led 
to the divisions within the society and to the violence.

The Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement, which brought an end to the 
violence, was signed in April 1998. Once the agreement was signed and 
the troubles that had plagued the country since the early 1960s ended, the 
NIWC was no longer able to win any local elections. The NIWC held its 
final meeting on May 11, 2006, and then disbanded.

NOTES
1. Kate Fearon, Women’s Work: The Story of the Northern Ireland Women’s 

Coalition (Belfast, NI: The Blackstaff Press, 1999), 13.
2. Joyce P. Kaufman and Kristen P. Williams, Women, the State and War (Lan-

ham, MD: Lexington Books, 2007), 183.
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in Dayton, Ohio, under U.S. direction. As a result of the agreement, Bosnia- 
Herzegovina was divided into two parts, the Serb Republic and the Muslim-Croat 
Federation, two entities that exist together within a single state. The way to end 
that conflict and deal with the ethnic divisions that created it was to divide the 
country into two parts, each representing one of the nations or ethnic groups.

A third way a conflict or war might end would be a cease-fire or stalemate. 
In that case, “the violence ends but the war itself, we don’t talk about it having 
ended, because it could re-ignite at any moment.”50 Thus, the result is a tem-
porary cessation of hostilities, although that situation could last for a very long 
time. An example of a cease-fire or stalemate can be seen in Korea, where the 
Korean War ended in 1953 with an armistice that drew a line between North and 
South. That armistice largely brought a halt to the armed conflict, with the de-
militarized zone dividing the two belligerents patrolled by UN forces to this day. 
In that case, no one won, and no side lost; rather, the status quo was codified. 
The divided island of Cyprus is another example of this, where the Green Zone 
that divides the Turkish north from the Greek south remains in place today. De-
spite the talk in both of these cases of how there will one day be a unified Korea 
or a unified Cyprus, the real question remains, how might that be possible?

In 2008, the PRI radio show Marketplace did a series on “how wars end.”51 
What this show concluded was fascinating for it reminds us of the importance 
of preparing for peace or, conversely, how not preparing for peace contributes to 
future conflict. For example, it looked at the case of Iraq after the U.S. invasion in 
March 2003 and the subsequent fall of Saddam Hussein and his regime. Baghdad 
fell to U.S. troops, and President George W. Bush declared victory. Since “regime 
change” was one of the reasons given for the U.S. invasion of Iraq, the war should 
have been over then, with an authoritarian government replaced by one that 
claimed to be democratically elected. But, as we can see, many years later with 
the situation in Iraq still unstable, that was not the case. To that we can ask why.

One answer given is that the focus of the United States was on the conflict and 
not on what would happen after the United States “won.”52 This means not only 
preparing for a new government but preparing to win over the population in the 
country that was at war. Rather than accepting defeat, the Sunni forces initiated 
an insurgency that has bedeviled the United States for years. The lesson here is 
in the importance of preparing for the peace during the war. And preparing for 
peace involves much more than simply signing an agreement or withdrawing 
forces. Or, put another way, “peace” does not come about simply by signing an 
agreement to end the armed conflict.53
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E N D I N G  A M E R I C A ’ S  L O N G E S T  W A R : 
A F G H A N I S T A N 1

On September 12, 2001, the leaders of the U.S. House of Representa-
tives and the Senate approved George W. Bush’s request to authorize 
U.S. military forces to be used against the Taliban in Afghanistan. The 
justification was intelligence data that was gathered that linked the 9/11 
hijackers to the terrorist group al-Qaeda, based in Afghanistan; the Tali-
ban government in Afghanistan supported and harbored the terrorists. 
On October 7, 2001, the United States launched ground and air strikes 
against Afghanistan.

Like other military operations, this was supposed to be a relatively easy 
military victory for the United States: defeat the Taliban and replace them 
with a pro-Western democratic government. However, like so many other 
operations, this proved to be far more complicated. Despite the goals of 
ousting the Taliban, confronting al-Qaeda, mounting a serious North At-
lantic Treaty Organization mission, and rebuilding the country, the war in 
Afghanistan did not go as planned. Rather, attention to Afghanistan proved 
secondary to another questionable war with Iraq, which the Bush admin-
istration launched in March 2003. While U.S. attention and resources were 
diverted to Iraq, the war in Afghanistan continued and ending it—when 
and how to do so—became an issue for the Obama, Trump, and then the 
Biden administrations. It was Biden who finally decided that America’s 
longest war in Afghanistan had to end. 

An article in the Los Angeles Times on July 6, 2021, begins this way: 
“As the last U.S. combat troops prepare to leave Afghanistan, the ques-
tion arises: When is the war really over?” And it answers that rhetorical 
question as follows: “For Afghans the answer is clear but grim: no time 
soon. An emboldened Taliban insurgency  is making battlefield gains, 
and prospective peace talks are stalled. Some fear that once foreign 
forces are gone, Afghanistan will dive deeper into civil war.”2 The end of 
U.S. troop involvement in Afghanistan does not equal an end to that war. 
The case of Afghanistan can clearly illustrate the challenges of bringing 
a war to an end. 

BOX 3 .5

https://www.latimes.com/world-nation/story/2021-06-21/taliban-take-a-key-afghan-district-adding-to-string-of-wins
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One of the stated foreign policy goals of candidate and then-President 
Trump was to withdraw U.S. troops from Afghanistan. In December 2018, 
Trump ordered the withdrawal of about seven thousand troops from 
Afghanistan, about half the total number deployed, after first ordering 
that all troops be withdrawn. Withdrawal of all U.S. forces was one of the 
Taliban’s main demands regarding any negotiations, and this seemed to 
signal that the United States would be willing to meet that condition. 

In July 2018, the administration opened direct negotiations with the 
Taliban while excluding the elected government of Afghanistan from the 
talks. In February 2020, Washington and the Taliban reached an agree-
ment. Called the “Agreement for Bringing Peace to Afghanistan,” the 
agreement was the result of eighteen months and nine rounds of talks 
between the United States and the Taliban and was preceded by a seven-
day “reduction in violence” “that was seen as a test of the Taliban’s 
ability to control its forces.”3 The agreement outlines four goals, with the 
last two dependent on the first two: (1) Afghanistan will not be used as 
a base for attacks against the United States or its allies and, specifically, 
the Taliban will not threaten the United States and it would prevent any 
armed groups from using Afghanistan to do the same; (2) the United 
States is committed to withdrawing all its forces and those of its allies as 
well as all civilian personnel from Afghanistan within fourteen months of 
signing the agreement, and depending on a show of good faith on the 
part of the Taliban; (3) negotiations between the Taliban and the Afghan 
government were to begin, starting with the release of a designated num-
ber of prisoners on both sides, leading ultimately to a complete release 
of all prisoners; and (4) “The agenda for intra-Afghan negotiations will 
include discussion of how to implement a permanent and comprehensive 
cease-fire, and a political roadmap for the future of Afghanistan. Pending 
successful negotiations and an agreed-upon settlement, the United States 
has agreed to seek economic cooperation from allies and UN member 
states for Afghan reconstruction efforts and has pledged no further do-
mestic interference in Afghanistan.”4 As part of the February 2020 agree-
ment, the Trump administration agreed to a May 2021 withdrawal of U.S. 
troops, point number 2, assuming other conditions are met.

Going into the talks, each side had a different goal. For the United 
States, the highest priority was to find a way to withdraw U.S. troops from 
Afghanistan, finally ending America’s longest war. The Taliban’s main 

about:blank
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goal was to make sure that all foreign troops were withdrawn from Af-
ghanistan, thereby giving them greater influence, and to advocate for an 
Afghanistan ruled by Islamic law. For the Afghan government, which was 
brought into the talks with the Taliban in September 2020 when the nego-
tiations were well under way, the main goal was to reach a cease-fire with 
the Taliban and to do so in a way that could result in some power-sharing 
agreement, something that the Taliban also advocated for. The Taliban 
agreed to begin talks with the Afghan government as long as the United 
States committed to a timeline for withdrawing troops from the country. 

As U.S. troop withdrawals continue, many Afghani citizens remain con-
cerned about the growing role of the Taliban. Paramount among these is 
the worry that any compromise with the Taliban will undermine the gains 
won, especially women’s rights and protections of minorities. Since 2001 
and the fall of the Taliban, Afghan women have expanded their rights and 
roles, including greater participation in public life and access to education. 
The official government delegation does include women, although the 
Taliban do not have any in their delegation.5 

On October 8, 2020, President Trump announced that he wanted all U.S. 
troops home by Christmas, something that seemed increasingly unlikely. 
On November 17, 2020, after Trump lost the election, Pentagon officials 
announced that they would halve the number of U.S. troops in Afghani-
stan over the next two months from about five thousand to twenty-five 
hundred and from three thousand to twenty-five hundred in Iraq. Senior 
U.S. military officials continued to raise concerns about the Taliban’s 
commitment to their part of the agreement. U.S. members of Congress 
from both parties also expressed concern about withdrawing U.S. forces 
too quickly, absent an indication of good faith on the part of the Taliban.6

When he became president, Biden made it very clear that he wanted 
U.S. troops out of Afghanistan, although not on the terms agreed to by 
the Trump administration. Rather, Biden announced that all U.S. forces 
would be out by September 11, 2021, twenty years after the initial at-
tack that led to that war. The fear remains that a premature withdrawal 
from the country could lead to civil war, increased danger from terrorist 
attacks, and human rights abuses, especially directed against women. 
There are also approximately ten thousand NATO personnel from thirty-
six countries deployed to Afghanistan, which also must be considered. As 
of July 2021, the withdrawal of U.S. troops was moving more quickly than 
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expected. By mid-August 2021, with the withdrawal of American troops 
and facing a resurgent Taliban, the Afghan government collapsed and the 
Taliban basically controlled the country.

There are a number of lessons that can be drawn from the case of Af-
ghanistan. The amount of posturing that was done in public on both sides 
(United States and Taliban) only served to undermine negotiations that are 
most effective when done in private. The public pronouncements seem to 
suggest that both sides were also playing to a domestic audience, which 
was certainly the case when Donald Trump announced in October, going 
into the November elections, that the troops would be home for Christmas. 
Another important point that needs to be considered was the decision on 
the part of the Trump administration to negotiate with the Taliban, rather 
than the elected government of Afghanistan. Not only did this elevate 
the position of the Taliban, previously considered a terrorist group, it 
undermined the legitimacy of the Afghan government, which the United 
States had been fighting to protect. Finally, the agreement had a number 
of conditions and preconditions, making a “successful” end to the conflict 
extremely difficult.

As summarized in the Los Angeles Times about ending the war, “As 
America’s war in Afghanistan draws to a close, there will be no surrender 
and no peace treaty, no final victory and no decisive defeat. Biden says it 
was enough that U.S. forces dismantled Al Qaeda and killed Osama bin 
Laden, the group’s leader and reputed mastermind of the Sept. 11 terror-
ist attacks.”7 

But that still leaves open the question, what about the people of Af-
ghanistan? What will happen to that country after U.S. and North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization forces are gone? And, ultimately, how will this war 
be remembered?
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There are any number of examples of how ending a war does not guarantee 
that peace will follow, nor that there will be a real peace in the way we defined it 
previously. In fact, the way the war ends might actually pave the way for more 
conflict. The armistice that ended the war in Korea remains in place, but with 
ongoing tensions between the North and the South remaining. And the various 
agreements that have been negotiated to end the conflicts between Israel and its 
neighbors have not assured peace in the Middle East or security for Israel.

There are important lessons to be learned here, not least of which is that if 
there is to be a real peace, the groundwork needs to be started during the period 
of war. And for a nation-state in civil conflict, the reconstruction and rebuilding 
process will determine whether the state will be able to endure as a stable entity.

The disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration Process

The end of formal hostilities is one step in transforming a society from a situ-
ation of armed conflict to one of peace. “Such post-conflict transformation pro-
cesses include negotiating the formal peace agreement as well as instituting legal 
and political reforms; security sector reforms; transitional justice mechanisms; 
reconciliation measures; and disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration, 
(DDR) programs.”54 These interrelated processes are critically important in 
ensuring the success of a country as it seeks to move from a situation of war or 
conflict to one of peace. According to the UN, “Disarmament, demobilization and 
reintegration lays the groundwork for safeguarding and sustaining the communi-
ties to which these individuals [ex-combatants] return, while building capacity for 
long-term peace, security and development.”55 In other words, the DDR processes 
are critical components of stabilizing war-torn societies and helping to ensure 
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their long-term development by integrating those who had been part of the con-
flict, and helping the society move on.

Just as war affects men and women differently, so do these post-conflict 
transformation processes. Because wars are typically fought by men, most of the 
DDR programs are geared toward men, including things like how to reintegrate 
(male) combatants back into society after a war ends. However, for a society to 
fully recover from the devastation of conflict, all members of society must be 
involved, thereby recognizing the fact that “gender consciousness” must be part 
of any DDR program. Unless women are part of the rebuilding process that fol-
lows the end of war, it is unlikely that the peace that follows will be successful 
or enduring.56 

In order to ensure that women have a formal role in the DDR process, on 
October 31, 2000, Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security was adopted 
by the UN Security Council. This resolution was the international community’s 
recognition of the impact of war on women as well as recognizing the contribu-
tions that women can make in the processes of conflict resolution, peace nego-
tiations, and peace building, and became the framework for what has become 
known as the Women, Peace and Security agenda, which is addressed in more 
detail in Case 3 in chapter 6. In addition to explicitly recognizing the impor-
tance of women’s contributions to the peace process, it also acknowledges the 
importance of including women and girls in DDR programs. While Resolution 
1325 and subsequent resolutions also designed to shore up women’s roles in 
post-conflict transformation are seen as important steps for women, the reality is 
that their implementation has been problematic, meaning that women too often 
continue to remain outside the processes that are necessary for a society to move 
from war to a situation of peace. 

SUMMarY

This chapter focused on the nation-state level of analysis, beginning with a 
definition of nation-state. It is important to understand the nation-state and the 
concepts that govern state behavior, such as sovereignty, by putting them into 
historical context and understanding the evolution of the state. That was the 
starting point for our discussion of this level of analysis.

Also looking from a historical perspective, we talked about issues of balance 
of power, what that means, and how that concept has been realized using the dif-
ferent theoretical perspectives. Thus, we see the realists who look at all relations 
in terms of power and, therefore, to the inevitability of conflict, and the liberal 
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thinkers who look at cooperation as the most effective foreign policy tool. Con-
structivists look at the ways in which the existing social and political structures 
affect the relationships among nation-states and ways to alter those structures 
for more positive ends. And the feminists would admonish us to look not only at 
the states but also at the impact of the actions of those nation-states.

We also talked about some of the “big questions” pertaining to the nation-
state level: What is war, and why do countries go to war? What is peace, and 
how can peace be realized? How do countries communicate, and what options 
are available to countries as they are determining their foreign policy or their 
relations with other nations? These are all big and important questions to think 
about, and they make up an important element of IR.

However, understanding IR means understanding all of the critical levels of 
analysis. In the next chapter, we will start looking within the nation-state at the 
component parts: the nation, and what that means, and the state, or the trap-
pings of the government. When we look at the nation, we also have to look at the 
people, the society, the culture, and ultimately the individuals. By understanding 
these, we can better understand how and why nations behave as they do, but 
also why so many nation-states break up or end up in civil, ethnic, or religious 
conflict. These are all critical pieces of understanding IR.
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W i T h i N  T h E  N a T i O N - S T a T E

In the last chapter we looked at the nation-state—specifically, what it is, how it 
evolved, and the critical role that nation-states play in the international system. 
What we are going to do now is look within the nation-state, as we continue 
to move from the macro to the more micro levels of analysis. (As a reminder, 
you might want to look back at figure 2.1 on the levels of analysis.) If the inter-
national system is the most macro level—it encompasses the entire system at 
its broadest—then we are moving toward the most micro level, the individual. 
Why is this important? Nation-states are the products of their component parts: 
the government and political system that run it; the cultures and societies of the 
people within it; and the individuals who make up the government, cultures, 
and societies. In fact, only by understanding all these interrelated parts is it re-
ally possible to understand why some nations (such as the United States) hold 
together despite the disparate groups of peoples it comprises, and why others 
(such as the former Yugoslavia) fall apart, often leading to bloody conflict. Un-
derstanding these pieces is critical to understanding international relations (IR).

We will proceed in this chapter by going through the levels of analysis that are 
found within the nation-state, ultimately ending at the individual level. It is im-
portant to remember that even though we address these as if they were individ-
ual pieces, the reality is that they are parts of an integrated whole. For example, 
the nation-state is composed of the government, the culture, and society, all of 
which are made up of individuals. But this does not mean we need to know how 



128 C h a P T E r  4

every individual thinks. Rather, as we will see later in this chapter, what is most 
important is how the individual leaders think, as they are the ones who steer the 
course for the nation-state. That said, at a time of political transition in parts of 
the world, it is important to think about how individuals, acting together, can 
change the course of political action in any one country, as they did in Tunisia, 
Libya, and Egypt during the Arab Spring, for example, and the impact of such 
actions on the government. 

We will begin with an overview of government in general and of the role 
that government plays in IR. From there, we will look at the “nation” part of 
the nation-state, with an eye toward understanding the culture and societies. 
Just as we examined large questions of peace and war when we talked about the 
nation-state level, there are important questions to be asked about conflict when 
we look within the nation-state. Rather than looking specifically at wars between 
or among nation-states, here we will try to understand and get a better grasp 
of what causes civil or intrastate conflicts or wars. We need to look within the 
nation-state at the nations, culture, and societies in order to understand a little 
bit more about why one group within a country turns on another, and also why 
these types of conflicts are often so difficult to resolve.

We will conclude the chapter with a discussion of the individual level and 
what role the individual plays in IR under different sets of circumstances.

ThE GOVErNMENT—ThaT iS, ThE “STaTE” ParT Of ThE NaTiON-STaTE

In chapter 3, we gave the definition of the nation-state as comprising two sepa-
rate but interrelated concepts. As noted in our definition of nation-state, it has 
two component parts: the nation, or the people, and the state, which includes 
the boundaries or borders that define the territory but also the government. 
Every nation-state has a government that is responsible for ensuring the col-
lective well-being and security of the state and the people within it. Looking at 
it another way, for a government or the political system of the country to be 
considered legitimate, the people within the borders of the state (i.e., the nation) 
must feel an allegiance to the state. There are any number of different types of 
political systems or governments, some of which are considered more legitimate 
than others both by the people within their borders and by those outside them. 
The latter is an especially important point; if a government is not considered to 
be legitimate, then other countries and governments will not want to interact 
with it for fear of the appearance that doing so will be granting it legitimacy.
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This might seem confusing, so let’s put it a different way. If a dictator takes 
power through illegitimate means such as overthrowing an established govern-
ment, other countries will not want to deal with that leader as a sign that they 
cannot support the methods used to take control. Hence, another country might 
not want to grant the country diplomatic recognition or will try to isolate it from 
interacting with other countries in the international system through measures 
such as imposing a trade embargo or economic sanctions. We have seen this 
with the imposition of sanctions against North Korea as “punishment” for mov-
ing forward with its nuclear weapons testing. Does that mean the leader does 
not exist or will go away, or that the country will change its policies? Not really. 
But it does send a signal regarding that country’s place within the international 
system and other countries’ opinions of its policies and/or leaders.

It has also been shown that even if one country opposes the policies of an-
other or the means by which a leader took power, they might continue to work 
with the leader if they feel it’s in the national interest. Here again, examples 
might prove helpful. Although the United States did not support many of the 
repressive policies of Joseph Stalin, during World War II the United States and 
Stalin were allies against Hitler, who was seen as a greater threat. It was after 
the war ended and Hitler was defeated that there was a huge ideological and 
military divide between the United States and the then-USSR that grew into 
the Cold War. More recently, despite a fraught relationship between the United 
States and Russia, U.S. goods and services trade with Russia totaled an estimated 
$34.9 billion in 2019. While U.S. goods exported to Russia was down as of 2018 
because of sanctions, Russia was still the United States’ fortieth largest goods 
export market in 2019. The point here is that national self-interest becomes an 
important determinant in any country’s behavior.1

Countries will also isolate another country when a leader with whom they 
have problems ideologically takes power. For example, after then–Chinese 
leader Mao Zedong officially declared the creation of the People’s Republic of 
China as a communist country on October 1, 1949, the United States would not 
recognize that country as “China,” preferring instead to recognize the nationalist 
government on Formosa (Taiwan) as China. The United States had backed the 
nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek against Mao during the civil war and pre-
ferred to make a statement about their allegiance to that leader, as well as against 
communism. It was not until many years later, in 1979, that the United States of-
ficially recognized what we now know as “China.” U.S. nonrecognition of China 
did not mean that the country did not exist; clearly it did. But the policy sent a 
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signal that the United States was continuing to support its ally, Taiwan, which 
in turn alerted China that should it decide to attack Taiwan and try to annex it, 
it would have to deal with the United States.

Clearly, there are many different types of governments and political systems. 
Some impose their will (and the hope of legitimacy) from the top down. These 
tend to be autocratic or authoritarian governments whose continuity within the 
country is often assured through means of coercion, such as the use of the mili-
tary. Another type of government is a democracy, which is generally a participa-
tory system in which the citizens have some say in choosing their leaders and, 
therefore, in the decisions that are made. Democracies are supposed to reflect 
the will of the masses (that is, the non–decision makers), because one of the 
characteristics of this form of government is that if the people are dissatisfied, 
they can throw out the decision makers in the next election. Democracies can be 
parliamentary systems, such as the United Kingdom, or presidential, such as the 
United States. Both of these variations empower their people.

We are not going to go into these different types of political systems in depth 
here—that is really the purview of comparative politics—beyond noting that dif-
ferent forms of governments have implications for IR. Each political system has 
a different process for making decisions, including decisions on foreign policy. 
It is this set of points that we will be exploring in more detail here.

What does all this tell us about the level of the government? It means that 
even though a government is something that exists within the nation-state spe-
cifically to govern the people, there are implications for the ways in which other 
states see the government of that country and interact with it. In other words, 
what happens within the country has implications for foreign policy, which is 
also IR.

democratizing the State

One statistic suggests that “approximately thirty countries shifted from au-
thoritarian to democratic systems during the 1970s and 1980s; this so called 
‘third wave’ of democratization, defined as a move toward competitive elec-
toral politics, was most successful in countries where Western influences were 
strongest.”2 This point certainly can be seen in the transition that took place in 
the countries of Eastern Europe, as they moved beyond Soviet-era communist 
systems to embrace both democratic political systems and capitalist economies 
in the late 1980s and into the 1990s. Ultimately, this was also manifested in their 
individual desire to join both the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
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It is important to remember that holding an election does not equate to 
democracy. For example, in Russia, former President Putin’s role was 
formalized when he was elected president in March 2012, succeeding 
Dmitry Medvedev, his handpicked successor. But Putin’s election in 2012 
was not without controversy, leading to street protests that started even 
prior to the elections and grew violent at times. In many ways, the protests 
underscored how much Russia had changed in the period since Putin was 
last elected president in 2000 and again in 2004. Although Putin “won” 64 
percent of the vote in 2012, he was not recognized as the legitimate presi-
dent by many in Russia. According to one report, “The election was neither 
open nor honest. . . . [And] by some estimates vote-rigging added at least 
ten percentage points to Mr. Putin’s tally.”1 As also reported, the election 
results of more than 50 percent ensured that Putin did not have to face a 
runoff election and was a demonstration to the bureaucracy and security 
services that he remains in charge and can mobilize whatever resources 
he needs to stay in power. “Yet the fact that the Kremlin was forced to use 
more elaborate means to rig the election was also testimony to the grow-
ing pressure from civil society.”2 Nonetheless, as the “elected” leader, he 
represents his country at most international meetings, which is one way of 
granting him legitimacy.

Putin again ran for president in 2018, this time securing 76 percent 
of the vote, a significant increase over his results in 2012. The main op-
position leader, Alexei Navalny, was barred from running, having been 
arrested on trumped-up charges. Millionaire communist Pavel Grudinin 
received about 12 percent of the vote, finishing second to Putin. Putin’s 
team described the victory as a “mandate, which Putin needs for future 
decisions” and as recognition for all that he has achieved. Putin’s term 
will be for another six years.3

The elections of Putin in 2012 and 2018 serve as examples of the point 
that an election does not equate to democracy and the will of the people. 
Putin continues to serve as the recognized president of Russia. 

NOTES
1. “Russia’s Presidential Election: Moscow Doesn’t Believe in Tears,” The 
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2. “Russia’s Presidential Election,” 62.
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and the European Union (EU), as proof that they were indeed part of the family 
of “Western” countries.

This transformation to democracy spurred a greater interest in understanding 
democratization, especially as it was also connected to the growth of free-market 
capitalist economies and an emphasis on improved human rights, both of which 
are tied to liberal values. Going back to our earlier discussions of theory, realists 
assume a unitary actor, which in turn makes assumptions about the behavior of 
states—specifically that they will always act in their own best interest to maximize 
power. On the other hand, liberal theorists are more interested in looking at the 
ways in which the transition to democratic systems has played out, not only 
economically but also as it affects a country’s foreign policy. This is especially 
important, as the liberal theorists see a direct connection between economics 
and politics. The constructivists would want us to understand the relationship 
between the various social and political structures and the country’s policy deci-
sions, and of course the Marxists see a direct link between economics and politics.

The feminists would alert us to think about the concept of democracy through 
gender-sensitive lenses. Doing so alters the perspective still further. The feminist 
literature reminds us that even in democratic systems, generally women do not 
have the same access to power that men do, and that political agendas that ben-
efit women are not always put forward. Even liberal definitions of citizenship are 
grounded in the social contract of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Europe, 
which were based on “male, property-owning heads-of-households . . . [and] thus, 
democratic theory and practice have been built on the male-as-norm engaged in 
narrowly defined political activities.”3 We will return to the ways in which the state 
genders citizenship later. But the point to remember is that while we often think of 
democracy as a political form that the people can contribute to and benefit from, 
we still need to ask who participates and who benefits. Thus, each of the theoreti-
cal approaches would have something to contribute to this part of the discussion.

Accompanying the apparent move toward increased democratization has also 
been the assumption that democracy is a “better” form of government because 
of the apparent benefits derived: people have a vested interest; government will 
protect the “national interest” rather than just their own; human rights will be 
protected; theoretically, decisions will benefit the greater good or the collec-
tive; and so on. There is also the emergence of theories such as the “democratic 
peace,” which makes assumptions about the supposedly peaceful nature of de-
mocracies, explored in more detail in the following. This too has reinforced the 
idea of democracy as the “best” form of political system.
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However, it is also important to remember that democracy brings with it 
certain responsibilities and requirements. Democracy assumes an educated 
citizenry, who are aware of the issues and are willing participants in the process. 
In addition to voting, among a citizen’s responsibilities are paying taxes, mak-
ing their voices heard through the political process (i.e., voting), serving in the 
military if required, obeying laws, and, of course, owing allegiance to the gov-
ernment, among other things. The government, in turn, has its responsibilities, 
which include providing for the common defense; engaging with other countries 
(foreign policy); providing for “human security,” such as clean air, food, and 
water; ensuring that the budget is apportioned wisely; and so on. Because of 
the range of responsibilities associated with democracy, it can be argued that it 
cannot be imposed on any state but must grow organically from within the state. 
Thus, the countries of Eastern Europe, which had been under Soviet domina-
tion, chose democracy as their preferred political system and pursued a capitalist 
market economy when they had the opportunity. This stands in contrast, for ex-
ample, to cases like Iraq, where one of the stated reasons for the U.S. invasion in 
2003 was to rid the country of a dictator and to encourage (impose) democracy 
in its place. This assumption that because it was the preferred form of political 
system and would contribute to a more peaceful world led to the liberal notion 
that democracy could be imposed on another country as a foreign policy goal.

C A N  D E M O C R A C Y  B E  I M P O S E D ?  P R E S I D E N T 
G E O R G E  W .  B U S H  A N D  D E M O C R A C Y  I N  I R A Q

By looking at a series of speeches made by the Bush administration, it 
is possible to track the rhetoric leading to the war against Iraq, justified 
initially by the alleged presence of weapons of mass destruction, to the 
need for regime change, and ultimately the hope of creating a democratic 
form of government in Iraq.

In his State of the Union speech in January 2002, Bush made it clear 
that he would expand the war on terror when he identified Iraq, Iran, and 
North Korea as an “axis of evil,” and he stated that “some governments 
will be timid in the face of terror. . . . If they don’t act, America will.”1 While 
this foreshadowed the eventual attack on Iraq, the rationale for doing so  

BOX 4 .2
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continued to change. In August 2002, Vice President Dick Cheney, in a 
speech to the Veterans of Foreign Wars, set the stage by stating that “there 
is no doubt that Saddam Hussein now has weapons of mass destruction.”2

By October 2002, President Bush addressed the country to prepare it for 
an attack against Iraq, now justified not only by the presence of weapons 
of mass destruction but by painting Saddam Hussein as “a ruthless and 
aggressive dictator,” “a threat to peace,” and “a student of Stalin,” who 
has “links to international terrorist groups.” According to Bush, “regime 
change in Iraq is the only certain means of removing a great danger to our 
nation” (emphasis added).3 The attacks began in March 2003.

In December 2005, when the war against Iraq had been under way for 
almost three years, President Bush was speaking explicitly of the impo-
sition of democracy in Iraq: “Today I am going to speak in depth about 
another vital element of our strategy: our efforts to help the Iraqi people 
build a lasting democracy in the heart of the Middle East.”4

A paramount goal for both the United States and Iraq was to stress 
the importance of Iraq as a sovereign nation headed by a democratically 
elected government once U.S. troops had withdrawn and a sense of 
“normalcy” had returned to the country. The fighting continues as of this 
writing, and when—or whether—that will happen remains uncertain. This 
raises the question of whether democracy can be imposed by an outside 
nation.
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The liberal belief in the primacy of democracy goes back to Immanuel Kant, 
who in 1795 argued that “the spread of democracy would change international 
politics by eliminating war.”4 In his view, the best way to ensure peace was to 
encourage the growth of republics, or representative democracies, which he felt 
would take international law more seriously than any other forms of govern-
ment, which at that time were monarchies and empires. “The republican con-
stitution, besides the purity of its origin (having sprung from the pure source of 
the concept of law), also gives a favorable prospect for the desired consequence, 
i.e., perpetual peace” (emphasis added).5

H O W  A N D  W H Y  D E M O C R A C I E S  D I E

In 2018, Harvard professors of government Steven Levitsky and Daniel 
Ziblatt published a startling book entitled How Democracies Die.1 The 
book came out two years into the administration of Donald Trump and 
opens by asking “Is our democracy in danger?”2 On the whole, the book 
is a cautionary tale, drawing on examples from around the world to illus-
trate that democracy can be very fragile and that, as a political system, it 
requires nurturing. 

At this point in our study of democracy as a type of political system 
to which countries aspire, the authors note that “Democracies may die 
at the hands not of generals but of elected leaders—presidents or prime 
ministers who subvert the very process that brought them to power.”3 
One point they make that is relevant to the United States today is that 
“Democratic backsliding today begins at the ballot box.”4 Democracy as 
a political system is something that must grow from within a country, as 
it requires prerequisites. As we saw in Box 4.2, George W. Bush tried to 
impose democracy on the country of Iraq, which was not successful. 

The United States has long been used as a model of a successful de-
mocracy, although it took almost one hundred years after the founding of 
the country for the Fifteenth Amendment to be passed in 1870 which says 
that “The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied 
or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of race, color, 
or previous condition of servitude.” That said, women were not given the 
right to vote until 1919 and the passage of the nineteenth amendment.

BOX 4 .3
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In an Op-Ed piece in The Washington Post on June 9, 2021, columnist 
E. J. Dionne makes the explicit relationship between democracy at home 
and U.S. policy toward advancing the concept abroad, and he goes back 
to a report issued in 1947 to reinforce the point that our record here, on 
issues such as civil rights, affects the perception that other countries have 
of the United States. Quoting an Irish diplomat, now-retired, there is an ex-
plicit relationship between what happens domestically and the role of the 
United States to defend “democracy, multilateralism and the rule of law,” 
noting that “ [the United States] will only have the credibility and influence 
to do that to the extent that it continues to defend those values at home.”5

The presidential election of 2020 was unusual not only because it was 
held in the midst of a pandemic, but for the fact that it had virtually record-
breaking turnout due, in part, to making it easier for people to vote (e.g., 
vote by mail, drive-through voting, etc.). Yet, as of this writing, in sum-
mer 2021, Donald Trump, the forty-fifth president who was defeated by 
Joe Biden, not only has refused to concede but continues to claim that 
the election was stolen from him, “the big lie.” What makes this even 
more alarming is the fact that a poll taken in May 2021, six months after 
the election, found that 25 percent of Americans surveyed, including 53 
percent of Republicans, say Trump is still the “true president.”6 

One of the lessons of the Levitsky-Ziblatt book is that having a constitu-
tion or elections are not enough to guarantee a democracy, but there is a 
need for common values and norms as well as a commitment to the rule 
of law, which reside with the nation side of the nation-state, through the 
culture and the people. In this case, the pieces have to fit together. 
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democratic Peace

From this eighteenth-century notion about the primacy of democracies for 
its many positive characteristics and the peaceful nature of this type of political 
system grew one of the basic principles of IR: democratic peace. This idea was 
introduced into IR thinking in the 1980s, put forward by Michael Doyle, among 
others. Doyle, an important liberal thinker in IR, wrote in 1986 that “the pre-
dictions of liberal pacifists . . . are borne out: liberal states do exercise peaceful  
restraint, and a separate peace exists among them.”6 He drew on the work of 
Kant and also Joseph Schumpeter to conclude that although liberal states will 
fight when they must—when they are attacked and/or threatened in some 
way—they have established a “separate peace—but only among themselves.”7 
This has contributed to the incorrect notion that democracies are more peaceful 
than other types of governments, although the more accurate representation is 
that democracies do not fight one another. The reality is that democracies fight 
as many wars as authoritarian states do, but not against other democratic states. 
“No major historical cases contradict this generalization, which is known as the 
democratic peace” (emphasis in original).8

Political scientists continue to ponder why this is the case. Is it a coincidence, 
or is there something inherent in the democratic system of government that is 
more peaceful or, at the least, less likely to engage in war as a means of settling 
disputes? Because democracies depend on “the consent of the governed,” are they 
more hesitant to engage in war, which will not be popular at home, will require 
public support, and will result in loss of lives and great monetary expense? Or as 
democratic peace proponents argue, is it because the spread of democracy helps 
negate the inherent anarchy of the international system as understood by realists? 
Perhaps the existence of more democracies would help alleviate if not eliminate 
the “security dilemma,” or the insecurity that comes with a buildup of weapons, 
thereby making war less likely.

New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman put forward a slightly differ-
ent understanding of the concept in his thesis that “no two countries that both 
have a McDonald’s have ever fought a war against each other.” His “Golden 
Arches Theory of Conflict Prevention” suggests that “when a country reaches a 
certain level of development, when it has a middle class big enough to support 
a McDonald’s, it becomes a McDonald’s country, and people in McDonald’s 
countries don’t like to fight wars.”9 In other words, a country that can support 
a McDonald’s, or any other major multinational corporation that requires a 
strong economic/middle-class base, has achieved a certain level of development 
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E X C E R P T S  F R O M  “ P E R P E T U A L  P E A C E :  A 
P H I L O S O P H I C A L  S K E T C H , ”  B Y  I M M A N U E L  K A N T

Section I. Containing the Preliminary Articles for  
Perpetual Peace Among States

“Standing Armies (miles perpetuus) Shall in Time Be Totally Abolished”

“For they incessantly menace other states by their readiness to appear at 
all times prepared for war; they incite them to compete with each other 
in the number of armed men, and there is no limit to this. For this reason, 
the cost of peace finally becomes more oppressive than that of a short 
war, and consequently a standing army is itself a cause of offensive war 
waged in order to relieve the state of this burden.”

Section II. Containing the Definitive Articles for  
Perpetual Peace Among States

“The state of peace among men living side by side is not the natural state 
(status naturalis); the natural state is one of war. This does not always 
mean open hostilities, but at least an unceasing threat of war. A state of 
peace, therefore, must be established, for in order to be secured against 
hostility it is not sufficient that hostilities simply be not committed; and, 
unless this security is pledged to each by his neighbor (a thing that can 
only occur in a civil state), each may treat his neighbor, from whom he 
demands this security, as an enemy.”

First Definitive Article for Perpetual Peace

“The Civil Constitution of Every State Should Be Republican”

“The only constitution which derives from the idea of the original com-
pact, and on which all juridical legislation of a people must be based, is 
the republican. This constitution is established, firstly, by principles of the 
freedom of the members of a society (as men); secondly, by principles of 
dependence of all upon a single common legislation (as subjects); and 
thirdly, by the law of their equality (as citizens). . . . Is it also the one which 
can lead to perpetual peace?”

BOX 4 .4
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economically and is probably integrated with the larger global community. 
Those characteristics alone mean that it is a country that is less likely to engage 
in war than a country that has not yet achieved those qualities. This also intro-
duces an economic component to the understanding of democratic peace, which 
in many ways makes it a more complete package.

Militarizing the State

Political scientist John Mueller argues that it is not democracy that “causes” 
peace, but there are other conditions internal to a nation as well as external 
circumstances that contribute to both democracy and peace. For example, atti-
tudes toward war have changed, such that “the appeal of war, both as a desirable 
exercise in itself and as a sensible method for resolving conflicts, has diminished 
markedly.”10 But in some countries, including the United States, there has also 
been significant militarization, which started during the Cold War and has con-
tinued. The growth of the defense sector and its impact on the U.S. economy 
was something that President Eisenhower warned about in his farewell address 
to the nation:

This conjunction of an immense military establishment and a large arms industry 
is new in the American experience. The total influence—economic, political, even 
spiritual—is felt in every city, every State house, every office of the Federal govern-
ment. We recognize the imperative need for this development. Yet we must not 
fail to comprehend its grave implications. Our toil, resources and livelihood are all 
involved; so is the very structure of our society.

Second Definitive Article for Perpetual Peace

“The Law of Nations Shall Be Founded on a Federation of Free States”

“Peoples, as states, like individuals, may be judged to injure one another 
merely by their coexistence in the state of nature (i.e., while independent of 
external laws). Each of them, may and should for the sake of its own se-
curity demand that the others enter into a constitution similar to the civil 
constitution. . . . This would be a league of nations.” (emphasis added).

Source: Immanuel Kant, “Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Sketch,” https://www 
.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/kant/kant1.htm.

http://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/kant/kant1.htm
http://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/kant/kant1.htm
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In the councils of government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwar-
ranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the military-industrial complex. 
The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists and will persist.

We must never let the weight of this combination endanger our liberties or 
democratic processes. We should take nothing for granted. Only an alert and 
knowledgeable citizenry can compel the proper meshing of the huge industrial 
and military machinery of defense with our peaceful methods and goals, so that 
security and liberty may prosper together. (emphasis added)11

The changes that Eisenhower identified, which can be thought of as the milita-
rization of the state, have continued, and as the technology has improved, the 
costs of war, especially the human costs, have changed. So while technologically 
developed countries like the United States can wage war using technology like 
drones to replace soldiers, the collateral damage to civilians has increased.12 An-
other aspect to this, as Eisenhower warned about almost sixty years ago, is that 
the defense industry is now an important part of the U.S. economy; according 
to a 2016 study, the aerospace and defense industries generated “$300 billion in 
economic value, representing 1.8 percent of total nominal Gross Domestic Prod-
uct in the U.S., and 10 percent of manufacturing output.”13 Thus, the military-
industrial complex is a real phenomenon in the United States that has an impact 
on policy decisions.

Moving beyond the United States in particular to the international system in 
general, Mueller also argues that although there has been a proliferation of what 
he calls “local wars,” there is also a marked diminishing of countries resorting 
to war as a means to settle disputes and differences. And he also makes the 
distinction between war and conflict, noting that although war has declined, “it 
certainly does not mean that conflict has been eliminated.”14 However, this also 
does not necessarily mean that war is the only means by which these conflicts 
can be resolved. In fact, looking at some of the NATO nations, for example, there 
can be very extreme disagreements about policy, such as the U.S. decision to go 
to war in Iraq, but they can be addressed without resorting to armed violence.

In examining the materials about democracy and the democratic peace, 
it does appear that from the perspective of IR, this form of government has 
emerged as the most cooperative and beneficial, not only to the individual na-
tion but to the direction of the international system as a whole. That said, the 
transition from another type of political system to democracy can be difficult 
and even violent. We know that it cannot be imposed from outside but that the 
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desire for this form of political system must originate from within and that the 
country must have the infrastructure (e.g., an educated citizenry, open access to 
media, a fair election process, among others) to support it.

democracy and feminist Perspectives

In order to truly understand democracy, though, we also need to put on our 
gender-sensitive lenses and ask who makes the decisions and who is affected by 
the decisions even in a democratic system. As suggested previously, feminist the-
orists, such as Ann Tickner, warn us that the movement toward democracy can 
actually have a detrimental effect both within and across states. Across states, 
decisions made by some of the more powerful democracies of the northern 
developed tier of states can limit the options available to the developing coun-
tries of the south. Often, the decisions of the major developed or industrialized 
states are made with consideration as to what is in their best interest, even if that 
means that the decisions will have a detrimental effect on developing countries. 
For example, an environmental policy that was designed to improve the air or 
water quality of developed countries can be more costly for a developing coun-
try to implement or might even be irrelevant to a country struggling to feed its 
own people. The imposition of values by one country or group of countries onto 
another (something the countries of the developed West have increasingly been 
accused of doing) is often called cultural imperialism.

Within a country, while democracy promotes equality among all citizens in 
theory, the reality is that often these are patriarchal governmental structures, 
where power is concentrated in the hands of wealthy men who have the where-
withal to gain access to high office. Further, these same leaders often promote 
and mentor younger people who look and think just as they do. Thus, it can be 
argued, this is a system that can limit progress for women, rather than allowing 
them to advance.15 So, in order to really understand democracy in practice as 
well as in theory, we need to ask who has access to the system of governance and 
who participates in it.

Another point that Tickner and other feminists make—and it is one that keeps 
women out of decision making—has to do with the differentiation between the 
public and the private spheres, where politics is associated with the public, and the 
private sphere of running the household and the family is the domain of women. 
In fact, Tickner notes that “historically . . . terms such as citizen and head of house-
hold were not neutral but were associated with men.”16
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What this suggests is that no matter how democratic a political system might 
appear to be, it can exclude women from decision making and positions of 
power. This too has implications for the foreign policy decisions that a country 
makes, including issues of war and peace. 

CULTUrE aNd SOCiETY

In the previous section on the government, we talked about the “state” part of 
the concept of the nation-state. The state represents the formal trappings such 
as the government and defined borders, and it in turn accepts certain responsi-
bilities for the people who live within those borders. We will now move into a 
discussion of the “nation” part, which is the people. It is the people as a whole 
who not only represent the nation but also define the culture and the society. 
Therefore, the nation denotes a group of people with a common history, back-
ground, and values, all of whom accept the sanctity of the state. While this level 
might seem to exist outside the purview of IR per se, it is important for a number 
of reasons, not least of which is that it can determine whether a nation-state will 
endure peacefully or dissolve into civil, ethnic, or religious violence.

Ideally, any nation-state has one culture and one societal set of norms, or if 
there is more than one, they are compatible. These might be characterized by a 
common language or set of values and traditions. Or in some countries, there 
might be more than one group within a larger set of cultural and societal norms. 
For example, within the United States, the majority of people speak English 
(although a lot speak Spanish), but within the country there are ethnic enclaves, 
such as the Cajun areas of Louisiana, where the dominant language is a patois 
based on French. And there are significant Asian communities that may speak 
Chinese (Cantonese or Mandarin), Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, etc. There 
are groups that hold on to their original ethnic heritage; they may speak Rus-
sian and worship in a Russian Orthodox Church or live in Chinese enclaves 
and worship in Buddhist temples. The point is that although there are these 
subgroupings, they are found within a dominant cultural tradition that under-
stands and expects certain behaviors that transcend any one cultural tradition 
and are “American.” Thus, members of these various subgroups will all celebrate 
the Fourth of July or Thanksgiving as a common tradition, while they may also 
celebrate the Orthodox Easter or the Chinese New Year. Thus, various nations 
can live in harmony within one state.

These various “nations” need not be tied to ethnic background or traditions, 
religion, or culture but may be considered an artifact of “identity”—that is, issues 
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of belonging. Sociologists, anthropologists, and other social scientists as well as 
political scientists have explored various aspects of this concept to try to get a 
broader understanding of what it is, what it means, and where it comes from. It 
might be tied to religion, ethnicity, culture, or even region. But in many ways it 
is the broader understanding of a common identity that holds groups of people 
within the state together.

For our purposes, though, the question remains: how does this affect IR? The 
fact of the matter is that it does affect it. For example, look at the strong pro-
Israeli group within the United States, which has a powerful lobby that has had a 
direct influence on U.S. policy toward Israel. This group of people advocates sup-
port for Israel as an important component of U.S. foreign policy. Although they 
are Americans, they also have a strong sense of identity with the Jewish religion 
and feelings of loyalty to the state of Israel, and therefore they want the United 
States to support that country. This does not mean they want to leave the United 
States for Israel, but simply that they also feel strongly about the need to support 
Israel as a plank of U.S. foreign policy and are willing to lobby for that policy. Or, 
taking another example, we can look at the impact of the large number of Cuban 
émigrés who have settled in Florida. They might see themselves as Americans— 
one first-generation American whose parents left Cuba, Marco Rubio, was 
elected to the U.S. Senate from Florida—but they also feel strongly about their 
Cuban identity and follow events on the island, which translates into their inter-
pretation of U.S. foreign policy. Not only has this group of émigrés had a marked 
impact on the domestic politics of the United States because of the strength of 
their votes, but they have also influenced U.S. foreign policy toward Cuba.

And the United States is not unique in this regard. Many of the former co-
lonial powers in Europe, such as the United Kingdom, France, Belgium, the 
Netherlands, and Spain, not only have trade and political ties with their former 
colonies, but they also have relatively large immigrant populations who, if they 
don’t directly affect the country’s foreign policy, certainly affect its culture. Any-
one who has traveled there has seen the large number of Indian restaurants in 
London or the North African restaurants found throughout Paris. Clearly, those 
immigrants bring with them their own cultural traditions that spill into and affect 
their adopted homeland in general, making it a culturally richer and more diverse 
place. But this also affects their sense of identity and belonging, not only to their 
new or adopted country, but also to what had been their home country. And, as 
we have seen, it can also contribute to feelings of nationalism and anti-immigrant 
sentiment that also affects the politics of the home country as well as toward other 
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countries. One of the benefits of a democratic form of government is the belief 
that these various identities should be complementary and not contradictory, 
although in reality they sometimes are.

Clearly this is not to suggest that assimilation of these immigrant groups into 
the dominant culture and society is always peaceful and/or easy. As noted earlier, 
they are often accompanied by a growth in nationalist feelings that can be fueled 
by political leaders and contribute to a sense of division and exclusion within a 
country. Donald Trump’s “America First” campaign and anti-Muslim rhetoric 
contributed to the growth of nationalism among some in the United States dur-
ing and following the 2016 presidential election. Marine Le Pen, leader of the 
National Rally party in France (formerly the National Front), similarly based her 
presidential campaign on nationalism and anti-immigrant sentiments. The main 
point is that these various groups exist within a larger cultural and social setting, 
and they are expected to conform to the norms of that larger culture even though 
they may still hold on to their own traditions. When they do not, or when even 
a small and fringe group is perceived as not conforming, it can be threatening to 
the majority, and conflict can result.

One of the challenges facing all nation-states now is how to handle issues of 
the integration of different groups of people. This is also tied to issues of migra-
tion and immigration, which is one of the cases we will explore in chapter 6. 
Perhaps the old “melting pot” model is no longer appropriate in a globalized 
world; regardless of where people move internationally, they can easily retain 
ties to their home country, friends, family, culture, and traditions. The real issue 
then becomes what happens when a group’s loyalty is to, or their identity is with 
the nation as opposed to the state? That can lead to the growth of nationalism, 
which ultimately can lead to conflict. That has important implications for IR.

Nationalism and Conflict

Nationalism can be defined as the promotion of national identity to the exclu-
sion of other identities. It promotes the common characteristics of the group and 
allegiance to that group. In short, nationalism moves beyond patriotism (loyalty 
to the nation-state) to promote commitment to one’s own group over others, 
including the broader interests of the state. This also alerts us to the fact that as 
students of IR, it is important to look within the state if we are really going to 
understand the origins or root causes of intrastate civil conflict.

Nationalism is often tied to the principle of self-determination, which suggests 
that the peoples of a nation have the right to form a state and certainly to have 
control over their own affairs. But in this idea is an inherent theoretical conflict. 
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If states are sovereign entities (a notion that goes back to the Treaty of Westpha-
lia), then how can a group of people within the state declare themselves to be 
independent and able to make rules that govern only themselves?

Tied directly to this conundrum and to the idea of self-determination is the 
concept of territory. When the claim of nationhood is contested within a state, 
then who has primacy over the territory within which the “nation” resides? To 
address this, we can bring together different theoretical models or approaches, 
although none can really explain or address all sets of circumstances.

For example, the realists look at the international system as inherently anar-
chic, and as such, there are few rules as to how to deal with competing claims 
over territory. Therefore, in realist thinking, war will inevitably break out as a 
way to settle the dispute, and the group that is more powerful will win. By that 
logic, the conflicting claims that both Israel (a formal nation-state) and Palestine 
(a nation or stateless people) have to the land known as “Palestine” will inevita-
bly lead to war, as there is no other way to settle the claim to the contested terri-
tory except by military might. Clearly, that has been the case to date. The realist 
approach would argue that there is no single system-level arbiter that these 
groups can turn to in order to resolve this conflict, nor can they really negotiate 
directly—especially because the role of the Palestinians, who do not have a state, 
does not fit neatly into the model of IR, which presumes that contact will always 
be state to state. As noted previously, that means that some political actors do 
not want to negotiate with the Palestinian representatives, including the Pales-
tinian Authority, fearing that doing so will grant them legitimacy.

The liberal theorists would approach the issue differently. Initially, liber-
als would say that there are viable alternatives to settling disputes beyond war. 
The liberals especially would argue that the two sets of actors (Palestinians and 
Israelis) can negotiate to see whether it might be possible to settle their dispute 
peacefully by beginning with what they might have in common rather than their 
differences. Here the role of individuals can be important. For example, there 
are grassroots groups such as Women in Black, which started in 1988 when ten 
Israeli women held a vigil in Jerusalem to protest Israel’s occupation of the West 
Bank and Gaza and to show their solidarity with the Palestinian people. As the 
movement spread, it started to incorporate Palestinian as well as Israeli women, 
who were united by a common cause.17 The movement has since spread to other 
countries, for example, Women in Black vigils were held in parts of former Yugo-
slavia to protest the wars and the ethnic cleansing that resulted. In this case, then, 
what started as a small group of women grew to encompass individuals around 
the world who have joined together to work for peace and justice and against  
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violence. While this might not carry much weight officially or influence govern-
ment policy, it can draw public attention to the issue, thereby building pressure 
on the government to settle the conflict.

At a more macro and official government level, working to settle the conflict 
can be done by direct negotiations, or there can be a mediator or neutral third 
party involved, as we have seen so often in the Arab/Palestinian–Israeli case. In 
that case, the role of the mediator would be to hear each side’s position and see 
if there is any common ground upon which they can build.

It was this type of mediation process that was used to arrive at the agree-
ment that became known as the Camp David Accords, signed in September 
1978 between enemies Egypt and Israel. Mediated by the United States under 
the direction of then-President Jimmy Carter, the result was the first major 
peace agreement between Israel and an Arab state (Egypt), which resulted in the 
resolution of the disputed territory of the Sinai, which Israel had taken in 1967 
following the Six-Day War. In that case, consistent with liberal ideas, resolution 
was possible because of cooperation between the two countries, albeit with U.S. 
mediation, and because both countries saw peace as in their national inter-
est. This confluence of views allowed both countries to arrive at an agreement 
that was consistent with the priorities of the members of the groups within the 
country, thereby ensuring support for the agreement both within and outside 
the country. However, not all within Egypt were pleased with the outcome. The 
then-president of Egypt, Anwar Sadat, was assassinated in October 1981 by a 
group of fundamentalist military officers who were opposed to his policies. Al-
though the long-term international impact of the agreement was peace between 
Israel and Egypt, it cost the president his life and created rifts between the more 
fundamentalist members of the population and those who wanted peace. And 
there were groups within Egypt who similarly felt that it had given up too much 
in order to achieve an agreement. In the long term, however, the relationship 
between the two countries has been peaceful.

intractable Conflicts

In some cases, a conflict is so intractable and deep seated that the issue of the 
disputed territory cannot be resolved by mediation or negotiation. The example 
of Jerusalem, a city claimed as sacred by all three monotheistic religions, is a 
case in point. Since both Israel and the Palestinians lay claim to the city as part 
of their dispute over land, and since each feels that it has a legitimate right to Je-
rusalem, peaceful resolution seems impossible in this case. Further complicating  
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the possibility of resolution is the fact that the Palestinians see Jerusalem as the 
capital of a future Palestinian state. 

In December 2017, the Trump administration disrupted the uneasy status 
quo by announcing that the United States would recognize Jerusalem as the 
capital of Israel and would move its embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, which 
happened in May 2018. In announcing this move, President Trump claimed 
that it “marks the beginning of a new approach to conflict between Israel and 
the Palestinians.” Trump noted that as a sovereign state, Israel has the right “to 
determine its own capital. Acknowledging this as a fact is a necessary condition 
for achieving peace.” He also claimed that this was the “right thing to do” as well 
as allowing him to fulfill a campaign promise.18 And while he claimed that the 
United States would continue to support a search for a lasting peace agreement 
between Israel and the Palestinians, the decision to move the embassy upended 
decades of U.S. policy as well as undermining the role of the United States as an 
honest broker in any future negotiations. The reality is that this move only rein-
forced the complexity of a two-state solution. In this case we have issues of self-
determination and territory coming together, exacerbated when placed within 
the context of the larger political issues that the two groups have.

There are a number of other apparently intractable conflicts that can be seen 
today in addition to the case of Israel and the Palestinians. The divided island of 
Cyprus is another example of two groups of people who share territory—in this 
case, the island of Cyprus—but with each group aligned with a different coun-
try, Greece in the south and Turkey in the north. This separation is the result 
of a conflict and division of the island that took place in 1974. Since that time, 
there have been any number of negotiations, both formal (Track I) and informal 
(Track II), to address the status of the country and to see if there is a way to unite 
the island. It is important to remember that the division of the island is not only 
political but also economic. 

Although the island as a whole was admitted to the EU in 2004, its status is as 
a “de facto divided island,” which means that the northern part of the island ad-
ministered by Turkish Cypriots and known as the “Turkish Republic of North-
ern Cyprus” is exempt from full implementation of all EU treaties, obligations, 
and regulations. It is the southern part of the island, which has the majority of 
the population and territory, that is seen as “Cyprus” and is represented in the 
EU. The market-based economy of the north is roughly 20 percent of that of the 
southern part of the island. Ironically, because the southern part of the island is 
tied heavily to Greece, it suffered economically as a result of Greece’s financial 
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crisis that lasted from 2007 to approximately 2010, while the north, which is tied 
to Turkey, weathered the economic crisis relatively well. This disparity makes 
issues of reunification even more difficult as the issues are not only those of 
identity (Greece versus Turkey) but economics as well.

Since the island was divided, there have been a number of negotiations to try 
to reconcile the two sides. The most recent talks took place in April 2021 and 
ended without a resolution but with future talks planned. These followed talks 
that had collapsed in 2017, again, without a resolution. U.N. Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres mediated the three days of talks in the latest round. As these 
talks collapsed, the North claimed that what they wanted was to achieve “‘equal 
international status’ like that enjoyed by the internationally recognized govern-
ment run by Greek Cypriots in the south.” Those on the southern part of the 
island, however, held to their position for the creation of a federation “with politi-
cal equality on the basis of relevant U.N. Security Council resolutions,” according 
to Guterres.19 While the talks are expected to resume at some point, the position 
of the two sides continues to harden, making compromise and a solution to this 
international issue seemingly impossible at this time. What further complicates 
both the negotiations and the possibility of a solution is the fact that both Greece 
and Turkey are NATO members, and will continue to be at odds about Cyprus. 

MAP 4.2
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We can look at other cases of these deep-seated intractable conflicts that are 
the result of nations, often crossing state borders, seeking self-determination or 
statehood. This issue will come up again when we talk about stateless peoples 
in chapter 5.

The Kurds

The case of the Kurds stands as another example of this type of conflict be-
tween a nation (the Kurds) and, in this case, a number of states. Like the issue 
of Israel and Palestine, which was at least in part the result of the redrawing of 
the map of the area in 1916 with the Sykes-Picot Agreement between France and 
Britain, the Treaty of Sevres in 1920 redrew the map of the old Ottoman Empire 
per an agreement among the victorious allies of World War I and the Ottoman 
Empire. In redrawing the lines, there was no attention paid to the nations or 
peoples in the region, thereby dividing the Kurds among a number of the newly 
created nations. In fact, a Kurdish state initially under British control was envi-
sioned as part of this treaty, which did not come to fruition.

The Kurdish people share a common language, culture, and so on, and in-
creasingly support the creation of an independent state of Kurdistan. But as a 
people, they can be found in parts of Turkey and Iraq primarily, but also in Iran 
and Syria. Each of the states in which there is a significant Kurdish population 
refuses to give up any part of its territory in order to create such a state, which 
they see as a violation of their own sovereignty. This resistance became even 
more apparent with the uprising that became the civil war in Syria, where Syr-
ian Kurds have been fighting with the rebels against President Bashar al-Assad’s 
government. Part of the rationale for their fighting is the hope of creating an 
autonomous Kurdish region in Syria as a step toward the creation of an inde-
pendent state of Kurdistan. But, as noted in one newspaper account, that hope 
“threatens to draw a violent reaction from those other nations [Iraq, Turkey, and 
Iran]. They have signaled a willingness to take extreme actions to prevent the loss 
of territory to a greater Kurdistan” (emphasis added).20

Within Iraq, the Kurds, who were brutally massacred under Saddam Hus-
sein in an act of genocide, have been allowed to maintain a degree of autonomy 
since the fall of Hussein in 2003. The Iraqi constitution of 2005 recognizes Iraqi 
Kurdistan as a federal region within Iraq, and it recognizes Kurdish as an official 
language of Iraq. Despite what appears to be a resolution of the issue, tensions 
remain over issues of borders and governance outside the formal boundaries of 
Iraqi Kurdistan, especially in Turkey. Turkey does not want to cede any of its 
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territory to create a country of Kurdistan, and any movement in that direction is 
perceived by Turkey as a threat to its sovereignty and territory. Thus, while the 
situation appears to have been stabilized in Iraq, it remains far from resolved in 
Turkey. The Kurds’ quest for self-determination at best, and recognition of its 
identity within Turkey at a minimum, has manifested as a low-level conflict with 
Kurdish guerilla forces, known as the PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party), which 
was founded in 1974, fighting against the government of Turkey. 

The Syrian Civil War, which started in March 2011 and continues as this book 
goes to press, had a marked impact on the Kurds, both in Syria and in neighbor-
ing countries. The Syrian Kurds were important allies in the fight against ISIS, 
which became their focus in the northern part of the country which borders 
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Turkey, and which had been part of their traditional territory. However, this has 
not brought them any closer to the goal of an independent state of Kurdistan.

The issue of the Kurds and how they should be treated and recognized is not a 
new one, as the Kurdish people as a nation pre-dated the drawing of the current 
national boundaries that divided up the group in 1920. That situation becomes 
even more complicated when a semiautonomous group declares itself indepen-
dent of its host state and seeks to create a new state. We have used the Kurds 
as just one example of a nation that straddles multiple states and the issues this 
creates for the international system.

The main point about these deep-seated conflicts is that in all cases they pit 
one group within a state against another, and they either threaten to destroy an 
existing state or they push for the creation of a new one by carving out territory 
of existing nation-states, which directly threatens sovereignty.

“ T H E  D A U G H T E R S  O F  K O B A N I ” :  
W O M E N  O F  T H E  K U R D I S H  M I L I T I A

A book was published in 2021 called The Daughters of Kobani: A Story 
of Rebellion, Courage and Justice,1 by Gayle Tzemach Lemmon. This is 
the story of a Kurdish all-women militia, the Kurdish Women’s Protection 
Units, who fought ISIS initially in the Syrian town of Kobani but who, after 
winning that battle, moved across northern Syria waging war against ISIS. 
The book is about a group of extraordinary women, and some of the men 
who fought with them, who were fighting for their honor, their country, 
and on behalf of an ideology espoused by Turkish Kurdish leader Abdullah 
Ocalan, who insisted that “women must be equal for society to be truly 
free.” Ocalan founded the Kurdish Workers Party in 1978, and it was his 
beliefs and ideology that infused much of what the Kurdish women were 
fighting for. The women who fought in this group all shared “the same 
messages and talking points about women’s equality and women’s rights” 
and how they said “women’s rights had to be achieved now, today; they 
would not wait until after the war ended to have their rights recognized.”2 

As is true of other cases where women take on the role of combatants, 
they are fighting for a cause as their male colleagues are, in this case to 

BOX 4 .5
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Ethnic Conflict

Nationalism can contribute to conflict in other ways. The concept of ethnic 
conflict is tied directly to the issue of nationalism. In countries in which there are 
a number of ethnic groups—nations—a leader often emerges who encourages the 
supremacy of one group at the expense of another. This can be carried to an ex-
treme and has led to what we now call ethnic cleansing, or the systematic extermi-
nation of one ethnic group by another (i.e., genocide), often with the approval and 
support of the state. This is extremely difficult for the countries in the international 
system, as the issue pits the sovereignty of one state against the need to protect a 
group against human rights violations and, at its most extreme, genocide.

It was ethnic conflict that ripped the former Yugoslavia apart, with Serbs, 
Croats, and Bosnian Muslims engaged in war over the area of Bosnia- 
Herzegovina. In this case, the ethnic cleansing was encouraged by nationalist 

defeat ISIS. But, as noted in the book, “For the young women fighting, 
what mattered most was long-term political and social change. That was 
why they’d signed up for this war and why they were willing to die for it. 
They believed beating ISIS counted as simply the first step toward defeat-
ing a mentality that said women existed only as property and as objects 
with which men could do whatever they wanted.”3 

What in many ways makes these women so unusual is that they came 
from a fairly traditional patriarchal society, where women’s lives were 
pre-ordained. This was a world where securing women’s rights was 
nearly impossible. Thus, “Only the extreme act of women taking up arms 
against ISIS in Kobani, fighting as snipers and field commanders and sac-
rificing their lives there, had at least led to the possibility of recognition 
of women as equal players within Kurdish society.”4 For these women, as 
for so many other women who take up arms for a cause, their own free-
dom and liberation is tied directly to that of the country they are fighting 
for, or, in this case, the Kurdish nation.

NOTES
1. Gayle Tzemach Lemmon, The Daughters of Kobani: A Story of Rebellion, 

Courage and Justice (New York: Penguin Press, 2021).
2. Lemmon, The Daughters of Kobani, xxi–xxii.
3. Lemmon, The Daughters of Kobani, xxix.
4. Lemmon, The Daughters of Kobani, 156.
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leaders (Slobodan Milošević in Serbia, proclaiming the need for a “Greater Ser-
bia,” and Franjo Tudjman in Croatia), and it was directed primarily against the 
Bosnian Muslims.21

This can also be seen in Rwanda, where approximately eight hundred thou-
sand people were massacred in about a hundred days between April and June 
1994. In Rwanda, the hatred against Tutsis had been building for decades and 
finally exploded in April 1994 following the death of Rwandan President Juvenal 
Habyarimana, a Hutu, when his plane was shot down above Kigali airport. The 
blame for the rocket attack was placed on a Tutsi rebel leader, and within hours, 
the genocide by Hutus against Tutsis started and quickly spread.22

There are other examples of such ethnic conflict and genocide, which seems to 
have become more commonplace. One of the ironies of ethnic conflict, though, 
is that often there is no ethnic difference between the groups. For example, in the 
case of Rwanda, “the two ethnic groups are actually very similar—they speak the 
same language, inhabit the same areas and follow the same traditions.”23

In the former Yugoslavia, Serbs, Croats, and Bosnian Muslims are ethnically 
the same, although their religions vary. Serbs tend to be Eastern Orthodox, 
Croats Catholic, and Bosnian Muslims obviously are Muslim. Yet the war in 
Yugoslavia was not about religion but about nationality commingled with “eth-
nicity.” What that tells us is that often a conflict is attributed to one thing, such 
as religion or ethnicity, but there are other factors that actually are equally if not 
more important. So we must really look within the country in order to under-
stand the full set of circumstances related to a civil conflict.

The lesson here is that when we try to understand the roots of violent civil con-
flict, we often have to look deep within the state to the government, culture, and 
society and even individuals if we are to really identify all the factors involved.

The importance of Looking at Culture and Society

These cases all serve to remind us why it is important to look within the nation-
state and to focus on the “nation” (culture and society) if we are really going to 
get a complete picture of why a nation-state behaves the way it does. As noted in 
chapter 3, especially since the end of the Cold War, we have seen a decline in the 
number of major interstate wars but an increase in violent national, ethnic, and 
civil conflicts. If we are to understand the origins of these conflicts, we need to 
look at the cultural and social issues that exist within the nation-state as a whole.

The realists would claim that the decline in major interstate wars within the 
international system is the result of the security commitment of the United 
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States and its emergence as a global hegemon that has kept other countries in 
check. They would also argue that although we are seeing the emergence of other 
major powers, such as China, there is no violent conflict between the hegemons. 
Rather, each is asserting its presence in different places and parts of the world.24 
However, conflict seems to be inevitable as China’s rise seems to be impinging 
on the status of the United States. Once again, this is not to suggest that the result 
will be violence or war, rather, that the two sides seem to be on an inevitable col-
lision path. It will be up to the two countries and their allies to determine how 
to manage that. (See Case 4 in chapter 6, which deals directly with this topic.)

The liberals argue that the decline in major interstate war is the result, at least 
in part, of the growth of democracies that are unlikely to go to war against one 
another (the democratic peace). Not only are democracies less likely to go to war 
against one another, but the fact that they generally have capitalist economic 
systems and that they trade with one another means that they are also more eco-
nomically interdependent. This, too, suggests that they are less likely to engage 
in war with one another.

The constructivists would claim that the relative decline in major war is due 
to a change in the predominant values of decision makers and the people within 
the nation from those that support war as a means of settling disputes to those 
that promote ideals of peace, as well as understanding that countries do not 
need to compete for material advantage. But this certainly does not explain the 
increase in intrastate war.

While the major theoretical approaches could all provide some explanation 
for the decrease in major wars, how well can they also explain the increase in civil 
wars? As noted previously, the realists would simply argue that this is just another 
manifestation of the conflict for power. Different groups within the state all seek 
to maximize their power and position, even if that comes at the expense of an-
other group. Marxists would attribute the growth of civil wars to economic ineq-
uities and to the desire of one group (the oppressed or less fortunate) to overturn 
the existing power balances. Liberals and neoliberals would probably argue that 
the growth of these wars is the result of failures of institutions and cooperative ap-
proaches, and constructivists would similarly look at the failures of the structures 
that would otherwise have held these aggressive tendencies in check.

So, in understanding the increase in the incidence of civil wars, one can look 
at the reasons as being the inherent competitive nature of the leaders or as the 
failures of the state and national structures that would emphasize cooperation 
among groups rather than conflict. But the important lesson is that in trying 
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to get an answer to questions like why there is ethnic violence, or why there 
is conflict between groups within a country, it is important to look within the 
country at the various actors involved, their priorities and expectations, what the 
distribution of power actually is, and who is making the decisions.

It is also possible to examine this question from a broader levels-of-analysis 
perspective. For example, in focusing within the state on the emergence of na-
tional groups and the concomitant rise in nationalism, are we overlooking the 
possibility that we are witnessing the diminishment of the state as a major actor 
in IR? As Charles Tilly notes, the state was born from war, and the growth of 
civil conflicts might mean that the militarized state carries within it the seeds of 
its own destruction.25

Regardless of which theoretical perspective seems most appealing or how one 
would interpret the rise in conflicts as a lesson about the role of the nation-state, 
all would suggest at least some need to look within the country and understand 
the predominant cultures as well as the role and perspectives of the individual de-
cision makers. It is to this last and most micro level of analysis that we now turn.

ThE rOLE Of ThE iNdiVidUaL

We have been talking a lot about what goes on within the state and the role of 
government, culture, and society in order to understand some big questions in 
IR pertaining to conflict. But one of the other critical variables tied to under-
standing IR, particularly the behavior of any nation-state, is the individual or 
individuals who actually make the decisions that affect foreign policy decision 
making. To do this, we need to ask ourselves how much influence any individual 
has. What gives these individuals power? Does a single individual really make a 
difference?

Here we need to distinguish between the individual decision maker, the 
“average” person, and truly outstanding individuals, such as Nelson Mandela 
in South Africa or Mahatma Gandhi in India. What about someone like now 
deceased Mu’ammar Gadhafi in Libya, or Bashar al-Assad in Syria? Each of 
them was a strong leader who directly influenced the policies of his country. But 
Gadhafi was overthrown by his own people in 2011, and since 2011 the country 
of Syria has been engaged in the deadliest conflict of the twenty-first century. 
What began in March 2011 as a popular uprising against the Assad regime has 
grown into a bloody civil war that had claimed the lives of more than 380,000 
people as of April 2020, with the death toll continuing to rise.26 In addition, the 
UN High Commissioner for Refugees has estimated that more than 5.5 million 
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people have fled Syria, with almost seven million displaced within the country.27 
In this case, Assad, as the leader of Syria, has done little to work with the inter-
national community or those within his own country to stop the violence. How 
does an individual get—and keep—that kind of power? And what changes could 
threaten that power?

Let’s look at this question another way: How much was Mikhail Gorbachev 
responsible for the end of the Cold War or the fall of the Soviet Union? Or what 
role did Solidarity leader Lech Wałęsa play in leading to a change in the gov-
ernment of Poland, which in turn became a model for other Eastern European 
countries’ rebellions against Soviet domination? In all these cases, we are really 
asking what role the individual plays. Or, put another way, how did the political 
and/or structural factors within the country and the changing international en-
vironment coupled with the role of a particular individual at that particular time 
result in major change? Is it the individual alone who makes the difference, or 
a strong and powerful leader who emerges when the environment is receptive, 
thereby providing a context for him or her to facilitate change? These are difficult 
and important questions that ask us to think about the role of an individual, but 
also to place that individual into a larger context if we are truly to understand the 
changes that have taken place within a culture/society/government/nation-state.

The example of Gorbachev is especially interesting. The end of the Cold War 
has been attributed to President Ronald Reagan’s hard-line rhetoric, which 
pushed an already significantly diminished Soviet Union to the brink. Yet, when 
he was questioned about the role that he played in facilitating the end of the 
Cold War, Reagan referred to himself as “a supporting actor.” According to one 
account, when Reagan was asked at a press conference who deserved the credit 
for the changes in the Soviet Union that ultimately led to the end of the Cold 
War, he replied, “Mr. Gorbachev deserves most of the credit, as the leader of 
this country.”28 The reality is that a number of factors came together at the right 
time to bring about an end to the Cold War, but both Reagan and Gorbachev 
were receptive to the ideological as well as political changes that affected both 
their countries.

For his part, Gorbachev had a broader understanding of the West than had 
previous leaders of the Soviet Union, and he saw Europe and Russia as sharing 
a common home. He articulated his ideas about glasnost (openness) and per-
estroika (economic restructuring away from a command economy) in his book 
Perestroika, which was readily available in the West.29 And these ideas affected 
the direction in which he took the Soviet Union.
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Reagan, in turn, was receptive to Gorbachev’s ideas and was willing to work 
with him on implementing new policies. By the time Gorbachev came to power 
in 1985:

Reagan believed that a change in the direction of the Soviet Union would be in the 
best interests of the United States and therefore modified his own approach over 
time, becoming less “cold warrior” and more the diplomat whose primary goal 
was to encourage Gorbachev to continue down the road he had chosen. Doing 
this required personal contact, and the two leaders met periodically to outline areas 
of common interest. Reagan was so successful that by the time his administration 
ended, the Cold War was on a course to its inevitable end. (emphasis added)30

Thus, not only did the individual matter, but it was because of meetings be-
tween these two individual leaders that trust was established, leading to political 
change between their two countries and eventually to the end of the Cold War.

And if one is looking at this major change in policy through “gender-sensitive 
lenses,” some insight can be gained by looking at the impact of Raisa Gorbachev 
and Nancy Reagan, who both played important behind-the-scenes roles in in-
fluencing their husbands. Although each was, on the surface, a traditional wife, 
they played a part in the historical events unfolding.31

More recently, we see changes in the perception of the United States globally 
tied to the individual who is president. Perhaps more than in any other democ-
racy, the president of the United States is seen as the embodiment of this country. 
As noted in a column by Washington Post correspondent Dan Balz:

Perceptions of the United States ebb and flow with changes in administrations. 
The reaction to Biden’s arrival as president is similar to what happened when 
Barack Obama succeeded George W. Bush. Bush was highly unpopular, especially 
in Europe, as a result of the Iraq War, while Obama had become a warmly re-
garded figure even before he was elected. Next came a sharp drop in perceptions of 
the United States and its leadership after Trump won the White House.32

And, as Balz notes, a survey produced by the Pew Research Center, released 
in June 2021 just as Biden was about to begin his first trip abroad, showed “an 
overnight change in attitudes across twelve countries since the end of Trump’s 
presidency.” More specifically, favorable impressions of the United States went 
from 34 percent when Trump left office to 62 percent.33
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The point here is that an individual can play an important role in influencing 
the direction of a country’s policy and, in this case, of the international system. 
However, that individual can be helped considerably by other factors, especially 
the structures within which the leader acts. Within any given country, these 
might include the role of the military, an organized opposition (or lack thereof), 
the economy, and so on—all of which can either contribute to continued stabil-
ity and legitimacy of an existing government or work in opposition to defy or 
even overthrow the individual leader.

In addition, as seen with the example of Raisa Gorbachev and Nancy Reagan, 
an individual does not have to be the critical decision maker in order to have an 
impact on a country or even international politics. For example, feminist author 
Cynthia Enloe in her book Bananas, Beaches, and Bases notes:

In the 1930s Hollywood moguls turned Brazilian singer Carmen Miranda into 
an American movie star. They were trying to aid President Franklin Roosevelt’s 
efforts to promote friendlier relations between the US and Latin America. When 
United Fruit executives then drew on Carmen Miranda’s popular Latinized female 
image to create a logo for their imported bananas, they were trying to construct 
a new, intimate relationship between American housewives and a multinational 
plantation company. With her famous fruited hats and vivacious screen presence, 
Carmen Miranda was used by American men to reshape international relations.34

Hence, in this case, Enloe would argue that an individual (Carmen Miranda) 
had a direct impact on foreign policy through symbolism, even if she was not a 
decision maker. But that symbolism played an important role in furthering U.S. 
policy interests.

But how representative is this case? How much does or can one individual 
influence the course of international politics? The individual level of analysis 
reflects the perceptions of individuals and the choices that they then make. 
Generally, this refers to leaders, who are in the best position to make decisions 
that influence international events. But as can be seen with the case of Carmen 
Miranda and more recently the uprisings of the Arab Spring, individual citizens 
can have an impact, as can military leaders, people who can influence decision 
makers (such as lobbyists and members of various interest groups), and even the 
“ordinary” voter. But in thinking about the individual level, it is also important 
to remember that it is often difficult to pinpoint the exact impact that any one 
person has had. According to political scientists Paul Viotti and Mark Kauppi, 



FIGURE 4.1

Carmen Miranda as a Symbol. © 2011 United States Postal Service. All Rights  
Reserved. Used with Permission.
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“While individuals can have a tremendous impact on the short-term course of 
world events . . . it is extremely difficult to identify such individuals after their im-
pact has been felt.” In fact, they argue, “most people who want to influence world 
politics do so in an indirect manner through collective actors such as states.”35 

The fact is that although we speak of “nation-states,” “governments,” “societ-
ies,” and “cultures,” all of these are collectives of individuals. States do not make 
the decision to go to war; the individuals within the government do. It is for this 
reason that political scientists argue that every international event ultimately is 
the result of decisions made by individuals. And most individuals, regardless of 
how powerful they are, still operate within and are subject to the constraints of 
the organization or government or structures of which they are a part.

decision Maker as rational actor

When we do focus on the individual as decision maker, or on any individual 
who makes a decision that has some effect on a government, it is important to 
ask to what extent these decisions are rational. That means asking whether the 
decision was based on a logical process that includes an assessment and rank-
ing of choices, an understanding of the costs and benefits of the options, and a 
review of alternatives before arriving at a final conclusion. In IR, we make the 
assumption that decision makers will act rationally and that rationality will be 
reflected in their choices. This may—or may not—be a correct assumption, 
and it draws heavily on realist thinking. But simplifying the otherwise complex 
decision making process in this way allows us to explain in general terms why a 
particular action was taken or a decision made.

In chapter 2 we talked about the importance of theory because it helps us 
describe, explain, and predict. The only way in which we can describe what hap-
pened and explain why it happened so that we can anticipate future events is to 
simplify reality. Similarly, when we talk about decision making, it is a complex 
undertaking that has many component parts. Hence, if we really are ever going 
to understand that complexity, we need to simplify it. Starting with the assump-
tion of the rational actor is one way in which we can do so.

What is important to note is that decision makers are distinct individuals 
who have differing beliefs, values, and unique personalities. Therefore, the deci-
sions that they make are the result of their own experiences, belief systems and 
perceptions, intellectual capabilities, personal styles, and so on. And here both 
liberal and constructivist theoretical approaches play a role. While national 
decisions are constrained by the political system and by precedent, there is also 
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room for any individual to make his or her own mark. For example, you can ask 
yourself whether the outcome regarding the response to 9/11 would have been 
the same if Al Gore had been president in 2001 instead of George W. Bush. We 
know what the outcomes of President Bush’s decisions were. But Gore probably 
would have approached the attacks differently, since he had different experi-
ences, both as vice president and as a long-serving member of Congress, than 
Bush did, who, before becoming president, had been governor of Texas and a 
businessman. More recently, we can see that with some of the decisions made 
by President Trump, who had no experience with government or the political 
decision making processes prior to taking office. Hence, his approach to the 
decisions that he made in office were very different from previous presidents, 
thereby confounding other policy makers both in the United States and abroad. 
One of current President Biden’s highest priorities internationally has been to 
reverse some of Trump’s decisions to better align them with previous U.S. val-
ues and approaches. In other words, we can ask, how did the experience of the 
individual leader affect the way in which he or she would have responded or did 
respond to an event or to the decisions that he or she made?

But looking at decision makers as unique individuals also raises questions 
about the assumption of the rational decision maker, as every decision will be 
affected by the decision maker’s own perceptions or (perhaps more important) 
misperceptions. Every person is selective in his or her perceptions, screening 
experiences and information and often drawing on those that are most consis-
tent with his or her own existing beliefs. But the role of the decision maker is to 
filter the information received in order to arrive at a decision that also builds in 
bias. “Information screens are subconscious filters through which people put the 
information coming in from the world around them. Often they simply ignore 
any information that does not fit their expectations.”36 Thus, most decision mak-
ers will look for information or even “evidence” that supports what they already 
believe. Clearly, this will also change the outcome of any decision. Nor would 
all decision makers in the same set of circumstances do the same thing, because 
they would filter everything through their own information screen.

In terms of foreign policy decision making, what this means is that informa-
tion can and will be screened as it passes from person to person. In the old chil-
dren’s game of “telephone,” one person whispers a secret to the next person, who 
passes it on to the next person, and so on. By the time it gets to the end of the 
chain, it is a totally different statement than the one that started. Similarly, when 
dealing with the interpretation of events regarding other countries and cultures, 
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not only do we have to deal with information screens and perceptions, but also 
with translation and cultural issues that can further skew or bias the information 
that is needed in order to make the decision. And of course they will also affect 
the interpretation of any decision that is made.

But these are not the only biases or issues that can affect a decision maker 
and therefore a decision. There are also affective biases—that is, the impact of 
emotions. Regardless of how dispassionate or rational decision makers try to be, 
they will be affected by strong feelings that they have about the circumstances 
under which the decision has to be made and/or the person or state the decision 
will affect. This stands in contrast to cognitive biases, or “systematic distortions 
of rational calculations based not on emotional feelings but simply on the limita-
tions of the human brain in making choices.”37 For example, individual decision 
makers will want to construct models that are consistent with their beliefs so that 
they can reduce cognitive dissonance. This can lead a decision maker to make a 
decision on a goal or outcome that he or she has a greater chance of achieving 
rather than a more grandiose or larger goal that, realistically, is unattainable. No 
decision maker wants to engage in an action that is likely to fail, nor to admit 
failure about any policy decision that he or she has made.

Here the work of political scientist Robert Jervis is important, because he not 
only warns us about the dangers or misperceptions that a decision maker will 
have, but he also recommends “safeguards” that can be followed by any decision 
maker who is aware of the possible dangers in decision making that come from 
biases and expectations.38 Specifically, Jervis asks:

Can anything then be said to scholars and decision-makers other than “Avoid 
being either too open or too closed, but be especially aware of the latter danger”? 
Although decision-makers will always be faced with ambiguous and confusing 
evidence and will be forced to make inferences about others which will often be 
inaccurate, a number of safeguards may be suggested which could enable them to 
minimize their errors.39

That is where the safeguards come in. To a student of IR, this makes a great deal 
of sense. For example, in his first safeguard, Jervis notes that “decision-makers 
should be aware that they do not make ‘unbiased’ interpretations of each new 
bit of information, but rather are inevitably heavily influenced by the theo-
ries they expect to be verified.” Jervis ultimately concludes that knowing their 
biases and how information is interpreted through these biases “should lead  
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decision-makers to examine more closely evidence that others believe contra-
dicts their views.”40 Or, to put it another way, it is incumbent upon decision 
makers to look at all points of view. Another safeguard would be to ask whether 
decision makers’ attitudes are consistent and logical and whether they are based 
on evidence versus belief. All told, Jervis identifies five areas of possible danger 
and the safeguards that can be used to guard against falling into those traps.41

But what a student of IR also knows and understands about foreign policy 
decision making is that analyzing the decisions after the fact is very different 
from the process that a decision maker actually goes through in order to make 
a decision while she or he is in office. We cannot always know what went on 
in the mind of any decision maker, nor whether she or he fell into any of the 
possible traps. This is especially true when decisions are made in times of crisis, 
when they have to be made quickly and a host of other variables come into play.

What all this tells us is that despite our attempts to arrive at the most rational 
models of decision making, there are a host of irrational and intangible factors 
that go into the making of a foreign policy decision whether the decision maker 
is aware of them or not. As students of IR, if we really are to understand the 
decisions that are made, at the individual level we need to know who made the 
decision, something about his or her background that might have influenced 
the decision, the circumstances surrounding the decision (e.g., crisis decision 
making or not), who else was involved with the decision making process, and 
any other information that will provide insight into the variables and fac-
tors surrounding the decision. And we do this while holding the other levels  
constant—that is, we focus on one level at a time.

Crisis decision Making: The Cuban Missile Crisis

The Cuban missile crisis stands as one of the best examples of foreign policy 
decision making under crisis circumstances. It is also a case where the situation 
can best be explained by looking at multiple levels of analysis from the individual 
through the government. Taking place in October 1962 in the midst of the Cold 
War, it was one of the most dangerous confrontations, when the two superpow-
ers were said to be “eyeball to eyeball.”42

Graham Allison, who studied and wrote about the Cuban missile crisis, also 
reminds us that there are a range of approaches that can be used to explain the 
events that transpired and why, and that these can be found across a number 
of levels of analysis. His models, initially articulated in an article in the Ameri-
can Political Science Review and then developed further in his classic book The  
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Essence of Decision, illustrate what he calls “alternative explanations of the same 
happening,”43 which reminds us of the importance of looking at a range of expla-
nations and how various models may be interrelated, all of which can contribute 
to our understanding of an event.

As we talk about the role of individuals in foreign policy decision making, we 
have to ask about the Cuban missile crisis how the decisions were made and what 
happened now that we know how close the world really was to nuclear catastro-
phe. Clearly, we have to begin with the role of President Kennedy, the individual 
decision maker who was a relatively new president and had already experienced 
a number of foreign policy failures, both in Cuba with the Bay of Pigs and also 
in Europe. One result of the confrontation between Kennedy and Soviet leader 
Nikita Khrushchev was the building of the Berlin Wall. Kennedy was also deal-
ing with an insurrection in Southeast Asia (Vietnam) that was escalating. So the 
missile crisis emerged amid a climate of confrontation between the United States 
and communist countries, most notably the Soviet Union, and the president had 
to make decisions relatively quickly, which is one of the characteristics of a crisis 
and crisis decision making.

In assessing the situation, Kennedy made sure that he had carefully chosen 
close advisers he could depend on. But this too carried certain dangers. First, we 
have to understand the psychology of groupthink, which clearly came into play. 
As articulated by Irving Janus, who studied the impact of this phenomenon on 
foreign policy decisions, the concept refers to “a psychological drive for consen-
sus at any cost that suppresses dissent and appraisal of alternatives in cohesive 
decision making groups.”44 In this case, all were trusted advisers of President 
Kennedy who were pulled together as the crisis unfolded to try to arrive at a 
solution. They met intensively for days to arrive at a decision. Kennedy, aware of 
the potential problems associated with groupthink, periodically left the room to 
allow his advisers to have more open discussion. They finally arrived at a range 
of possible options, from doing nothing to invading Cuba, and settled on a naval 
blockade as the preferred option. In retrospect, this led to a desirable outcome 
from the perspective of the United States. But the episode stands as an excellent 
example of the issues associated with crisis decision making.

In addition to the dangers of groupthink, another point about crisis decision 
making is that the crisis situation itself alters the process by which decisions are 
made. The fact that the situation is perceived as critical, with the need for deci-
sions to be made quickly, means that decisions will be made based on the infor-
mation available at the time, even if it later proves to be incorrect, which was the 
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case here. The time constraints also weigh in, for it means that decision makers 
will not screen information as carefully as they might otherwise, or they will dis-
card information that is not consistent with their beliefs. Unlike the assumptions 
we mentioned previously for rational actors, in times of crisis, choices might be 
limited, rather than all options being explored.

Further, the decision makers are affected by the stress of the situation, which 
can further cloud their rational judgment. In a classic conflict spiral, the decision 
makers often overestimate the hostile intentions of the adversary while underes-
timating their own hostility toward the adversary. Because so much of decision 
making depends on the perceptions of the individuals making the decisions, this 
too tends to alter the options that appear to be available.

As the situation unfolded over those few weeks in October, President Ken-
nedy and his advisers arrived at a plan to place a naval blockade around the 
island of Cuba. Through back-channel negotiations, the situation was finally 
resolved peacefully, but not without an escalation of tension and the perception 
that the world was poised on the brink of nuclear catastrophe.

T H E  C U B A N  M I S S I L E  C R I S I S  A N D  I N D I V I D U A L 
D E C I S I O N  M A K I N G

In October 1962, over a brief period of time, the world was poised on 
the brink of nuclear catastrophe over a situation that became known as 
the “Cuban missile crisis.” As the situation started to unfold, it evolved 
relatively quickly, and U.S. President John F. Kennedy, who was still re-
covering from an embarrassing foreign policy defeat in 1961 at the Bay of 
Pigs in Cuba, assembled a group of advisers around him to discuss what 
should be done about the missiles that the Soviet Union was deploying 
to Cuba, ninety miles off the Florida coast. The group of about twenty 
advisers, who became known as EXCOMM (for “executive committee”), 
were members of the National Security Council and close advisers to 
the president, including the secretaries of state and defense, Attorney 
General Robert Kennedy, the director of the Central Intelligence Agency, 
the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and others Kennedy trusted. 
Meeting regularly, the group charted the course that ultimately led to 

BOX 4 .6
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From a levels-of-analysis perspective, the three nation-state actors were the 
United States, the Soviet Union, and Cuba. But in this case, it is what happened 
within the nation-state level that is most critical. It was Kennedy (the individual) 
and his close advisers who made the decisions, with communication between the 
United States and the Soviet Union limited to discussions among a few trusted 
advisers on both sides. Government involvement was limited to the members of 
EXCOMM (executive committee), most of whom represented the major execu-
tive agencies. There was little congressional involvement.

The public (culture/society) was kept informed through the media, but also 
through speeches made by Kennedy specifically to ensure the ongoing support 

a peaceful resolution of the crisis and withdrawal of the Soviet missiles 
from Cuba. But what was most important was that the event was a turn-
ing point in the Cold War. No longer was Kennedy perceived as a young 
and inexperienced president, but as one who was able to face down the 
Soviet Union and win.

It was thirty years later, in 1992, when there was a conference in Havana 
that brought together former U.S., Soviet, and Cuban officials to explore 
the circumstances of the event in retrospect, that former Secretary of 
Defense Robert McNamara revealed that “the two nations [the United 
States and the Soviet Union] were much closer to nuclear conflict than 
previously realized.”1 McNamara also disclosed that he had learned at 
that conference that Soviet officials “had sent Havana short-range nuclear 
weapons and that Soviet commanders there were authorized to use them 
in the event of American invasion. . . . The short-range nuclear weapons 
were in addition to medium-range nuclear weapons that would have re-
quired authorization from Moscow to use.” Given the new information, 
McNamara concluded that “the actions of all three parties were shaped 
by misjudgments, miscalculations and misinformation,” and that, “in a 
nuclear age, such mistakes could be disastrous” (emphasis added).2

NOTES
1. Don Oberdorfer, “Cuban Missile Crisis More Volatile than Thought,” Wash-

ington Post, January 14, 1992.
2. Quoted in Martin Tolchin, “U.S. Underestimated Soviet Forces in Cuba during 

’62 Missile Crisis,” New York Times, January 15, 1992.
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and cooperation of the public, as well as to reassure them that he was in com-
mand of the situation. As noted in a press release from the Kennedy Library, the 
“public phase covered barely a week (October 22–28, 1962) . . . [and] is one of the 
key defining events of the Cold War in general and of John F. Kennedy’s presi-
dency in particular.”45 In assessing public opinion during and reactions to the 
missile crisis, a study commissioned by the Kennedy Library found that “similar 
to responses to other foreign crises both before and since, the Cuban missile cri-
sis drew the country together as people rallied around the president. Presidential 
approval rose 13 to 15 percentage points, and the public backed the blockade 
and President Kennedy’s resolve to have the offensive missiles removed.” The 
study also found that following the peaceful resolution of the crisis, the public 
indicated lower fear of nuclear war than it had prior to the event. Thus, although 
the public was anxious and paid close attention to what was going on, “the public 
was neither traumatized nor paralyzed by events.” And the public saw foreign 
policy as the most important area for evaluating Kennedy’s presidency.46

The pattern seen in terms of public support for the president in times of crisis 
is a pattern that has been replicated in other crisis situations and is often referred 
to as the “rally-round-the-flag syndrome.”47 Similarly, the fact that the crisis it-
self galvanized the public has become an established pattern. The author of the 
Kennedy Library report in fact draws parallels between the missile crisis and the 
September 11 attacks, noting that:

they were both events of enormous importance that involved a clear and present 
danger to the country, galvanized the populace, and propelled the political leader-
ship into decided and forceful action. . . . The American people . . . absorbed the 
shock, backed their leaders, and carried on with their lives. This may be the hall-
mark of the American people in times of greatest challenge.48

And, one can argue, the individual decision maker and those with whom he or 
she consults during a time of crisis could not do the job without the support of 
the public, at least not in a democracy.

In the case of the missile crisis, despite all the things that could possibly go 
wrong when we look at decision making in general and crisis decision making in 
particular, the situation was resolved peacefully. But it has become an excellent 
example of crisis decision making and why foreign policy decision making can 
be so difficult.49
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SUMMarY

In this chapter we looked within the nation-state in order to understand how 
the range of internal factors—the government or political system, society and 
culture, and the individual—affect IR and the decisions that are made by one 
country that affect another. What we learned is that one or all of these factors 
can have an impact on a nation-state’s decisions about any number of issues that 
are relevant in IR: going to war; how to avoid or, if it becomes necessary, respond 
to internal conflict; how to deal with divergent groups within the country; and 
how individual decision makers approach important decisions.

In the next chapter we are going to return to the macro level of the interna-
tional system with a special focus on understanding nonstate actors. Although 
they are not explicitly included as part of the classic levels of analysis, they play 
an important role in affecting the international system and the nations that make 
up that system. And, as we will see, it is their very omission from this framework 
that points out one of the major weaknesses in the approach.
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N O N S T a T E  a C T O r S  a N d  T h E  i N T E r N a T i O N a L 

S Y S T E M

Thus far, we have moved through the basics of international relations (IR) and 
the primary actors who are part of the international system. We started by look-
ing at the international system as a whole; at the nation-state, which is tradition-
ally the primary actor in the international system; and within the nation-state 
at the component parts that make up the nation-state down to the level of the 
individual. In this chapter, we are going to look at the range of nonstate actors 
that exist outside the traditional levels-of-analysis framework but which have a 
marked impact on the international system and the actors within it. These non-
state actors range from international organizations, such as the United Nations 
(UN) and the European Union (EU), which are made up of nation-states, to 
terrorist organizations, such as ISIS and al-Qaeda, that are capable of mounting 
attacks against nation-states, as we saw on September 11, 2001. But we also will 
look at other nonstate actors such as multinational corporations (MNCs), non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), what is known as “civil society,” and even 
the media, all of which also play an important role in international political and 
economic systems today.

By the end of this chapter, you should have a more complete picture of the 
international system and the range of actors that make up that system and also 
a better understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of the traditional ap-
proaches to IR.
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ThE ChaNGiNG NaTUrE Of ThE iNTErNaTiONaL SYSTEM

What are nonstate actors, and why are these actors important? As we noted in 
chapter 2, the traditional levels-of-analysis approach to understanding IR as-
sumes the nation-state as the primary actor. It assumes that the international 
system is made up of nation-states that interact with one another and conform 
to certain norms and expectations that can be defined as international law. It 
also assumes that all nation-states have certain characteristics that determine 
and affect the ways in which they act. And the fact of the matter is, for much of 
the modern history of IR, that was the case.

Furthermore, most of the traditional theories that were formulated to de-
scribe and explain international relations also assume that the nation-state is 
the primary actor, even though they vary widely in their understanding of the 
nation-state and its role. Although more recent theoretical approaches, such 
as the constructivists, look at the structures that influence nation-states and 
therefore IR, they also assume that states have certain characteristics or patterns 
of behavior that are influenced by factors that were socially constructed. Thus, 
even though this is a different theoretical approach to and understanding of the 
nation-state, that actor is still prominently featured.

In thinking about IR today, it is also true that the norms or patterns of in-
teraction among the nation-states as the major actors have changed, especially 
since the end of World War II, and exponentially since the end of the Cold War. 
At the end of World War II, national priorities changed. The world settled into 
the Cold War, a period also known as “the Long Peace” for the relative stability 
that came with a bipolar world, but also was kept in check with the knowledge of 
the devastation that might result if the balance of power was disturbed.1 Coun-
tries that had been colonies sought their independence, resulting in a prolifera-
tion of new nations, especially in Africa and Asia. The countries of Latin and 
South America started to become more assertive at charting their own course 
of political and economic action, which often did not align with the direction 
desired by the developed countries of the North, their former colonial powers. 
Countries also tried to understand why cataclysmic events such as World War 
II happened, in the hope of preventing them from occurring again in the future.

We see even greater and more rapid changes since the end of the Cold War. 
The countries of the developing world have moved far beyond their second-
ary postcolonial status and are now emerging as international powerhouses 
that even the most developed countries, such as the United States, have to deal 
with. For example, China is no longer a developing country built on a peasant 
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workforce tied to the land; rather, it is a military and economic force to be reck-
oned with. The economy of India, the world’s largest democracy and one of the 
BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India, and China, and sometimes including South Africa) 
countries, had been growing at a rate of over 7 percent annually, making it one 
of the fastest growing. However, it was hit particularly hard by the coronavirus 
pandemic, which led to an economic contraction in 2020 and 2021. Although 
many educated Indians are part of the global technology framework, about half 
of the population depends on agriculture for its livelihood; agriculture accounts 
for 15 percent of the country’s GDP,2 which continues to hold India back at this 
time. Nonetheless, it is quickly emerging as a major player economically as well 
as politically. 

The pattern of rapid economic growth and social development that we see in 
India is not unique but has been repeated in countless other formerly develop-
ing countries, such as South Africa and Brazil. Although both of these are facing 
political issues at the present time as well, that does not in any way diminish 
the rapid progress that they have made economically in a relatively short pe-
riod. However, that growth could easily be undermined because of the impact 
of the coronavirus pandemic. For example, Brazil was starting to recover from 
the impact of the 2014–2016 recession when the pandemic crisis hit, which had 
an impact on the health as well as economic sectors of the country. To begin 
to address this, and especially protect the most vulnerable members of society, 
the Brazilian government implemented a fiscal program focused on social as-
sistance. This helped limit the economic contraction with growth expected to 
rebound to 3 percent in 2021. But realizing this goal will depend on controlling 
the spread of the disease including the pace of vaccinations. Estimates are that 
in the longer-term, the poverty level of the country will rise as will the impact on 
education and students’ learning given the closing of schools across the country.3 
No matter how well a government plans or prepares, unexpected events, such as 
the emergence of the pandemic, can easily upend all policies.

This change in the international order among nation-states has important 
implications for other aspects of IR, such as international organizations. With 
the growing economic strength of the formerly developing countries, the world 
is no longer divided into “developed” and “developing” nations, power blocs 
have been realigned, and more countries are asserting themselves in discussions 
on important global issues such as the environment. Within the established in-
ternational organizations, such as the UN, these same countries are demanding 
more of a say, claiming that the Cold War order that provided the framework for 
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the creation of these organizations and was tied to “major powers” is no longer 
appropriate. And of course globalization has made it not only possible but easier 
for more countries to play a role in and have an impact on the international 
economic system.

We see the changing nature of the international system in other ways as well. 
For example, in an age in which countries are interdependent, the earthquake 
and tsunami that hit Japan in March 2011 disrupted life in that country as well 
as in the countries that trade with it. Help came quickly not only from other 
countries, but from international organizations whose mission is humanitar-
ian aid and assistance. It is easy to look at that case and to think that help from 
other countries was forthcoming because they needed Japan; a disruption in 
trade could easily have had global consequences. But that would hide a more 
important message. We can also look at the earthquake that struck Haiti in Janu-
ary 2010, resulting in the deaths of more than three hundred thousand people, 
injury to at least that number, and more than one million people left homeless.4 
Haiti is not a major player in the international system, and yet supplies and 
aid were coming as quickly as twenty-four hours after the initial event. And 
the help came from other countries but also from NGOs such as the Red Cross 
and Doctors Without Borders. The message here is that NGOs have emerged 
as important actors during national disasters, often supplanting the role that 
nation-states used to play. 

It becomes clear, then, that in addition to the realignment in the relative 
power of nation-states, one of the other major changes that we see in the opera-
tion of the international system as a whole is the emergence of nonstate actors 
who have come to play a role that is in some cases as large as or even larger than 
that of nation-states. These nonstate actors are also known as transnational ac-
tors because they operate across national borders. Some, like NGOs, provide aid 
and help in the event of major catastrophes, both natural (such as earthquakes 
and tsunamis) and man-made (including the devastation caused by wars). They 
also help influence policy by raising issues to the front of the international 
agenda, as organizations such as Greenpeace and the Sierra Club do for the 
environment or Amnesty International has done for issues of human rights. 
And they advocate for specific positions within countries and across countries 
on behalf of children, women, animals, the environment, and so on. Others, like 
MNCs and terrorist groups, influence the policies of nation-states for other sets 
of reasons. Clearly, these nonstate actors influence important aspects of inter-
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national relations and play a role that nation-states can’t or won’t play. Yet they 
exist outside the traditional level-of-analysis framework.

What are Nonstate actors?

Nonstate actors can fall into a broad range of categories, but on the whole, 
they exist outside the traditional category of nation-states. Some have nation-
states as their members, and others are organizations or groups of individuals 
whose membership and goals cross the borders of nation-states. Some are or-
ganized to advocate for the common good, such as the environment, the rights 
of children, or health care, while others have expressly political motives, such 
as terrorist groups. What makes them so perplexing to deal with in IR terms, 
though, is that the major theories and levels-of-analysis framework have few 
ways to account for them or their behavior. These organizations don’t fall within 
any of the major theoretical perspectives, yet they have a marked impact on the 
traditional actors in IR.

International organizations are also known as intergovernmental organiza-
tions (IGOs), because their members are nation-states, and generally their main 
role is to help bring order to the international system. This category encompasses 
a range of organizations, for example, the UN or the EU, which bring sovereign 
nation-states together in pursuit of common goals. What becomes most interest-
ing in these cases, however, is how states can join together to pursue common 
policies without infringing on their sovereignty as individual nations. This is a 
point we will come back to a little bit later in this chapter.

Another group that has become more familiar to many are NGOs, whose 
members are individuals or groups rather than nation-states and who generally 
have a specialized function. Often they try to influence national or international 
policies and are created specifically to advocate for a specific policy that tran-
scends national borders. Examples of these are Amnesty International, which 
fights for basic human rights worldwide; Doctors Without Borders (Médecins 
Sans Frontières), an international medical humanitarian group that provides 
medical assistance after a natural disaster, political violence, or in cases of 
extreme poverty; and Greenpeace International, which campaigns to protect 
the global environment, to name but a few of the better-known organizations. 
Such NGOs are another form of international organization that exist outside 
the formal levels of analysis but that try to bring pressure upon the actors in the 
international system, nation-states, and international organizations in order to 
effect policy change.
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Other entities, such as terrorist groups or even MNCs, can also influence 
actors in the international system and can pose a threat of some kind to the in-
ternational system and/or the actors within it, especially the nation-state. In the 
case of terrorist groups, the threat is pretty self-explanatory. However, MNCs are 
much more insidious in the role they play. While they exist outside the levels of 
analysis, they can exert a strong influence on the policies of nation-states and the 
international system as a whole because of the economic strength that they have. 
And for that reason, it is important to explore them.

We also include in this chapter a section on the media. During a period when 
cable news proliferates, when the internet is ubiquitous and social media trans-
mits ideas quickly, and when “fake facts” and “alt news” seem to raise questions 
about what is “real” news and what isn’t, we need to think about the role that the 
media plays as it, too, influences what people think and believe and therefore the 
policies that can result. In that sense, the media also functions as a nonstate ac-
tor. Also included here is a section on civil society. As the uprisings of the Arab 
Spring have shown, these groups that exist outside the formal political structure 
can bring people together to influence policy and bring about change. With the 
advent of social media, the role of civil society has grown even more important. 

In this chapter, we will consider each of these types of nonstate actors. Begin-
ning with a general definition or description of each, we will explore their goals, 
their members, and the role they play in international relations, both in theory 
and practice. Because these groups of actors exist outside the bounds of the 
formal levels of analysis, we need to look at the impact that they do have and on 
what levels. Thus, one of the major points to think about as we continue through 
this discussion is what level or levels of analysis they draw from or affect as ac-
tors in the international system.

In keeping with the themes of this brief overview of IR, what we are going to 
turn our attention to first is at the more macro level, focusing on international 
organizations as a group of actors that have come to play a role in international 
relations. They are generally made up of nation-states as well as some NGOs, 
and they seek ways to bring nation-states together to discuss issues of common 
concern and to make policy that will affect all of them. In so doing, they help 
bring about a more stable and regulated order in the international system.

In chapter 3 we talked about the concept of collective security and how it 
was embodied in the charter of the UN. Our approach here will be to identify 
the purposes or functions that international organizations serve, the role(s) 
they can—or cannot—play in the international system today, and the type of 
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influence they have. We will also try to see the ways in which different theoreti-
cal approaches view international organizations. We will then look quickly at 
examples of specific organizations in order to apply our understanding of them.

iNTErNaTiONaL OrGaNiZaTiONS

Within the subfield of IR, there is a further subdivision that includes the study 
of international organizations. Generally, when we think of international or-
ganizations, we think of those organizations whose members are national gov-
ernments, therefore, they are also known as IGOs. Within this broad category, 
organizations can be further subdivided; some have virtually universal member-
ship, such as the UN, while others are regional organizations, such as the EU.

Another way to look at these IGOs is by function. For example, there are orga-
nizations that were created to ensure the collective security of their members. The 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) is an example of that type and, on a 
larger scale, so is the UN. There are other organizations that were created to help 
stabilize the international economic system, such as the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), “an organization of 189 countries, working to foster global monetary 
cooperation, secure financial stability, facilitate international trade, promote high 
employment and sustainable economic growth, and reduce poverty around the 
world.”5 Then there are a plethora of regional organizations designed to facilitate 
free trade and openness among member nations such as the North American 
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), later renegotiated as the U.S.-Mexico-Canada 
Agreement (USMCA), which unites the United States, Canada, and Mexico into 
a big trading bloc.6 The Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation is an organization of 
twenty-one nation-states that border both sides of the Pacific Ocean that is com-
mitted to increasing trade and opening markets in the Asia-Pacific region. Hence, 
its membership includes the three USMCA countries, but also Chile and Peru in 
South America and a range of other countries including China, Japan, Russia, 
and Vietnam. This illustrates the ways in which membership in organizations can 
often be overlapping rather than exclusive. And there is no limit to the number or 
types of organizations that a country can be part of.

These are but a few examples of the types of international organizations that 
exist and the varied roles that they play internationally. What all of these have in 
common is that their members are nation-states that have joined the organiza-
tion in the belief that doing so will further their national interest. Nation-states 
may be, and often are, members of more than one organization that reflect the 
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different interests and priorities that nations have, for example, security, eco-
nomics, trade, regional, international, and so on.

We will now turn to a more detailed discussion of some of the different types 
of international organizations that, ultimately, will allow us to draw some impor-
tant conclusions about the roles they play in the international system.

iNTErGOVErNMENTaL OrGaNiZaTiONS

As noted previously, IGOs are multilateral organizations whose members are 
nation-states. As we have suggested, this raises some interesting questions about 
the balance between the state’s commitments to the organization while also 
ensuring its own sovereignty. In order to be able to answer that question of bal-
ance, we need to begin by determining why states join such organizations in the 
first place. Here the theoretical approaches can give us some insight, even if they 
appear to be conflicting.

There are certain general principles that are common to all IGOs and help 
describe the role(s) that they play in international relations. The assumption 
underlying the creation of IGOs is that each organization brings together inde-
pendent states that adhere to the basic principles and goals of the organization 
and are willing to support its norms. Each organization also has its own set of 
rules of operation, ways to finance itself, a bureaucratic structure of some type, 
a voting or decision making approach among its members, ways to punish 
member states that don’t conform, and membership criteria. Because there is no 
single means of enforcing international law, IGOs often play an important role 
in ensuring that such laws, international agreements, and policies are enforced 
and violators punished. Beyond this set of generalities, however, international 
organizations vary widely.

The United Nations

The UN is a multilateral organization whose membership includes most 
nation-states. It was founded in 1945, as the Second World War was ending 
and as countries were looking for ways to ensure that a similar war would never 
again happen. While it was created to help ensure peace and security around the 
globe, as the world has changed so has the mission of the organization, which 
now includes dealing with climate change, health crises, and issues pertaining to 
a sustainable future for all peoples among its portfolio.

 The UN is also a major and complex bureaucracy composed of many parts 
and agencies, with voting of the whole on broad policy issues coming through 
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the General Assembly based on majority vote. So, in that forum, all states have 
an equal voice. In contrast, the Security Council of the UN has the primary 
responsibility for issues pertaining to international peace and security and can 
meet at any time. There are fifteen members, including five permanent mem-
bers (China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States), each 
of which has veto power, and ten additional members that are elected by the 
General Assembly to serve two-year terms. One of the major items of discussion 
lately has been whether the makeup of the Security Council is an artifact of the 
Cold War and needs to be broadened. That argument suggests that the number 
of permanent members should be expanded to more accurately represent the 
power distribution beyond the “major powers” of the Cold War period—for 
example, to include at least one of the BRIC states and/or a representative from 
different regions, including Latin/South America and Africa. Despite this ap-
parent flaw in membership and the difficulty that the UN in general has had in 
adapting to changing international realities, it continues to play an important 
role in the international system as a forum for discussion and also because of the 
specialized work it does through its various agencies.

One of the unique roles that the UN plays internationally has to do with 
peacekeeping. An extension of the collective security role that the UN was cre-
ated for, the peacekeeping mission extends into regions in which there is violent 
political conflict. Because of its virtually universal membership and the fact that 
the deployment of UN peacekeeping forces is discussed, debated, and voted on 
in the Security Council, it is generally seen as playing an apolitical role, respond-
ing instead to the particular circumstances and working for the greater good.

UN peacekeeping forces, also known as “blue helmets” because of their head-
gear, play an important and unique role in supporting missions designated by UN 
Security Council resolutions or other relevant organizations, such as NATO. In 
that regard they play a role that no single country can, injecting themselves into 
conflict situations not as combatants but as representatives of an international 
organization deployed for a specific purpose and usually of limited duration. For 
example, UN peacekeeping forces patrol the Green Zone between the north and 
south in Cyprus and the DMZ separating North and South Korea, supported the 
implementation of a peace agreement between the government and rebel factions 
in Sudan, helped maintain civil order in the Democratic Republic of Congo, were 
based in Kosovo to help administer that area and to support the reconstruction 
of a political process following the conflict in 1999, and have performed and 
still perform countless other missions in virtually every part of the world—all  



184 C h a P T E r  5

authorized by the international system through the UN. The forces are drawn 
from member countries, and their purpose is “to capitalize on the moral authority 
drawn from their position as peacekeepers accepted in principle by all contending 
parties.” Given their mission, UN peacekeeping forces were not to intervene or 
take sides in any conflict, but were there “only to monitor the peace and to pro-
vide a necessary presence to dissuade the parties from resorting to force against 
each other.”7 They have been more successful in some cases than in others. 

Ideally, of course, one of the goals of the UN’s collective security function is to 
provide a forum for discussion and debate that allows for the peaceful resolution of 
conflicts before they escalate into armed violence. However, should the conflict es-
calate, the UN can help play the role of peacemaker and/or peacekeeper as needed.

As noted earlier, over time the UN has come to play a broader role than just 
dealing with conflict and peace. Through its various agencies, the UN performs 
other important tasks pertaining to human rights, children, women, social and 
economic programs, adjudicating international disputes, and other broad inter-
national issues as they arise. Each of these has its own structure and specialized 
mission, although there can be overlap. For example, if you ever trick-or-treated 
for the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), you were raising money on behalf of the 
UN organization specifically dedicated to helping children worldwide.

In brief, the UN has other agencies within it that address specific issues. One 
of the most critical recently has been dealing with the international refugee crisis 
that has emerged as people are fleeing conflicts such as the ones in Syria, Yemen, 
and other parts of the Middle East and Africa, as well as economic dislocations 
due to environmental catastrophes. These have put more pressure on some of 
the UN agencies that were created to deal specifically with these types of issues. 
An estimated sixty million people were displaced by World War II, yet the Office 
of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, created in 1950 following World 
War II, reports that:

the number of displaced people is [currently] at its highest ever—surpassing even 
post–World War II numbers, when the world was struggling to come to terms 
with the most devastating event in history. The total at the end of 2015 reached 
65.3 million—or one out of every 113 people on Earth, according to the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). The number represents a 5.8 million in-
crease on the year before.8

And that number has only increased since 2015. According to UN High Com-
missioner for Refugees statistics, as of 2020, 82.4 million people worldwide were 
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forcibly displaced “as a result of persecution, conflict, violence, human rights 
violations or events seriously disturbing public order.”9 In short, as an interna-
tional organization, the UN is designed to address and to find solutions to major 
global issues by bringing countries but also NGOs together.

The UN has been subject to the accusation that it is tied too closely to Cold 
War values and political structures, and it has also been criticized for its inability 
to confront some of the most difficult international issues. Because of the struc-
ture of the Security Council, a veto, or even the threat of a veto, from one of the 
“big five” countries can limit the types of actions that the organization can take, 
often while conflict continues to rage. For example, in October 2011 as the civil 
war in Syria was escalating, China and Russia vetoed a measure proposed by Brit-
ain to impose “targeted measures” against the government of Bashar al-Assad. 
While this response provoked cries of outrage from other countries, the structure 
of the Security Council means that little could be done to move forward. 

In December 2015, the Security Council unanimously adopted Resolution 
2254, which put forward a road map for a peace process in Syria including 
outlining a timeline for peace talks. The goal was to put in place a process that 
would actively involve the Syrian people in the outcome. Despite the good 
intentions and periodic attempts to negotiate a cease-fire by members of the 
international community, the war continues. At a major donor conference held 
in March 2021, UN Secretary General António Guterres reaffirmed that ending 
the Syrian civil war must be an international commitment, along with the need 
to continue to provide humanitarian aid and assistance to the millions who have 
been affected by the war. At the conference, the Secretary General said “the UN 
will be ‘relentless’ in pursuing a negotiated political settlement to the conflict, in 
line with Security Council Resolution 2254, which also calls for a ceasefire,” but 
peace continues to remain an elusive goal.10 This is a good example of how the 
UN can bring countries together to work toward a common goal, although ulti-
mately, it will be up to members of the international community to bring enough 
pressure for a cease-fire, if not actual peace in Syria. 

Criticisms aside, the UN has been able to endure and remain an important 
symbol of international cooperation and unity, as well as being an estab-
lished forum for discussion of important issues. Many of the conventions and 
resolutions pertaining directly to women, for example, grew out of major UN- 
sponsored conferences that brought together political leaders and NGOs. Pas-
sage of conventions such as the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence 
against Women, passed in 1993, and the 1979 Convention on the Elimination 

https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/
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of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, described as the international 
bill of rights for women, brings the weight of the international system to bear 
on important issues, in this case pertaining specifically to women. Through the 
Millennium Development Goals and its successor, the Sustainable Development 
Goals, the UN has been able to use its influence to raise a number of important 
human security issues to the top of the international agenda. The Sustainable 
Development Goals outline a range of issues that countries could aspire to 
achieve by 2030, for the greater good.

What these examples illustrate are the ways in which the UN can be used to 
coalesce international opinion behind an issue and can contribute to interna-
tional agreement.

S U S T A I N A B L E  D E V E L O P M E N T  G O A L S

On January 1, 2016, the seventeen Sustainable Development Goals ad-
opted at a summit of world leaders in September 2015 officially came 
into force:

Over the next fifteen years, with these new Goals that universally apply to 

all, countries will mobilize efforts to end all forms of poverty, fight inequali-

ties and tackle climate change, while ensuring that no one is left behind. . . . 

The new Goals are unique in that they call for action by all countries, poor, 

rich and middle-income to promote prosperity while protecting the planet. 

They recognize that ending poverty must go hand-in-hand with strategies 

that build economic growth and addresses a range of social needs including 

education, health, social protection, and job opportunities, while tackling 

climate change and environmental protection.1

Although these are not legally binding, governments are expected to 
establish national frameworks to achieve these goals by 2030. Taken to-
gether, these goals will improve the lives of everyone as well as the state 
of the planet.

Goal 1: End poverty for all.

Goal 2: End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition, 
and promote sustainable agriculture.

BOX 5 .1
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Goal 3: Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages.

Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and quality education for all and promote 
lifelong learning.

Goal 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls.

Goal 6: Ensure access to water and sanitation for all.

Goal 7: Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and mod-
ern energy for all.

Goal 8: Promote inclusive and sustainable economic growth, em-
ployment, and decent work for all.

Goal 9: Build resilient infrastructure, promote sustainable industrial-
ization, and foster innovation.

Goal 10: Reduce inequality within and among countries.

Goal 11: Make cities inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable. 

Goal 12: Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns.

Goal 13: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.

Goal 14: Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and marine 
resources.

Goal 15: Sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, halt 
and reverse land degradation, and halt biodiversity loss.

Goal 16: Promote just, peaceful, and inclusive societies.

Goal 17: Revitalize the global partnership for sustainable  
development.

This last goal has become especially important and relevant in light 
of the emergence of the coronavirus pandemic. It states that “Strong 
international cooperation is needed now more than ever to ensure that 
countries have the means to recover from the pandemic, build back better 
and achieve the Sustainable Development Goals.”2

NOTES
1. United Nations, “The Sustainable Development Agenda,” http://www.un.org 

/sustainabledevelopment/development-agenda.
2. United Nations, “Sustainable Development Goals: 17 Goals to Transform Our 

World,” http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/globalpartnerships.

http://www.un.org/sustain
http://www.un.org/sustain
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/globalpartnerships
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North atlantic Treaty Organization

As noted previously, there are any number of other IGOs that are either more 
limited in membership or that take on specific functions. Many of these were 
created after World War II by the then “great powers” as a way to stabilize and 
formalize some aspect of international relations. For example, NATO was cre-
ated in 1949 by the democratic countries of Western Europe, specifically to link 
them with the United States to serve as a deterrent to Soviet expansion. The as-
sumption was that this alliance would explicitly tie the U.S. nuclear deterrent to 
the European allies, and it would thereby balance the power of the Soviet Union. 
The formal enlargement of NATO in 1999 to include the countries of the former 
Eastern bloc, beginning with Poland, Hungary, and the Czech Republic, was 
tangible proof that the Cold War had ended and that these formerly communist 
countries were now recognized democracies. But perhaps even more important, 
NATO enlargement has served as an indicator that the old international order 
was changing, and along with it, so were assumptions about the need for a col-
lective security agreement directed against a single threat.

Especially since the end of the Cold War, the utility of NATO has been 
questioned specifically regarding whether an alliance created to meet a specific 
threat (that is, an expansionist Soviet Union) could adapt to a changing world. 
The decision was made to enlarge NATO in 1993 at the same time that the war 
in Bosnia was escalating, raising serious issues about the role of the alliance after 
the Cold War. When NATO agreed to go into the Balkans initially in 1992, it was 
the first “out of area” mission, and it set a precedent for the expanded global role 
for the alliance that we see today. In December 2001, two months after the deci-
sion to attack Afghanistan, NATO created the International Security Assistance 
Force, and in August 2003, NATO assumed leadership of the International Se-
curity Assistance Force operation. At that time, the alliance “became responsible 
for the command, coordination and planning of the force, including the provi-
sion of a force commander and headquarters on the ground in Afghanistan.”11 
Hence, NATO has evolved from an organization designed specifically to protect 
the European allies by tying them to the U.S. nuclear deterrent, as envisioned 
when NATO was created in 1949, to one that is bringing together many coun-
tries to address major security issues in other parts of the world.

However, questions about the utility of NATO remained. For example, 
as a candidate for president, Donald Trump referred to the alliance as being 
“obsolete,” which sent a critical signal to the allies about his understanding of 
NATO.12 After Trump came into office, he made it clear that he had disdain for 
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the organization, believing that the allies were taking advantage of the United 
States. Or, as Peter Bergen describes it, Trump’s policies must be seen within the 
context of his “complete lack of understanding of the United States’ historical 
role as the leader of a rules-based international order and the unique strategic 
value of America’s alliances. For Trump, every country seemed to be judged only 
through the narrow lens of its bilateral trade balances with the United States.”13 
This contributed to great strains in the alliance; addressing those and repairing 
relations was one of President Biden’s highest priorities in his first trip to Europe 
in June 2021 when he clearly reaffirmed the importance of this relationship.

According to its webpage, as of April 2021, NATO was leading missions in 
Afghanistan, maintains a presence in Kosovo, and patrols the Mediterranean 
to counter the threat of terrorism. NATO initiated a training mission in Iraq, 
“which aims at developing the capacity of Iraq’s security forces, its defense and 
security institutions, and its national defense academies.” In addition, NATO is 
also supporting the African Union (AU) and conducting air policing missions 
on the request of its allies.14 Since 2014, NATO has also been focusing more on 
cyber-security and defense, a topic we will return to later. In other words, as 
threats and conflict areas have changed, NATO has tried to adapt to meet these 
new military, security, and defense needs.

The international Economic System: The international Monetary fund,  
World Bank, and World Trade Organization

There are many other examples of the creation of specialized IGOs created 
after World War II to serve specific purposes as envisioned by the major powers, 
given the political and economic realities of that time. The IMF grew out of the 
Bretton Woods Conference in 1944, driven largely by the United States to pro-
mote international monetary cooperation and stability. The World Bank, which 
was also created at Bretton Woods, was originally designed to help facilitate the 
postwar reconstruction efforts in Europe, but it was subsequently expanded to 
provide loans to assist countries’ development efforts. These organizations were 
designed to help foster financial stability, promote international trade and coop-
eration, and encourage employment and economic growth worldwide through 
their policies. And many of the ideas underlying these organizations made sense 
at that time. But the situation has changed since then, leading to questions about 
their effectiveness today.

One of the major policies that both organizations advocate are structural ad-
justment programs that “impose specific spending restrictions on governments, 
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especially when it comes to social welfare, health and education programs, 
while encouraging expenditures on items such as infrastructure, more efficient 
revenue collection programs, tourist facilities, and tax rebates for foreign inves-
tors.”15 While these should lead to economic growth, they often ignore the costs 
to the people of the country.

The approach taken by these organizations to provide loans to the leaders or 
governments of countries has raised questions about who really benefits from 
those loans. In some cases, the loans funded corrupt governments rather than 
the projects that were designed to reach the people. The structural adjustment 
programs that were supposed to help a country develop by offering lower inter-
est rates on loans under certain conditions can actually have the opposite effect 
by putting the country into debt, which can undermine its economic develop-
ment.16 And feminist theorists as well as some of the Marxist/radical theorists 
question “the harsh effects of structural adjustment policies imposed by the In-
ternational Monetary Fund on Third World debtor nations [which] fall dispro-
portionately on women as providers of basic needs, as social welfare programs 
in areas of health, nutrition, and housing are cut.”17

The IMF and the World Bank have also been subjected to international 
criticism and questions about their role in a globalized world. At the most basic 
level, both of these organizations were created at a period in time that was quite 
different from the present, politically and economically. This can be seen in the 
leadership structure of each; traditionally, the World Bank has been headed by 
an American and the IMF by a European, representing the “old” order. When 
IMF Managing Director Dominique Strauss-Kahn stepped down because of a 
sex scandal in May 2011, there were questions about whether his replacement 
had to be a European. In fact, some countries argued that it was time to move 
beyond that assumption and to have a managing director from one of the emerg-
ing countries who could better understand those countries’ needs. Nonetheless, 
Christine Lagarde, formerly Finance Minister of France, was chosen to serve in 
the post from 2011 to 2019 when she was replaced by another woman, Krista-
lina Georgieva, from Bulgaria, who is the first person from an emerging market 
economy to lead the IMF since its inception in 1944. Prior to assuming the IMF 
post, she served as chief executive officer of the World Bank and thus is familiar 
with both these major international financial and economic institutions. 

Prior to Georgieva’s appointment, Lagarde’s resignation from the post sparked 
a round of debate and discussion as to who her successor should be, and why a 
European? Other potential contenders emerged from countries such as Mexico 
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and Colombia, which are in line with the criticisms about the closed nature of the 
IMF. Although a European was eventually chosen for the position, that does not 
minimize the ongoing criticisms of the organization nor of the need for reform.

In chapter 1, in our brief discussion of international political economy, we 
raised the point “the advent of globalization has really raised questions about who 
makes the decisions and who is affected by those decisions.” This is especially 
pertinent when we look at the organizations that are the artifacts of the Bretton 
Woods system, especially the World Bank and the IMF, and ask whether they 
remain relevant in our current interdependent and globalized world. Along with 
that is the question of whose interests they really represent. For example, the five 
countries with the largest number of shares in World Bank capital (the United 
States, Germany, France, Japan, and the United Kingdom) have the greatest say. 
Again, this reinforces the charges that these institutions are artifacts of the Cold 
War and do not reflect current international reality. Furthermore, since their 
members are states, they cannot help but be subject to political rivalries that can 
call into question their decisions. 

The international trade system, which also has been in place since just after 
the Second World War, similarly seems to be in flux. The creation of the Gen-
eral Agreement on Tariffs and Trade in 1947, and its successor the World Trade 
Organization (WTO), which went into effect in 1995, were basically products 
of the Western states but the goal was to create an international trading system 
that would be fair and competitive for all countries. As the world became more 
globalized with the end of the Cold War, these international organizations be-
came more important. Because the international system can be anarchic, these 
organizations created mechanisms for international trade as well as a venue for 
airing disputes. In addition, one of the underlying premises was that countries 
that were engaged in trade would not go to war with one another. Hence, an 
international trading system could also help keep the peace.18

Since it grew out of the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade in 1995, the 
WTO has helped regulate international trade. While the General Agreement on 
Tariffs and Trade was intended to help create rules for international trade, it had 
no way to enforce those rules. An appellate body was created as part of the WTO 
specifically to “hear appeals about trade disputes and grants the right of limited 
retaliation where there has been wrongdoing.”19 Approximately 164 countries 
and territories abide by the rules of the WTO and the decisions of its appellate 
division, and having this mechanism has kept many international disputes from 
escalating. However, that did not stop the United States under President Trump 
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from engaging in trade wars including imposing tariffs on some of the U.S. allies. 
At his summit meeting in Europe in June 2021, President Biden and EU leaders 
were able to start walking some of these back, including addressing the tariff war 
between EU’s Airbus and the United States’ Boeing Corporation. 

Most of the WTO member states acknowledge that the process to settle dis-
putes within the organization can be long and cumbersome and that there is a 
need to update WTO rules and address member states’ lack of commitment to 
transparency that is also essential to the dispute resolution process. Despite all its 
weaknesses, most countries also agree about the importance of this international 
organization as a mechanism for addressing international trade, something that 
will be even more important as economies start to recover from the downturn 
caused by the coronavirus pandemic.

regional Organizations

In addition to international organizations that bring together all or most of 
the nation-states, such as the UN or the IMF, World Bank, and WTO, a host of 
regional organizations have emerged that complement—or challenge—the place 
of global IGOs. Many of these reflect changing power relationships both inter-
nationally and regionally, and they can play an important role for the member 
countries. Often they are both economic and political in scope, and they exist to 
foster greater collaboration and cooperation among the member nations.

The oldest among these regional organizations is the Organization of Ameri-
can States (OAS), which entered into force in 1951. Now composed of thirty-five 
states in the Americas, the United States is represented as simply one of the mem-
bers, albeit with more resources than most of the other member countries. The 
OAS was based on four pillars: promoting democracy, defending human rights, 
ensuring a multidimensional approach to security in the region, and fostering 
development and prosperity throughout the region.20

Another example of an ongoing regional organization is the Organization 
of African Unity, now called the AU, which was created in 1963 to promote 
cooperation and solidarity among the states of Africa and to ensure a better life 
for the peoples of the continent. One of the underlying goals of the AU is to 
minimize dependence on the developed countries of the North and West and 
to further the roles in which African countries can help one another. Both the 
OAS and the AU serve as examples of regional organizations created to foster 
cooperation and collaboration among the states of a particular region that would 
be independent of the major international powers.
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The European Union as a Case Study

Perhaps the most well-known and even enduring of the regional organiza-
tions is the EU. Currently, the EU is made up of twenty-seven countries that 
have pledged to move toward a common economic, foreign, and defense policy, 
including the seventeen countries that make up the euro zone—those countries 
that have come to adopt the euro as their common currency, although adopting 
the euro is not a requirement for being in the EU. Because of its economic power, 
Germany has emerged as an important player in both the EU and the euro zone 
and has, in fact, dictated many of the economic policies that the countries in that 
group have followed. What cannot be overlooked is the fact that in a globalized 
world, the economic policies and issues surrounding the euro zone have a direct 
impact on the global economic system. The EU also stands as an example of the 
growing trend toward regional integration.

The EU has an interesting structure; each of the member nations has its own 
leader, typically a president, a prime minister, or both. But as an entity, the EU 
also has a president—actually two: a president of the European Council and a 
president of the European Commission. The European Council is composed of 
the heads of state or government of each of the EU member nations, and it meets 
regularly to review common policies and initiatives. It is headed by a president 
who is appointed for a two-and-a-half-year term, replacing the previous struc-
ture of a presidency that rotated among member nations. This body has been the 
driving force behind EU integration efforts. The European Commission is the 
executive body of the EU, and it is responsible for the implementation of policy 
and the day-to-day running of the EU. There are twenty-seven commissioners, 
one per member state, with the president proposed by the European Council and 
then elected by the European Parliament.

Are you confused yet? How can an organization of twenty-seven sovereign 
states also be a member of another organization that has its own parliament and 
president(s) and makes policy that each state is expected to support? The real-
ists would say that states will remain in this organization as long as it is in their 
national interest to do so. The liberals would say that all countries benefit from 
this union of democratic countries because of increased trade and the advan-
tages that come from a common security and foreign policy. The constructivists 
would note the ways in which these states and the people within them have been 
transformed because of the structural framework within which they are now 
interacting (the EU) and, in turn, that the structure itself has been transformed 
because of the member states.
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That is one of the challenges of integration, and it serves as the primary rea-
son that the people of the United Kingdom rebelled and voted to leave in what 
has become known as “Brexit.” The Brexit vote raises important questions about 
the future of the EU and whether other countries, which are or could become 
similarly discontent with EU policies that run counter to what is believed to be 
in their national interest, would also choose to leave the EU.

T H E  E U R O P E A N  U N I O N  A N D  “ B R E X I T ”

The European Union (EU) has its origin in the post–World War II period 
and the desire to bring some of the recovering European states closer to-
gether. The Treaty of Rome was signed in 1957 and officially went into ef-
fect on January 1, 1958, creating the European Economic Community. The 
1992 Maastricht Treaty officially established the European Union, with the 
then European Community as one of its foundational pillars. The Lisbon 
Treaty that followed in 2007, entering into force on December 1, 2009, 
further amends and updates the previous treaties. In addition to creating 
the euro zone, which not all EU members need to be part of—the United 
Kingdom retained its own currency, for example—the EU created a Eu-
ropean government with the goal of moving all member states toward a 
common foreign and security as well as economic policy. There has often 
been tension between the sovereignty of the individual member states, 
currently at twenty-seven with the withdrawal of the United Kingdom, and 
the goals of the EU as a whole, but those tensions were subsumed by the 
importance of the larger goals and the many advantages accrued to the 
individual states by being part of this organization.

In a referendum called by British Prime Minister David Cameron, on 
June 23, 2016, the United Kingdom voted by 52 percent to 48 percent to 
leave the EU in what has become known as “Brexit.” What was perhaps 
most interesting about the result were the differences they revealed 
within the United Kingdom, not only across regions but also generation-
ally. Regionally, Scotland, Northern Ireland, and London and a few other 
primarily urban areas were strongly for “remain,” while much of rural 
England and Wales as well as some of the aging industrial cities went 
heavily to “leave.” Younger and more educated people (especially under 

BOX 5 .2
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age forty) voted to remain by a significantly larger margin than did older 
people. In many cases, this pitted members of households against one 
another. All of this suggests very big differences in the ways in which 
different groups and regions perceive their own country as well as its 
relationship to Europe.

Article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty outlines how a country could leave the 
EU. It states, “Any Member State may decide to withdraw from the Union 
in accordance with its own constitutional requirements.”1 It then puts 
the burden on the state that seeks to withdraw to notify the European 
Council of its intention, and then the EU and the state enter into negotia-
tions regarding the arrangement for the formal withdrawal. Part of those 
negotiations should include the terms for the future relationship between 
the individual state and the EU. 

After the Brexit vote and the official notification that the United King-
dom was planning to leave, the clock started in June 2017, with two years 
to conclude the negotiations unless both the members of the European 
Council and the state decide to extend the period. The negotiations were 
difficult, although an agreement was finally reached on Christmas Eve 
2020. While the United Kingdom hailed its independence from the EU as 
an important affirmation of its own sovereignty with its ability to negoti-
ate its own trade deals, it also brought with it problems of how to navigate 
existing trade arrangements. Initially, the imposition of new controls led 
to massive traffic jams and back-ups at the borders, as paperwork was 
now required that had not been needed before. And especially thorny 
was what to do about Northern Ireland, which has and continues to retain 
close ties with the Republic of Ireland with which it shares a land border.

The lesson here is that “in international affairs, power matters, as the 
pact between the UK and the EU shows. The EU is a much more impor-
tant market to the UK . . . than the UK is to the EU as a whole or to any 
individual EU country.”2

NOTES
1. Lisbon Treaty, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=OJ%3AC 

%3A2007%3A306%3ATOC.
2. Stephen Fidler, “Sovereignty Doesn’t Always Mean Getting Your Way,” The 

Wall Street Journal, December 26–27, 2020, A8 (print).
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As it has existed to this time, EU nations have a common foreign and eco-
nomic policy when they agree, but they generally resort to national policies 
when they disagree. However, when the member nations disagree, it means 
that the EU working as a whole can do little or nothing at all. The primary ex-
ample of this is the U.S. decision to go to war with Iraq in 2003, where some of 
the member nations, such as the United Kingdom, Poland, and initially Spain, 
were strong supporters of the U.S. decision, as opposed to France, Germany, 
and Belgium, which were united in opposition. And the EU countries remain 
deeply divided over the issue of EU enlargement in general and which countries 
to admit in particular. This is especially acute over the issue of membership for 
Turkey, a country that applied for full membership as far back as 1987 but has 
yet to meet the criteria for membership. The reality, though, is that issues of 
enlargement take a backseat to the crises that the EU is experiencing as it has to 
deal with Brexit, an influx of refugees, and economic uncertainty.

What does this brief review of IGOs tell us about the state of IR today? First, 
the emergence of regional organizations that parallel the broader global ones 
suggests that states still believe in the importance of organizations that bring 
them together to pursue common goals. Yet, as the Brexit example illustrates, 
when a state sees a conflict between what is in its national interest and the goals 
of an organization, it has the option to leave, which then threatens the cohesion 
of the entire organization.

Second, the emergence of regional organizations serves to reinforce the 
changing power structure within the international system. Countries no longer 
have to rely on the major powers for security or to ensure their economic well-
being. While many organizations include some of the major powers—the United 
States is a member of many IGOs, including regional ones such as Asia-Pacific 
Economic Cooperation, USMCA, and the OAS—the organization does not de-
pend on, or even want, a major power like the United States to steer its course. 
Rather, the United States serves as another member of the group, albeit one with 
more resources than other members.

Third, many of the IGOs that exist today stress economic cooperation, rather 
than security, as a core value. Admittedly, this is an indicator of the chang-
ing and broadening understanding of security, which is also a function of the 
post–Cold War world. It is also a vindication of one of the basic principles put 
forward by feminist authors that the concept of security needs to be redefined so 
that it moves “beyond its association with military issues” to include economic 
and environmental threats, as well as ensuring basic values such as freedom.21 
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It is instructive that the websites of so many regional organizations stress these 
values as fundamental to the organization.

Fourth, despite the criticisms of the global IGOs with their emphasis on the 
power of the developed countries and their outdated goals, these organizations 
remain important; they have not been supplanted by other organizations, either 
regional or functional, but rather they continue to exist and to play a prominent 
role internationally. One basic assumption of political life is that if an entity, 
such as an organization, stops being able to meet a need or perform a function, 
it will cease to exist or it will be supplanted by another entity/actor/organization 
that can better fill the gap. But that has not happened. Whereas the League of 
Nations disappeared when it became clear that it could not serve the function 
it was designed for, the UN continues to exist and to play an important role in-
ternationally. While that might not have been the role it was originally designed 
for, the organization has been able to adapt and evolve and, in doing so, has met 
other needs that were not necessarily envisioned when the UN was created.

These are important lessons if we really are to understand the role of IGOs 
today. Where you stand on this issue is, in part, a function of which of the philo-
sophical traditions you support, which in turn will color your interpretation of 
the issues.

iGOs and ir Theory

If IGOs are an established part of the international system, how do they fit 
within the theoretical framework that we outlined earlier? As organizations 
whose members are nation-states, they clearly exist at a unique place in the 
levels-of-analysis framework and within the international system. They play a 
role as actors whose decisions and actions affect other actors, including nation-
states, in the international system at various levels. And while they represent the 
interests of the states that make up their membership, they also enact policies 
that are separate from and influence the behaviors of other nation-states, both 
those that are their members and also nonmembers.

Realists start with the presumption that all states seek to maximize their own 
power and that they are rational actors. They would also be skeptical of the 
utility of IGOs and the role that they play in the international system, as such 
organizations seem to go against the primacy of the nation-state. Logically, then, 
the next step would be to conclude that if states enter into such agreements or 
join IGOs, they do so in the belief that membership will increase their power or 
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leverage or that it would not undermine their power or leverage in any way. That 
would certainly be the case with some of the previous examples.

But there is also a healthy dose of liberal thought inherent in the creation 
of any IGO. Here the assumption is that countries choose to enter into them 
because they facilitate cooperation and collective action that all benefit from. 
All participating countries share basic values and work together to ensure that 
their values and norms are sustained. These IGOs reinforce the belief in the 
importance of interdependence and regional integration, which they see as mu-
tually beneficial. Furthermore, also underlying the liberal commitment to such 
organizations is the belief that the resulting cooperation and interdependence 
will make war and conflict less likely to occur, which is clearly another benefit.

Constructivists emphasize the structures that influence states, as well as the 
ways in which states and the individuals within them are altered by the struc-
tures with which they interact. So, as we saw earlier with the case of the EU, the  
various states in the organization are affected directly by its policies, and  
the organization (in this case, the EU), in turn, is influenced and affected by the 
decisions of the states that are its members. In other words, the structure of  
the organization transforms and is in turn transformed by the actors within it—
not only the states, but the individual leaders. Witness the critical role played by 
Angela Merkel and Germany in determining the fiscal policies of the euro zone. 
Thus, IGOs serve as a way in which the international system can be altered and 
the actions of that system changed—hopefully in a positive way.

The more radical theorists, such as Marxists, would probably discount the 
value of such organizations in the belief that even if they were not explicitly cre-
ated by the more powerful countries, ultimately an unequal power balance will 
result, creating an outcome that will pit more powerful against less powerful 
states. In many ways, this is the charge often leveled against the UN, which is 
seen as perpetuating a structure based on pitting the developed versus the devel-
oping nations, even though that now appears to be an outdated political order.

It is also in understanding the role of IGOs that the feminist perspective 
again offers some important insights. On the one hand, the UN and some of 
the other IGOs have played an important role in identifying the inequities that 
exist among members of a population and in drawing attention to ways to ad-
dress these inequities. The various world conferences on women hosted by the 
UN have drawn attention to the status of women worldwide and have led to the 
passage of resolutions specifically to ensure women’s representation and that 
women’s views are noted. However, feminists also note that since IGOs repre-
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sent the views of the governments of the member states rather than the popula-
tions, women’s views are underrepresented—as are women—in the discussions.

Regardless of which theoretical perspective you accept about the role or utility 
of IGOs, there can be little discussion or debate about the fact that they do exist 
as organizations with nation-states as their members, which play an important 
role in contemporary IR.

iGOs and Sovereignty

One question we must come back to is, how do states reconcile the appar-
ent contradiction between ensuring their own sovereignty and participating in 
an international organization? To respond to that, it is important to remember 
that any state can withdraw from the organization (or, for that matter, from any 
international agreement) at any time if it feels that participating will not be in its 
national interest or would undermine its sovereignty. An example of this can be 
seen with France and NATO and, more recently, with the United Kingdom and 
the EU, explored in more detail in box 5.2.

In the case of France and NATO, France withdrew from the NATO unified 
military command structure in 1966 in the belief that remaining within the or-
ganization undermined its sovereignty and was not in its best interest. France 
did remain part of the political structure, however, which ensured that it had 
ongoing ties to the organization. In 2009, French President Nicolas Sarkozy an-
nounced that France would be returning to the military structure, claiming that 
“there was no sense in France—a founder member of NATO—having no say in 
the organization’s decisions on military strategy.” Sarkozy also said that “this 
rapprochement with NATO ensures our national independence. . . . To distance 
ourselves would limit our independence and our room for maneuver.”22 Thus, 
Sarkozy was making the case that inclusion, rather than exclusion, offered more 
options for France and benefited its ability to make policy decisions internation-
ally, rather than constraining it as previously believed.

But Sarkozy also noted, “A solitary nation is a nation that has no influence 
whatsoever. We need strong diplomacy, a strong defense and a strong Eu-
rope.”23 This, in turn, suggests that the country’s strength and power would be 
maximized by being part of NATO. Obviously, then–French President Sarkozy 
saw that the advantages that accrued from being in the alliance outweighed the 
possible costs. This is an example of rational decision making. But it also stands 
as an example of how a country can choose when or whether to join or remain 
part of an IGO.
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This particular case is especially illustrative for a number of reasons re-
garding the role that IGOs play internationally, but also applying the levels of 
analysis. From the perspective of an individual nation-state, it shows the ways 
in which a country’s interpretation of sovereignty varied according to the in-
dividual leader of the country and also the changing political context. In the 
case of France, we can look at the decisions made by then-President Charles 
de Gaulle in 1966 versus President Sarkozy in 2009. At the nation-state level, 
it illustrates how the interpretation of the national interest changed, and with 
those changes came a different relationship to NATO. From the perspective 
of the IGO, in this case NATO, it also shows that a unified organization is far 
greater than its individual parts.

In looking at the case of the UN, we can also see some of the apparent con-
tradictions between sovereignty and the IGO. When it was envisioned initially, 
the UN was to be an organization that would unite sovereign states, all of which 
would be equal in terms of voting within the General Assembly. However, as 
sovereign states, none is bound by any determination made by the UN. There-
fore, what binds them to the organization is commitment to international law 
and the obligations that come with that. However, because of the sanctity of 
state sovereignty and other central principles of international thinking, it has 
also proven to be powerless at times to address international crises, such as the 
genocide that has taken place in a number of countries and the proliferation of 
nuclear weapons. While it has been successful at bringing countries together 
to take a stand against such global issues—the imposition of sanctions against 
North Korea as a way to check its development of nuclear weapons is an ex-
ample—it has not been able to put a stop to the actions of individual nations in 
all cases.

Nonetheless, it is also important to remember that the UN does hold moral 
suasion in that countries want UN approval for various actions. For example, 
the United States looked to the UN for support in its initial decision to go to 
war against Afghanistan following the attacks of 9/11. However, the decision to 
go to war against Iraq seriously divided the countries when it did not get UN 
approval. After reaching consensus to insist on Iraqi disarmament and for UN 
weapon inspections, the Security Council split on whether to authorize force 
against Iraq—the United States and Britain voted in favor; France, Russia, and 
China against. After France threatened to veto a UN resolution authorizing war, 
a U.S.-British coalition toppled the Iraqi government without explicit UN back-
ing. UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan later called the war “illegal.”24 
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T H E  B U S H  D O C T R I N E  A N D  T H E  D E C I S I O N  T O 
G O  T O  W A R  W I T H  I R A Q 1

In George W. Bush’s State of the Union speech in January 2002, Bush 
identified Iraq, Iran, and North Korea as an “axis of evil,” and he stated that 
“some governments will be timid in the face of terror. . . . If they do not 
act, America will.”2 He followed that up with a speech on March 11, 2002, 
the six-month anniversary of September 11, when he said, “Our coalition 
must act deliberately, but inaction is not an option” (emphasis added).3 

The Bush Doctrine, as it was popularly known, became the basis for 
the decision to go to war against Iraq in March 2003 and to do so without 
the formal backing of the international community. Formally titled the 
“National Security Strategy of the United States,” the document, issued 
in September 2002, puts forward a new direction for American foreign 
policy: “While the United States will constantly strive to enlist the sup-
port of the international community, we will not hesitate to act alone, if 
necessary, to exercise our right of self-defense by acting preemptively” 
(emphasis added).4 This doctrine states clearly and unequivocally that the 
United States is justified in going to war preemptively against any group 
that potentially threatens the country or its allies, and that it will do so 
alone if necessary. 

The decision to go into Iraq was not without dissenters even within the 
administration. Secretary of State Colin Powell, who had been the military 
director of the first Persian Gulf War, warned of the possible dangers of 
such an attack; he also made the case that building international support 
would be essential “not only to legitimize any war in the eyes of the world, 
but also to lay the groundwork for the postwar reconstruction of Iraq.”5

Despite the suspicion that Bush and some of his advisors had of inter-
national organizations like the United Nations (UN), he saw the necessity 
of going to that organization. In a speech before the General Assembly 
in September 2002, Bush made it clear that unless Iraq complied with 
the UN Security Council Resolutions to allow weapons inspectors back 
into the country, actions would be taken, and he also left no doubt that 
the United States would go it alone if that should become necessary.6 
But Germany was already voicing opposition to any war in Iraq, as was 

BOX 5 .3
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France, which were pushing for the need to focus on the inspectors and 
only later on the threatened consequences. In other words, six months be-
fore the war with Iraq there were already disagreements brewing between 
the United States and some of its closest European allies as to next steps. 
Only Great Britain was showing complete support.

While Bush was pressing the international community through the UN, 
he was already building support in Congress for a military action. On 
October 2, 2002, Bush submitted to Congress a resolution authorizing the 
use of force against Iraq. The resolution itself includes a litany of all of 
Saddam Hussein’s wrongdoings for more than a decade, going back to 
the first Persian Gulf War and even earlier. It describes an Iraq that was 
building weapons of mass destruction and demonstrated willingness 
to use such weapons in the past; the clear implication is that it will do 
so again, this time against the United States. And it suggests that Iraq 
was somehow involved in the attacks of 9/11—“Whereas the attacks on 
the United States of September 11, 2001, underscored the gravity of the 
threat posed by the acquisition of weapons of mass destruction by inter-
national terrorist organizations”—although it does not mention Iraq by 
name in that particular clause.7

The resolution then concludes with this important clause: “Whereas the 
President has authority under the Constitution to take action in order to de-
ter and prevent acts of international terrorism against the United States” 
the “President is authorized to use the Armed Forces of the United States 
as he determines to be necessary and appropriate” (emphasis added).8 

On October 11, 2002, the resolution was passed by both houses—in 
the Senate by a vote of seventy-seven to twenty-three and in the House 
by a vote of 296 to 133—and it was signed into law by President Bush on 
October 16, 2002. All the dissenters were Democrats with the exception 
of Republican Senator Lincoln Chaffee of Rhode Island, who subsequently 
was voted out of office. The U.S. attack against Iraq began on March 19, 
2003, without the support of some of its closest allies, including France 
and Germany.

NOTES
1. Much of this information was taken from Joyce P. Kaufman, A Concise  

History of U.S. Foreign Policy, fifth edition (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield,  
2021), 194–201.
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This example illustrates some of the limits of IGOs, especially when there is 
a conflict between the goals of the nation-state and those of the organization. In 
this example, the United States took action in defiance of the will of the UN. Yet 
the UN continues to exist with the United States as a member.

We will now turn to NGOs, other nonstate actors that also play a role in the 
international system. What makes these especially unique, however, is that none 
of them is made up of nation-states, although what each does affects nation-
states and, in fact, the entire international system.

NONGOVErNMENTaL OrGaNiZaTiONS

The prominence and role of NGOs have grown as they have become recognized 
by other legitimate actors within the international system, such as nation-states, 
and by IGOs, such as the UN. Some transnational movements have grown up 
around very positive and progressive ideas, such as protecting the environment 
or human rights. Some coalesce around specific ideological causes, such as popu-
lation control/family planning or immigration. What these social movements 
have in common is the desire to bring about change in international law or policy, 
or within an individual nation-state. And often they seek legal and legitimate 
ways to bring pressure to bear on numerous governments and the international 
system in order to achieve their goals without resorting to acts of violence.

2. George W. Bush, “State of the Union Address,” January 29, 2002, http://
georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2002/01/20020129-11.html. 
A video of the address is available at the same site.

3. George W. Bush, “President Thanks World Coalition for Anti-Terrorism Ef-
fort: Remarks on the Six-Month Anniversary of the September 11 Attacks,” https://
georgewbushwhitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2002/03/20020311-1.html.

4. “The National Security Strategy of the United States of America,” September 
2002, https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/nsc/nss/2002/. 

5. Todd S. Purdum, A Time of Our Choosing: America’s War in Iraq (New York: 
Times Books, 2003), 41–42.

6. See George W. Bush, “President’s Remarks at the United Nations General As-
sembly,” September 12, 2002, https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news 
/releases/2002/09/20020912-1.html.

7. H.J.Res. 114 (107th) “Authorization for Use of Military Force Against Iraq 
Resolution of 2002,” https://www.congress.gov/bill/107th-congress/house-joint 
-resolution/114/text.

8. H.J.Res. 114 (107th). 

about:blank
about:blank


204 C h a P T E r  5

Groups that are dedicated to cleaning up the environment (such as the Sierra 
Club) or human rights (such as Amnesty International) are examples of such 
NGOs that bring together people from different nation-states to work for or 
advocate for a larger global good. NGOs can also serve economic needs (such as 
chambers of commerce) or business-related functions (such as the International 
Air Transport Association, which coordinates airlines worldwide). Among the 
things that make NGOs especially difficult to define or characterize is that they 
vary quite a bit in terms of mission, size, membership, and resources.

Because they are not tied to any individual nation-state but cross state bor-
ders, NGOs are also in a unique position to effect change at the international 
level. Generally, they do not advocate for any single state’s position but for issues 
pertaining to a group of people or for a broad idea. And as the world has become 
smaller and more globalized, technology has enabled them to spread their mes-
sage quite broadly and to appeal to a larger group of people.

What does all this tell us? If you google “NGO,” you will get almost forty 
million entries. And if you further subdivide these, you can get a good idea of 
the range and extent of these organizations. The point is that NGOs exist to ad-
vocate for almost any cause and purpose, and these transcend political borders. 
Further, NGOs can play an important role in influencing policy in the interna-
tional system.

For example, when the UN organized the various conferences on women,25 it 
included participation by NGOs representing women. In fact, the website for the 
UN Division for the Advancement of Women states explicitly that:

The active participation of NGOs is a critical element. . . . NGOs have been influ-
ential in shaping the current global policy framework on women’s empowerment 
and gender equality—the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. They 
continue to play an important role in holding international and national leaders 
accountable for the commitments they made in the Platform for Action.26

In this case, NGOs based in various countries around the world came together to 
contribute to an international agenda that promoted and recognized the role of 
women under the auspices of the UN. And there are many other such examples. 
The UN, for example, has a website dedicated to those NGOs associated with the 
UN. Its aim is “to help promote collaborations between NGOs throughout the 
world, so that together we can more effectively partner with the United Nations 
and each other to create a more peaceful, just, equitable and sustainable world 
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for this and future generations.”27 In other words, there is a network linking UN-
recognized NGOs to facilitate their collaboration.

One statistic notes that in 2009 there were approximately twenty-eight thou-
sand documented NGOs worldwide. Furthermore, the “socially constructed 
image of NGOs widely accepted throughout the world is highly positive— 
humanitarian movements dedicated to improving the human condition rather 
than seeking to benefit themselves at the expense of others.”28 This positive 
image has been reinforced by the public and also by the response of NGOs to 
natural disasters, such as the earthquake in Haiti in January 2010 or the earth-
quake and tsunami in Japan in March 2011, both mentioned previously. Where 
countries were seen as lagging in their responses, it was international NGOs 
such as the International Red Cross and Doctors Without Borders that were the 
first to respond.

In many ways, NGOs play an important and otherwise unfilled role in IR. 
But this also makes them vulnerable and targets in situations of conflict. For 
example, one of the first buildings to be bombed in Sarajevo, Bosnia, in 1992 at 
the start of that war was the building housing the International Federation of 
the Red Cross, which was identified by its flag.29 Attacking that building was im-
portant symbolically because it was identified so strongly with the international 
community, and the bombing sent a message internationally about the gravity 
of the conflict. That destruction aside, the International Federation of the Red 
Cross and its associated organizations continued their work in Bosnia during the 
war and after, including taking on the task of clearing land mines that had been 
planted during the war.

Here we can ask another important question: who would take on these tasks 
if NGOs did not step up? For example, clearing land mines is tedious and ex-
pensive work that most militaries are reluctant or unable to do. And yet, because 
land mines are so inexpensive to make and plant, they have become a weapon 
used in many civil conflicts. The International Campaign to Ban Landmines, 
another NGO, was awarded a Nobel Peace Prize for its work in trying to enact 
an international treaty banning land mines. The Treaty to Ban Land Mines 
entered into force in March 1999, but thirty-five states, including the United 
States, have not yet signed. The International Campaign to Ban Landmines also 
estimates that as of 2015, more than seventy states were still affected by land 
mines, primarily as a result of civil wars, and 6,460 people were hurt or killed by 
a land mine in 2015.30 This NGO continues to work for the elimination of land 
mines and on expanding the list of countries that are signatories. It serves as an 
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example of an NGO that advocates for a cause that affects many countries and 
the people within them, which the countries are unwilling or unable to address 
themselves.

Those NGOs that advocate for a particular policy position such as family plan-
ning are seen as more controversial because of the stand that they take. While 
few would argue with the need to help a country or a people who have suffered 
because of an event not of their making, to advocate for the distribution of con-
traceptive devices flies in the face of some religious or cultural tenets or traditions. 
In those cases, the NGO often does not get the same level or type of support.

Here we get into the dangers of cultural imperialism as well: the imposition of 
one set of cultural norms on another country or group. While those in the devel-
oped West might advocate for the use of condoms for family planning purposes 
as a way to reduce the poverty rate of a country, ensure freedom for women 
from unwanted pregnancy, and reduce the rate of HIV/AIDS, some in the target 
countries might see this as the West imposing its cultural norms on another 
group. Thus, what one NGO might advocate as a positive policy option for a host 
of reasons might elicit a negative response for cultural or social reasons.

Like the IGOs noted earlier, different theoretical traditions respond in differ-
ent ways to NGOs and the roles that they play. Realists would question the valid-
ity of such organizations as playing any legitimate role internationally. Because 
they believe that power is tied to and derived from the nation-state, NGOs by 
definition do not and cannot play a role as independent actors. Any power that 
they might have internationally has to be granted to them by the nation-state.

Here we can also see the divergence among theoretical perspectives. Liber-
als, in contrast to realists, would see the growing role of NGOs as indicative of 
changes in the international system. They would argue that NGOs represent 
different perspectives and points of view and that they actually help facilitate 
cooperation and collective action around policies that are designed to further 
the greater good. Thus, they would argue, NGOs play a unique role in coalescing 
support for policies such as improving the environment or protecting the rights 
of children worldwide. Constructivists too would see the emergence of NGOs 
as indicative of changes in the structure of international relations that can ulti-
mately alter the policies of nation-states.

Feminists especially see the importance of NGOs, which emerged beyond the 
constraints of formal political channels and therefore can be far more recep-
tive to the inclusion of women and to addressing the needs of women. In fact, 
“women have a long history of nongovernmental political engagement at the 
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international level. In the nineteenth century, women began to organize inter-
nationally over a broad range of issues such as antislavery, temperance, peace, 
and women’s suffrage.”31 Clearly, women saw that they could play a role in influ-
encing policy decisions, even if they could not yet vote. But it also is important 
to note that many of these women’s movements were driven by generally elite 
women from the northern developed countries such as the United Kingdom and 
the United States. This, in turn, seemed to set a precedent “that international 
women’s movements have tended to reflect the priorities of those in Western 
liberal states; this has given rise to legitimate claims from women in the South 
that their concerns have been ignored or misunderstood.”32

Nonetheless, the international agenda for all women took an important step 
forward in the 1970s with the declaration of the UN Decade for Women and 
the subsequent women’s conferences held under UN auspices. At these various 
conferences:

there was an increasing recognition of the multiple experiences of women de-
pending on their class, race and nationality; feminist concerns with difference and 
cautions about universalism were articulated by the activist community. A wide 
variety of issues was raised, including women’s participation in informal labor 
markets, environmental issues, and violence against women.33

The point here is that the emergence and growing roles of NGOs interna-
tionally have made it possible to put policy issues on the international agenda 
that nation-states have had to address in a serious way. This is one example of 
the ways in which nonstate actors, in this case NGOs, can affect the behavior of 
nation-states and the international system.

ThE CONCEPT Of “CiViL SOCiETY”

Increasingly we hear about the concept of “civil society” and the role that it plays 
in affecting or directing the policies of a country. So it is important to ask what is 
civil society, and to explore this concept in more detail. According to one defini-
tion, civil society is:

a complex, multifaceted phenomena in most societies linking together a variety of 
formal and informally organized social and political groups in ways that intersect 
with social and political agendas and interests. It serves to interact with and push 
back against top-down forms of government, and can create a bridge between the 
private sphere and public political systems. This can be important for conveying 
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private sphere concerns to formal political power holders and can generate support 
for human rights and democracy norms from the bottom up.34

One way of thinking about civil society and the role that it plays is through what 
are called “social movements,” that is, groups that exist outside of the domination 
of the formal state but that bring together individuals who have common values 
and also expectations and who can make an impact on government policies. We 
often see such movements coalesce around issues such as environmental protec-
tion, social justice (such as the Black Lives Matter movement that grew in the 
United States in 2020 and 2021), human rights, etc.

Civil society, although outside the formal levels of analysis (although it fits 
within the culture and society), can play an important role in influencing gov-
ernment policies or even, in the case of the Arab Spring, result in the overthrow 
of an autocratic regime, such as the one seen in Libya, to replace it with a more 
democratic (or less autocratic) one. Civil society can also play an important role 
in post-conflict reconstruction by ensuring that public opinion is injected into 
the conversation as to what the society should look like as it moves forward fol-
lowing conflict or war.

Women are often seen as playing a critical role in civil society generally 
through their involvement in community-based organizations and NGOs. 
Through these grass-roots organizations, women can help work for peace dur-
ing a conflict or help reconcile a society after the conflict ends even if they are 
left out of the formal disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration processes. 
According to Ni Aolain and colleagues, “A healthy and inclusive civil society 
should be recognized as a key component for good governance,” especially after 
a conflict ends.35 

While technically civil society exists within the nation-state, at the level of cul-
ture and society, as these examples show, these movements can have an impact 
on what happens to a nation-state and even the international community. 

TErrOriSM: a ChaLLENGE TO ThE iNTErNaTiONaL SYSTEM

Thus far, we have looked at international organizations of various types that have 
been recognized as an ongoing and legitimate part of the international system. 
We are now going to turn our attention to a very different type of nonstate actor: 
terrorist groups. Terrorist groups, such as ISIS and al-Qaeda, are among the non-
state actors that have gotten a lot of attention, especially in the wake of 9/11. But 
various other events, including bombings in the cities of Mumbai, India (2011); 
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Brussels, Belgium (2016); Istanbul, Turkey (2016); and Madrid, Spain (2021), and 
other places in Europe, and more recently the use of trucks to mow down civilians 
in Ontario, Canada (2021); Nice, France on Bastille Day (2016); and a Christmas 
market in Berlin, Germany (2016), are examples of the types of events that have 
drawn attention to terrorist groups as nonstate actors that have had a significant 
impact on nation-states and the international system. These are not the only ex-
amples of terrorist attacks used against civilians nor the only places in which such 
attacks took place. The main point is that such attacks can occur anywhere and 
anyone potentially could be a victim.

In addition, as seen recently in the United States, some of the concerns are 
coming from “home-grown” nationalist groups who are lashing out against 
immigrants and government policies as well as finding ways to draw attention 
to their own cause. All of these are examples of terrorist attacks as they fit the 
definition of inflicting violence on civilians who are often innocent victims of 
their rage.

a historical Perspective on Terrorism

When looking at terrorism, it is important to note that it is not a new phe-
nomenon; examples of what could be called terrorist acts can be documented 
going back to ancient Rome. “Historically, the vast majority of terrorism of tra-
ditional societies has been religiously inspired; indeed, terrorists often claimed 
they were carrying out the will of God. These historical examples are a good re-
minder that religiously inspired terrorism—a major contemporary concern—is 
certainly not new.”36 However, what should also be remembered is that terror-
ism is not confined to religious extremism. In fact, it is often called the weapon 
of the weak due to its use by groups with political agendas that could not get 
access to the political system through legitimate means, or by groups that felt 
they had no other way of making their views known beyond resorting to acts of 
violence against innocent civilians.

In fact, it was often the state that used tactics we have come to think of as 
terrorist in order to keep their citizens in check. For example, the “knock at 
the door” in Nazi Germany or Stalin’s Russia was a way to remind people of 
the power of the state and of the fact that they needed to behave. The idea of 
purges, which Stalin engaged in as a way to control the population, can be seen 
as acts of state-sponsored terror. So the idea of the use of violence (either real or 
perceived) was often sufficient to get the citizens to comply with the desires of 
the government.



210 C h a P T E r  5

It was in the nineteenth century that individuals started to take advantage of 
many of the same types of arbitrary actions that the government used to keep cit-
izens in line. The emergence of this type of political terrorism can be defined as:

the deliberate use or threat of violence against noncombatants, calculated to instill 
fear, alarm, and ultimately a feeling of helplessness in an audience beyond the im-
mediate victims. Because perpetrators of terrorism often strike symbolic targets in 
a horrific manner, the psychological impact of an attack can exceed the physical 
damage. A mixture of drama and dread, terrorism is not senseless violence; it is 
a premeditated political strategy that threatens people with a coming danger that 
seems ubiquitous, unavoidable, and unpredictable. (emphasis added)37

That is, terrorism is a tactic that is specifically used to strike fear into innocent 
civilians and thereby threaten the stability of the state. The goal is to find ways to 
put pressure on political decision makers to bring about the ends desired by the 
terrorists or simply to undermine the legitimacy of a government that is unable 
to control this type of violence. Or it can be used to recruit more like-minded 
individuals into their ranks to work against the state.

Terrorism can be used to support or change the status quo. And as noted 
previously, it can be used by states as well as nonstate actors. But it is the latter 
that we have come to think of when we think of terrorism, often groups that 
want to bring attention to their cause, change the political leader or even the 
political system, and so on. It is also important to remember that terrorism can 
be and has been used by groups on both the left and right wings of the political 
spectrum, by secular as well as religious groups—but all resort to the same sorts 
of tactics in order to achieve their goals.

Terrorism can have an important impact on the policies of the nation by 
focusing primarily on the people within the nation. Thus, terrorist actions do 
not necessarily result in the desired outcome because the government gives in 
to the demands of the terrorists. Rather, what is more likely is that the terrorist 
actions have an impact on the people within the state who then bring pressure 
to bear on the government to change its policies or who might even rise up 
against the government, including joining the terrorist group in the hope of 
bringing about change.

Many of the tactics of political terrorism came into prominence in the nine-
teenth century in Europe and North America, at a time when the very nature 
of the state was changing. The Industrial Revolution and the growth of science 
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and technology contributed to some important advances for the world at that 
time. But along with those came the growth of cities as the base for the new 
industries, and with that, laborers necessary to do the work in those industries. 
The United Kingdom is one of the classic examples of this movement from rural 
areas to the industrial cities. But the United States, France, and to a lesser extent 
the other countries in Europe gradually went through similar transitions. While 
many people grew rich, especially those who owned the factories, many others 
became poor, and the urban areas gave rise to slums and poverty. It was out of 
this disconnect between those who owned the means of production and those 
who worked in them that Karl Marx and other communist theoreticians talked 
about the need for the workers to rise up, as noted in chapter 2.38

In The Communist Manifesto, Marx, writing with Friedrich Engels, declared, 
“The proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have a world to 
win. Working Men of All Countries, Unite!”39 (See text box 2.6 for more excerpts 
from The Communist Manifesto.) These words became a rallying cry for rebel-
lion against the state. This call gave rise to a group known as anarchists, who 
took it upon themselves to wage war against the emerging order. But it is also 
important to note that they waged their attacks primarily against the officials of 
the government, not innocent civilians.

The United States was a victim of this type of terrorist attack allegedly perpe-
trated by anarchists in the 1920 bombing of the J.P. Morgan Bank headquarters 
in New York. More than thirty people were killed and scores were injured in this 
bombing. While the bombers were never caught, a message was found in a mail-
box of a building nearby signed “American Anarchist Fighters.” This bombing 
coincided with a period in which the United States was already focused inward, 
and this incident provided further reason to enact legislation that limited im-
migration, as well as repression against “undesirables” such as communists. In 
many ways, this presaged what we saw following the terrorist attacks of 9/11.40

After World War I and into the years preceding and following World War 
II, the nature of terrorism started to change. Often the goals of the new terror-
ist groups were tied to issues of self-determination and the desire to create a 
new and independent state using military force if necessary. During the Cold 
War, this often took on an ideological edge, contributing to the growth of 
“revolutionary movements,” whose goal was to overthrow the existing dominant 
order. Many of these terrorist groups had their roots in what they saw as their 
nationalist mission to bring to the country a different form of government more 
consistent with the goals of the peoples of that nation. And these groups also felt 
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that the only way they could get their ideas across and make their point was to 
root it in acts of violence.

Terrorist acts were also committed in the name of nationalism in which the 
groups felt they had to act in support of the peoples of their nation and against 
the state, even if that meant killing innocent civilians. In their viewpoint, no 
one could truly be innocent. For example, nationalism became part of the ral-
lying cry for the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and its acts of violence directed 
against the British and the Union supporters in Northern Ireland. In this case, 
they were hoping that the campaign of violence would result in the British forces 
leaving Northern Ireland so that Northern Ireland could become free of British 
rule. Clearly this did not happen, and the IRA’s campaign of terror turned many 
people away from the cause they were advocating. Eventually the IRA leadership 
and the majority of people within the IRA concluded that they would be more 
successful negotiating for their goals rather than continuing their campaign of 
violence. Gerry Adams, who was involved with the IRA, served as a member of 
the Irish Parliament for Sinn Fein, the political arm of the IRA.

Terrorism was part of the landscape of the Israeli-Palestinian issue from the 
time of the Balfour Declaration in 1917 and the mandate that would lead ulti-
mately to the creation of the state of Israel in 1948; perhaps surprisingly, it can 
be attributed to both sides. Prior to the formal creation of Israel in 1948, various 
Jewish organizations that were Zionist and nationalistic embarked on a series of 
terrorist acts directed against Palestinians but also against the British who were 
still in the region. One of the most notorious of those was the bombing of a wing 
of the King David Hotel in Jerusalem in 1946, resulting in ninety-one deaths and 
more than forty injured. But this act contributed to pressure on the British to 
leave, ultimately leading to the recognition of Israel as a Jewish state.41

On the Palestinian side, we see the growth of the Palestine Liberation Orga-
nization (PLO), which advocated for a Palestinian state and the concomitant 
destruction of Israel. The first of the PLO attacks came in the early 1960s; later 
attacks included the murder of Israeli athletes in the 1972 Munich Olympics 
and the massacre of civilians at the Rome and Vienna airports in 1985. Like the 
IRA, the PLO eventually moderated its tactics from acts of violence to pursuing 
its goals through political means, and the organization itself went from being a 
terrorist group to a governing political party (the Palestinian Authority) that at 
various points has negotiated with the government of Israel. However, in the 
case of both the PLO and the IRA, there are many who have not forgotten their 
acts of violence and continue to question their legitimacy.
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Terrorism as a Political Tool

Why is terrorism effective? The fact that terrorism is so arbitrary means that 
everyone is potentially a target and a victim. Terrorism often does not target 
the military or the government, but innocent civilians. It is able to amplify the 
impact it has because by targeting people in what otherwise would be normal 
settings—a market, a bus going to school or work, an airplane—it makes it clear 
that anyone is potentially vulnerable, which has a psychological effect on a far 
larger population than just those who were affected by the attack, especially at 
a time when technology allows for rapid transmission of such attacks. Further-
more, increasingly terrorist acts are being committed by women as well as men, 
which changes the dynamics as well as the perception of terrorism and who is 
a terrorist.

If terrorism is a weapon of the weak, it has been used more effectively in a 
world that has gotten smaller and that has come to rely more heavily on tech-
nology. One of the dangers of a globalized world is that borders are harder to 
control, so people can move easily and quickly across them, enter another coun-
try, and settle there, potentially waiting years before mounting an attack. Along 
with the movement of people comes the ease with which arms and explosives of 
various types can cross borders, making it easier to arm terrorists or criminals 
and resulting in untold amounts of damage in lives and property. And as we saw 
with the events of 9/11, any terrorist who is intent on inflicting damage can find 
a means to do so, even to the extent of using commercial aircraft as a weapon of 
destruction designed to inflict terror.

Clearly the United States has seen firsthand the impact of terrorism and why 
it poses such a challenge to the international system. Now that terrorist attacks 
are covered by the media and coverage is so instantaneous—they unfold in real 
time—it makes them all the more frightening to any observer. For example, as 
soon as the first 9/11 attacks were reported, we could all watch the second plane 
crash into the World Trade Center in real time. Virtually no one could be un-
touched by the scenes of death and destruction in Manhattan, but the imagery 
also brought home the important lesson that potentially everyone is vulner-
able—no one is immune to terrorist attacks.

We started this chapter by talking about new challenges to the international 
system. While terrorism has been around for a long time, for many of the rea-
sons noted already it has become even more of a challenge to the international 
system. Furthermore, as nonstate transnational actors, terrorists can cross 
borders and affect many people in many states, thereby making it even more 



214 C h a P T E r  5

difficult for any nation or group of nations to formulate a response or even a 
strategy to fight it. The ongoing multinational fight against ISIS is a case in point.

Women as Terrorists

With the growth of terrorism as a political tool, the concept of what a terrorist 
looks like has changed as well. The proliferation of women as terrorists has made 
it even more difficult for states to identify who is a terrorist. Women as terror-
ists—whether as suicide bombers, snipers, leaders of a rebellious guerilla group, 
and so on—runs counter to the commonly held gendered perception of women 
as peacemakers and women as peaceful. Women have always been engaged as 
spies and even terrorists, since it is often easier for them to move through soci-
ety without attracting the attention a man would. And with the increase in civil 
wars and wars of national liberation since the end of the Cold War, women have 
become more prominent. The “Black Tiger” Tamil women fighting for a state 
against the Sinhalese in Sri Lanka, the “Black Widows” who fought in Chechnya, 
and the women who made up the Palestinian “army of roses” are but a few of 
the cases in which women have been prominent as terrorists and even suicide 
bombers.

In many ways, the role of women as terrorists emerged prominently in the 
1960s and 1970s with the proliferation of terrorist groups in general. Although 
the “typical terrorist” was male, “several of the most active leftwing terrorist 
groups during this period had a strong female presence”42—for example, Ulrike 
Meinhof of the Baader-Meinhof group in Germany; Leila Khaled, who was 
actively involved with the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine; and 
Fusako Shigenobu, founder and leader of the Japanese Red Army. But in giving 
these examples, it is also important to note that:

from modern terrorism’s beginnings, women have tended to be more active as 
leaders and members of groups that have worked to overturn traditional values, 
rather than those seeking to restore old ones—stated another way, they have been 
less likely to play an active role in right-wing groups that idealize the past and 
incorporate sexism into the political ideologies. (emphasis added)43

It should also be noted that the emergence of these women as leaders of these 
left-leaning organizations coincided with the advance of the women’s movement 
(second-wave feminism), a basic premise of which was to advocate the philoso-
phy that women should not be bound to traditional “women’s roles” and that 
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both women and men would benefit from situations of equality. That means that 
both men and women could—and did—engage in acts of terrorism.

In looking at terrorism and terrorist groups and the role that they play in the 
international system, they “are more willing than states are to violate the norms 
of the international system because, unlike states, they do not have a stake in that 
system.”44 In fact, from a traditional levels-of-analysis perspective, it is question-
able where terrorist groups even fit within the system. Yet the impact that they 
have on that system cannot be debated.

home-Grown Terrorists: The Threat from Within

The United States and many European countries are witnessing the growth of 
threats from within the state driven by extremist groups of various kinds. While 
they can come from either side of the ideological spectrum, the vast majority are 
right-wing nationalist groups raging against immigrants and refugees, and they 
claim that their actions are on behalf of their country. While these are not inter-
national per se, they are often associated with groups outside their country, and 
some have been encouraged or even radicalized via social media that transcends 
borders. ProPublica, an independent investigative news organization, in Janu-
ary 2021 published an exposé of right-wing extremism and the international ties 
among these groups.45 According to what they learned, there are international 
networks that provide training and information to these groups. This “glo-
balization of the far-right” challenges counterterrorism experts in the United 
States and Europe who are tasked with monitoring these activities but who have 
benefited by sharing information. Global right-wing extremism has now been 
moved to the top of the counterterrorism agenda:

Right-wing attacks and plots accounted for the majority of all terrorist inci-
dents in the country [the United States] between 1994 and 2020, according to 
a study by the Center for Strategic and International Studies. The Anti-Defamation 
League reported in 2018 that right-wing terrorists were responsible for more than 
three times as many deaths as Islamists during the previous decade.46

And this is not just the case in the United States. In March 2019, two mosques 
in Christchurch, New Zealand, were targeted by a gunman who opened fire dur-
ing Friday prayers, killing forty-nine people and wounding more than twenty 
others. At his trial, the gunman, who was Australian, claimed that he wanted to 

https://www.csis.org/analysis/escalating-terrorism-problem-united-states
https://www.adl.org/murder-and-extremism-2018
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“inflict as many fatalities as possible.” After the shootings, he claimed that his 
plan was to burn down the mosques, thereby ensuring more deaths.47

In an example of how these ideas cross international borders, according to 
BBC coverage of the Christchurch shootings:

Social media accounts in the name of Brenton Tarrant were used to post a 
lengthy, racist document in which the author identified the mosques that were 
later attacked. The man says he began planning an attack after visiting Europe 
in 2017 and being angered by events there. The document is called “The Great 
Replacement”—a phrase that originated in France and has become a rallying cry 
for European anti-immigration extremists.48

At a time when social media has become an outlet for transmitting ideas, both 
positive and negative, across borders, the threat from extremists has increased 
and become even more difficult to monitor.

In the ProPublica piece, a European counterterror chief:

described recent conversations with U.S. agents about Americans attending neo-
Nazi rallies and concerts in Europe and traveling to join the Azov Battalion, an ul-
tranationalist Ukrainian militia fighting Russian-backed separatists. About 17,000 
fighters from 50 countries, including at least 35 Americans, have traveled to the 
Ukrainian conflict zone, where they join units on both sides.49

In doing so, the experience:

offers them training, combat experience, international contacts and a sense of 
themselves as warriors, a theater reminiscent of Syria or Afghanistan for jihadis. 
“The far right was not a priority for a long time,” the European counterterror 
chief said. “Now they are saying it’s a real threat for all our societies. . . . Now that 
we are sharing and we have a bigger picture, we see it’s really international, not 
domestic.”50

The emergence of social media as an actor in international relations is de-
scribed in more detail in the following.

Cyberterrorism: a New—and Ongoing—Threat to international Security

As internet technology has become ubiquitous, so have the dangers associated 
with the ease of access to that technology. This became especially apparent dur-
ing the U.S. 2016 presidential election, when Democratic National Committee 
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computers were hacked. More and more information started to leak out to the 
public, including private emails of John Podesta, candidate Hillary Clinton’s 
campaign manager. While these leaks had political implications for the outcome 
of the election, what became even more troubling was the subsequent revelation 
that Russia was likely behind the release of much of that information and, in 
fact, had been hacking into the U.S. election system for the specific purpose of 
disrupting the elections and calling into question the legitimacy of the electoral 
process. This then led to congressional investigations about the role that Rus-
sia played in the election and the appointment of a special prosecutor, Robert 
Mueller, to look into the issue and the relationship of members of the Trump 
administration to Russia. A Senate Intelligence Committee investigation found 
that there was Russian interference in the election, and the intelligence commu-
nity determined that the explicit aim was to help Trump win election. Despite 
the evidence, in bilateral meetings between Trump and Putin, Putin denied any 
involvement, a claim that Trump seemed to accept. 

Despite warnings about further involvement in U.S. elections, a declassified 
intelligence report released in March 2021 revealed that “President  Vladimir 
V. Putin of Russia authorized extensive efforts to hurt the candidacy of Joseph 
R. Biden Jr. during the election last year.” Further, the report “represented the 
most comprehensive intelligence assessment of foreign efforts to influence the 
2020 vote. Besides Russia, Iran and other countries also sought to sway the elec-
tion, the report said. China considered its own efforts but ultimately concluded 
that they would fail and most likely backfire, intelligence officials concluded.”51 
The most detailed material in the assessment was about Russia, “which sought 
to influence how the American public saw the two major candidates ‘as well as 
advance Moscow’s longstanding goals of undermining confidence in U.S. elec-
tion processes.’”52 

That was not the only cyber-mischief that was inflicted on the United States 
by Russia, however. In spring 2020, a Texas-based company called SolarWinds 
made a software update available to its customers. However, unbeknownst to 
anyone at that time, the Russian intelligence service hacked the software and 
used it to slip malicious code that became the basis for a massive cyber-attack. 
An estimated eighteen thousand customers were affected. Further estimates 
indicate that about one hundred companies and a dozen government agencies 
were compromised. Among the agencies affected was the division of the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security whose job it is to protect the U.S. government from 
such attacks.53

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/18/world/europe/russia-biden-putin-killer.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/18/world/europe/russia-biden-putin-killer.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/16/us/politics/biden-putin.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/16/us/politics/biden-putin.html
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While the Trump administration seemed unwilling to acknowledge the dam-
age inflicted by Russian hacking, the incoming Biden administration was more 
aggressive in its response, in part to send a warning not only to Russia but to 
any other country that was contemplating hacking the United States whether 
through elections, malicious software such as SolarWinds, or even targeting 
individuals. In April 2021, the United States announced the imposition of tough 
sanctions against Russia. The Executive Order, signed by President Biden:

sanctions 32 entities and individuals for “carrying out Russian government-
directed attempts to influence the 2020 US presidential election,” and six Russian 
companies for providing “support to the Russian Intelligence Services’ cyber 
program.” The US is also expelling 10 Russian diplomats and putting in place 
economic restrictions.54 

Further, it was not just the United States that was subjected to this type of 
data breach. Having been alerted to the possibility of a cyber-attack affecting 
national elections, during the French presidential election process in May 2017, 
then-candidate Macron employed a host of countermeasures to protect his in-
formation and to minimize the dangers that this type of breach could have on 
the French elections. The government of Russia has denied any involvement in 
the attacks in both the United States and France and has claimed that if there 
were such breaches coming from that country, they were not initiated by the 
government. But given the increasingly hostile relations between Russia and the 
countries of the West, many doubt their claims. Or, if the government of Russia 
was not directly involved and the hacks were coming from private sources as 
has been claimed, the government did not interfere with such hack attacks and 
might in fact have encouraged them.

These revelations and the subsequent investigations they engendered come 
on the heels of a global hack attack in May 2017 when thousands of comput-
ers were infected with malicious software known as WannaCry. This particular 
attack was tied to ransomware, or the demand by the hackers that individuals, 
companies, or even countries pay the ransom demanded or risk losing their data 
that had been captured by the hackers. In Great Britain, parts of the National 
Health Service came to a grinding halt as computers were taken over and held 
hostage to the ransom demands. Nonemergency surgeries and a significant 
number of outpatient appointments were canceled because of the inability to 
access patient records online. Countless organizations have been hit by that at-
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tack. Japanese companies Hitachi and Nissan Motor both acknowledged being 
hacked but also reiterated their unwillingness to pay a ransom.

This vast array of cyber-attacks has raised to the international system the 
myriad dangers faced with the increased reliance on technology. Because data 
and technology cross borders, and because hackers can be individuals or coun-
tries (North Korea and Russia are two recent examples), the only way to combat 
this threat will be for countries to work together. While individual countries 
have created organizations to try to address the problem, and some multilateral 
organizations such as NATO and the EU have started to do so as well, it is clear 
that will not be enough. Rather, there will need to be a major multilateral coop-
erative effort to address the issue, something that will not be easy.

Increasingly, countries themselves are engaging in acts of cyberterrorism as 
another security measure. A study commissioned by the European Parliament 
in 2009 titled “Cyber Security and Politically, Socially and Religiously Motivated 
Cyber Attacks” notes that “at the level of states and governments, it is clear that 
in some quarters the Internet is becoming viewed as a battlefield where conflict 
can be won or lost.”55 For example, a series of cyber-attacks directed against 
Iran’s nuclear program in 2012 originated in the United States and Israel. Iran 
had been on high alert for such attacks since the revelation of an invasion by the 
cyberworm called Stuxnet in 2010. The Stuxnet invasion caused Iran’s uranium 
enrichment centrifuges to spin out of control and self-destruct, thereby slowing 
that country’s progress on its nuclear energy program.56

Evidence suggests that North Korea was involved with a major ransomware 
attack directed especially against China, one of its few allies. In May 2017, the 
press reported that North Korea may have links to a ransomware attack that 
destroyed more than two hundred thousand computers globally and hit forty 
thousand institutions in China, crippling computers at universities, major busi-
nesses, and local governments and adding a potentially dangerous new element 
to a relationship that has increasingly tested Chinese leaders. Interestingly, 
China’s response to this attack has been muted.57

A major ransomware attack in May 2021 showed just how vulnerable coun-
tries and corporations are to bad actors when the Colonial Pipeline, which 
carries about 45 percent of the fuel for the East Coast, shut down after hack-
ers “thought to be based in the former Soviet Union infiltrated servers and 
encrypted its data, demanding a fee to restore access.” The Federal Bureau of 
Investigation later confirmed that a criminal group based in Eastern Europe was 
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responsible for the attack, which basically brought fuel delivery to much of the 
East Coast and South to a halt:

Ransomware attacks have become a global scourge, affecting banks, hospitals, 
universities and municipalities in recent years. Almost 2,400 organizations in the 
United States were victimized last year alone, one security firm reported. But the 
attackers are increasingly targeting industrial sectors because these firms are more 
willing to pay up to regain control of their systems, experts say. Roughly 43 per-
cent of infrastructure organizations victimized by such attacks submit to ransom 
demands, more than any other industry.58

According to a report in the New York Times, the Colonial Pipeline paid approx-
imately five million dollars in Bitcoin to recover its stolen data from the hackers 
known as DarkSide. Although it is the official U.S. government position not to 
pay such ransoms for fear that it would encourage others, as a private company 
Colonial Pipeline could make the decision to pay as a way of ensuring that the 
gas would flow again. According to the Times report:

Companies across the United States—and even police departments—have opted 
to pay ransomware extortionists rather than suffer the loss of critical data or incur 
the cost to build computer systems up from scratch. Typically, organizations and 
their insurers conclude that the cost of paying a ransom will be cheaper than the 
cost of restoring their systems or the potential liability of having their data dumped 
on the internet.59

Shortly thereafter, in July 2021, thousands of businesses were affected after a 
software provider that offers services to more than forty thousand organizations 
said it had been the victim of a “sophisticated cyber-attack.” Security research-
ers said the attack may have been carried out by REvil, a Russian cybercriminal 
group that the Federal Bureau of Investigation has said was behind the hacking 
of the world’s largest meat processor, JBS, in May. In Sweden, a major grocery 
retailer was forced to close about eight hundred stores and warned its custom-
ers about the attack. 60 Thousands of companies were believed to be affected by 
the hack, with ransom demands ranging from fifty thousand dollars for smaller 
companies to over five million for larger ones. One analyst said that this was the 
largest hack since WannaCry in 2017.61 And it is indicative of a rise in such at-
tacks over the past few years.

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/02/business/jbs-beef-cyberattack.html
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Clearly, all countries, international organizations such as NATO and the EU, 
and major corporations are aware of this growing threat and trying to establish 
policies to deal with it proactively rather than waiting for an attack to occur. On 
the other hand, it is also clear that attacks have already occurred and that the 
goal is really to try to minimize their impact, increase the possibility of detecting 
them, and find ways to avoid them or protect from them in the future. With the 
latest set of hacks this issue has come to the top of the international agenda. But 
in trying to address ways to prevent such attacks, countries also have to balance 
security with the need to protect individual freedoms.

It should also be remembered that in addition to the dangers posed by cyber-
terrorism, internet technology can be used as a force for good. For example, 
information about the uprisings associated with what has become known as the 
Arab Spring was spread using social media. We will discuss this aspect of tech-
nology later in the section on the role of the media.

MULTiNaTiONaL COrPOraTiONS

Thus far, we have been talking about various transnational actors and emerging 
cross-border threats that have had an impact on the international system and the 
countries within it. Some, such as terrorist groups, exist outside the law, and their 
goal is to make their point by inflicting fear and terror through the arbitrary act of 
violence, either threatened or real. We also talked about other groups like NGOs 
that have social or political issues in common and transcend traditional state 
boundaries and that work to influence the international policy agenda. 

What we are going to look briefly at now are MNCs, which are corporations 
or businesses based or headquartered in one country (the home country) that 
produce goods or services and conduct operations in two or more other coun-
tries (the host countries), and they can create both opportunities and problems 
for each. MNCs are chartered within one country and technically therefore func-
tion under the laws of the home country; however, when they operate in other 
countries, they are subject to the laws of that country. The resulting confusion 
surrounding jurisdiction and legalities also complicates the situation for MNCs 
and the people who work for them.

One of the major changes regarding MNCs has been their origin or home 
countries, which in many ways is also representative of the changes in global 
power. Initially, most MNCs were housed in the United States, Japan, and parts 
of Europe. But more recently, we have seen that change with the emergence of 
companies based in China, for example, and other parts of Asia. Hence, MNCs 
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are no longer the purview of the developed world of the North, nor can all blame 
for the behavior of MNCs be placed on just those countries.

As we begin this discussion, it is important to remember that MNCs are not 
a new phenomenon but existed in earlier cycles of globalization, although on a 
different scale. For example, the Dutch East India Company was a critical force 
behind the exploration and colonization in the earlier era of globalization.62 That 
company, based in the Netherlands, helped fund exploration to other parts of 
the world, looking for spices and other valuables. Those colonies then became 
the bases for their activities, which brought wealth back to the company, its in-
vestors, and the home country.

In many ways, that is analogous to the growth of MNCs that we see today, 
albeit on a larger scale. The growth of technology and globalization has made it 
easier for companies to be based in one country, have factories or the means of 
production in a number of others, and then sell their products in still other coun-
tries. Thus, MNCs have grown in size, scope, and power with the globalization 
of the international economy, especially since World War II, and changing tech-
nology, which makes it cheaper and easier to produce goods virtually anywhere.

MNCs have a great deal of power within the international system because of 
their size and the amount of money they command. According to data compiled 
in 2018, if we look at countries and corporations in terms of revenue, Walmart 
Inc. is ranked tenth, with four of the next ten spots also held by major corpora-
tions. Thirty-one of the top one hundred by size of economy and revenue are 
countries, and the other sixty-nine are MNCs.63 Many of these seem obvious and 
logical, like Apple, ExxonMobil, and Toyota, but others are companies that are 
far less known, like McKesson or Glencore, yet clearly have a significant amount 
of wealth, which often equals power. This wealth, as well as global reach, has 
made MNCs both hated and loved. Advocates for liberal free trade see such cor-
porations as playing an active and important role in the international economic 
system. They can spur economic investment and improvement, often transmit 
ideas, move money to different places through their markets, and, by ensuring 
competition, actually lower prices. This perspective moves beyond a world de-
fined by states to one driven by economics and economic competition. Clearly, 
MNCs prosper in a stable international environment characterized by free and 
open trade and investment.
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T O P  1 0 0  C O U N T R I E S  A N D  C O R P O R A T I O N S  B Y 
E C O N O M I C  S T R E N G T H  ( A S  O F  O C T O B E R  2 0 1 8 ) , 
R E V E N U E  I N  U . S .  D O L L A R S 1

 1 United States 3,336,000,000,000 Government

 2 China 2,591,000,000,000 Government

 3 Japan 1,678,000,000,000 Government

 4 Germany 1,598,000,000,000 Government

 5 France 1,446,000,000,000 Government

 6 United Kingdom 984,400,000,000 Government

 7 Italy 884,400,000,000 Government

 8 Brazil 819,400,000,000 Government

 9 Canada 623,700,000,000 Government

10 Walmart 500,343,000,000 Corporation

11 Spain 492,400,000,000 Government

12 Australia 461,000,000,000 Government

13 State Grid 348,903,000,000 Corporation

14 Netherlands 344,800,000,000 Government

15 Sinopec Group 326,953,000,000 Corporation

16 China National Petroleum 326,008,000,000 Corporation

17 Korea, South 318,000,000,000 Government

18 Royal Dutch Shell 311,870,000,000 Corporation

19 Mexico 292,800,000,000 Government

20 Sweden 274,800,000,000 Government

21 Toyota Motor 265,172,000,000 Corporation

22 Volkswagen 260,028,000,000 Corporation

23 Russia 253,900,000,000 Government

24 Belgium 249,700,000,000 Government

25 BP 244,582,000,000 Corporation

26 Exxon Mobil 244,363,000,000 Corporation

27 Berkshire Hathaway 242,137,000,000 Corporation

28 India 229,300,000,000 Government

BOX 5 .4
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29 Apple 229,234,000,000 Corporation

30 Switzerland 223,500,000,000 Government

31 Norway 214,300,000,000 Government

32 Samsung Electronics 211,940,000,000 Corporation

33 McKesson 208,357,000,000 Corporation

34 Glencore 205,476,000,000 Corporation

35 UnitedHealth Group 201,159,000,000 Corporation

36 Austria 194,800,000,000 Government

37 Saudi Arabia 185,600,000,000 Government

38 Daimler 185,235,000,000 Corporation

39 CVS Health 184,765,000,000 Corporation

40 Amazon.com 177,866,000,000 Corporation

41 Turkey 173,900,000,000 Government

42 Indonesia 173,600,000,000 Government

43 Denmark 173,500,000,000 Government

44 EXOR Group 161,677,000,000 Corporation

45 AT&T 160,546,000,000 Corporation

46 General Motors 157,311,000,000 Corporation

47 Ford Motor 156,776,000,000 Corporation

48 China State Construction Engineering 156,071,000,000 Corporation

49 Hon Hai Precision Industry 154,699,000,000 Corporation

50 AmerisourceBergen 153,144,000,000 Corporation

51 Industrial & Commercial Bank of China 153,021,000,000 Corporation

52 AXA 149,461,000,000 Corporation

53 Total 149,099,000,000 Corporation

54 Ping An Insurance 144,197,000,000 Corporation

55 Honda Motor 138,646,000,000 Corporation

56 China Construction Bank 138,594,000,000 Corporation

57 Trafigura Group 136,421,000,000 Corporation

58 Chevron 134,533,000,000 Corporation

59 Cardinal Health 129,976,000,000 Corporation

60 Costco 129,025,000,000 Corporation
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61 SAIC Motor 128,819,000,000 Corporation

62 Verizon 126,034,000,000 Corporation

63 Allianz 123,532,000,000 Corporation

64 Argentina 123,200,000,000 Government

65 Kroger 122,662,000,000 Corporation

66 Agricultural Bank of China 122,366,000,000 Corporation

67 General Electric 122,274,000,000 Corporation

68 China Life Insurance 120,224,000,000 Corporation

69 Walgreens Boots Alliance 118,214,000,000 Corporation

70 BNP Paribas 117,375,000,000 Corporation

71 Japan Post Holdings 116,616,000,000 Corporation

72 Bank of China 115,423,000,000 Corporation

73 JPMorgan Chase & Co. 113,899,000,000 Corporation

74 Fannie Mae 112,394,000,000 Corporation

75 Gazprom 111,983,000,000 Corporation

76 Prudential 111,458,000,000 Corporation

77 BMW Group 111,231,000,000 Corporation

78 Alphabet 110,855,000,000 Corporation

79 China Mobile Communications 110,159,000,000 Corporation

80 Nissan Motor 107,868,000,000 Corporation

81 Nippon Telegraph & Telephone 106,500,000,000 Corporation

82 China Railway Engineering Group 102,767,000,000 Corporation

83 Home Depot 100,904,000,000 Corporation

84 China Railway Construction 100,855,000,000 Corporation

85 Assicurazioni Generali 100,552,000,000 Corporation

86 Bank of America Corp. 100,264,000,000 Corporation

87 Express Scripts Holding 100,065,000,000 Corporation

88 Wells Fargo 97,741,000,000 Corporation

89 Greece 95,360,000,000 Government

90 Lukoil 93,897,000,000 Corporation

91 Boeing 93,392,000,000 Corporation

92 Dongfeng Motor 93,294,000,000 Corporation
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 93 Taiwan 93,000,000,000 Government

 94 Portugal 92,990,000,000 Government

 95 Israel 92,820,000,000 Government

 96 South Africa 92,380,000,000 Government

 97 Siemens 91,585,000,000 Corporation

 98 Phillips 66 91,568,000,000 Corporation

 99 Carrefour 91,276,000,000 Corporation

100 Nestle 91,222,000,000 Corporation

NOTE
1. “69 of the Richest 100 Entities on the Planet are Corporations, not Governments, 

Figures Show,” Global Justice Now, October 17, 2018, https://www.globaljustice.org 
.uk/blog/news/69-richest-100-entities-planet-are-corporations-not-governments 
-figures-show/.

In contrast, however, MNCs are also the target of much hostility, as they are 
seen as taking jobs away from people at home, exploiting labor, and producing 
shoddy products. Some of the nationalistic rhetoric of the 2016 U.S. presidential 
election, “Make America Great Again,” was directed at corporations that were 
said to be moving jobs out of the United States as well as at immigrants who 
were accused of taking American jobs here at home. The reality is, however, that 
the United States lost manufacturing jobs not necessarily to other countries but 
because of increased technology and automation that makes U.S. companies 
more productive and also more competitive. Nonetheless, MNCs, and especially 
the specter of “outsourcing,” make for an easy target, especially in an election 
campaign.64

In the poorer, less developed countries, MNCs are perceived as subverting 
the sovereignty of the state, because the corporations have more money—and 
often more economic and political power—than the state appears to have. On 
the other hand, they create jobs in the poorer countries, often in areas where eco-
nomic options are otherwise limited. This also means that they can be dependent 
on the corporation.
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W A L M A R T  A S  A  C A S E  S T U D Y

In the first of a series of Pulitzer Prize–winning articles about Wal-Mart 
(which in 2017 changed its name to Walmart) published in November 
2003 in the Los Angeles Times, the authors wrote, “Wal-Mart’s decisions 
influence wages and working conditions across a wide swath of the world 
economy, from the shopping centers of Las Vegas to the factories of Hon-
duras and South Asia. Its business is so vital to developing countries that 
some send emissaries to the corporate headquarters in Bentonville, Ark., 
almost as if Wal-Mart were a sovereign nation” (emphasis added).1

The second article in the series, which focuses on the impact on the 
countries in which Walmart has factories, also illustrates well this symbi-
otic relationship between corporation and government:

The company’s size and obsession with shaving costs have made it a global 

economic force. Its decisions affect wages, working conditions and manufac-

turing practices—even the price of a yard of denim—around the world. . . .  

To cut costs, Honduran factories have reduced payrolls and become more 

efficient. The country produces the same amount of clothing as it did three 

years ago, but with 20% fewer workers, said Henry Fransen, director of the 

Honduran Apparel Manufacturers Assn., which represents nearly 200 export 

factories.

“We’re earning less and producing more,” he said with a laugh, “following 

the Wal-Mart philosophy.”

That’s harsh medicine for a developing country. The clothing industry is one 

of the few sources of decent jobs for unskilled workers in this nation of 6 

million. Many of those jobs depend on Wal-Mart.2

NOTES
1. Abigail Goldman and Nancy Cleeland, “The Wal-Mart Effect: An Empire Built 

on Bargains Remakes the Working World,” Los Angeles Times, November 23, 
2003. The series is available online at http://www.latimes.com/la-walmart-sg-story 
gallery.html. It is important to note that I use Walmart as an example in part be-
cause of the insights offered in this series of articles. I take no position on Walmart.

2. Nancy Cleeland, Evelyn Iritani, and Tyler Marshall, “The Wal-Mart Effect: 
Scouring the Globe to Give Shoppers an $8.63 Polo Shirt,” Los Angeles Times, 
April 5, 2019, https://www.latimes.com/news/la-fi-walmart24nov2403-story.html.
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http://www.latimes.com/la-walmart-sg-storygallery
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Another criticism leveled at MNCs—and the Walmart example seen in box 
5.5 illustrates this quite well—is that the MNCs not only control the wages of the 
labor force but can also alter the wage structure, which has implications for the 
social structure of the country. Women who might have previously participated 
in agriculture or creation of traditional arts and crafts turn to working in the 
factories, often under deplorable conditions, because of the salaries that they get. 
And in some countries, children are also hired to work in those factories.

According to the series of articles in the Los Angeles Times about Walmart:

U.S. retailers began making their way to Bangladesh in the 1980s. They found a 
large population of poor, young women willing to work from dawn to dusk for a 
few pennies an hour. . . . Labor activists estimated in the mid-1990s that as many 
as 50,000 Bangladeshi children were sewing apparel for companies such as Wal-
Mart and Kmart Corp.65

In addition, there were abysmal and often dangerous working conditions as 
many factories “lacked ventilation and fire escapes.”66

On the other hand, these dangers must be balanced against what the corpora-
tions offer, especially in some of these just developing countries. The wages are 
good in relative terms, and the work is steady. For some of the workers, this is 
their only source of income.67

MNCs are often the focus of much of what is seen as bad in the area of  
globalization, but the reality is that the role of MNCs is complex as well as 
controversial. To some, MNCs are agents of their home national governments, 
which give MNCs clear national identities. Or, put another way, the image of 
the MNC and the country become intertwined. The Walmart example is a case 
in point: in many foreign countries, Walmart is equated with the United States. 
We can also see this in the case of McDonald’s, which can be found around the 
world and which also is seen as an emblem of the United States. This, in turn, 
has contributed to the undermining of the “soft power” of the United States; 
when a major U.S. corporation is seen as exploiting the people or infringing 
on the rights of others or taking wealth out of the country, the United States is 
blamed, rightly or not. Some actually make the argument the other way—that is, 
that states exist as agents of corporations, and that state intervention is therefore 
specifically used to enhance the well-being of the corporation. That fear remains 
and ties the United States and its foreign and security policy more firmly to 
corporations.68
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As the role and wealth of MNCs have grown, so has their prominence in the 
international system, which has also made them a target for much of the hatred 
tied to globalization. For one thing, as wealth and power appear to be more con-
centrated, the larger MNCs seem to become even more powerful. Their global 
reach and power have enabled them to be involved in the internal affairs of na-
tions—they are not only international nonstate actors, but they try to or actually 
do influence policies within nations. For example, MNCs actively lobby for the 
passage of legislation that will be to their advantage, such as on trade, tax poli-
cies, and so on. MNCs can also serve as instruments of a nation’s foreign policy, 
which further blurs the boundaries between corporations and their interests and 
nations’ foreign policies.

Another thing that makes MNCs so difficult to deal with in the study of IR is 
the fact that, as nonstate actors, they really do not fall clearly within any theo-
retical perspective. But we do know that they have an influence on nation-states 
and even international politics. In looking at the roles that they play and who is 
affected by their actions, Marxist and feminist theorists can actually be of some 
help. The Marxists would look at the relationship between the corporation and 
the workers, especially those who are often exploited in order to ensure that the 
corporation makes as much profit as possible. Here we have an unequal rela-
tionship between those who have the power, the corporations, and those who 
work for the corporation, often at low wages and in poor conditions—that is, 
the workers. There is clearly a tension that exists between these two groups, al-
though in some ways, both benefit. The Marxists would also advise us to look at 
the relationships between the corporation and the various nation-states, as this 
also provides some important information in understanding their roles. What 
nations are the corporations based in, and where do they actually do their work 
(extracting oil, manufacturing clothing, and so on)? Are the nation-states equal, 
or do we see an unequal relationship between the countries? What does each 
country get from the relationship that enables the relationship to continue? This, 
too, should provide some insight into our understanding of the way IR works, 
especially when there are asymmetrical relationships.

In order to truly understand the role of MNCs, the feminists would once 
again ask us to reflect with gender-sensitive lenses. When we do so, we can see 
that often corporations can only prosper because of the exploitation of women’s 
labor. This is a point made in the articles about Walmart, but it is also echoed 
in the feminist IR literature. However, as Tickner also reminds us in her brief 
analysis of women and the global economy, there are some cases where women 
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are being empowered through their ability to work, which comes at the expense 
of men.69 So not only do we need to look at and understand the role of MNCs 
through gender-sensitive lenses, but we also have to remove our cultural blind-
ers and assumptions so that we can get a more balanced perspective on who is 
affected, who benefits (including the consumer), and the costs.

In this section, we wanted to raise a number of issues about MNCs and also 
to illustrate the complexity and ambiguities of the roles that they play in the in-
ternational system today. MNCs will not go away. Rather, the challenge for the 
members of the international system is how best to deal with them.

ThE rOLE Of ThE MEdia

The media has taken on a new role in contemporary politics. While it is not an 
actor per se in the same way that MNCs or terrorist groups are, the important 
role that the media plays in influencing the perceptions of individuals and those 
in the government cannot be underestimated. We saw this relationship take 
on a new dimension under the Trump administration, when some of the news 
outlets, such as Fox, moved beyond unbiased reporting of the news to becoming 
apologists and even apparent spokespeople for the administration. That rela-
tionship continued into the Biden administration, helping to perpetuate “the big 
lie” that the 2020 election was stolen from Trump.

The concept of “the media” has a number of component pieces. The most 
traditional is the print media, specifically newspapers, which had been the major 
way “the people” learned what was happening. The role of print media started 
to change as early as 1898 and the Spanish-American War when William Ran-
dolph Hearst used his New York Journal to incite “war fever” to get the American 
public to rally behind the idea of war with Spain. This marked an important 
transition in the role of the media specifically to influence public opinion and 
also policy.70

Following the Second World War, as more people got televisions, the nightly 
news augmented and in some cases replaced newspapers as the major source 
of world news. The Vietnam War was brought into American homes nightly, 
along with pictures of body bags and battles. Walter Cronkite, the anchor for 
CBS Evening News, who had the moniker “the most trusted man in America,” 
swayed public opinion when he concluded his broadcast on February 27, 1968, 
with a three-minute commentary ending with the following: “To say we are 
mired in stalemate seems the only realistic yet unsatisfactory conclusion.”71 At 
a time prior to twenty-four/seven cable news and the advent of “talking heads,” 
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it was a radical step for a news anchor to offer his own commentary. Following 
that broadcast, President Lyndon Johnson “turned to his press secretary, George 
Christian, and famously said, ‘If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost the country.’”72

In her book War: How Conflict Shaped Us, Margaret MacMillan reinforces 
many of these points about the relationship between the media and war. For ex-
ample, she notes that as far back as World War I, “the modern military were also 
forced to take account of the broader social and political changes in their societ-
ies.” She continues that in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries “nationalism 
fueled wars and obligated citizens to come to the aid of their country; but, at the 
same time, citizens started to take a greater interest in the policies and decisions 
of their government and assert a right to shape or change these.”73 This was 
made possible because public education increased literacy and “the emergence 
of cheap newspapers with huge circulations meant that the public had much 
greater access to news even far beyond the country’s borders.”74

The next major step in the coverage of international news, especially wars, 
can be seen with the first Persian Gulf War, which was a true product of new 
technology both within the military and the media. The ongoing coverage of the 
attacks and the live coverage of what was happening in Iraq and Kuwait led to 
what has become known as “the CNN effect.”75 Now the American public was 
able to watch the progress of the war in real time. It was not a large leap to the 
next step, which was the “embedding” of journalists and reporters with military 
units during the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan during the administration of 
George W. Bush. This allowed for true first-person reporting on the ground. 
Here, too, MacMillan offers some insight: “Seeing the horrors of war can have 
significant impact at home, and television, film and now social media have vastly 
expanded our opportunities to do so.”76 And she also reminds us, as with the 
case of the Spanish-American War and “war fever” referenced previously, public 
opinion can have the effect of “pushing governments into stances and wars they 
do not want.”77

The advent of internet technology and the growth of cable news giants who 
broadcast twenty-four/seven made the world even smaller but also changed the 
public’s expectations about news. It is now possible to tune in to those broad-
casts and find people who see the world as you do, thereby reinforcing your 
own worldview. No longer is it necessary to rely on impartial and dispassionate 
reports and reporters; now you can find those whom you can count on to tell you 
what you want to hear. This reached a fever pitch during the 2016 presidential 
election when candidate Trump disavowed news he did not like or that did not 
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support him or his positions as “fake news.” Then shortly after the president’s 
inauguration, when the size of the crowd watching was under discussion, presi-
dential adviser Kellyanne Conway defended then Press Secretary Sean Spicer’s 
claim that this was “the largest audience to ever witness an inauguration” by say-
ing that Spicer had offered “alternative facts.” Meet the Press host Chuck Todd 
responded by stating that “alternative facts aren’t facts, they are falsehood,” an 
assertion that was also debated by Conway.78 This explains why the American 
public is growing increasingly skeptical about the media.

Throughout his administration, the ongoing attacks by President Trump 
against the media, especially the mainstream press (e.g., “fake news”), was in-
creasingly seen as unhealthy by the American public and as getting in the way 
of Americans’ access to important political information. Furthermore, this belief 
is shared across party lines.79 According to polls, rather than swaying the public 
about the lack of veracity of mainstream news, the barrage of attacks against the 
media has served to harden positions about the importance of such news outlets, 
at least for now.

This really hit a climax following the 2020 presidential election when then-
President Trump refused to concede the election to Joe Biden. Trump used 
various media outlets to reiterate his belief that the election was stolen due to 
rampant voter fraud, charges that were proven to be unfounded. In January 
2021, following the storming of the Capitol by Trump supporters on January 6, 
Twitter permanently suspended Trump’s access to that outlet on the grounds 
that he used it to incite violence.80 Facebook took Trump’s Facebook and Insta-
gram accounts down on January 7, the day after the insurrection at the Capitol, 
and in June 2021, Facebook’s Oversight Board imposed a two-year suspension of 
his accounts. This also reinforced a new approach by Facebook that will question 
whether a politician’s post will automatically be considered legitimate, instead 
asking whether any public harm derived from a post outweighs the public good 
of their right to know what a politician is thinking.81 

The role of Social Media

The growth of social media has enabled diverse groups of people to com-
municate, come together, and even rise up against perceived tyrannical govern-
ments, as we saw in a range of countries during the Arab Spring in 2011. But 
it has also contributed to the growth of sites like Twitter, used by former U.S. 
President Trump as a way to not only get his message directly to the American 
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public but also to make policy in a most unconventional way. While his support-
ers like the fact that social media can get a president’s message to “the people” 
unfiltered by press secretaries or other intermediaries, it has also caused great 
consternation to the policy making community within the United States, as well 
as to other countries. Even Fox News, among the president’s strongest support-
ers, notes that “the problem with Trump’s tweeting is not only that it bolsters 
his ‘enemies’ in the media; it also saps enthusiasm and airtime for his very real 
accomplishments.”82 Basically, it has served to circumvent the traditional deci-
sion making processes, leading to questions about what really is a new policy 
direction.

As noted previously, the apparent abuse of social media by the former presi-
dent to incite violence and to perpetrate lies led to the suspension of both his 
Twitter and Facebook accounts while also calling attention to how easily false-
hoods can spread via social media.

The use of social media, whether Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, etc., has 
clearly made the exchange of information and ideas readily available. As noted, 
in some cases, it has been a force for social and political change, as was the case 
with the Arab Spring, when information was passed rapidly using social media 
posts. However, there are no “fact checks” here, nor any other way of ensuring 
that the information transmitted is real or accurate, thereby making it even more 
important for any “news” to be read critically.

SUMMarY

In this chapter, we looked at the actors that exist outside the traditional levels-
of-analysis framework but that have an important impact on the international 
system nonetheless. Because they do not fit neatly within the levels of analysis 
does not mean that we need to throw out that organizational framework or as-
sume it is useless and out of date. It continues to serve as an important organizing 
principle in IR. However, what we also need to be aware of is the fact that it is no 
longer as complete a model as it was when Kenneth Waltz put the idea forward in 
1954 and then as it was developed further by J. David Singer in 1960. The world 
has changed a lot since then, while the levels-of-analysis approach really hasn’t 
adapted. In fact, as we recognize the existence of other actors, we can modify the 
model a bit to take them into account, specifically by addressing the impact of 
each of these nonstate actors on the various levels, including the international 
system as a whole. Doing so will allow us to have a more complete picture of IR 
in general and the actors within it specifically.
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iNTrOdUCTiON TO ThE CaSES

In chapter 1, we introduced some basic concepts and ideas that are necessary for 
you to understand if you are going to master the study of international relations 
(IR). Many of these concepts and theories were formulated to simplify a complex 
reality so that you can hold parts of it constant in order to focus on one piece at 
a time. Doing this is clearly an artificial construct, as we know that the various 
components of the international system—from the international system level to 
the nation-states within it, the cultures and societies of the nation-states, and the 
individuals who make decisions and respond to those decisions—all exist and 
act together, not in discrete parts. But imposing these artificial boundaries also 
makes it possible to look at and answer a range of questions that would seem to 
be too big and difficult to address otherwise.

We also started the discussion by noting the impact of globalization on the 
international system and various components of it. Like it or not, globalization 
is here to stay. Therefore, what we need to do is to be able to understand the 
impact of globalization on the international system and the countries within it, 
and what that means for anyone who studies IR.

In chapters 2 through 5, we then went through the levels of analysis and fo-
cused on some of the big questions in IR: What do we mean by war and peace? 
Why do nations go to war? Why do some nation-states hold together and oth-
ers fall apart, some peacefully and others violently? We even looked at the role 
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that individuals play in influencing international relations. In doing all this, we 
also examined the various theories that were designed to help us describe what 
happened and explain why certain events occurred or why nation-states behave 
as they do.

As noted earlier, the nature of the nation-state system, which has defined 
international relations since the Treaty of Westphalia, is changing. For example, 
since the end of the Cold War nation-states have been characterized by patterns 
of both integration and disintegration in a way that we have not seen since the 
current international system came into being. Nation-states are further chal-
lenged by a scarcity of necessary resources, such as oil and water, which also has 
changed the pattern of international relations. We don’t know yet whether this 
will lead to more conflict or cooperation. But no doubt it will require nation-
states to rethink their relationships with other countries and nonstate actors.

The nature of power is changing as well. The major economic and military 
powers of Europe and the United States have become more integrated, although 
relationships were strained considerably during the years of the Trump admin-
istration. Yet these same countries are also vying for resources, such as fossil 
fuels. And countries have different understandings of how to meet that resource 
need in ways that will not destroy the environment. In short, the very nature of 
international relations and the international system is changing and no doubt 
will continue to change as priorities shift and relationships are reordered.

In this chapter, we are going to try to pull all these ideas together in some 
way. What follows are four different cases. In three of them, we are going to 
look at some current international issues that affect virtually all members of the 
international system from the most micro (the individual) to the most macro 
(the system as a whole). The fourth case focuses on China, an important and 
increasingly powerful nation-state. China’s rising power, its economic strength, 
and especially its relationship to the United States but also to the countries of 
Latin America and Africa as well as other countries in Asia, make it an important 
case to study. Its changing attitude toward the environment and its emergence 
as a leader on that issue also adds a different dimension to the understanding of 
the role of that country.

We are not going to presume to provide answers in any of these cases. Rather, 
what we are going to do is outline a number of issues that the international 
system is grappling with at the present time. In order to reflect some of the 
changes in the current international political reality, in the three issue cases 
(environment, movement of people, and the Women, Peace and Security [WPS] 
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agenda), we are going to stay away from the traditional “hard power” issues of 
military security and focus more on some of the other things that are plaguing 
the international system. This is not meant to discount or minimize the impact 
or importance of these issues—quite the contrary. As illustrated by events in the 
Middle East, with a civil war in Syria, the threat from a possibly nuclear Iran, 
and a North Korea that has been asserting its military strength, these issues that 
we think of as “security” are an ongoing part of international relations. However, 
a lot of attention has been given to these issues. Far less attention is devoted to 
issues of human security or the assurance that all people have their basic human 
needs met.

For years the international community has struggled to agree upon standards 
for environmental protection. But all too often the concern to protect the envi-
ronment seems to be in conflict with the goal of development and industrializa-
tion. While countries might support the importance of a clean environment, 
they don’t want to enact any policy that will hurt their economic growth. Al-
though the international community was able to reach an important agreement 
on climate change in Paris, which technically went into force in November 
2016, one of President Trump’s first actions upon taking office was to remove 
the United States from that agreement while one of President Biden’s first ac-
tions was to bring the U.S. back into the agreement. This rather schizophrenic 
behavior coming from one of the major actors behind creating this agreement 
raised questions about the reliability of the United States as a leader in global 
environmental issues, but also about who will emerge in its stead in addressing 
this critical global issue. This issue has become especially relevant in light of the 
climate crises facing virtually all countries and the recent United Nations (UN) 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report that describes how 
humans have altered our environment, supported by scientific evidence. The 
report also describes continuing catastrophes unless the international commu-
nity works to address the issues, starting with cutting greenhouse gas emissions.

Immigration and the movement of people is another issue that has emerged 
at the top of the international agenda. Although it has been a factor for centu-
ries—think of the pilgrims who left England to come to America in search of 
political and religious freedom—it has become a more prominent part of inter-
national relations relatively recently. A globalized world has made it easier for 
people to leave one country for another in search of economic opportunity or to 
flee civil war; the war in Syria has contributed to a significant number of refu-
gees fleeing that conflict. But it has also contributed to a growth of nationalism 
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and nativist sentiments. These were exacerbated during the 2016 presidential 
election in the United States when candidate Trump spoke disparagingly of im-
migrants from Mexico and of the need to curb immigration by Muslims. Similar 
sentiments have contributed to race riots in France and the emergence of na-
tionalist candidates in France, the Netherlands, and other European countries. 
This growth of anti-immigrant feeling has been coming at a time when there has 
been an outpouring of refugees from parts of the Middle East and Africa seeking 
to escape war or environmental catastrophes, thereby pitting nationalists against 
immigrants and refugees in a number of countries. Similarly, while countries 
might support the importance of basic human rights for all in theory, they also 
want to ensure that they—not the international system—determine what is best 
for their own people. To many countries, for example China dealing with the 
Uighurs, this is an internal question that pertains to a nation’s sovereignty.

The WPS agenda, which evolved from the passage of UN Security Council 
Resolution 1325 in 2000, “is a policy framework that recognizes that women 
must be critical actors in all efforts to achieve sustainable international peace and 
security.”1 In passing Resolution 1325, the UN has called on all member states to 
address not only the disproportionate impact that war has on women, but also 
the pivotal role that women can and should play in ensuring peace. While this 
might seem obvious, it is not, and the WPS agenda has brought the issue to the 
awareness of countries and decision makers. Further, as the case makes clear, 
this is not a “woman’s issue,” but a security issue that affects all countries. How 
successful the WPS agenda has been, and why, is discussed in Case 3.

China is a nation-state that has experienced great change in a relatively short 
period of time, going from a so-called developing country to a major economic 
as well as military power. That has put it into a unique position that can be seen 
especially in its relationship to the United States, one that might be described as 
“frenemies,” to use a colloquialism. The U.S. withdrawal from the Paris Climate 
Change Agreement and the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) during the Trump 
administration empowered China to come forward and take the leadership role 
that would have been attributed to the United States. China and the United 
States have a relationship of tension regarding China’s role in the South China 
Sea. Yet the two countries are interdependent economically. Further, the United 
States looks to China to help control the situation with North Korea, China’s cli-
ent state. This complicated set of relationships as well as the changing role China 
is playing internationally make it a fascinating case study of applied IR.
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As you go through the cases, your task will be to try to find ways to address 
these issues given what you know about IR and the actors who make up the 
international system. These cases represent only a brief starting point. There are 
many other cases you could explore, and I would encourage you to try to do that. 
What are some other prominent issues? How would you develop those into a 
case, and what does exploring that particular case tell you about IR? And, as you 
explore the cases included here plus any others that might interest you, how do 
the lessons of the cases contribute to your understanding of IR today?

CaSE 1: ENVirONMENTaL PrOTECTiON aS a COMMON GOOd

An article in the New York Times, published on July 17, 2021, starkly illustrates 
current environmental concerns:

Some of Europe’s richest countries lay in disarray this weekend, as raging rivers 
burst through their banks in Germany and Belgium, submerging towns, slamming 
parked cars against trees and leaving Europeans shellshocked at the intensity of the 
destruction. Only days before in the Northwestern United States, a region famed 
for its cool, foggy weather, hundreds have died of heat.2

The litany of environmental catastrophes led the author of the article to the 
following conclusion: “The extreme weather disasters across Europe and North 
America have driven home two essential facts of science and history: The world 
as a whole is neither prepared to slow down climate change, nor live with it.”3

That dire assessment was underscored with the report issued in August 2021 
by the UN IPCC, which described “how humans have altered the environment at 
an ‘unprecedented’ pace and detailed how catastrophic impacts lie ahead unless 
the world rapidly and dramatically cuts greenhouse gas emissions.” Further, the 
report states that “there is no remaining scientific doubt that humans are fueling 
climate change.” The report, which relies on more than fourteen thousand scien-
tific studies, “lays out for policymakers and the public the most up-to-date un-
derstanding of the physical science on climate change.”4 As noted, the report was 
released during a summer of environmental catastrophes that were far from over.

Protecting the environment is one of the areas that falls under the heading of 
“common good” in that it is something that affects all countries and peoples; en-
vironmental degradation knows no national boundaries. Countries can assume 
that it is not only in their national interest but in the interest of all nations to 
ensure that the quality of the environment is protected, and that it is incumbent 
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upon them to work together to achieve this goal; this is a position that the liberal 
theorists would take. Or countries can take the “free rider” position and assume 
that other countries will take the lead and that they do not have to spend the 
money or invest resources in this policy area because others will do it for them—
and they will benefit anyway. In that regard, consistent with the more realist 
position, each nation-state would ask whether and how it is in their best interest 
to work on improving the environment and what will happen if they don’t.

According to a Pew poll conducted in 2017, people around the world view 
global climate change as one of the leading global threats. Of polls done in eigh-
teen countries, on the whole, climate change ranked only slightly behind ISIS as 
the major security threat.5 This suggests that this issue is one that reaches to the 
society and individuals, which should send an important message to decision 
makers about policy priorities.

2021 has been the hottest year to date, breaking records set in the previous 
years. Drought in the western United States coupled with the heat have con-
tributed to an unprecedented year of wildfires. Flooding in Europe and India 
has killed hundreds, in what has also been an unusual weather pattern. It seems 
incontrovertible that these extreme weather patterns have been brought on by 
climate change. Although this has been known for decades, it has only been 
recently that the international community seems to be serious about addressing 
it in a systematic way. 

Countries are facing a number of severe environmental issues that have im-
plications for each of them and for the world. In addition to heat, floods, and 
drought, issues of deforestation, access to clean and safe water, and the contribu-
tion of pollution and greenhouse gas emissions to global warming are among the 
issues that transcend borders. The IPCC has identified a target goal of keeping 
temperatures from rising no more than two degrees Celsius compared to pre-
industrial levels. That group issued a report in October 2018 that recommended 
countries look at making the new target 1.5 degrees Celsius. The 2018 report 
is the result of a survey of more than six thousand studies of data on climate 
change; the study was commissioned in 2015 by the then 195 signatories of the 
Paris Climate Change Agreement and reaffirms the findings that the earth is 
warming and countries can take actions to halt or reverse this pattern.6 The most 
recent report, issued in August 2021, was even more comprehensive and dire in 
its warnings. It also leaves little doubt that much of this is human-caused, and 
it will require global cooperation and political will to address. Succeeding will 
require a worldwide reduction in greenhouse gas emissions.
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In Paris in 2015, 195 countries agreed on the goal of keeping the increase in 
the average global temperature to below two degrees Celsius above pre-industrial 
levels and also to pursue a goal of zero net emissions, that is, removing as much 
greenhouse gas from the atmosphere as added to it, by the second half of the 
twenty-first century. A total of 187 countries have pledged to make “intended 
nationally determined contributions,” which are lodged with the secretariat of 
the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change. While there was virtually 
universal praise for the agreement, the intended nationally determined contri-
butions are not strong enough to ensure that the ultimate target goal of 1.5 de-
grees is reached. Subsequent meetings held annually since the Paris Agreement 
was signed were designed to determine how countries can implement that goal.

Although the impact of a warming climate can be documented, there are costs 
associated with meeting these goals, some real and some political, and it will be 
up to each country to determine how—and whether—it will meet these goals. 
The Paris Agreement requires countries to reconvene every five years starting in 
2023 to publicly report on how they are doing in cutting emissions compared to 
the plans that they have drafted. However, they are also to meet periodically in 
order to address specific aspects of the agreement. Since the initial agreement, 
the group has met almost annually.7 

Each year, under UN auspices, countries have come together to assess the 
situation and progress made; COP26 was held in Glasgow, Scotland, Novem-
ber 1 through 12, 2021. This is an important meeting for many reasons: under 
President Biden, the United States rejoined the Paris Agreement, which should 
provide more momentum; 2020 was a record-breaking year in terms of natural 
disasters believed to be a product of climate change, and it looks like 2021 will 
surpass it; and the meeting was hosted by the United Kingdom, in one of its first 
major international events post-Brexit. Further, it comes on the heels of the latest 
IPCC report. Thus, there is a lot riding on the summit.

If environmental issues are to be addressed, countries will need to work to-
gether. But can they? This case makes it clear how difficult it is for the interna-
tional community to come together, even on issues pertaining to the common 
good, especially when decisions are perceived to have a negative impact on a 
country’s national interest. 

Background of the issue

The Kyoto Protocol to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(known as the Kyoto Protocol) was adopted in 1997 and was set to expire in 
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2012. This was the first major international climate change agreement and, for 
that reason alone, is extremely important. The Kyoto Protocol is linked to the 
UN Framework Convention on Climate Change and:

sets binding targets for 37 industrialized countries and the European community 
for reducing greenhouse gas emissions (GHG). . . . The major distinction between 
the Protocol and the Convention is that while the convention encouraged indus-
trialized countries to stabilize GHG emissions, the Protocol commits them to do 
so. (emphasis in original)8

To ensure that the goals associated with protecting the environment that grew 
from the Kyoto Protocol were met, subsequent meetings were scheduled annu-
ally to bring the international community together for further discussion and 
negotiation. In general, the goal of these various international meetings was 
to frame follow-up agreements to move forward issues surrounding climate 
change.

While 184 countries ratified the Kyoto protocol, many of its terms were con-
troversial. For example, the agreement places a heavier burden on the developed 
versus the developing countries, a point that both sets of countries had problems 
with. The developed countries felt that this unfairly punished them, while the 
developing countries, which included India and China, wanted international as-
sistance that would allow them to develop economically and provide assistance 
in helping them do so in an environmentally friendly way. At a time when India 
and China are among the fastest-growing economies in the world, labeling them 
“developing” countries underscores another of the problems that can be identi-
fied quickly when looking at this issue. Specifically, what really constitutes a 
developed or industrialized country versus a developing one?

Despite some of these flaws, the Kyoto Protocol was seen as an important first 
step toward reducing global emissions. In addition, it provided a framework for 
the next steps that the international community needed to take in controlling 
greenhouse gas emissions.

Countries know that it would be virtually impossible to try to tackle all the 
environmental issues—greenhouse gas emissions, deforestation, ensuring bio-
diversity, promoting principles of sustainable development—at the same time. 
Therefore, one of the goals of subsequent meetings, starting with the Copenha-
gen meeting of 2009, was to build on Kyoto and frame an agreement that would 
set priorities and guide countries’ policies into the future.
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In November 2009, prior to the start of meetings in Copenhagen, many were 
optimistic when China announced its plan to reduce significantly its greenhouse 
gas emissions over the next decade. This was a departure from China’s position 
to that point, and other countries saw it as a positive step. Despite the initial 
optimism, reaching an agreement proved to be difficult. An accord finally was 
reached on the last day of the meeting, brokered in part by U.S. President Barack 
Obama, assisted by BRIC countries China, India, Brazil, and South Africa. While 
the accord fell short of what some environmentalists hoped for, it accomplished 
the objective of getting countries to commit to keeping the maximum tempera-
ture rise to below two degrees Celsius. The challenge, however, was turning that 
general agreement into something that would be legally binding. 

That became the starting point for the conference in Cancún, Mexico, held 
late in 2010. Given the history of the meetings to that point, countries went into 
the Cancún summit in November 2010 with low expectations. Nonetheless, the 
Cancún Agreements provided emission mitigation targets and actions for ap-
proximately eighty countries, including Brazil, one of the world’s largest green-
house gas emitters. By agreeing to cut its greenhouse gas emissions, Brazil was 
aligning itself with the European Union (EU), South Korea, and other countries 
that had similarly adopted emissions targets.

One of the other areas that made the agreement reached at the Cancún 
meeting unique is that it was able to identify and build upon areas of common 
concern between the developing and developed countries. Among these was a 
pledge to create a Green Climate Fund of one hundred billion dollars a year to go 
from the countries of the North (the developed countries) to those of the South 
(developing) to help pay for emissions cuts and climate adaptation by 2020. This 
helped minimize one of the major problems of reaching an agreement, which 
was how to pay for it. As noted by one article, the challenge was that “all of these 
now need to be turned from paper agreements into practical ones.”9

Despite the successes, the agreement failed in other ways. The text did not 
address proposals on agriculture, a major greenhouse gas emitter equal to defor-
estation. The pledges made are not strong enough to really hold down climate 
change to an increase of two degrees Celsius, as some had hoped. Some claim 
that such specific targets will not be applied as long as some countries (notably 
the United States and China) object. And there is a danger that if that is treated 
as a make-or-break issue, then agreement will never be possible.

Given the history of the meetings to date, international experts were not 
optimistic going into the next set of talks that convened in Durban, South  
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Africa, in December 2011, as the developed countries (especially Japan, Russia, 
and Canada) had already indicated that they did not want to take on any ad-
ditional legally binding responsibilities to cut their greenhouse gas emissions. 
Of the developed countries, only the Europeans, who are responsible for about 
13 percent of global emissions, agreed to consider being part of another round 
of cuts. And while the developing countries, including China and India, had 
already promised to cut the energy or carbon intensity of their economies, they 
refused to turn their pledges of commitment into legally binding pacts. “Their 
main concern is for their economies to grow rapidly, not least to help deal with 
the fallout of warming.”10 

The conference in Durban resulted in some agreement on the need to work 
toward a new global treaty and to make progress on the Green Climate Fund. 
Progress on the more contentious issue, a formal treaty, was made possible only 
after Brazil came up with wording all could agree upon, specifically that “the new 
deal is not to be ‘legally binding.’ It will, instead, be ‘a protocol, another legal in-
strument or an agreed outcome with legal force.’”11 The new protocol begins the 
process of replacing the Kyoto agreement “with something that treats all coun-
tries—including the economic powerhouses China, India and Brazil—equally.” 
The expiration date and additional specifics were left to be negotiated in the 
future. The Green Climate Fund “would help mobilize a promised $100 billion 
a year in public and private financing by 2020 to assist developing countries in 
adapting to climate change and converting to clean energy sources.”12 But ques-
tions about implementing the fund remain unanswered.

In November–December 2012, countries met in Doha, Qatar, for the an-
nual UN climate change negotiations. Among the few accomplishments at this 
meeting was the agreement from the wealthier developed countries to provide 
funding in aid to those primarily developing countries that are most affected 
by climate change, thereby building on the idea of the Green Climate Fund. 
Looking forward to future meetings, countries hoped to progress toward final-
izing a legally binding agreement to be concluded and signed in 2015 in Paris 
if the myriad issues pertaining to protecting the environment really were to be 
addressed.

The Paris Climate Change agreement

The climate issue is rising on the international agenda, due to the growing sci-
entific, industry and government consensus that extreme weather events (2011 
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floods in Thailand; droughts in India, US, and Africa; unprecedented Arctic sea 
ice melting; typhoons and hurricanes in US, Southeast Asia) are outside regular 
climatic fluctuations and in line with the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change’s predictions.13

Even generally conservative bodies, such as the World Bank, have issued reports 
warning of the potential impact of climate change. Clearly, this is seen as an 
international issue that affects all countries, and where the risks will continue to 
grow if they are not checked.

In 2012, the World Bank issued a climate change report titled “Turn Down 
the Heat: Why a 4° Warmer World Must Be Avoided.” The report warns that 
“we’re on track for a 4°C warmer world marked by extreme heat-waves, declin-
ing global food stocks, loss of ecosystems and biodiversity, and life-threatening 
sea-level rise.”14 It also warns that the adverse effects of climate change dispro-
portionately affect the world’s poorest regions and could undermine any eco-
nomic development gains they might have made. This report was released ahead 
of the IPCC’s 2013–2014 comprehensive study, both of which played an impor-
tant role in the climate change discussions that took place in Lima, Peru, in 2014. 
Both studies came to the same conclusion: not only is the earth’s temperature 
warming, but the reasons for climate change can be attributed to human action, 
and deliberate decisions should be made that could stop or even reverse the pat-
tern. But doing so will require important policy changes.

In 2014, the IPCC issued its fifth assessment report on climate change as well 
as a summary specifically directed at policy makers. It reiterates what has been 
known for many years: the climate has been warming (as has the temperature 
of the oceans) because of human activity. According to the IPCC report, “each 
of the last three decades has been successively warmer at the Earth’s surface 
than any preceding decade since 1850. The period from 1983 to 2012 was likely 
the warmest 30-year period of the last 1400 years in the Northern Hemisphere, 
where such assessment is possible” (emphasis in original).15 During the period 
between 1992 and the present, the Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets have been 
melting, which has implications for the level of the oceans as well as for the vari-
ous land and sea animals that depend on the ice sheets. The temperature of the 
oceans is rising, as are the sea levels, threatening low-lying areas. The extent of 
water evaporation from the oceans because of the change in the earth’s tempera-
ture has altered climatic patterns in other ways. Although the overall average 
rainfall globally might not be very different, the patterns of rain and snowfall 
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have changed considerably leading to drought in some areas and flooding in 
others. Some places have experienced record warm temperatures while others 
are suffering from bone-chilling cold. These factors have had an impact on 
crops and food production, which have affected the poorer and less developed 
countries most dramatically.

Countries are facing a number of severe environmental issues that have im-
plications for the world. It is apparent that if there really is to be progress made 
on these important environmental issues, countries need to move beyond gener-
alities to the specifics of implementation. This makes clear one of the challenges 
of trying to address an international agreement: reaching an agreement is only 
one part of the process; implementing it is another issue.

The accord that was agreed upon in Paris in 2015 had been in process for nine 
years and required every country to take some action. Although the agreement 
itself will not solve the problem of global warming, it will cut global greenhouse 
gas emissions as a step toward holding off an increase of two degrees Celsius, the 
point at which scientists have predicted devastating consequences. The deal also 
“could be viewed as a signal to global financial and energy markets, triggering a 
fundamental shift away from investment in coal, oil and gas as primary energy 
sources toward zero-carbon energy sources like wind, solar and nuclear power.”16 

The success of the agreement, however, depends on global peer pressure and 
the actions of governments in the future. A core requirement of the agreement 
is that every nation take part and put forth plans as to how they would cut their 
own carbon emissions by 2030. If enacted, those plans alone should cut emis-
sions by half the levels required to hold off the worst effects of global warming. 
However, while every country is required to put forward a plan, there is no 
legally binding requirement dictating how or how much countries should cut 
emissions. What the Paris Agreement did build in is the requirement that coun-
tries ratchet up the stringency of their climate change policies in the future. Fur-
ther, countries will be required to reconvene every five years with updated plans. 

The election of Donald Trump as president of the United States cast the 
scheduled November 2016 climate summit in Marrakesh and the subsequent 
2017 Bonn conference (COP23) and meeting in Poland (COP24) in 2018 in a 
new light. Due to unrest in Chile, the scheduled venue, the 2019 meeting was 
moved to Madrid, Spain, but was held as planned. Going into that conference, 
the focus was on the Paris Agreement’s goal to keep global temperatures from 
rising above the target of two degrees centigrade. The hope was that all countries 
would strengthen their commitment to this goal and develop strategies for the 
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reduction of emissions. In an interview prior to the meeting, David Waskow, 
director of the International Climate Initiative at the World Resources Institute, 
noted that:

this has to be a can-do climate summit. . . . And now is the moment to highlight 
that countries have a can-do approach to strengthening their  action under the 
Paris Agreement next year and also finalizing the last parts of the implementing 
rules so that those can go into full effect. That’s the core of what the climate talks 
and all the process around it in Madrid can achieve.17

Amid all that optimism, however, was the serious question of who is going to 
take the lead with the United States and other former supporters, like Brazil, 
abrogating their role as champions. The EU has remained a forceful supporter of 
the need to address the problem before it gets worse, and even China has shown 
leadership on the issue. But some of the countries that are suffering the greatest 
effects of climate change, like Australia, have political leaders who are climate 
change skeptics.

The reality was that the two weeks of discussion and often contentious debate 
in Madrid did not result in any significant policy decisions. Delegates from more 
than two hundred countries continued the discussion past the scheduled end 
of the talks, yet few tangible outcomes resulted. Going into the talks, the goal 
was to finalize rules to implement the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement. How-
ever, some of the old divisions emerged, specifically how to provide funding to 
poorer nations already facing some of the effects of climate change including 
drought and rising seas. They were also unable to craft rules around a fair and 
transparent global carbon trading system, pushing the issue to the next year’s 
conference. “The lack of progress in Spain sets up a critical moment ahead of 
next year’s [2021] gathering in Scotland, where countries will be asked to show 
up with more ambitious pledges to slash their carbon footprints.”18 Meanwhile, 
during the talks, activists and young people protested what they claimed were 
policy makers’ inability to face the real issues. 

The goal of each of the summits since Paris was to outline more detailed plans 
for the implementation of the agreement signed in December 2015. While the 
Paris Agreement was hailed as important because of the global commitment to 
constrain global warming, figuring out how to do that was far more difficult. 
In a show of force, at the 2016 Marrakesh conference nations adopted a call 
for all countries (including the United States) to renew their commitment to  
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implementing and enforcing the agreement negotiated in Paris. During that 
conference, eleven more countries ratified the Paris agreement, bringing the to-
tal to eighty-eight countries that have signed. The total needed for the agreement 
to become law was fifty-five nations representing 55 percent of global emissions. 
That target number was reached the week before the Marrakesh summit started; 
by the end of that meeting, 111 countries had signed and, as of January 2018, 
173 parties (including countries and organizations such as the EU) had signed 
and ratified the agreement.

Addressing issues of climate change has not been easy for the members of the 
international system. Generally, attempts to negotiate agreements on this topic 
begin with the Kyoto Protocol, signed in 1997. The path to Paris and subsequent 
conferences from Kyoto has been a long and difficult one. The Lima Accord, as it 
is now known, “is the first time that all nations—rich and poor—have agreed to 
cut back on burning oil, gas and coal.”19 However, the agreement did not include 
legally binding requirements for countries to cut their emissions by any particu-
lar amount. Instead, it will be up to each country to enact national laws to reduce 
carbon emissions, lay out how it will cut emissions after 2020, and decide what 
specific domestic policies it will enact to achieve those cuts. The plans from every 
country, called the “Intended Nationally Determined Contributions,” formed 
the basis of the agreement that was signed in Paris in 2015.

Another way in which the agreement holds countries accountable is that it 
requires them to publicly report every five years, starting in 2023, the progress 
they are making in cutting emissions relative to their plans, and they will be 
legally required to monitor and report on their emissions levels and reductions 
using a universal accounting system. This hybrid system was designed to meet 
political realities. While the individual countries’ plans are voluntary, the legal 
requirements regarding monitoring and reporting as well as publicly releasing 
updated plans are ways to hold countries accountable through global peer pres-
sure. This, of course, will depend on who the future leaders are and their own 
attitudes toward climate change.

Early in June 2017, President Trump announced that the United States would 
withdraw from the Paris Agreement, claiming that the pact “imposed wildly 
unfair environmental standards on American businesses and workers.”20 In ad-
dition, he said that he wanted to negotiate a better deal for the United States. 
However, the decision only served to isolate the United States from the rest 
of the world on this issue, especially its major allies. At the G20 meeting that 
followed Trump’s announcement, although the world leaders “acknowledged” 
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Trump’s decision, they also agreed to move forward collectively, albeit without 
the United States, to combat climate change, and they signed a detailed policy 
outline of the ways in which their countries could move forward toward meeting 
their environmental goals.21 

During the 2020 presidential campaign and then after he was officially af-
firmed as president-elect, Biden stressed that one of his first acts would be for 
the United States to rejoin the Paris Agreement on climate. In fact, in his Foreign 
Affairs piece published while he was a candidate, he stated clearly, “The United 
States must lead the world to take on the existential threat we face—climate 
change. If we don’t get this right, nothing else will matter.” Here, too, he outlined 
both a domestic and international strategy for meeting that threat. The domestic 
agenda included making investments at home to move toward a “clean energy 
economy with net-zero emissions by 2050.” Internationally, Biden proposed 
not only to rejoin the Paris Agreement but to “convene a summit of the world’s 
major carbon emitters, rallying nations to raise their ambitions and push prog-
ress further and faster.”22 And to underscore the importance he is giving to this 
area, he appointed John Kerry to serve in a new cabinet-level position as “special 
presidential envoy for climate.” After four years in which U.S. credibility on cli-
mate change has plummeted, “Mr. Kerry will need to convince skeptical global 
leaders—burned by the Trump administration’s hostility toward climate science 
and its rejection of the 2015 Paris Agreement—that the United States not only is 
prepared to resume its leadership role but will also stay the course, regardless of 
the Biden administration’s future.”23 In other words, the burden will be on the 
United States to prove that this foreign policy priority is greater than any single 
administration. 

In a 2019 poll, Gallup found that “65 percent of Americans would favor 
protecting the environment even if it meant curbing economic growth.”24 Biden 
has outlined a world where it is possible to have both clean energy and a cleaner 
environment as well as economic growth. And while much of this will depend on 
domestic issues, such as finding ways to move away from coal-fired plants and 
toward clean energy such as wind and solar, some of it will also require getting 
international cooperation, including from countries such as China and India. 

The importance of the topic and the need to do something quickly was un-
derscored in the August 2021 IPCC report. No longer could deniers claim that 
the warming environment was a natural phenomenon; the science made it clear 
that the effects that we are witnessing are the result of human actions and that 
only human decisions can reverse course and do it quickly. As John Kerry said 
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about the report, “What the world needs now is real action. We can get to the 
low carbon economy we urgently need, but time is not on our side.”25

The predicted results of inaction are dire: sea levels are rising; carbon dioxide 
in the atmosphere has risen to levels not seen in two million years; the oceans 
are turning acidic; arctic ice is disintegrating; weather disasters are becoming 
more common and more extreme, affecting virtually every part of the globe; and 
the list of documented impacts continues. The only way to stop or reverse these 
trends is to take action quickly.

As you can see in this case, the lack of global cooperation on environmental 
issues, lack of corporate responsibility, interstate and intrastate conflict, and 
poor policy decisions are among some of the many man-made reasons for the 
ongoing depletion of the environment. All of these have different causes and 
different environmental impacts, which makes it even harder to determine how 
to solve the problems or even address them.

analysis of the Case

What this case illustrates is the fact that tied to the issue of sustainable devel-
opment is the need for countries to develop in an environmentally safe way. This 
requires that countries do whatever they can to develop cleaner energy technol-
ogy and fuels and simultaneously find ways to limit harmful carbon dioxide 
emissions that are associated with global climate change. But it will also require 
countries to work together and compromise, not only in reaching an agreement 
but in ensuring that the agreement reached will be implemented.

The challenge posed by environmental issues gets to the heart of some of 
the issues raised pertaining to IR. Environmental issues are difficult to address 
because they do not respect international borders. Thus, what happens in one 
country has a direct impact on other countries beyond its borders. Furthermore, 
countries and the people who live within them ideally would like to have a clean 
and safe environment. But how much is that worth if it comes at the expense 
of economic growth and development? Do all countries put the same value on 
ensuring a clean environment? If not, then the starting point alone is one of con-
flicting perspectives and priorities, which makes it even more difficult to come 
to a satisfactory outcome.

From a realist perspective, each country will only pursue those policies that 
are in its own best interest. Furthermore, this ties to issues of sovereignty, and 
what would happen if the international community were to impose restrictions 
on other countries, even if they are for the greater good. From a liberal theoreti-
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cal perspective, however, cooperating and moving toward achieving a climate 
change agreement will benefit all countries, the people who live in those coun-
tries, and the international system as a whole. Therefore, it would make sense to 
cooperate in order to achieve a common good. To the radical or Marxist theo-
retical perspective, the dilemma is really about who controls the resources and, 
therefore, can make the decisions. The constructivists would look at this case as 
an example of changing international norms and the ways in which they affect 
the discourse of IR. And each of these would assign a different priority to the 
environment as a policy issue.

But let’s say we could move beyond the differences stemming from theoretical 
perspectives and countries could negotiate an international agreement, as they 
did in Paris in 2015. Implementing that agreement pertains to a different set of 
issues that would have to be confronted stemming from differences in perspec-
tive. The developed countries would want to ensure that they are not burdened 
unfairly, either with the costs of implementing the agreement or in terms of the 
specifics of the agreement, which could impose more stringent requirements 
on them than on other countries. The developing countries, on the other hand, 
want to be able to industrialize and progress economically without feeling like 
they are impeded by an agreement. Thus, another way to look at the problem at 
the nation-state level is to look at what happens when what is in the best inter-
est of the nation-state conflicts with the greater good or with the interests of the 
international system.

If we look within the nations, we see the issue still another way. For example, 
the people within a country want to know that they have access to potable water, 
that the air they breathe is clean, and that the government will ensure that they 
have these basic necessities. These qualities are tied to their basic security and 
well-being. But in some countries, they also want to make sure that they have 
land to plant the crops necessary to feed their own families and perhaps provide 
a little extra to trade. If that means clearing part of the rainforest, can the govern-
ment forbid them to do so? 

Ultimately, it is up to the government to negotiate any international agree-
ment and to determine whether to abide by it or abrogate it, as the United States 
has recently done. Because the United States withdrew once, how can it convince 
other countries that it was rejoining in good faith, and that the next president 
will not reverse the policy decision again?

The greater good versus the good/national interest of the individual nation—
who wins?
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CaSE 2: ThE MOVEMENT Of PEOPLE iN a GLOBaLiZEd WOrLd

Globalization has changed how countries interact in a number of ways. One 
of those is in the movement of people, where individuals travel to different 
countries either legally or illegally in search of economic opportunity, to escape 
a conflict, to seek asylum from political persecution, and even to find food or 
water because of severe environmental crisis. In one of the ironies associated 
with the global pandemic that wracked the world in 2020 and 2021, the UN 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), in its Global Trends Report for 
2020, found that:

While the full impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on wider cross-border migra-
tion and displacement globally is not yet clear, UNHCR data shows that arrivals 
of new refugees and asylum-seekers were sharply down in most regions—about 
1.5 million fewer people than would have been expected in non-COVID circum-
stances. . . . Similarly, the United Nations estimates that the pandemic may have 
reduced the number of international migrants by around two million globally dur-
ing the first six months of the year.26

That said, the agency also noted that 82.4 million people were forcibly displaced 
worldwide in 2020, roughly the population of Germany. According to the UN, 
more than two-thirds (68 percent) of the more than twenty-six million refugees 
came from just five countries: Syria, Venezuela, Afghanistan, South Sudan, and 
Myanmar. Turkey hosted the largest group of refugees worldwide, about 3.7 
million, followed by Colombia (1.7 million), Pakistan (1.4 million), Uganda (1.4 
million), and Germany (1.2 million).27 Why are these numbers important? Be-
cause the influx of refugees can often cause a strain on the host country, which 
is now trying to support them as well as their own citizens.

It should be clear that people flee for a host of reasons. The UNHCR said that 
conflict and the fallout from climate change were key drivers of refugees and 
internally displaced people, especially in parts of Africa. He noted that “Such 
factors added hundreds of thousands to the overall count, the ninth consecutive 
annual increase in the number of forcibly displaced people. The millions who 
have fled such countries as Syria and Afghanistan because of protracted wars 
have dominated the UN tally for years.”28 As noted in the earlier case about cli-
mate change, significant changes in the environment can affect populations but 
also the options that are open to them. 
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At a time when many countries are struggling to find workers to fill the 
lowest-paid and unskilled jobs, which have often been filled by immigrants (legal 
and otherwise), many of these same countries are finding a void at the upper 
ranks as well. Individual countries have different labor needs; in a global econ-
omy that is increasingly interdependent, it seems only logical that countries look 
to one another to augment their own labor/workers. Hence, the issues surround-
ing immigration and migration often are tied directly to labor and employment 
including the fear that the influx of “foreigners” will take away jobs. The reality, 
however, is that at a time when many of the “developed” countries have a short-
age of workers, immigrants are necessary to keep the economy thriving. On the 
one hand, many of the immigrants are skilled and bring a level of education and 
competence to the work force and enter the information technology sector, or 
are trained as doctors and engineers. On the other hand, many are also unskilled 
and are willing to do menial jobs in the agricultural sector or in the urban areas 
that are seen as below the standard for many native-born people.

The open borders that often come with the creation and growth of free trade 
zones have made the migration of workers from country to country, legally 
and illegally, even easier. But not all who flee one country for another do so for 
economic reasons, although ultimately they will need a way to ensure their liveli-
hood in their new country. At a time of economic downturn, many countries re-
sent the influx of immigrants, who can make demands on the system (education, 
health care, etc.) and who are perceived as taking jobs away from the native born. 
This creates further divisions within the social structure of the country. Meet-
ing the needs of these refugees—finding shelter, food, water, etc.—has taxed the 
countries to which the refugees have fled. It has also led to an increase in the 
role of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that have stepped in to meet 
the needs that the countries cannot or will not fill. As these refugees flood into 
other countries, they have raised significant questions about the costs to the host 
country, and who will pay those costs. An International Monetary Fund study 
has actually suggested that the influx of refugees could deliver an important eco-
nomic boost to the EU if the refugees are integrated into the job market.29 While 
it is undoubtedly true that some people do enter another country illegally for 
illicit reasons and purposes, the data show that these are the minority, and that 
to assume otherwise is to unfairly paint all immigrants with the same brush. The 
reality is that most people leave one country to relocate in another for a host of 
legitimate reasons and that once they are in the new country, generally become 
productive members of society.
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In the United States, the issue of illegal immigration became a political “hot 
button,” especially in the states of the southwest that border Mexico. During 
the presidential campaign of 2016, then-candidate Trump talked about the 
need to build a wall between the United States and Mexico (which he claimed 
Mexico would pay for) in order to stem the tide of migration from Mexico into 
the United States; statistics show that there is more movement from the United 
States to Mexico than the other way around.30 Shortly into his administration 
Joe Biden sought to reverse many of the Trump administration policies on im-
migration, claiming his policies would be more “humane.” Yet it did not take 
long before the U.S. southern border was flooded by an influx of immigrants 
fleeing dangers in their home countries of Guatemala, El Salvador, and Hondu-
ras. Many have been unaccompanied minors, which has created another set of 
political as well as policy issues. 

In March 2021, the Biden administration and Mexico reached an agreement:

The United States agreed to supply Mexico with excess doses of the AstraZeneca 
coronavirus vaccine, and Mexico pledged to help the United States better con-
tain the migration surge, including taking back more Central American families 
expelled under the Title 42 emergency health order. Mexican authorities also 
announced the closure of the country’s southern border to nonessential travel.31

According to one news report, the deal with Mexico is among the first steps the 
administration has taken aimed at slowing the crossings. Most of its other mea-
sures have sought to add capacity for unaccompanied minors and accelerate the 
release of family groups.32 Ultimately, solving the nation’s immigration crisis will 
involve addressing the root causes, including the reasons that people flee their 
home countries initially to seek refuge in the United States.

The issue of migration and immigration and who is welcomed into a country 
has been made more acute by demographic and economic realities. Many of 
the developed countries are seeing a decline in their birth rates, which, in turn, 
has led to more dependence on immigrants to take jobs in highly skilled areas, 
such as information technology, as well as more menial jobs, such as working 
in agriculture. In other words, there is a direct relationship between migration/
immigration and labor, including what jobs must be filled and who can fill them. 
As is true of so many issues, this affects virtually all countries. Immigrants and 
migrants often play an important role in the economic development and well-
being of a nation, while also bringing in new cultural ideas and perspectives.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/biden-mexico-immigration-coronavirus-vaccine/2021/03/18/a63a3426-8791-11eb-8a67-f314e5fcf88d_story.html?itid=lk_inline_manual_64
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In Europe, the arrest of immigrants accused of acts of terrorism has conflated 
the issue of immigration with terrorism. In thinking about this issue, it is im-
portant to note that not all immigrants are terrorists, nor are all terrorists immi-
grants who seek to gain entry into a country for illegal and destructive reasons. 
Yet at a time when they already feel threatened, many immigrants (especially 
those from the Middle East, who look different and are often Muslim) reset-
tling in places like Europe or the United States seem to be an easily identifiable 
symbol of terrorism.

Many countries want to do all they can to make sure that the needs of their 
own citizens are met at a time of budgetary constraints, which often means 
cracking down on immigration. Yet some countries, peoples, and NGOs also 
feel that all would benefit if an international agreement could be reached as to 
how best to monitor the movement of people and to guarantee protection to all 
migrants and immigrants, whether legal or illegal. Countries know that this will 
be a challenge but also that if they can come up with an agreement, it could be a 
classic “win-win” situation.

In short, the movement of people is a problem that affects virtually every part 
of the world, developed and developing, rural and urban.

Background of the issue

Globalization is a fact of twenty-first-century life. As we saw in chapter 1, in 
reality, the process of globalization began with the early years of exploration in 
the sixteenth century, when the original patterns of trade between and among 
countries were established. Along with that came the sale of human beings 
(slaves) who were bought and sold to provide the labor needed to ensure the 
economic benefit of the colonial power. What has made the globalization of the 
twentieth and twenty-first centuries different, however, is the growth of technol-
ogy that can move people, goods, and ideas farther and faster than ever before.

In a world in which people can move freely and cross borders relatively eas-
ily, it is not unusual for people to leave one country and move to another for 
legitimate reasons, such as the quest for better economic opportunity than they 
would have at home. However, the cases that seem to attract the most attention 
are those involving the movement of people for illegal or illicit reasons such 
as terrorism or human trafficking. These are often unskilled and uneducated 
people who are willing to do whatever they have to do in order to leave one 
country and migrate to another. Because they enter a country illegally, they can 
also be exploited and forced to work for very little, knowing that they have few 
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legal options. Many of these cases are widely reported, as are the harrowing tales 
of what many of these émigrés have had to do in order to be able to leave one 
country and enter another.

Still other people leave one country to flee conflict or to escape persecution of 
some kind. Refugee camps have developed in areas bordering war-torn states to 
shelter those people who hope to avoid war, but they often find that their new 
situation is almost as bleak. International organizations like the UN and NGOs 
often work with people in the camps to provide food, shelter, and basic health 
care, but that makes the refugees dependent on these organizations rather than 
offering them an alternative way of life.

With the environmental impact caused by global warming, a new class of 
refugees has emerged, what might be called “environmental refugees.” These 
are people who are fleeing the impact of environmental disasters, such as rising 
sea levels that threaten low-lying and island nations, drought, and flooding. The 
inability to sustain themselves because of changing environmental conditions 
has also caused people to flee either within their country or to another country.

It is often the people who are the poorest and most desperate who become the 
victims of the trade in and sale of human beings, and they often take the greatest 
risk in trying to escape. Newspapers in the United States and Europe seem to 
have an increasing number of stories about migrants trying to flee their home 
country to enter another country illegally who are found dead or close to death. 
Some of these are illegal immigrants who are being sent from one country to 
another to enter into a life of servitude. Others, however, choose to leave volun-
tarily, often paying thousands of dollars to smugglers to take them into another 
country safely. These immigrants are desperate to escape their plight at home 
and to find opportunity in another (and developed) country. Those who are able 
to escape safely can become success stories, sending hundreds or even thousands 
of dollars home to the families they left behind, which in turn encourages others 
to try the same thing.

However, the amount sent home in remittances can vary significantly. For 
example, the World Bank has found that remittances sent from migrants in one 
country to another hit a high of about $414 billion in 2008, with $316 billion of 
that sent to developing countries. In a recent report, the World Bank also found 
that despite COVID-19, “remittance flows remained resilient in 2020, register-
ing a smaller decline than previously projected. Officially recorded remittance 
flows to low- and middle-income countries reached $540 billion in 2020, just 1.6 
percent below the 2019 total of $548 billion, according to the latest Migration 
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and Development Brief.”33 And the amount of remittances is expected to increase 
as countries recover from the economic downturn caused by COVID. Thus the 
movement of people can have an important benefit to the home country as well 
as to their new country, as the migrants settle into a new country and become 
part of that economy and pay taxes, while also sending money home. 

Economic recession clearly has fostered the growth of anti-immigrant feeling 
in the United States and parts of Europe, which has made life more dangerous 
for migrants and immigrants. This sentiment can be seen clearly in the rhetoric 
of the 2016 presidential election in the United States and the 2017 elections in 
France and the Netherlands. In the first case, then-candidate Trump not only 
talked about building a wall between the United States and Mexico but also 
about imposing a ban on Muslims entering this country, allegedly to protect 
the country from terrorists. As early as 2015, Trump was talking about closing 
mosques and/or creating a database of Muslims in the United States. And fol-
lowing the attacks in San Bernardino, California, in December 2015, he escalated 
the anti-Muslim rhetoric and his campaign issued the following statement: 
“Donald J. Trump is calling for a total and complete shutdown of Muslims en-
tering the United States until our country’s representatives can figure out what 
is going on.” He continued these attacks throughout the campaign, often stating 
simply that “I think Islam hates us.”34 These comments were embodied in the 
administration’s policy decision to impose a travel ban on people entering the 
country from six majority-Muslim countries initially in March 2017, which was 
challenged in the courts. While the administration was not able to implement 
some of the policies advocated in the campaign rhetoric, it had the impact of 
stoking ill-will toward immigrants as well as nationalist feelings among Trump’s 
political base. 

In contrast, this nationalist anti-immigrant theme was repudiated in elections 
held in the Netherlands in March 2017 when conservative prime minister Mark 
Rutte defeated ultranationalist Geert Wilders. This was seen as a victory for the 
pro-European factions and a significant defeat for the nationalist anti-immigrant 
factions. Wilder’s election manifesto “included pledges to close borders to im-
migrants from Muslim nations, shutter mosques and ban the Koran, as well as to 
take the Netherlands out of the European Union.”35 Although his party did gain 
a small number of seats in the election, it was not as much as he had hoped for, 
and his sharp decline in the polls seemed to be vindication that the Dutch people 
were turning away from his message. The European leaders, including Em-
manuel Macron of France, who would also face an anti-immigrant nationalist  



266 C h a P T E r  6

opponent in Marine Le Pen, and Angela Merkel of Germany both expressed 
their delight at the results.36

Much of the anti-immigrant rhetoric, especially in Europe, has been driven 
by an influx of refugees into virtually all the countries. According to a UN-
HCR report released in 2020, “1% of all humanity is displaced, and there are 
twice as many forcibly displaced people than there were a decade ago.” And 
the UNHCR estimates that the number of people seeking refuge outside their 
own country will increase as coronavirus restrictions are lifted. David Mil-
liband, head of the NGO International Rescue Committee, noted that the latest  
UNHCR report “should be ‘a wake-up call for the international community.’” He 
further noted that “‘The triple threat of conflict, climate change and COVID-19  
continues to destroy lives and livelihood, demanding a truly global response’” 
(emphasis added).37 Yet it has become clear that neither individual countries 
nor the international system as a whole is equipped to deal with this situation.

The civil war in Syria has raised the issue of refugees, migrants, and asylum 
seekers to the top of the international agenda. It is estimated that more than 6.6 
million people had fled Syria by March 2021, with approximately 6.7 million 
more displaced within the country.38 In addition to finding housing for the mil-
lions who have fled to other countries, they need other services on the ground, 
such as food and water as well as protection from abuse. The lack of housing, 
clean water, and sanitation in many refugee camps has also contributed to the 
spread of disease within the camps, exacerbated because children are not get-
ting vaccinated, which could also help ensure their health. Many have fled to 
neighboring countries such as Turkey and Jordan, while others are moving on, 
seeking refuge in countries in Europe, but some have gone as far as Brazil and 
South Korea. Within Europe, Germany has been the most welcoming country, 
and other countries in Western Europe have been willing to take in refugees 
as well. However, countries in Eastern Europe generally have not been; for ex-
ample, Hungary put up barbed-wire fences and built walls to keep refugees out. 
A poll in the Czech Republic showed that 70 percent of the population was op-
posed to taking in any refugees at all. And Slovakia has indicated that if it had to 
accept refugees, it would prefer that they not be Muslim. This echoes fears raised 
especially by right-wing politicians and members of various nationalist groups 
that the refugees are just seeking the generous social welfare benefits that many 
of the countries have. 

The anti-immigrant sentiment is creating fear of a different kind than the ter-
rorists do. While the terrorist attacks have made people in the major cities edgy, 
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many also fear the backlash that will contribute to the growth of anti-immigrant 
sentiment. Such sentiment is becoming more acute as thousands of migrants 
struggle to reach Europe’s shores.

The anti-immigrant fervor has been fueled even more in Europe and the 
United States with the conflation of immigration and terrorism, which has 
contributed to this anti-immigrant feeling. A spate of killings loosely labeled 
“terrorist” attacks has contributed to this fear. The 2016 Bastille Day attack in 
Nice, France, was perpetrated by a Tunisian man living in France. Although 
ISIS claimed responsibility, there was no evidence that the lone perpetrator was 
linked to that terrorist group.39 An attack in Manchester, England, in June 2017 
killed twenty-two people and injured more than one hundred others as con-
certgoers were leaving an Ariana Grande concert. Although the suicide attack 
was carried out by a British-born man who allegedly had expressed views that 
he was supporting terrorism, there was no evidence of that prior to the attack. 
The attacks in San Bernardino, California, in December 2015 were carried out 
by a husband-and-wife team—he was born in Illinois and she in Pakistan—who 
had met initially online and then physically in Saudi Arabia. The Federal Bureau 
of Investigation has concluded that they were “self-radicalized,” meaning that 
they “were inspired by terrorist groups, officials said, but did not receive finan-
cial support from any foreign or domestic organizations.” Basically, they were 
“homegrown terrorists.”40 There are any number of similar cases of “lone wolf” 
attacks against civilians designed to instill fear, which is one of the hallmarks of 
terrorism, but perpetrated by people who were born in that country, as opposed 
to those who emigrated to a country specifically for that purpose. However, as 
many of them are Muslim and have ties to Middle East countries associated with 
terrorism or instability at the very least, they contribute to fears of immigrants in 
general and Muslims in particular.

Despite the passage of laws in the West, in Europe, and in the United States 
to try to stop the flood of illegal immigrants and to encourage sound migration 
policies, governments readily agree that it is extremely costly as well as very dif-
ficult to try to enforce them. As long as there is hope for a better life, people will 
continue to try to move from one country to another that promises them more. 
While in some cases this might mask people who migrate specifically for illegal 
purposes, it appears that the majority do not have malevolent intentions.

It is apparent that no country acting alone can address all the aspects of the 
issues outlined here, which clearly cross borders and national boundaries. Not 
only do immigrants deal with the international system as a whole because they 
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cross borders, but they have an impact on the politics, cultures, and societies 
within countries—both the countries these émigrés flee from and the ones they 
go to. Thus, the issue crosses multiple levels of analysis, which makes it even 
more difficult to sort out and address.

analysis of the Case

Like the environment, the movement of people is an issue that transcends 
national borders, affects many if not all countries in some way, and has been 
exacerbated by the globalization of the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 
It is also an issue that can be seen at all levels of analysis, which makes arriving 
at any solution especially difficult. The focus here, though, must start at the indi-
vidual level, because it is individuals who make the decision to leave one country 
and settle in another. Thus, in many ways, this becomes the starting point for 
understanding this issue. Who are these people, and why do they choose to leave 
one country for another? What do they hope to find? Are they leaving legally or 
illegally, and conversely, what are their intentions regarding the host country 
in which they will be settling? These are all questions that must be asked at the 
individual level, which helps give this issue a very human dimension, more so 
than many other issues in IR.

Another way of looking at the issue through the individual level is the lead-
ers of the various countries and how they respond to this issue. For example, 
in Germany, Chancellor Angela Merkel was known to welcome immigrants 
to Germany, even though that had a negative political impact on her and her 
party. That stands in contrast to Donald Trump, who vilified immigrants, 
making them unwelcome in the United States. Similarly, in France, leader of 
the National Rally Party Marine Le Pen built her political base in part on an 
anti-immigrant platform which seems to have resonated with a number of the 
French. Going into the fall 2021 presidential elections, Le Pen was polling very 
closely to Macron due in part to her outreach to the more mainstream right-
leaning political parties. This is another indicator of how this issue touches the 
individual voter.

Continuing through the levels of analysis, we can then ask about the impact 
that these immigrants, migrants, or refugees have on the culture and society of 
their adopted state. Do they blend into an already dominant culture, or will they 
have an influence on it in some ways? Are they joining an already established 
national group within the larger nation-state (e.g., the North Africans in Paris 
or Indians and Pakistanis in London), or will they be “outsiders” who will be 
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expected to assimilate into the dominant culture? Will they become part of the 
educated workforce in their new country, even if that comes at the expense of 
their home country, also known as “brain drain”? What will they contribute in 
general, culturally, economically, socially, politically? And, of course, how does 
their departure affect what happens/happened at home? And these questions do 
not take into account those who resettle in another country specifically with the 
goal of causing harm in some way.

Implicit in the impact that immigrants have on the society and culture, as 
noted earlier, is the impact on the political system. People who come to another 
country and see this move as a permanent one often want to become citizens 
and make a contribution politically, if just to vote so that their voices can be 
heard. But an émigré population can have a marked impact on the political pri-
orities of the adopted country. That was certainly the case with Cuban émigrés 
who fled to the United States and have had an influence on U.S. policy toward 
Cuba. Different countries have different expectations and criteria for citizen-
ship, and these too are political decisions sometimes specifically designed to 
limit that access. While some countries welcome immigrants, especially edu-
cated ones, that does not necessarily mean that they want them to have a say in 
how the country is run.

Furthermore, as we have seen in elections in the United States, the Nether-
lands, and France, the presence of an immigrant population and the visibility 
that has accompanied them has contributed to anti-immigrant and nationalist 
sentiments that can also affect the outcome of a political race. So the mere pres-
ence of this group can have an impact on the political system of a country.

And, of course, at the nation-state and international levels, the movement 
of peoples is a by-product of other decisions, whether benign or positive 
ones (such as accelerating free trade) or more insidious ones (such as con-
flicts). States will guard their own sovereignty and do not want to have the 
international system imposing regulations on them. They want to be able to 
determine who can and should enter their country. However, the growing 
integration of countries makes that more challenging. For example, the Schen-
gen Agreement signed in 1985 between five member countries of the then 
European Economic Community to gradually abolish checks at their common 
border has become part of EU law, establishing a borderless zone among all the 
EU countries making it much easier to move among the countries.41 And the 
issue of immigration has directly affected relations between the United States 
and neighboring Mexico.
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Finally, nonstate actors come into play in this case in a number of ways. 
Clearly, terrorist groups can take advantage of a globalized world to move people 
from one country to another specifically for the purpose of inflicting death and 
destruction. But putting those aside, other nonstate actors are also factors here, 
both as advocates for immigrants but also as interest groups advocating to limit 
immigration. The UN is a major player in this area, through its UNHCR and 
other specialized agencies. In this case, the UN is in a unique position to look 
at the international system as a whole and make determinations about issues 
pertaining to the movement of peoples.

From the different theoretical perspectives, the movement of peoples gets 
to the heart of our understandings of the nation-state and its role in interna-
tional politics. The very notion of the movement of people from one state to 
another raises issues about sovereignty, the sanctity of the state, and state se-
curity so central to the realist perspective. But it can be approached from other 
theoretical perspectives as well. Something like the Schengen Agreement that 
exists among the EU countries can be understood by drawing on the liberal 
perspective and the idea that the movement of peoples across borders is really 
an issue of cooperation and not conflict or an infringement on sovereignty. 
Constructivists might ask what impact immigration has on the structure and 
policies of the new country, as well as on the country that they left. They could 
easily explore the issues of understanding national identity and what changing 
national identities then might mean for the state as well as the people within it. 
Even the Marxists could contribute to this discussion by asking in what ways 
economic development has contributed to immigration as the trend toward 
capitalism has changed the working relationships within a country, thereby 
contributing to movement from one country to another. And, of course, the 
feminists would ask us to look at the people themselves to see who has been 
affected, in what ways, and why.

In many ways, the issue and approaches to it fit more comfortably into the 
theoretical perspectives that focus on the individual, such as the liberal, Marx-
ist, and feminist perspectives. But as noted previously, depending on the way in 
which you frame the question you are asking about the issue, any of the theoreti-
cal perspectives could provide some insight into our understanding of it. What 
we are really asking in this case is this: If the movement of peoples has become a 
fact of globalization, how can we best account for it and understand where it fits 
within traditional IR—or does it?
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CaSE 3: ThE WOMEN, PEaCE aNd SECUriTY aGENda

When sleeping women wake, mountains move.

–Chinese proverb

While the WPS agenda is often seen as having its origin in 2000 and the passage 
of UN Resolution 1325, the reality is that the demand for women’s participa-
tion in issues pertaining to war and peace has its origins almost one hundred 
years earlier. The 1915 International Congress of Women and the creation of 
the Women’s Peace Party both sought to engage women in questions surround-
ing World War I. As noted astutely in a historical study by feminist IR scholars 
J. Ann Tickner and Jacqui True, “these women claimed that, in the modern 
world, principles of gender equality, social justice, and peace were crucially 
intertwined.”42 In fact, much of what these groups were demanding came to 
fruition with the emergence of the WPS. However, it was a long and difficult 
road between 1915 and 2000 and the passage of UN Security Council Resolution 
1325, and even between 2000 and the present. As Tickner and True remind us, 
“The WPS agenda, forged through eight main UNSC resolutions to date, is the 
product of women activists’ ongoing struggles for peace and human rights.”43

UN Security Council Resolution 1325 recognizes the impact of conflict on 
women and the role that women need to play in conflict resolution, peace-
keeping, and peacebuilding, and is the framework for the WPS agenda. While 
virtually all UN member states have passed 1325, and eighty-six countries have 
created and adopted National Action Plans required in 1325, that does not 
equate to women’s equal participation in security in general and peace processes 
in particular. Taken as a whole, the WPS agenda, “provides a holistic approach 
to security comprised of four main pillars: Participation, Conflict Preven-
tion, Protection and Relief and Recovery.”44 In more detail, the four pillars are 
participation—specifically full and equal participation at all levels of decision 
making pertaining to peace processes; conflict prevention—incorporation of a 
gender perspective and the participation of women in preventing the emergence 
and spread of deadly violence; protection—protecting the rights and needs of 
women and girls in situations of conflict and post-conflict; and relief and recov-
ery—ensuring the necessary services for survivors of sexual and gender-based 
violence. Addressing these four pillars is essential to ensuring lasting peace and 
fair treatment for women but, perhaps more important, ensuring that any peace 
will be sustained. As we begin to address the WPS agenda, it is also important to 
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remember that having women participate in the peace/conflict resolution pro-
cess does not guarantee success; however, the absence of women’s participation 
virtually ensures failure, especially in the long term.

This case addresses the origins of the WPS agenda, and why and how UN 
Security Council Resolution 1325 was so groundbreaking. That said, one of the 
lessons of this case and the WPS agenda is that passing a resolution to include 
women in the peace process does not equate to equal representation for or treat-
ment of women, nor does it guarantee their inclusion in any negotiation.

Background of the issue

When the United Nations was created in 1945, of the original fifty-one mem-
ber states, “only 30 allowed women equal voting rights with men or permitted 
them to hold public office.” However, the Charter of the UN refers to the “equal 
rights of men and women” and declared the UN’s “faith in fundamental human 
rights” and “the dignity and worth of the human person.”45 These phrases sug-
gested that working for the rights of women would be a critical part of the mis-
sion of this organization and that the weight of the UN would ensure compliance 
by all countries. During its first three decades, the work of the United Nations on 
behalf of women focused primarily on the codification of women’s legal and civil 
rights, and the gathering of data on the status of women around the world. With 
time, however, it became increasingly apparent that laws, in and of themselves, 
were not enough to ensure the equal rights of women.46 Rather, members of the 
UN realized that there would have to be significant specific efforts made if there 
was to be true equality for women worldwide.

To begin to address this issue, the UN convened conferences specifically to 
develop strategies and action plans for the advancement of women. The First 
World Conference on Women was held in Mexico City in 1975 to coincide with 
International Women’s Year. This was observed “to remind the international 
community that discrimination against women continued to be a persistent 
problem in much of the world.”47 The General Assembly also launched the UN 
Decade for Women (1976–1985) to open a broader dialogue on equality for 
women. At the first conference and each of the three subsequent ones, key ob-
jectives and a plan of action were created that would define the work of the UN 
on behalf of women.

Three critical objectives were set for the 1975 Mexico City conference: “1) full 
gender equality and the elimination of gender discrimination; 2) the integration 
and full participation of women in development; and 3) an increased contribu-
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tion by women in the strengthening of world peace” (emphasis added).48 The con-
ference adopted a World Action Plan that set guidelines for governments and 
the international community to follow in order to pursue these key objectives. 
It also set minimum targets to be met by 1980 “that focused on securing equal 
access for women to resources such as education, employment opportunities, 
political participation, health services, nutrition and family planning.”49

One of the things that made the Mexico City conference unique was that 
women played a key role in shaping the discussions. Including the official del-
egations and a parallel NGO forum, approximately four thousand participants 
attended. Many of the official delegations were headed by women.

From the beginning, though, women were far from unified in their perspec-
tive on what should happen. For example, women from the Eastern bloc “were 
most interested in issues of peace, while women from the West emphasized 
equality and those from the developing world placed a priority on develop-
ment.”50 In other words, the divisions among the women attending reflected 
their own national, political, economic, and social perspectives and experiences. 
Nonetheless, the conference was deemed a success because of its ability to set in 
motion a process that would unite women and the international system behind 
set goals that would benefit all women.

Within the UN framework, in addition to the Division for the Advancement 
of Women, the International Research and Training Institute for Women and 
the United Nations Development Fund for Women were also created. Then in 
1979, the General Assembly adopted the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), which requires states to 
report regularly on steps they have taken to remove obstacles they face in imple-
menting the terms of the convention. “By 2006, 182 states—over 90 percent of 
UN’s membership—had ratified it. Many countries, including Uganda, South 
Africa, Brazil and Australia, have incorporated CEDAW provisions into their 
constitutions and national legislation.”51

The second conference on women met in 1980 in Copenhagen specifically to 
review progress that had been made on the World Action Plan adopted in 1975. 
Despite the strides made since then, the Copenhagen conference “recognized 
that signs of disparity were beginning to emerge between rights secured and 
women’s ability to exercise these rights.” To address these, this conference iden-
tified three broad areas that would require focused action if the goals identified 
in Mexico City were ever to be achieved. These three areas were “equal access 
to education, employment opportunities and adequate health care services.”52
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Deliberations at the Copenhagen conference identified various factors that 
kept women from achieving full rights. These included lack of involvement of 
men (decision makers) in improving women’s roles and a shortage of women 
decision makers; lack of political will; lack of recognition of women’s contribu-
tions and attention to women’s needs; insufficient services, such as child care, 
that would help and support women; lack of financial resources; and lack of 
awareness on the part of women about opportunities. The Copenhagen Program 
of Action called for a set of measures that would address these factors in order 
to promote the status of women.

“The movement for gender equality had gained true global recognition at the 
third world conference on women. The World Conference to Review and Ap-
praise the Achievements of the United Nations Decade for Women: Equality, 
Development and Peace, was convened in Nairobi in 1985.”53 The conference 
itself, combined with the parallel NGO forum, was seen as “the birth of global 
feminism” for the way it united women under the goals of equality, develop-
ment, and peace. While this was seen as a positive development, the conference 
also brought to light how little had actually changed regarding improvements in 
the status of women. In general, women in the developing world had seen only 
marginal improvement at best. This suggested that most of the objectives identi-
fied earlier had not been met.

The conference developed and adopted the “Nairobi Forward-Looking Strat-
egies to the Year 2000” as a blueprint for the future of women to the end of the 
century. The “Forward-Looking Strategies” set forth in that document present 
concrete measures to overcome the obstacles to the goals and objectives for the 
advancement of women. The document explicitly recognizes the failures to that 
point, attributed in part to the economic crises affecting the developing nations 
that have impeded their ability to implement programs in support of women. 
And it was explicit in recognizing that full participation for women was essential 
to the development of all states:

The role of women in development is directly related to the goal of comprehensive 
social and economic development and is fundamental to the development of all 
societies. Development means total development, including development in the 
political, economic, social, cultural and other dimensions of human life, as well as 
the development of the economic and other material resources and the physical, 
moral, intellectual and cultural growth of human beings.54
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After noting the obstacles to achieving the goals, the document then identi-
fied basic categories for achieving equality at the national level, although it was 
left up to individual governments to set their own priorities. First, “political 
commitment to establish, modify, expand or enforce a comprehensive legal base 
for the equality of women and men and on the basis of human dignity must be 
strengthened.” This in turn would require legislation. Other categories were 
social and cultural changes that would lead to equal access to education and 
training for all people; legislation to improve the status of women, the need for 
educating the public and, if necessary, altering some of the social and cultural 
norms that worked against the advancement of women; ongoing research about 
and collecting data to track the changing status of women within each coun-
try; and fostering the equality of women in political participation and decision 
making at all levels of government by identifying and implementing strategies 
to enhance access for women. The document lists countless others, as well as 
identifying the obstacles to achieving these goals.55 In effect, the document that 
grew from the conference asserted that all issues are women’s issues and that 
society in general would benefit from an expanded role for women that could be 
achieved with true equality. From a levels-of-analysis perspective, the document 
provided a blueprint for what could and should be done at each level in order to 
achieve the stated goals.

By 1995, when the Fourth World Conference on Women was convened in 
Beijing, there was a renewed commitment to the empowerment of women glob-
ally. The conference adopted the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, 
which was an agenda for women’s increased involvement in aspects of the politi-
cal process. It outlined twelve critical areas concerning women’s lives: poverty, 
education and training, health care, violence against women, armed conflict, un-
equal access to resources (the economy), power and decision making structures, 
the need for mechanisms to promote women effectively, a guarantee of human 
rights for women, access to means of communication and media, environmental 
concerns, and discrimination against female children.56

The Beijing Conference, therefore, allowed women to come together to raise 
a range of issues that affected them, and it gave governments the opportunity to 
commit to including a gender dimension to their institutions, policies, planning, 
and decision making. In endorsing this program for action, the UN General As-
sembly called upon all states, international organizations, and NGOs to begin 
to implement the recommendations in order to further the goals pertaining to 
equality for women. 
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UN resolution 1325 and the WPS agenda

UN Resolution 1325 grew in part out of the attention that the Beijing Plat-
form for Action gave to armed conflict. According to Tickner and True, “The 
1979 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW) and the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action were milestones 
that enabled the subsequent WPS agenda.”57 Here the context becomes es-
pecially important. In 1995 when the Beijing Conference was held, there was 
growing international attention given to the ethnic and civil conflicts that had 
emerged in the wake of the Cold War; for example, the war in the Balkans, with 
its ethnic cleansing and the public attention given to women as refugees and as 
weapons of war, made apparent the concerns regarding the impact of conflict 
on women and children. Hence, the UN Security Council, in passing Resolution 
1325, recognized both the impact of war on women and also the contributions 
that women could play in conflict resolution and in building sustainable peace. 
As a result, the Security Council affirmed:

the important role of women in the prevention and resolution of conflicts and in 
peace-building and stressing the importance of their equal participation and full 
involvement in all efforts for the maintenance and promotion of peace and secu-
rity, and the need to increase their role in decision making with regard to conflict 
prevention and resolution.58

Where the WPS agenda is important, and the impact that it can have, is that 
“it focuses on changing the culture and values that have historically precluded 
women and women-inclusive policies from broader acceptance within the na-
tional security apparatus.”59 Or, put another way, it makes women an integral 
part of national security, broadly defined. Nonetheless, even though it was 
unanimously adopted by the Security Council, Resolution 1325 is virtually im-
possible to implement universally. Rather, ultimately it is up to each nation-state 
to determine the role that women can and should play in any peace and post-
conflict negotiations.

Why is it important to include women in aspects of national security, espe-
cially in areas of peacemaking and conflict resolution? Research supports the 
notion that women’s involvement decreases state violence and increases the 
likelihood of lasting peace as well as ensuring a more stable and equal society. 
Feminist authors Valerie Hudson and colleagues note that “studies show that the 
more women in government, the greater the attention given to social welfare, 



P U L L i N G  i T  a L L  T O G E T h E r  277

legal protection, and transparency in government and business.” They continue 
that “the world is beginning to recognize that the status of women often sub-
stantially influences important aspects of the states in which they live.”60 In other 
words, there is a direct relationship between women’s involvement in the politi-
cal system, gender equality within the country, and variables such as domestic 
violence which decreases as the involvement of women increases.

The impact that women can have on peace and security can be seen even 
more dramatically with quantitative analyses of women’s involvement in peace 
negotiations. For example, as noted by the independent think-tank the Interna-
tional Peace Institute, “women’s inclusion at the peace table shifts the dynamics 
towards conclusion of talks and implementation of agreements, and centralizes 
a gendered and inclusive perspective on issues of governance, justice, security, 
and recovery aspects of a peace agreement.” The report also finds that “Women’s 
participation also broadens the peace process to larger constituencies beyond the 
fighting parties and potential spoilers.”61 Not only does the inclusion of women 
increase the likelihood of reaching an agreement, but it also increases the prob-
ability that a peace agreement will last.

A statistical analysis of peace talks between 1989 and 2011 yielded some 
important findings. According to the results, “Women’s participation carried a 
significant and positive impact on peace.” In fact, peace processes that included 
women in any number of capacities “demonstrated a 20 percent increase in 
the probability of a peace agreement lasting at least two years. This percentage 
continues to increase over time, with a 35 percent increase in the probability of 
a peace agreement lasting fifteen years.”62 As noted, part of the reason for that 
is women’s inclusion in peace negotiations changes the dynamics of the dis-
cussion, a point that was illustrated well in chapter 3 and the discussion of the 
Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition. But there are countless other examples in 
various peace negotiations as to why this is the case.

The question that we have to ask here is if women’s participation and the 
implementation of the WPS agenda have such a positive impact, why are more 
women not included in the process? Or, put another way, what keeps women 
from being active participants in the various political processes associated with 
issues of war and peace? Here we need to look at the barriers to women’s partici-
pation, both formal and informal. For example, “if the goal of a peace process is 
only to end violence, then women—who are rarely the belligerents—are unlikely 
to be considered legitimated participants.”63 Or, put another way, it does not 
seem logical that the peace process is entrusted to those who make war. Including  
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women requires that the decision makers, who are generally male, think about 
security in a different way, specifically one that focuses on human security rather 
than the traditional focus on state security equated with military might. Women 
often do not have the training or background necessary to be active participants 
at the table. And if and/or when women are included, their participation is often 
disregarded or minimized. Some of these are structural issues that can be ad-
dressed, for example, by better training of women and preparing them for these 
roles. However, some are more deep-seated and involve changing attitudes and 
ensuring that women play an active role, rather than sitting as passive observers.64

It is also important to remember that women have often been part of peace-
making, but generally it has been at the grassroots or Track II level, rather than 
through formal government processes. Again, there are many examples of 
women’s successes “dialoging across difference,” as Elisabeth Porter calls it.65 
Why this is so important—and often overlooked—is because the process of 
working at the community level allows women to build trust and address what 
they have in common, rather than their differences. It also often more closely 
reflects the needs of the society than the more macrolevel approach to peace 
making which is top-down, rather than bottom-up. However, the international 
community pays little attention to Track II negotiations, “narrowly investing in 
‘Track I’ negotiations with political and military elites that are predominantly 
male, rather than investing in civic voices and supporting ‘Track II’ processes.”66 
Or, put another way, states would benefit greatly by acknowledging women’s 
expertise at the grassroots level, and support those as a way to build on existing 
processes and experiences. It would also increase community buy-in, which is 
essential to ensuring that peace will endure, as well as addressing the root causes 
of the conflict.

Despite the many conferences on women and the recognition of the roles that 
women can and should play in resolving conflicts and in ensuring the creation 
of a post-conflict society that is safe for all people, the reality is that women have 
not made much progress in many of the areas identified. Furthermore, the pro-
liferation of ethnic conflicts has shown that women still suffer greatly from the 
impact of conflicts and that they remain excluded from the decision making that 
is central to the rebuilding of a conflict-torn society.

The UN resolutions that were passed made important political statements 
about the treatment and role of women. However, they also made it clear that 
ultimately it is the nation-state that is responsible for the behavior of its citizens 
and for ensuring that women and children are protected during wartime. Even 
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in peacetime, it is up to the nation-state to ensure that women have a say in the 
political processes and can help set their own priorities. But what these resolu-
tions and processes also tell us is that eventually there will need to be social and 
cultural changes within the nation-state if the role and responsibilities of women 
are ever to change significantly.

analysis of the Case

In their article, Tickner and True make an important point that is directly rel-
evant to our analysis of this case and in understanding the feminist perspective 
in IR in general. “Whereas conventional international relations theory usually 
starts its analysis at the structural level, seeing a world of states, feminists employ 
a bottom-up strategy, starting from the lives of individuals and their relation-
ships.” Ultimately, what the feminist IR theorists can then do is “connect the 
lives of individuals to international structures and how these unequal structures 
impact their lives.”67 

As we begin the analysis of this case, it is important to remember that it is not 
just a “women’s issue,” but the larger issue really is about security, broadly de-
fined. Furthermore, as studies have shown, the involvement of women in ending 
a war and building peace is necessary if that peace is going to endure. In this case, 
we see the important role played by the UN (an intergovernmental organization) 
and through that organization, the international system, in moving forward the 
issues pertaining to women. We also see the problems/challenges inherent in 
such an approach. Clearly, despite the support of the international system in 
passing these various resolutions, ultimately the impact will be limited unless 
or until nation-states take up the cause and make changes consistent with the 
implementation of the points made in these resolutions. That means recognizing 
the important role that women can—and do—play at all levels of the political 
system and making sure that they are recognized by having a seat at the table.

This points to a very important failing in the international system, especially 
pertaining to international law: the absence of any enforcement mechanism. 
It also reinforces the realist position that ultimately it will be up to individual 
nation-states to make policy determinations in their own best interest, and that 
they will conform to the dictates of international law when it suits them to do so. 
Clearly, this flies in the face of both the liberal and constructivist perspectives, 
both of which would advocate for cooperation in this issue, which reinforces an 
important value or norm. Liberals would see women’s participation as an issue 
of human rights as well as security that should be on the international agenda. 
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Similarly, constructivists would draw attention to this norm as a way to influ-
ence and/or change both individual and state behavior. And the feminist theo-
rists would support the importance of recognizing women and the role that they 
can and do play as actors in the international system for the reasons that have 
been addressed here.

This case also points out the relationships that exist among the various levels 
of analysis. Here we have an issue that was agreed upon by nation-states acting 
within an intergovernmental organization that ultimately would have an impact 
on groups of people within the state and would result in changes to the political, 
social, and cultural components of the state.

In this case, what we need to ask ourselves is what impact Resolution 1325 
really did have in furthering the WPS agenda. The short answer is not much be-
yond raising awareness of the issue, although that has value in and of itself. Since 
the passage of Resolution 1325, conflicts have been fought that affect women, 
children, and the powerless directly, and continue to be resolved with little or 
no involvement by women. In a globalized world with the media ubiquitous, the 
international community cannot say that they were unaware of the problems 
nor of solutions.

Feminist theorists would ask us to think about who makes the decisions and 
who has been affected by the decisions. These questions are especially relevant 
at a time when there seems to be a proliferation of civil conflicts, many of which 
have resulted in the displacement of civilians, especially women and children, 
a point made in the second case on the movement of people. And many of 
these conflicts have also changed the nature of warfare, where what might have 
previously been the protected domain of the home (the private sphere), which 
is generally seen as women’s space, has become part of the battlefield. Suicide 
attacks do not distinguish between civilians and combatants as their victims, nor 
do pilotless drones. What had been private space has become public, as the battle 
lines have become blurred.

Perhaps an even more important question to think about at this point is: what 
happens after war ends? How is it possible for a society to rebuild and knit itself 
back together, unless all people, including women, are part of the peacemaking 
and peace-building processes? In many ways, it is questions like these that Reso-
lution 1325 was designed to address. But implementing them requires decision 
makers to comply with the terms.
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CaSE 4: ChiNa: adVErSarY Or “frENEMY”?

As we noted earlier in this book (chapter 2), perceptions matter when it comes 
to international relations. This can be seen quite clearly when looking at the 
relationship between the United States and China, who have been rivals and 
adversaries as well as allies in areas such as advocating for global environmental 
protection and balancing the nuclear ambitions of North Korea. As we look at 
the relationship between these two “frenemies” now, the role that those per-
ceptions play becomes especially apparent. In his analysis of the relationship 
between the two countries, Kevin Rudd, former prime minister of Australia, 
writes “Washington, Xi [China’s President Xi Jinping] believes, is unlikely to 
recover its confidence as a regional and global leader. And he is betting that as 
the next decade progresses, other world leaders will come to share this view and 
begin to adjust their strategic postures accordingly.” He speculates that the re-
sult will be “gradually shifting from balancing with Washington against Beijing, 
to hedging between the two powers, to bandwagoning with China.”68 Rudd’s 
argument, and it comes from a policy maker and not an academic, is that China 
understands the irrationality of armed conflict between the two countries and 
therefore is unlikely to take any chances that would lead in that direction. Under 
Xi’s leadership, China is also becoming a major power and rival to the United 
States; in addition, Xi is betting that perceptions will eventually shift leading to 
new trade and economic relationships, including investments, that will benefit 
China and perhaps come at the expense of the United States. That shift would 
serve China’s—and Xi’s—purposes well. Those perceptions are underscored in 
the writing of a Chinese academic who notes that in Beijing’s eyes, “China has 
become a global power that can meet the rest of the world on an equal footing.”69 

China has been able to emerge as a global leader for a number of reasons, 
some due to decisions made by Xi Jinping, a strong, confident, and seemingly 
unstoppable leader, and some the result of the chaos of the Trump years which 
were accompanied by a U.S. withdrawal from global affairs. In fact, this last 
point has been made by any number of authors and analysts who were observ-
ing and writing about changes in the U.S.-China relationship since 2017 and the 
Trump administration. Here the consensus seems to be that the hostile rhetoric 
of the Trump years, as well as its chaotic approach to making foreign policy, of-
fered China an opportunity to assert itself internationally, building momentum 
that will allow it to take its place next to, if not surpassing, the United States as 
the major global power. As noted in a recent article in the British-based maga-
zine The Economist, “a senior [Biden] administration official said China sees 
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the next ten to fifteen years as a window of opportunity in which to ‘assert its 
authority globally’: continuing its attempts to dominate critical technologies and 
rewrite the rules of the global order, and cowing its critics to make the world safe 
for autocracy.” But perhaps even more important, this analysis contends that Xi 
“has outlined China’s ambitions to exert influence on the global order, seizing a 
moment when the Communist Party views the West to be in decline” (emphasis 
added).70 In other words, while Xi has made his ambitions known, they were able 
to start to come to fruition in part because of a lack of a coherent U.S. foreign 
policy coupled with the perceptions that the United States was in decline.

Writing twenty years ago in 2001, realist thinker John Mearsheimer was pre-
scient when he wrote about China. At that time, he wrote that “China is the key 
to understanding the future distribution of power in Northeast Asia.”71 And then 
he posited what would happen if (when) China’s economy continues to grow 
and the country modernizes, both of which have since happened. He wrote at 
the time that:

we would expect China to attempt to dominate Japan and Korea, as well as other 
regional actors, by building military forces that are so powerful that other states 
would not dare challenge it. We would also expect China to develop its own ver-
sion of the Monroe Doctrine, directed at the United States. Just as the United 
States made it clear to distant great powers that they were not allowed to meddle 
in the Western Hemisphere, China will make it clear that American interference 
in Asia is unacceptable.

. . . it is hard to see how the United States could prevent China from becoming a 
peer contributor. Moreover, China would likely be a more formidable superpower 
than the United States in the ensuing global competition between them.72

As Mearsheimer predicted, China’s rise as a major regional, if not global, 
power is perhaps one of the major challenges to security in the region for any 
number of reasons, including raising questions about the power balance in the 
Pacific. China is highly integrated into the global economy in general, and the 
U.S. economy in particular, which to a large extent constrains the policy options 
available to the United States. On the one hand, a sound argument can be made 
that China’s integration into and role in the world economy suggest that it is 
unlikely to engage in any armed conflict that would disturb that balance. On the 
other hand, China’s recent actions in Asia, especially in the South China Sea, 
have resulted in tensions between China and the United States and its allies in 
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the region, including South Korea, Japan, and the Philippines, but they also lead 
to the question of whether China’s continued ascendency can remain peaceful.

Interestingly, China is one of the countries that has been especially helpful in 
dealing with the issue of climate change, taking a major role in the resolution 
of the Paris Agreement, and also regarding North Korea because of its unique 
relationship with that country. At a time when tensions between the United 
States and North Korea were escalating, both sides have been looking to China 
to serve as intermediary and to help ratchet things down. Yet that cooperation 
must be balanced by what has become known as “strategic competition,” the 
recognition that the two countries appear to be locked into a contest between 
rival political and economic systems that in many ways is reminiscent of the 
Cold War. The question confronting the leaders of the two countries is how to 
manage this peacefully.

Background of the issue

Questions about China’s intentions in the region and what those mean for the 
United States and its allies are not new. For example, concerns about China’s in-
tentions were raised by Pacific countries at the Shangri La Dialogue in June 2016, 
a meeting of the defense ministers and ranking military officers of twenty-eight 
Asia-Pacific states. Initiated in 2002 by the International Institute for Strategic 
Studies, an independent think tank based in London, this meeting has become 
one of the most important arenas for discussion of security issues in the region. 
At that meeting, Admiral Sun Jianguo, deputy chief of the Chinese military’s 
Joint Staff Department:

dismissed what he characterized as U.S. interference in Asian security issues, and 
rebuffed accusations that Beijing risked isolating itself through its assertive behav-
ior and expansive claims in the South China Sea. “We were not isolated in the past, 
we are not isolated now, and we will not be isolated in the future,” Adm. Sun said.  
. . . Instead, he criticized other countries for retaining a “Cold War mentality” 
when dealing with China, saying they may only “end up isolating themselves.”73

According to published reports, Sun and other members of the Chinese delega-
tion spent a great deal of time at the conference repeating China’s territorial 
claims in the South China Sea. The comments made by Sun and others in the Chi-
nese delegation at that time did nothing to reassure other Pacific countries, such 
as South Korea and Japan, who were already suspicious of Chinese intentions  



284 C h a P T E r  6

in the region.74 Sun’s comments are consistent with the tone and substance of 
comments made by China’s President Xi Jinping, who continues to promote 
“the Chinese dream.”

China has been unapologetic in its expansion beyond Asia, which is at the 
heart of its conflict with the United States. In 2015, Xi Jinping visited more 
countries than President Barack Obama (fourteen against eleven for Obama), 
and he made his first trip to the Middle East early in 2016. He started in Saudi 
Arabia and then went on to Egypt and Iran; no Chinese president had been to 
the region since 2009.75 While China certainly does not want to be embroiled in 
the conflicts in that region, it does have a big stake in what goes on there. China 
is the world’s largest oil importer, getting more than half its crude oil from the 
Middle East. The “new Silk Road” linking China and Europe, made possible 
because of Chinese-funded infrastructure, runs across the Middle East. The visit 
was carefully designed to have Xi visit both Saudi Arabia and Iran at a time when 
tensions are high between the two countries, thereby reinforcing China’s desired 
image as a “non-interfering champion of peace.”76

Xi’s desire to create a new Silk Road and the glory for China that would go 
with it are born from the image of the “Pax Sinica,” a time when “Chinese luxury 
items were coveted across the globe and the Silk Road was a conduit for diplo-
macy and economic expansion.”77 This goal has led China to invest in building a 
high-speed rail network linking the Greek port of Piraeus, the country’s largest, 
to Hungary and eventually Germany. It is funding the creation of a highway in 
Pakistan as well. “In the first five months of this year [2016], more than half of 
China’s overseas contracts were signed with nations along the Silk Road—a first 
in the country’s modern history.”78 In June 2016, Xi visited Serbia and Poland, 
making deals for projects in each country. Then Russia’s President Putin paid 
a visit to China, and the two leaders promised to link infrastructure plans with 
the new Silk Road. In addition, finance ministers from about sixty countries held 
the first meeting in Beijing of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank created 
specifically to finance many of these projects.79 China clearly is positioning itself 
to be a major economic and trade powerhouse globally, a position that it will 
exploit still further with the United States’ exit from the TPP. The creation of 
this new Silk Road with China as a major player is an important goal to Xi, who 
sees this as a critical part of expanding China’s commercial interests and soft 
power internationally.

Another aspect of this plan that cannot be underestimated is the challenge 
that it poses to the United States and its thinking about world trade, which 
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divides the world into two major trading blocs—a Trans-Atlantic and a Trans-
Pacific one—and puts the United States in the center of each. However, China’s 
vision creates Asia and Europe as a single space with ongoing trade between and 
among the countries, and in that vision it is China that is the focal point.80 That 
represents another area of potential conflict with the United States but is also 
consistent with the different ways each country views the world and its place 
in it. According to one analyst of China, Xi talks less about its adversary (the 
United States), and more “about the world it [China] wants to build.” His argu-
ment is that the United States should do the same, specifically stop responding 
or reacting to what China does, and focus more on an American vision for the 
future in which China is one part.81

According to Rush Doshi, a scholar of China’s foreign policy and now the 
director for China on President Biden’s National Security Council, the United 
States and China went from being “quasi-allies” in the 1980s to balance the 
power of the Soviet Union, to strategic competitors as a result of what he calls 
the “traumatic trifecta” of Tiananmen Square (1989), the Gulf War (1990–1991), 
and the collapse of the Soviet Union (1991). “These three short but historic 
years reshaped the United States, China and the international system, and each 
heightened Beijing’s anxieties about the United States.” All three served to re-
inforce the perception of the United States as a strategic adversary. As a result, 
“in short order, the United States quickly replaced the Soviet Union as China’s 
primary security concern, that in turn led to a new grand strategy, and a thirty 
year struggle to displace American power was born.”82

According to Doshi’s analysis, the United States has given China opportu-
nities that it has taken to strengthen its own role, consistent with its strategic 
vision. For example, China gained an opportunity with the death of the TPP, 
which the country was able to take advantage of. For China, these relationships 
are about far more than trade but are about developing a “strategic partner-
ship” that would counterbalance U.S. interests in parts of the world such as 
Latin America. In fact, China perceives the U.S. withdrawal not only from the 
TPP but the Paris Climate Change Agreement, the Iran nuclear deal, and other 
international agreements as giving China a strategic advantage, improving the 
international climate in a way that allows China to assert itself. This also poten-
tially puts the United States and China on a collision course.

The future direction of China will depend to a large extent on Xi Jinping, 
formally appointed state president in March 2013 and reappointed at the Com-
munist Party Congress in October 2017. Under Xi’s predecessor, Hu Jintao, the 
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middle class grew, and with it came a relatively stable economic situation in the 
country. This same middle class, which now has access to information through 
the internet, is also the basis for dissent. Where social media has enabled the 
government to monitor public opinion and identify potential problems before 
they become real threats to the Party, it has also spurred the development of 
NGOs, a more vibrant civil society, and groups that have found a way to unite in 
dissent. Coupled with this has been demographic changes; plunging birth rates 
and an aging population have caused other sorts of social and political issues for 
the government. While Xi has tried to present himself as a reformer, his crack-
down on dissent belies that image.

An article published in The New Yorker early in the Trump administration 
provides a cogent explanation of the ways in which China is taking advantage of 
the lack of a coherent U.S. foreign policy to establish its own role and power in-
ternationally. With President Xi’s power firmly established following the Com-
munist Party Congress in October 2017, China was positioned to pursue a larger 
role internationally at the same that the United States was reducing its commit-
ments abroad under the banner of “America First.”83 This is consistent with Xi’s 
priorities to make China a “major country,” a point he has been advocating for 
many years. Now, with the assistance of the United States, China is in a position 
to realize that ambitious goal. In many ways, what seems to be emerging is a new 
Cold War, this time pitting the United States against China. 

Like many other countries, China struggled to understand the United States 
and its policies and priorities under President Trump. In fact, at the start of the 
Trump administration a Foreign Ministry spokeswoman said “China like every 
other country is closely watching the policy direction the U.S. is going to take. 
Cooperation is the only right choice for both sides.”84 China’s initial concerns 
about U.S. policies were assuaged during and following Trump’s state visit to 
China in November 2017 as part of a major presidential trip to Asia when Xi 
feted the president and first lady, including a private tour of the Forbidden 
City and a special performance of the Beijing Opera. During that visit, the two 
countries concluded trade deals worth over two hundred billion dollars and 
reaffirmed the importance of enforcing UN resolutions regarding North Korea. 
However, any relief in tension between the two countries was short-lived.

By April 2018, a trade war between the United States and China was brew-
ing. Early in April, the United States published a list of about thirteen hundred 
Chinese products that it proposed to hit with tariffs of 25 percent. One day later, 
China produced its own list of 106 categories. America’s list “covers Chinese 
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products worth $46 billion in 2017 (9% of that year’s total goods exports to 
America), China’s covers American goods worth around $52bn in 2017 (38% 
of exports).”85 The imposition of these tariffs by Trump built on threats that he 
made during his campaign and reflected the hardline views of some of his advi-
sors. The sector that was hit especially hard in the United States in the brewing 
trade war was agriculture. 

As the Trump administration railed about China’s unfair trade practices, in 
September 2018, the United States imposed tariffs on $250 billion worth of Chi-
nese products, restricted Chinese investments in the United States, and threat-
ened further tariffs. China responded with its own tariffs on American goods, 
leading to the onset of a full-blown trade war. A tentative truce between the two 
countries was reached on December 1, 2018, at the G20 meeting in Argentina to 
give the two countries six months to work out a subsequent agreement.

According to The Wall Street Journal, China’s President Xi Jinping “has in-
structed levels of government to prepare for a trade war, Chinese officials said.”86 
At the same time, China has been investing less in its major global plan, called 
the Belt and Road Initiative, relative to previous years. The chairwoman of the 
Export-Import Bank of China, a state-controlled lender that has been instrumen-
tal in financing these projects, noted that “Current international conditions are 
very uncertain, with lots of economic risks and large fluctuations for interest rates 
in newly emerged markets.” This is part of a broad review of what deals have been 
done, on what terms, and in which countries.87 For many countries, this financial 
initiative has been viewed as a way for China to extend its influence:

Under the initiative, Chinese government-controlled lenders offer big chunks of 
money—usually through loans or financial guarantees—to other countries to build 
big infrastructure projects like highways, rail lines and power plants. The money 
often comes with the requirement that Chinese companies be heavily involved in 
the planning and construction, throwing them a lot of business.88

One area in which China has made positive progress is the environment, an 
area that has long been important to the United States and Europe. One of the 
main points China’s Prime Minister Li Keqing made at the National People’s 
Congress in March 2015 that resonated both domestically and internationally 
was the government’s pledge to control smog and other forms of pollution. This 
has been a problem not only in China but for neighboring countries that are also 
affected by the bad air. The Chinese government has started to crack down on 



288 C h a P T E r  6

polluters, enacting environmental measures that include closing offending indus-
tries such as mills, factories, and quarries. Even small family-owned businesses 
are not immune to air pollution restrictions or the punishments if they don’t 
comply. Cleaning up the air, especially in the capital city of Beijing, has become a 
political priority. “Chinese leaders have been embarrassed by the damage caused 
to China’s international image by the city’s relentlessly grey skies. They worry 
that the smog could fuel dissatisfaction with the government and undermine sta-
bility in the capital, as well as affect their own and their families’ health.”89

In September 2015, the government announced plans to launch a national 
carbon-trading scheme in 2017 aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 
China was also a critical player in securing the climate change deal in Paris 
in 2015. And on March 5, 2016, China announced that its new five-year plan 
“would include a target to cap annual energy consumption at a tough-sounding 
5 billion tons of coal equivalent by 2020, up from 4.3 billion now.”90 Statistics 
show that China’s carbon dioxide emissions have already started to fall as the 
country continues to increase its reliance on renewable energy sources, such as 
solar and wind. China already invests more in these than the United States and 
Japan combined.91 “China believes its security might be threatened if it becomes 
overly dependent on imported fossil fuels, and it wants to reduce the smog cre-
ated by coal-burning because it is causing public anger and many premature 
deaths. Between 2010 and 2014, non-fossil fuel energy generation capacity in-
creased by 73 percent.”92 

In March 2019, Prime Minister Li delivered his annual economic report that 
included the government’s targets for growth, investment, employment, etc., all 
of which he announced that the country had reached. Despite that, China is fac-
ing many economic uncertainties, including the short- and longer-term impact 
of the coronavirus pandemic. 

In keeping with its strategic goals, China has worked to develop ties with 
India, long an ally of the United States, as the leaders of the two countries met 
for an “informal summit” on October 12, 2019. The two countries have long-
standing territorial disputes; China is a supporter of India’s enemy Pakistan, and 
India has supported Tibetan exiles including the Dalai Lama. India has opposed 
China’s Belt and Road Initiative aimed to integrate Asia thanks to Chinese loans, 
and China has a significant surplus in trade between the two countries. India 
also fears China’s military might, while China, in turn, is suspicious of India’s 
relationship with the United States, including a growing number of defense 
agreements. Despite all this, the meeting between the two leaders was another 
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in a string of diplomatic initiatives by Xi designed to strengthen China’s role 
internationally. 

A similar initiative can be seen in changes in the relationship between China 
and Russia. Both countries are vying for influence in the Central Asian states 
of Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan, previously all part 
of the old Soviet Union, which physically are between China and Russia. How-
ever, officially, the two countries (Russia and China) are allies and important 
trading partners. In a statement from Putin to Xi on June 5, 2019, Putin said 
that “In recent years . . . the relationship between Russia and China has reached 
on unprecedentedly high level.” And when the two leaders strolled around the 
Moscow Zoo together, Xi noted that “Russia is the country that I have visited 
the most times, and President Putin is my best friend and colleague.”93 What is 
most important, however, is that the two have been brought together by a shared 
adversary in the United States, and by strong bilateral trade ties.In many ways, 
each of the countries needs the other to ensure its own national interest. 

Clearly, one of Xi’s priorities is ensuring his own power both domestically 
and internationally. In January 2021, over the objections of the incoming Biden 
administration, China and the EU concluded a major agreement that will open 
the way for wider investment in China by EU-based companies. The benefits to 
European manufacturers were the reason the deal was pushed by Angela Merkel 
especially, despite China’s awful record on human rights. This agreement, which 
was years in the making, was seen as a victory for China, which had to make only 
modest concessions in response to EU concerns about some of its human rights 
policies. To many, it appeared that China has not had to pay any costs for hu-
man rights abuses. Further, China pushed to complete the deal before the Biden 
administration came into office, fearing that the new administration would be 
less forgiving than the outgoing Trump administration. 

Any political advantage that the country gained internationally regarding 
its position on climate change has been offset by the ongoing protests in Hong 
Kong and its human rights abuses regarding the Uighur minority in southwest 
China. In Hong Kong, protests started in 2019 as a response to an extradition 
bill that would have let criminal suspects in Hong Kong be turned over to 
mainland China for trial in the party-controlled courts. They then grew into 
much larger protests and demands for greater democracy. Part of the dilemma 
for the government of China was that while Hong Kong technically is part of 
China after the handover from the British in 1997, it remains fairly open, espe-
cially compared to the rest of China. Thus, people in Hong Kong have access to  
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uncensored news, and any crackdown on the part of the Chinese government 
would be met by worldwide condemnation and a deterioration of relations, es-
pecially with the countries of the West. Hong Kong remains an important part 
of the international trading system and is home to any number of multinational 
corporations. The growing protests and calls for democracy have put the Chinese 
government into a difficult position; the longer the protests continued, the more 
dangerous the situation became and the more negatively it reflected on China.

The other major human rights issue that the Chinese government is dealing 
with is the Uighur Muslim minority. Since about 2015, the Chinese government 
has been moving the Uighurs into “reeducation camps,” as a way of countering 
extremism and ensuring that this group is indoctrinated into Chinese culture. 
While this has brought international condemnation, very little has been done 
by the international community to confront the government of China about 
this policy. To many, the persecution of the Uighers falls into the category of 
“crimes against humanity.” On January 19, 2021, just before leaving office, the 
Trump State Department declared that “the Chinese government is committing 
genocide and crimes against humanity through its wide-scale repression of Ui-
ghurs  and other predominantly Muslim ethnic minorities in its  northwestern 
region of Xinjiang, including in its use of internment camps and forced steriliza-
tion.”94 This is consistent with the Biden administration’s rhetoric on the issue. 

As we go to press, questions remain about the origins of the COVID pan-
demic. While it is clear that it originated in China, exactly where and how 
remains a topic of discussion and research. President Biden has asked the intelli-
gence community to accelerate its search for the origins of the virus; Republican 
members of Congress claim in a report that the virus was modified and leaked 
from a laboratory in China. However, the intelligence community has not come 
to that conclusion, thereby further politicizing the science as well as vilifying 
China even more.95 Then-President Trump’s reference to the virus as “the China 
virus” contributed to further hostility to China by some in the United States as 
well as physical attacks against people who seemed to be Asian. Here, too, the 
depiction of the virus, coupled with lack of accurate information about its origin, 
fed into perceptions of a hostile China. 

The real question that many are asking is where does China see its own po-
sition in the world at this point? For all the reasons mentioned here, foreign 
policy officials and experts “across the political spectrum in the United States say 
China will be the greatest challenge for any administration for years or decades 
to come.”96 A number of years ago, a senior colonel argued that “China should 
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regain its position as the most powerful nation in the world, a position it had held 
a thousand years before its humiliation.”97 Henry Kissinger, writing in his own 
book, suggests that this view reflects “at least some portion of China’s institu-
tional structure.”98 It is also clear, however, that China’s aggressive foreign policy 
stance has caused concern for a number of countries. Asia in general, and China 
in particular, are playing an ever more important role in current international 
politics and economics. As one of five permanent members on the UN Security 
Council, China is able to wield even more power internationally. This can be seen 
not only with its stance regarding the South China Sea, but also in the major role 
it has been playing regarding North Korea, Iran, and, more recently, Syria. China 
is a model for developing countries that also hope to be able to wield power and 
influence internationally. Yet, as a number of recent events have pointed out, 
there are some serious issues and challenges that lie just below the surface.

Both the United States and China, as well as the allies of the United States, 
are all trying to determine how to balance the power of the two strategic rivals. 
Each country is eying the other from multiple perspectives, including when to 
cooperate with the other, and when to assert its own power. Underscoring all 
of this is the role of perceptions, how each country perceives the other which 
is, in part, a function of history. According to one Chinese strategic analyst, 
“The conventional wisdom in Beijing holds that the United States is the greatest 
external challenge to China’s sovereignty and internal stability. Most Chinese 
observers now believe that the United States is driven by fear and envy to con-
tain China in every way.” Further, as he also notes, “from Beijing’s perspective 
it is the United States—and not China—that has fostered this newly adversarial 
environment.”99 To China, every time the United States and/or its allies issue 
statements about the human rights abuses taking place in China, or the “real” 
origins of the coronavirus and China’s lack of transparency about what goes on 
in its laboratories, that country is meddling in China’s internal affairs, which is 
an affront to its sovereignty.

The United States clearly sees the world very differently. The Biden adminis-
tration and the Trump administration before that saw China as a clear rival for 
economic, military, and political power that was a direct threat to the United 
States and its allies. While the Trump administration sought to confront China 
by imposing tariffs and trying to isolate it, the Biden administration seeks to 
balance China’s power by working with allies, which, in turn, reinforces China’s 
fears of “encirclement.” This reinforces the role that perceptions play in making 
policy, where perceptions become reality. 
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analysis of the Case

This case focused on China as a nation-state that has the potential to shift 
the global balance of power. Each level of analysis, from the individual leader 
through the culture and society to the government and nation-state, must be 
involved if we are to truly understand not only China’s place in the world today 
but also, perhaps more important, where it sees itself heading and the impact 
that will have on the United States and its place in the world. Here, not only 
are Mearsheimer’s speculations valuable but also those of Graham Allison, 
who more recently wrote about China’s rise and what that might mean for the 
United States in particular and world politics in general. In fact, Allison asserts 
that “the world has never seen anything like the rapid tectonic shift in the global 
balance of power created by the rise of China.”100 And he explains the ways in 
which China has been able to use various economic instruments to achieve its 
geopolitical goals, which he refers to as “geoeconomics.”101 What is especially 
important has been the way in which China has been able to conduct its foreign 
policy because of its economic strength, which in turn has also allowed it to build 
its military.

How is all this possible? Again, here we have to start with decisions made by 
the individual leaders, most recently President Xi Jinping, who, since coming to 
office as president in 2013, was able to build on the base created by his predeces-
sors into the China we see today. Where Xi has been especially effective, as Al-
lison notes, is that as he and other leaders of the country have become unhappy 
with existing international economic institutions, such as the International 
Monetary Fund and World Bank, they have been extremely effective at creating 
their own alternative ones. For example, when the United States refused to ac-
commodate China’s request for a larger share of votes at the World Bank, China 
created its own competing institution, the Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank. In this case, we have the individual leader creating a new international 
organization that would allow China to have further economic advantages, 
something that the countries of the West had been doing for decades through 
the Bretton Woods institutions. 

And the United States unwittingly was critical in helping to bring Xi’s plans to 
fruition. For example, the decision of the Trump administration to remove the 
United States from the TPP helped pave the way for China’s global rise. Absent 
the TPP, under China’s leadership the remaining eleven countries negotiated 
and signed the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific 
Partnership one year later. “More recently, 15 countries including China, Aus-
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tralia, Japan, South Korea as well as Southeast Asian nations,  signed the Re-
gional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP): It is the largest trading 
bloc globally, covering a market of 2.2 billion people and $26.2 trillion of global  
output—about 30% of world GDP.”102 These two major trade agreements helped 
cement China’s place as a major economic player internationally, potentially 
supplanting the United States and significantly altering the existing order.

This is all part of Xi’s goal to make China great again. Initially that did not 
refer to making China a global superpower, but only to allowing China to regain 
its regional dominance. Since then, it has become apparent that Xi will not be 
content with being a regional power, but wants to become a global power that 
will rival, if not surpass, the United States. 

We see changes at the level of culture and society that have encouraged the 
Chinese to support its leaders, even in the absence of political reform. For ex-
ample, as the country developed and industrialized, it did so at the expense of 
the environment. But a more affluent and educated citizenry started to demand 
change. The government was willing to comply with these demands and address 
some of its environmental issues—because it was in its own interests to do so—
as well as address some internal demands.

Over the past twenty-five years, NGOs have flourished in China “to convey 
the concerns of the people, participate in co-governance to address problems to-
gether with the government and the market, and deliver social services.”103 This 
marks a dramatic shift in the way the people’s views are being expressed and 
heard on a range of issues, including the environment, food and water safety, 
and health issues, to name a few. However, China’s NGOs cannot interfere with 
national security.

The members of the international community are aware that China has ag-
gressively worked to minimize any dissent, as evidenced by the crackdowns 
against supposed dissidents in Hong Kong and the treatment of the ethnic Uigh-
ers, which both the Trump and Biden administrations labeled as “genocide.”104 
At their recent summit meetings, both North Atlantic Treaty Organization and 
EU leaders used their final communiques to put China on notice. The EU final 
communique has a full paragraph devoted to China and states “we will promote 
our values, including by calling on China to respect human rights and funda-
mental freedoms, especially in relation to Xinjian and those rights, freedom and 
high degree of autonomy for Hong Kong enshrined in the Sino-British Joint 
Declaration and the Basic Law.”105 This statement was quickly denounced by the 
Chinese government, claiming that it “distorted the facts and exposed ‘sinister 
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intentions of a few countries such as the United States.’” The Chinese govern-
ment also said that “China is a peace-loving country that advocates cooperation, 
but also has its bottom lines.”106 But these comments from the summit also re-
inforce China’s belief that the West, led by the United States, is meddling in its 
internal affairs. 

The communique from the North Atlantic Treaty Organization summit, 
while recognizing “China’s growing influence and international policies that can 
present challenges that we need to address together as an Alliance,” also calls out 
China for its “stated ambitions and assertive behaviors [which] present chal-
lenges to the rules-based international order and to areas relevant to Alliance 
security.” And then the communique calls on China “to uphold its international 
commitments and to act responsibly in the international system, including in 
the space, cyber, and maritime domains, in keeping with its role as a major 
power.” It also notes the importance of common interests and welcomes oppor-
tunities “to engage with China on areas of relevance to the Alliance and on com-
mon challenges such as climate change.”107 But the underlying lesson pushed by 
President Biden was clear: the allies must “stand up to China’s authoritarianism 
and growing military might.”108

Within China, Xi serves as general secretary of the Communist Party of China 
and chairman of the Central Military Commission, as well as president of the 
People’s Republic of China, and therefore his vision guides the direction of the 
government. So, in this case, there is a close correlation between the individual 
and the government, which normally would serve as distinct levels of analysis. 
Hence, what this case is really about is the way in which China’s policy changes, 
directed by a strong leader and a compliant government, have enabled that 
nation-state to take its place on the world stage in a way that furthers its national 
interest, albeit at the expense of the existing global order as well as threatening 
the United States and its place.

Before we move on to the conclusion, there is one more point that needs to 
be made that makes this case especially salient. While there is little doubt that 
China is acting in its own self-interest to maximize power (realist thinking), it 
has also played a major role in facilitating international agreements, such as the 
Paris Climate Change Agreement, and also served as a mediator to help mini-
mize conflict in the case of North Korea. One could argue that these are liberal, 
cooperative ventures. Clearly, they further China’s interests, but they also have a 
beneficial impact internationally. And one could also argue that this would not 
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have been possible had it not been for structural changes both nationally and 
internationally, as seen through the eyes of social constructivist theory.

As noted in the article in The Economist, “America should take a different page 
out of Mr. Xi’s playbook: talk less about its adversary and more about the world 
it wants to build.” The point here is that Xi does not talk about the United States, 
but his focus is completely on China and the role that China wants and expects 
to play. The argument here is that the United States should do the same, which 
would require articulating the strategic vision that the Biden administration has 
for the United States. Where, within that vision, do relations with China lie? 

LESSONS Of ThE CaSES: UNdErSTaNdiNG iNTErNaTiONaL rELaTiONS 
iN a GLOBaLiZEd WOrLd

The purpose of these cases was not only to introduce you to some important 
global issues but to show you clearly how difficult it is to deal with them. When 
you started reading each of these issues, I am sure you already had your own 
point of view. After all, who could not be in favor of ensuring a clean environ-
ment? Issues pertaining to the movement of people can be complicated, but you 
probably still had your own bias and perspective as you started. And who could 
not be for expanding the role of women internationally, especially if it would 
help stabilize a war-torn country and therefore minimize the risk of future 
violence? Finally, in the fourth case, it is logical to ask questions about China’s 
intentions as well as its role in a world that seems to be changing rapidly. But as 
you can see from studying these cases, different theoretical perspectives make 
different assumptions about the role of the nation-state and the desired out-
comes. And examining the cases from different levels of analysis will also lead 
you to draw very different conclusions.

As noted at the start of this chapter, the same type of analysis could be done 
for virtually any current international issue, whether it pertains to the traditional 
view of security or human security. Pick up a major newspaper any day, and you 
will see examples of these issues. The civil war in Syria: who is fighting, who is 
suffering, and what impact has it had on neighboring Turkey, not to mention the 
dangers should the war spread and envelop the region? A war of words between 
the United States and North Korea has also raised issues about the value of di-
plomacy versus the threatened use of military might. And the increasing tensions 
between those two countries have once again put China into a unique position to 
help mediate, thereby further strengthening its role internationally. A study on 
climate change released in August 2021 illustrated clearly the conflict between 
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politics and policy in the United States; however, that could also be true of virtu-
ally any (democratic) nation. These examples are drawn from the news of just a 
few days, and any of them could be developed further into a case or issue to study 
that could help illustrate the reality of contemporary international relations.

So what do the cases we included here tell us about studying IR in a globalized 
world? First, they remind us that there are many actors to consider, both within 
and outside the nation-state, which in turn makes it more difficult to arrive at 
easy or set answers about how to address current global issues. All of these actors 
can play a role in any policy decision or in implementing policy. Often they work 
at cross-purposes, which means that what might appear to be a sound policy de-
cision does not get implemented. And, as we have also seen, in the international 
system without any form of global governance, implementing any decision is 
virtually impossible unless states want to do so.

Second, these cases show us how the borders between nation-states have 
broken down as countries have become more interdependent. It is not only the 
easy movement of people that is a result of these transparent borders. We also 
see increased trade patterns leading to economic interdependence, which in turn 
has broken down some of the old distinctions between the developed and devel-
oping countries and, along with that, has brought a changing understanding of 
which countries truly are powerful. But another aspect of this interdependence 
is the rapid flow of information. Media coverage is virtually instantaneous now, 
not only through the established media outlets like CNN, but also through cell 
phones and Twitter. As we saw in the revolutions that swept the Arab world in 
spring 2011, even repressive states have a difficult time controlling the flow of 
information.

Third, we learned that these global issues are raising important questions 
about the role of the nation-state as the central actor in IR. Clearly, these cases 
illustrate the role of intergovernmental organizations and NGOs in influencing 
policy, even in those cases where the policy requires or presumes a change in the 
political, cultural, and/or social levels within the nation-state. We can argue that 
the third case, the changing role of women, stresses the continued sovereignty of 
the nation-state, as the policy changes advocated by the UN resolutions would 
not/could not be implemented without state compliance. On the other hand, 
there are far more actors, both within and outside the state, who can bring pres-
sure to ensure compliance. This is a relatively new concept and one that suggests 
rethinking the nature of the traditional approach to understanding the role of 
the nation-state as the primary actor.
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Fourth, we learned that although there are flaws in the traditional levels-of-
analysis approach to understanding IR as envisioned when the approach was ar-
ticulated decades ago, it still provides a framework that allows us to answer some 
important questions. By understanding the flaws or weaknesses in the approach, 
which should have become relatively apparent here, we can be better prepared 
to address them, thereby ensuring that we can arrive at a more complete picture 
of or answer to the questions or issues discussed. Furthermore, we have yet to 
arrive at a comprehensive theoretical framework to replace it as a starting point 
for analysis.

Fifth, we saw clearly how the different theoretical perspectives diverge in their 
understanding of issues, perspectives, and approaches to the international system 
and the actors within it. And as is the case with the levels-of-analysis approach, 
we can also identify more readily the weaknesses or failings in these approaches.

Sixth, these cases illustrate clearly how interconnected issues are in the current 
international system, which makes it even more challenging for states to address 
them. For example, climate change has contributed to a new class of refugees, 
fleeing one country for another. Often it is women who are most affected by this 
and who flee looking for food, water, or other resources. The competition for 
scarce resources has contributed to an increase in conflict, which affects women 
and children (the powerless) most and who can help find solutions to the issue, 
but only if they are included in the process. 

And finally, we have seen how power relationships between and among 
nation-states can shift quickly. A change in policy by one nation can have an 
impact on the balance of power internationally, as we have seen with the shifting 
relationship between the United States and China.

We concluded chapter 1 by noting that “understanding IR in a globalized 
world also means going beyond the traditional state-centered approach that the 
field has often had. We need to be able to see the limits of that approach and to 
expand our understanding and definitions in order to incorporate the roles of 
nonstate actors.”

As you have learned the fundamentals of IR and how to understand some of 
the questions inherent in this approach to political science, we hope that you 
will now be better able to pick up a newspaper and understand why a state did 
what it did and the ways in which others responded. You should now be able 
to understand more about the ongoing discussions of trade pacts and why they 
are important. You should be better able to analyze why war broke out within 
a country and how that conflict can be resolved in a way that can help ensure 
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peace rather than future conflict. Furthermore, you should now be clear about 
who can help resolve the conflict in a way that ensures that peace will endure.

Is any of this easy to do? No. But you should now have the tools to be able to 
do all this and more. And as you are doing this and arriving at your own answers 
to some of these fundamental questions, you should also be able to determine 
whether you are a realist in your thinking or a liberal, or whether you can for-
mulate your own approach that will help you describe, explain, and perhaps even 
predict IR in a globalized world.

fUrThEr rEadiNGS

Much of the information for these cases was drawn from UN documents, which 
present the best starting point for specific international agreements. The specific 
references are listed in the notes. The UN home page is http:// www.un.org/en.

It is also possible and often wise to get the perspectives of a particular country 
or organization. For example, the EU website (http:// europa.eu/index_en.htm) 
provides an excellent starting point in understanding EU policies and the evolu-
tion of those policies.

For U.S. policies on many of these issues, a good starting point is the State 
Department website at http://www.state.gov. This includes U.S. policy regarding 
other countries and also U.S. policy on a range of international issues. Virtually 
every country has a similar resource that is easily accessed.

And the role of reputable mainstream newspapers, such as the New York 
Times, Los Angeles Times, Washington Post, and Wall Street Journal, cannot be 
minimized as sources for “real” facts.
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Glossary of Key Terms

affective bias. The impact of emotions as they affect policy decisions that are 
made.
alliance. A union of two or more countries that agree to coordinate policy in 
order to achieve common goals, generally to ensure greater security.
anarchy. A situation in which the major actors in the international system are 
not subject to any rules or regulations and therefore behave solely in their own 
interests.
arab Spring. A reference to the series of uprisings that swept many of the coun-
tries in the Middle East and North Africa in 2011. 
balance of power. The assumption that conflict will be minimized and therefore 
peace maintained when military power is distributed roughly equally, thereby 
preventing any country from dominating.
bipolarity. The assumption that there are two major centers of power and that 
the power between them is roughly balanced. Most of the period of the Cold 
War was bipolar.
Bretton Woods. The site for a major conference held in 1944 that resulted in the 
creation of a set of new international financial and monetary institutions such as 
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. 
Brexit. The term given to the decision by the United Kingdom to exit the Euro-
pean Union following a national referendum in June 2016.
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BriC. An acronym for the countries of Brazil, Russia, India, and China, all of 
which have emerged as major players. When they act together, as they have in a 
number of areas (along with South Africa [BRICS] and sometimes Nigeria), they 
can be a powerful bloc in the international system.
capabilities. Materials and resources that a country has relative to other countries 
and is willing to use in order to achieve its desired goals or ends.
CEdaW. The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women was passed in 1979, and it is seen by many as the international 
bill of rights for women.
civil society. Groups that exist outside of the domination of the formal state but 
that bring together individuals who have common values and also expectations 
and who can make an impact on government policies.
civil war. Any armed conflict that takes place within the state. This might be due 
to ethnic, religious, nationalist, tribal, or other conflicts between and among dif-
ferent groups of people within the nation-state.
CNN effect. The expectation of ongoing media coverage, twenty-four/seven, of 
events such as conflicts.
coalition of the willing. As opposed to the more formal alliance, a group of coun-
tries that come together for a specific purpose. The term was widely used to 
describe the group of countries that joined together to fight Saddam Hussein in 
1991 after Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait.
cognitive bias. Systematic bias or distortion in thinking that affects policy  
decisions.
Cold War. The period that extended roughly from the end of World War II 
(1945) until the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991, which was characterized by 
tension between the United States and its democratic allies in Western Europe 
and the Soviet Union and its client states in Eastern Europe. The Cold War was 
a period of political, economic, and military rivalry and competition between the 
two sides, each of which sought to balance the power of the other.
collective defense. Variant of the concept of collective security, but with the as-
sumption that there will be alliances made up of nations that pool their power or 
capabilities in order to balance the power of other states or alliances.
collective security. A formal relationship of nation-states that hopes to keep 
peace by deterring any act of aggression with the knowledge of a collective mili-
tary response.



G L O S S a r Y  O f  K E Y  T E r M S  309

common good. Something that affects all countries and peoples and does not 
know or respect borders. For example, ensuring a clean environment is a com-
mon good that requires countries to work together.
conflict. Disagreement over interests or desired outcomes that may be settled 
peacefully or lead to war.
conflict spiral. A situation often found during a crisis when decision makers over-
estimate the hostile intentions of the adversary while underestimating their own 
hostile intentions. The crisis situation exacerbates this interaction, which then 
contributes to an ongoing sense of crisis.
constructivist theory (also known as “social constructivists”). A major theoretical 
approach in international relations that assumes that states are critical players, 
but that their actions and behaviors are socially constructed or affected by the 
system(s) in which they operate. It assumes that states will act upon their own 
constructions of reality.
core interests. The values that tie directly to a country’s security and are central 
to its national interest.
COVid-19 (coronavirus). COVID-19 is caused by a coronavirus called SARS-
CoV-2, which emerged early in 2020. It is believed to have originated in China, 
although its origins are unclear. The rapid spread of the virus quickly led to a 
global pandemic.
credibility. The perception of a country’s willingness to use its resources to 
achieve its desired goals or ends.
cultural imperialism. The imposition of one set of global norms or values on an-
other country or group.
cyberterrorism. The hacking of computers for the purpose of violating security, 
disrupting business or commerce, or other illicit reasons.
ddr process. The disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration (DDR) pro-
cesses that follow the end of war. DDR is a necessary part of moving the country 
toward a situation of peace. The interrelated DDR processes are critical com-
ponents of stabilizing war-torn societies and helping to ensure their long-term 
development by integrating those who had been part of the conflict and helping 
the society move on.
democratic peace. The notion that democratic countries are more peaceful be-
cause they do not go to war against other democratic countries.
dependency theory. The idea that the poorer countries of the developing world 
(also known as “third world”) would remain tied to and dependent upon, as well 
as exploited by, the major developed countries.
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developing countries. A category that is used by the World Bank to identify low-
income countries, defined as those with a gross national income per capita of 
$1,005 or less in 2016. 
diplomacy. The formal process of interaction among the members of the interna-
tional system, carried out by diplomats who are asked to implement a country’s 
policy.
disintegration. The competing forces that result in the breakup of a country into 
other smaller entities that then seek statehood, either relatively peacefully (e.g., 
Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union) or because of major armed conflict, as 
seen with the former Yugoslavia.
empire. An entity composed of many separate units, all of which are under the 
domination of one single power that asserts political and economic supremacy 
over the units, all of which accept that relationship. One of the goals of an em-
pire is to perpetuate itself and to continue to expand its domain and therefore 
its wealth. All wealth and allegiance flow from the separate units to the central 
power, usually the emperor.
engagement. A foreign policy orientation that allows the country to be actively 
involved with a range of countries and with the members of the international 
system.
environmental refugees. People who flee one country for another to escape envi-
ronmentally caused disasters such as floods and droughts. 
ethnic cleansing. The systematic extermination of one group by another (i.e., 
genocide), often with the approval and support of the state.
Eurocentric. Putting Europe at the center of the discussion or analysis.
European Union. A regional bloc of twenty-seven sovereign states that united first 
economically and then more broadly to create a common foreign and security 
policy.
euro zone. An economic and monetary union of seventeen of the EU countries 
that have agreed to adopt the euro as their common currency.
“fake news.” The disavowal of news presented by the mainstream media with an 
alternative interpretation offered (also known as “alternative facts” or “alt facts”).
feminist theoretical perspectives. A relatively recent approach that suggests that 
it is impossible to understand international relations without addressing the role 
that gender plays in making decisions. It asks who is affected by the decisions 
that are made, and more broadly, “Where are the women?”
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foreign policy orientation. The particular type of foreign policy decision made by 
a country that should, theoretically, further its national interest. These include 
isolationism, unilateralism, neutrality and nonalignment, and active engagement.
free rider. The idea that because others will act to create a common good, it is not 
necessary for any individual actor to join in, because they will benefit from the 
work of the others at no cost to themselves or expenditure of resources.
gender-sensitive lenses. If we are to get a more complete picture of international 
relations, we need to refocus our questions and approaches specifically to in-
clude women in our analysis.
genocide. The systematic extermination of one group of people by another.
geoeconomics. The use of various economic instruments that will allow a coun-
try to achieve its geopolitical goals.
globalization. The assumption that all states and international actors interact and 
are interdependent in some way.
government. The entity within the nation-state that is responsible for ensuring 
the collective well-being and security of the state and the people within it.
greenhouse gas emissions. Greenhouse gases, primarily carbon dioxide from 
burning fossil fuels, that are vented to the Earth’s atmosphere because of humans.
groupthink. The tendency for members of a group to suppress dissent in order 
to arrive at a single decision.
“guns versus butter.” The descriptor that suggests that a state can fund the mili-
tary (guns) or the society (butter), but that often it is not possible to do both and 
that, therefore, there is a trade-off.
hard power. The use of a country’s military power to influence events or the 
outcome of decisions.
hegemon. A state with the predominance of power, thereby enabling it to domi-
nate political, economic, and/or political relations.
home-grown terrorists. Individuals who become radicalized and seek to inflict 
damage and violence on those in their own country.
human security. A broad set of issues necessary to human survival such as protect-
ing the environment, freedom from hunger, access to potable water, and so on.
integration. The merging of ideas and policies so that individual sovereign states 
start to blend into a unified whole. This can result in larger regional blocs, such 
as the European Union.
intergovernmental organizations (also known as “international organizations”). 

Organizations that have nation-states as their members and represent regional 
organizations, such as the European Union, or the international system, such as 
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the United Nations. Some have been created for a specific purpose, such as the 
collective security of their members (e.g., the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion), while others are broader in scope. Within these organizations nation-
states work together to pursue common policies on behalf of the whole that are 
not seen as infringing upon the sovereignty of the individual nations.
international Monetary fund. An organization of 188 countries that work together 
to help stabilize the international economic system. It was established in 1945 
and grew from the Bretton Woods meetings, which brought representatives of 
forty-five countries together to arrive at a framework for international economic 
policies that would minimize the possibility of another Great Depression.
international political economy. A subfield of international relations that studies 
the intersection of politics and economics and focuses especially on the distribu-
tion of power and resources.
international relations. A field of study within political science that addresses the 
relationships between and among actors in the international system and the im-
pact of decisions made by any one actor on another actor or other actors.
international system. The framework for international relations in which the sys-
tem itself is composed of nation-states and nonstate actors that interact in some 
way and, in so doing, affect the behavior of one another.
iSiS. An extremist militant group known as Islamic State in Iraq and Syria. It 
is also known as ISIL (Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant) and by its Arabic 
name, Daesh.
isolationism. The foreign policy orientation that has a country turn inward and 
minimize political or military involvement with other countries.
just war doctrine. The moral criteria that states should use when going to, fight-
ing, and ending a war.
Kyoto Protocol. An international agreement negotiated in Kyoto, Japan, in 1997 
that extended the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change and set tar-
gets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions.
legitimacy. The notion that political power ultimately rests with the people, who 
then accept the leader or government. Thus, political power is derived from “the 
consent of the governed.”
levels of analysis. An approach to understanding international relations by 
breaking down the various actors who are involved with the making of interna-
tional relations decisions and the impact of those decisions on the various actors.
liberal theory. A major theoretical approach to understanding international rela-
tions that grows from the confluence of economics and politics and believes that 
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all states will benefit from the flourishing of free trade and the open exchange 
of ideas. It also assumes that countries will benefit from cooperating with one 
another and advocates pursuing policies that are in the “common good.” This is 
also known as the pluralist approach.
“Long Peace.” One of the ways in which the Cold War has been referred to, in 
part because of the relative stability that came with a bipolar balance-of-power 
system that ensured peace between the superpowers.
Marxism. Theory derived from Karl Marx and the assumption that there is an 
inherent conflict that exists within and across societies and even nations that 
pits the “have-nots” against the “haves.” Marxist theory suggests that economic 
factors shape a country’s relationships, with the richer oppressing the poorer. 
Inherent in this is the idea that those who are oppressed by the dominant (capi-
talist) economic system will rise up against it.
Millennium development Goals. Eight goals adopted by 191 member states that 
commit national leaders to work to combat poverty, hunger, disease, illiteracy, 
environmental degradation, and discrimination against women, using 2015 as a 
target year for achievement of these goals.
monolithic actor. The assumption that states will behave as if they were one single 
entity, rather than as many individuals and groups.
multinational corporations. Major corporations or companies that are based in 
one country and do business of some kind in at least one other country.
multipolar system. A system in which there are a number of power centers with 
alliances shifting among them. This is perceived as the least stable type of system.
nation. A group of people with similar background, culture, ethnicity, and lan-
guage, who share common values.
national interest. A defined goal that furthers what is best for the country and 
guides that country’s foreign policy decisions. States must be able to define what 
is in their national interest before they can act.
nationalism. Commitment to a central (national) identity or consciousness 
rather than loyalty to the ruler or the state, or the promotion of national identity 
to the exclusion of other identities. Hence, a situation where the primary loyalty 
of the group rests with the nation (the peoples and the group) at the expense of 
the state. 
nation-state (also known as a “country”). A two-pronged concept that embodies 
the concepts of the nation and the state. A nation-state is made up of a group of 
individuals who live within a defined territory and under a single government. 
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Together, they form a society that has certain values and beliefs in common. 
Generally referred to as a country. See nation and state.
negotiation. A dialogue or process of give-and-take on a particular issue that will 
result in an agreement that both or all sides can accept. This is an important tool 
of foreign policy used by allies as well as adversaries, in the hope of reaching an 
agreement or arriving at common ground.
neutrality. The decision not to commit a country’s military forces or engage in 
a military or security alliance with other countries. This orientation recognizes 
that the country has special status within the international system and that other 
countries should respect, and not infringe on, that neutrality.
“New Silk road.” Chinese initiative linking China and Europe through infra-
structure, pipelines, and other means of transportation and communication. 
nonaligned. A status designated during the Cold War, when some countries 
declared that they would not politically or militarily support either the Soviet 
Union or the United States.
nongovernmental organizations. Organizations that operate across international 
borders whose members are individuals, rather than countries or nation-states. 
Often, they try to influence policy or to advocate for an issue that transcends 
international borders, such as the environment or human rights. Some non-
governmental organizations also provide humanitarian and/or medical aid and 
assistance in the event of natural disaster or catastrophic events, such as earth-
quakes or tsunamis.
nonstate actor. An actor, entity, or group of any kind (e.g., terrorist group, multi-
national corporation, or international organization) that is not a unique nation-
state but plays a role in the international system and in international relations.
North american free Trade agreement. An agreement signed by the United 
States, Mexico, and Canada to create a trilateral trade bloc among the countries 
of North America. It went into effect in 1994.
North atlantic Treaty Organization. A formal alliance created in 1949 to unite the 
United States with the democratic countries of Western Europe and Canada in 
order to deter a Soviet attack. The heart of the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion treaty is Article 5, which states that an armed attack on any one would be 
considered an armed attack against all, which embodies the notion of collective 
defense.
north-south divide. The idea that the developed countries of the Northern Hemi-
sphere gained their wealth at the expense of the less developed and exploited 
countries of the Southern Hemisphere.
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pandemic. An epidemic of an infectious disease that has spread across a large 
region, for instance multiple continents or worldwide, affecting a substantial 
number of people. 
Paris Climate Change agreement. Signed by 195 countries in Paris in November 
2015, with a goal to limit the increase in the average global temperature to less 
than 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels and also that countries indi-
vidually will pursue a goal of zero net emissions.
peace. A situation characterized by an absence of hostility and also characterized 
by feelings of trust, a sense of security, and cooperation among peoples.
peace building. The actions that take place following the end of a conflict that 
contribute to strengthening and rebuilding the government structure and insti-
tutions in order to prevent conflict in the future.
peacekeeping. The efforts of third parties, such as the United Nations, to keep 
warring parties apart so that they do not continue to resort to hostilities. Peace-
keeping forces may be inserted during the process of negotiating an end to a 
conflict. UN peacekeeping forces are often known as “blue helmets” because of 
their headgear.
peacemaking. The process of ending an armed conflict and resolving the issues 
that contributed to the conflict in the first place.
polycentric. An international system in which there are many national or re-
gional centers of power.
power. The ability of one actor to influence another or to influence the outcome 
of events in order to achieve desired ends. Power is one of the central concepts 
in international relations.
private realm. Those areas that are outside the public area, such as home and 
family.
proxy wars. During the Cold War, battles between the United States and the 
Soviet Union that were fought indirectly, through allies, rather than directly, 
thereby minimizing the risk of major nuclear confrontation.
public realm. Areas that are considered part of the state, the government, and 
decision making.
“rally round the flag.” A recognized phenomenon where a crisis galvanizes public 
support for the political leader.
rapprochement. Diplomatic term meaning a policy to reestablish a positive  
relationship.
rational actor. The assumption that an actor makes decisions based on a rational 
decision making process.
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rational decision making. The assumption that decisions will be made based on a 
logical process that allows for the assessment of choices, weighing of costs and 
benefits, and review of alternatives before arriving at a final decision that will 
further the actor’s self-interest.
realist theory. One of the major approaches to understanding international 
relations, which assumes that states are the center of the international system 
and that all states will make decisions based on their national interest, which is 
defined by power.
realpolitik. A German term that refers to foreign policy tied primarily to power 
and to maximizing power. It also refers to practical responses to specific political 
circumstances or events.
regime change. The expressed interest of one country to support the change of 
leadership in another country.
remittances. Money sent by a migrant or immigrant to family back home after 
he or she has migrated from one country to another.
responsibility to protect. Notes that there are times when one country has the 
right, even the obligation, to intervene in the affairs of another sovereign state—
for example, to stop genocide or other human rights abuses. Responsibility to 
protect was endorsed as a concept at the UN World Summit in 2005 to prevent 
future atrocities such as genocide, ethnic cleansing, and other war crimes that 
took place in Rwanda and Bosnia, among others.
revolutionary movements. Seen primarily during the Cold War, the emergence 
of military movements whose goal was to overthrow the existing political order 
and replace it with a different one that was often more radical.
security. Ensuring the safety and protection of the people and the continuation 
of the state.
security dilemma. A situation in which one state improves its military capabili-
ties in order to ensure its own security, but in so doing becomes a direct threat 
to another country, which responds with its own military buildup. The result is 
military buildup and feelings of insecurity and threat, rather than protection.
self-determination. The desire for a people to be recognized as a nation that is 
able to govern itself. The belief that each group of people should be allowed to 
determine who is responsible for leading or governing them.
smart power. The ability to combine hard and soft power in order to influence 
policy.
soft power. Influencing others through cooperation or co-option by drawing on 
common values, ideals, and shared cultural norms.
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sovereignty. Within any given territory, recognition of the government as the 
single legitimate authority. No external power has the right to intervene in 
actions that take place within national borders. The authority is derived from 
a monopoly over the legitimate use of force. The concept originates with the 
Treaty of Westphalia (Peace of Westphalia).
state. An entity with a defined border under the rule of a governmental structure 
that is accepted by the people within the border.
state-centric. The assumption that the nation-state or country is the primary or 
critical actor, thereby dismissing the roles of other (nonstate) actors.
stateless people. A group of people who seek to create their own state with de-
fined borders and a government that is sovereign. They often have the trappings 
of statehood, including a governmental structure and a single dominant nation, 
but they do not see themselves as part of any existing state. The Palestinian 
peoples are one example of this group, as are the Kurds, who straddle a number 
of different countries.
structural adjustment programs. Economic programs that impose specific spend-
ing restrictions on governments, especially pertaining to social welfare, health 
care, and education programs, while encouraging expenditures in other areas, 
such as for infrastructure, which should lead to economic growth.
structural violence. A situation in which violence and inequality is built into and 
is a part of the structure of a particular political system, which results in the un-
equal distribution of resources, opportunity, and power.
Sustainable development Goals. Successor to the Millennium Development 
Goals, the Sustainable Development Goals are a set of seventeen goals that were 
adopted internationally that would help end poverty and increase prosperity for 
all while also protecting the planet. 
theory. A linked set of propositions or ideas that simplify reality in order to de-
scribe events that have occurred, explain why they happened, and predict what 
might happen in the future.
threat. The perception that a country, people, or way of life is under attack either 
by an external actor or by a group or even an idea within a country. A threat 
can be military, economic, political, or even cultural, such as when there is a 
perceived attack on values.
Track ii negotiations. Conflict resolution/peacemaking efforts conducted outside 
the formal diplomatic processes, for example, at the grass-roots level. 
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trade war. A trade war occurs when one country retaliates against another by 
raising import tariffs or placing other restrictions on the other country’s im-
ports. It is generally a result of protectionist tendencies.
transnational actors. Another name for the broad group of nonstate actors that 
operate across national borders.
Trans-Pacific Partnership. A comprehensive trade agreement among twelve Pacific 
states signed in February 2016. In January 2017, U.S. President Donald Trump 
announced that the United States would withdraw from the agreement. 
Treaty of Westphalia (Peace of Westphalia). Treaty of 1648 that ended the Thirty 
Years’ War in Europe. The concepts of the modern nation-state and sovereignty 
have their origins in this document.
Uighers. A Muslim minority group in northwestern region of Xinjiang that has 
been persecuted by the Chinese government.
UN framework Convention on Climate Change. Established an international en-
vironmental treaty signed in Rio de Janeiro in June 1992 specifically to combat 
dangerous  human interference  with the  climate system in part by stabiliz-
ing greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere. 
UN high Commissioner for refugees. A UN organization created in 1950 spe-
cifically to deal with the number of people displaced by World War II. The UN 
High Commissioner for Refugees continues to address refugee crises around the 
world as they arise.
UN intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. The UN body for assessing the 
science related to climate change.
unilateralism. A foreign policy orientation that advocates a policy of political and 
military detachment but acknowledges the need to interact with other countries 
in a range of areas, such as economics and trade.
unitary actor. The assumption that all actors within the country speak and act as 
if they were one.
UNSCr 1325. UN Security Council Resolution 1325 was passed in 2000 and rec-
ognizes the impact of conflict on women and the role that women need to play 
in conflict resolution, peacekeeping, and peacebuilding. It is the framework for 
the Women, Peace and Security agenda.
war. Acts of armed violence either within or across states involving two or more 
parties, designed to achieve a specific objective or outcome.
Women, Peace and Security agenda. Grew out of UN Security Council Resolution 
1325. The Women, Peace and Security agenda offers a broad approach to secu-
rity that involves women’s participation in decision making, especially pertain-
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ing to war and peace and prevention of conflict; protecting the rights of women 
and girls especially in times of conflict; and ensuring the necessary services for 
survivors of sexual and gender-based violence.
World Bank. Created as part of the Bretton Woods system (like the International 
Monetary Fund) and originally designed to help facilitate the rebuilding of Eu-
rope after World War II. It subsequently expanded to provide loans to develop-
ing countries and to promote foreign direct investment in those countries.
world systems theory. A theoretical perspective that claims that the world is 
divided not just into rich and poor and developed and less developed states, but 
into a core of strong and well-integrated states and a periphery of states that 
depend on a largely unskilled labor pool. The assumption is that the core group 
of nations exploits those at the periphery.
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