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pre face

Understanding twenty-� rst-century world politics requires accurate and 
up-to-date information, intellectual analysis, and interpretation. In a globe 
undergoing constant and rapid change, it is imperative to accurately describe, 
explain, and predict the key events and issues unfolding in international 
affairs. These intellectual tasks must be performed well so that world citizens 
and policy makers can harness this knowledge and ground their decisions on 
the most pragmatic approaches to global problems available. Only informed 
interpretations of world conditions and trend trajectories and cogent expla-
nations of why they exist and how they are unfolding can provide the tools 
necessary for understanding the world and making it better. By presenting 
the leading ideas and the latest information available, World Politics: Trend 
and Transformation provides the tools necessary for understanding world 
affairs in our present period of history, for anticipating probable develop-
ments, and for thinking critically about the potential long-term impact of 
those developments on countries and individuals across the globe.

World Politics: Trend and Transformation aims to put both changes and 
continuities into perspective. It provides a picture of the evolving relations 
among all transnational actors, the historical developments that affect those 
actors� relationships, and the salient contemporary global trends that those 
interactions produce. The major theories scholars use to explain the dynam-
ics underlying international relations�realism, liberalism, and constructiv-
ism, as well as feminist and radical interpretations�frame the investigation. 
That said, this book resists the temptation to oversimplify world politics with 
a super� cial treatment that would mask complexities and distort realities. 
Moreover, the text refuses to substitute mere subjective opinion for informa-
tion based on evidence and purposefully presents clashing and contending 
views so that students have a chance to critically evaluate the opposed posi-
tions and construct their own judgments about key issues. It fosters criti-
cal thinking by repeatedly asking students to assess the possibilities for the 
global future and its potential impact on their own lives.

OVERVIEW OF  THE  BOOK
To facilitate student learning and provide the tools and information for ana-
lyzing the complexities of world politics, this book is organized into � ve 
parts. Part 1 introduces the central concepts essential to understanding world 
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politics, global trends, and their meaning. It introduces the leading theories 
used to interpret international relations. Part 2 examines the globe�s transna-
tional actors�the great powers, the less developed countries of the �Global 
South,� intergovernmental organizations (IGOs), and nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs). It looks at relations and interactions between them, 
and now considers the processes and procedures by which transnational 
actors make decisions. Part 3 examines armed threats to world security, and 
places emphasis on contending ideas and theoretical perspectives about how 
to best confront armed aggression. Part 4 explores the ways in which human 
security and prosperity are truly global issues, and looks at the economic, 
demographic, and environmental dimensions of the global human condition. 
The book concludes with Part 5, which considers scenarios about the likely 
future of world politics and poses six questions raised by prevailing trends in 
order to stimulate further thinking about the global future.

CHANGES IN  THE  2010�2011 EDIT ION
Changes  to  S t ructure ,  Presentat ion , 
and  Pedagog ica l  A ids
In order to keep you and your students abreast of the latest developments, 
World Politics has always changed in response to the unfolding develop-
ments across our world. Since the publication of the twelfth edition update 
of this book in February 2009, numerous changes have taken place. This 
2010-2011 edition has been prepared to incorporate the latest develop-
ments in global events and scholarly research � ndings so that students 
will have access to the most current information. Changes to this edition 
include:

� A signi� cant reorganization of the material that consolidates coverage 
of previously dispersed topics, alters the thematic order of the chapters, 
and more fully integrates theoretical perspectives throughout the 
book. As a result, there are now � ve parts and seventeen chapters, 
with chapters focusing on armed aggression and the military now 
preceding those on economics, human security, demographics, and 
the environment in order to enhance the � ow of the book as a whole. 
Discussion of the theoretical contributions of constructivism and 
feminism are enhanced and highlighted across the book�s chapters. 
While there has been a reduction in the overall length of World Politics, 
the depth of coverage remains unchanged.

� A design that makes the book easier and more attractive to use. 
The 2010�2011 edition retains the streamlined chapter-openers 
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with traditional chapter outlines so that students can preview and 
review the material presented. It continues to incorporate thought-
provoking quotations throughout each chapter so as to broaden and 
deepen awareness of competing ideas and to stimulate interest in the 
insightful opinions of authors and policy makers on past and present 
global issues. Now, however, the number of featured quotations has 
been reduced, and they are placed strategically at several key points 
in the chapter in order to enhance the relevance of the material and 
avoid distracting the student from the � ow of the material in the rest 
of the text.

� Revised and new Controversy boxes that, for the � rst time, feature 
critical thinking questions. Long a mainstay of the book, each 
Controversy box examines the opposing positions on a major 
issue of debate in international relations. Since the updated twelfth 
edition of World Politics, the essays have been revised and include 
three completely new Controversy boxes. Addressing both classic 
dilemmas in international affairs and the most heated current debates, 
Controversy boxes offer excellent starting points for class debates or 
research papers. Additionally, for the very � rst time, �What Do You 
Think?� questions are featured in order to further develop critical 
thinking skills and facilitate student assessment of opposing viewpoints, 
development of their own opinions, and application of the main ideas 
to other issues and dilemmas in global affairs.

� Revised, up-to-date map and illustration program. One of the most 
popular pedagogical features of the text, the illustration program, has 
been revised to broaden the book�s coverage, provoke interest, and 
enable students to visualize the central developments and most recently 
available data. The 2010-2011 edition includes more than six dozen 
new photographs, maps, tables, and � gures that have been selected to 
introduce the timeliest topics and include detailed captions that explain 
their relevance to the larger issues discussed in the text. Students 
today are often woefully uninformed about world geography, and the 
extensive map program helps remedy this problem.

� Revised treatment of key terms. Key terms continue to be highlighted 
with bold-faced text and glossed de� nitions in the margins where the 
terms are � rst introduced. Now, however, each term is glossed only the 
� rst time it is introduced, and a single de� nition is used to familiarize 
students with the broadest and most common meaning of the term. If a 
term is used again in subsequent chapters, the term is identi� ed in italics 
the � rst time that it appears within a given chapter as a reminder to 
students that they can � nd the de� nition of the term in the glossary at 
the end of World Politics.
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� A revised glossary of key term de� nitions. This reference tool appears 
at the end of the text, so students can more easily access terms they may 
not remember from previously assigned or unassigned chapters. New 
terms have been added to keep students up-to-date with key concepts in 
the study of world politics.

� New marginal icons for online exercises. Placed at key points 
throughout each chapter, the 2010�2011 edition of World Politics 
now includes icons in the margins to alert students to relevant online 
activities that they can access through the book�s premium website.

� New end-of-chapter coverage. �Key Terms� have been removed from 
the end of the chapter, and are now listed in the margins of the text and 
in the end-of-book glossary. In the 2010�2011 edition, a new listing of 
�Suggested Readings� is included at the end of each chapter to bring to 
the attention of students the most recent and authoritative scholarship 
on the topics under discussion. There is also a new prompt at the 
conclusion of each chapter encouraging students to take an online quiz 
to assess their knowledge and understanding of the material presented.

Changes  to  Content  by  Chapter
The changes just listed highlight only the most salient structural modi� ca-
tions in the 2010�2011 edition of World Politics. Needless to say, this text 
continues to take pride in identifying and reporting the most recent develop-
ments in international affairs and in providing the latest data on the most 
signi� cant related trends. The 2010�2011 edition includes new coverage on 
the most important issues on the global agenda, from instability and the 
eruption of armed con� ict to the continued poverty and oppression of people 
across the globe, from the proliferation of nuclear capabilities to the pressing 
challenges posed by global warming and the debate surrounding the devel-
opment of alternative energy sources, and from the volatility of the global 
marketplace to the technological innovations that are revolutionizing the 
manner in which we communicate with one another.

As always, this leading text incorporates many thematic shifts in empha-
sis that capture the latest changes in the way scholars and policy makers 
understand the key issues and problems in our world, and the entire text has 
been revised to address the most important changes and re� ect the most cur-
rent information available since the updated twelfth edition was released in 
 February 2009. This new edition includes twenty-seven new maps, � gures, 
and tables, in addition to 2009 updates to most of the existing ones. There 
are � fty-two new pictures as well as the accompanying background informa-
tion. Also included are three brand-new Controversy boxes.
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The following descriptions pinpoint the most important revisions to each 
chapter:

� The organization of Chapter 1, �Interpreting World Politics,� has been 
altered so that key concepts and terms, such as world politics, foreign 
policy, power, and ethnic groups, are now introduced much earlier in 
the chapter. Discussion of foreign policy and international relations has 
been consolidated, and the material has been updated to incorporate 
recently available information on current events. As in the subsequent 
chapters, the Controversy box has been revised and critical thinking 
questions have been added. Also more clearly presented is the book�s 
approach and new organization.

� Chapter 2, �Theories of World Politics,� now places greater emphasis 
on constructivism and for the � rst time provides an overview of 
both social constructivism and agent-oriented constructivism. As a 
compelling alternative to the traditional realist and liberal theoretical 
interpretations of world politics, the presentation of the feminist 
critique and radical theory has been enhanced as well. Discussion of 
realism has been revised and now distinguishes between offensive and 
defensive realism. Additionally, the chapter introduces the concepts of a 
security dilemma and diplomacy.

� Chapter 3, �Great Power Rivalries and Relations,� now consolidates 
prior coverage of national security strategies, and discussion of the 
causes and consequences of World War I, World War II, and the Cold 
War has been revised. There is a new emphasis on uni-multipolarity, 
and increased attention to the implications of the �rise of the rest.� 
Coverage of long-cycle theory has been revised, and constructivist 
insights have been incorporated into the Controversy box on the source 
of con� ict between the superpowers. There is a new section on the 
Post-Cold War period, and the chapter includes a new discussion of the 
future of great power relations.

� Chapter 4, �The Global South in a World of Powers,� has been 
thoroughly revised to re� ect changes in the challenges facing countries 
of the Global South. There is new discussion of the concept of �small 
powers� and the legacy of mistrust between developed and developing 
countries. Focusing on relations between the Global South and 
Global North today, there is enhanced coverage of the impact of the 
global � nancial crisis, constraints on democratization, and continuing 
instability in many developing countries, with attention also paid to 
the possibilities for narrowing the growing divide between the wealthy 
and poor countries of our world. There is also a completely new 
Controversy box that considers the resurgence of modernization theory 
as a perspective for explaining conditions in the Global South.
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� A new Chapter 5, �Nonstate Actors and the Quest for Global 
Community,� consolidates material on intergovernmental organizations 
and nongovernmental organizations that was previously spread across 
two chapters. The discussion of the United Nations has been updated 
and streamlined, as has coverage on the European Union. Greater 
distinction between ethnic groups and indigenous peoples is provided, 
and discussion on religious movements, terrorism and postmodern 
terrorism, issue-advocacy groups, and corporate social responsibility 
is enhanced.

� Chapter 6, �International Decision Making,� is repositioned to bring 
Part 2 to a close so that a survey of decision making follows the 
introduction of the globe�s actors. Coverage of decision making as 
rational choice, the bureaucratic politics of decision making, and the 
role of leaders in making international decisions on behalf of the actors 
they head has been revised extensively. Discussion of prospect theory 
and two-level games has been expanded, and includes a constructivist 
critique. There is also new discussion of the potential in� uence of 
gender on decision making, incorporating constructivist and feminist 
perspectives.

� A new Part 3 on �Confronting Armed Aggression� repositions 
discussion of military threats, and global responses to them, to 
occur earlier in the book than in prior editions. This provides a � uid 
transition from the theoretical discussions in previous chapters to 
that on global con� ict and peace. Chapter 7, �The Threat of Armed 
Aggression to the World,� begins the section with updated data on 
armed con� icts and failed states. There is enhanced discussion of 
aggression within states, and expanded coverage of the diversionary 
theory of war, terrorism, counterterrorism, and con� icts in Afghanistan, 
Pakistan, and elsewhere.

� Chapter 8, �The Military Pursuit of Power through Arms and Military 
Strategy,� introduces the core premises and policy prescriptions 
underlying realist approaches to war and peace in general. The latest 
international trends in military preparation are captured in updated 
data and coverage on military spending, the weapons trade, and the 
proliferation of chemical weapons. There is expanded discussion on 
nuclear proliferation and the nuclear capabilities of rogue states, with 
new perspectives from antiwar feminism. The chapter also includes 
enhanced discussion of missile defense and new discussion of robotic 
military technologies.

� Chapter 9, �Alliances and the Balance of Power,� places emphasis on 
realist interpretations regarding the stabilizing in� uence of arms control 
on the preservation of the balance of power. There is an expanded 
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discussion of NATO. Revised discussion of the prospects for the United 
States as a global hegemon now includes a constructivist perspective as 
well. There is new coverage of balancing by �emerging markets,� and 
the enhanced geopolitical emphasis on Eurasia. New coverage is also 
included regarding U.S. efforts to renew global partnerships.

� Chapter 10, �Negotiated Con� ict Resolution and International 
Law,� has been extensively reorganized. The emphasis on the liberal 
theoretical tradition has been retained, and supplemented with greater 
incorporation of constructivist theory throughout the chapter. Coverage 
of negotiation and mediation has been enhanced, and there is a new 
Controversy box that considers the interplay between gender and 
negotiating style. There is a new section on the judicial framework 
of international law, and enhanced discussion of the International 
Criminal Court and the International Court of Justice.

� Chapter 11, now titled �Institutional and Normative Approaches 
to Collective Security,� consolidates discussion of arms control and 
disarmament agreements that was previously spread across two 
chapters. With a continued emphasis on the approach to international 
security most strongly advocated by liberals, greater discussion 
of constructivist and feminist perspectives on disarmament and 
international institutions is also included. There is expanded coverage 
on regional IGOs, common moral values and norms, and global 
trade ties. A new Controversy box on Taiwan is included, with the 
Controversy box on arms races and the prisoner�s dilemma relocated to 
this chapter as well.

� A new Part 4, �Human Security, Prosperity, and Responsibility,� 
assesses the global condition and how the erosion of national 
borders is transforming world politics and affecting human welfare 
throughout the world. Chapter 12, �The Globalization of International 
Finance,� expands discussion of globalization and its implications 
for international � nance. There is enhanced coverage of the � nancial 
institutional framework, and a new discussion of the global � nancial 
crisis that includes insights from a broad array of theoretical 
perspectives. The chapter concludes with consideration of the prospects 
for global � nance reform.

� Chapter 13, �International Trade in the Global Marketplace,� 
continues coverage of the international political economy. There 
is expanded discussion of the globalization of production, and 
enhanced emphasis on the contest between liberal and mercantilist 
economic philosophies. The chapter proceeds with a new look at 
the globalization of labor, and a new section on trade and global 
politics that includes discussion of trade policy, economic sanctions, 
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and commercial peace. Consideration of economic organizations is 
enhanced, and a new discussion of the linkage between trade, the 
� nancial crisis, and its aftermath is included.

� Chapter 14, �The Demographic and Cultural Dimensions of 
Globalization,� examines the coverage of trends in population changes 
that are becoming an increasingly global challenge. There is enhanced 
discussion of the demographic divide between the Global North 
and the Global South, with an emphasis on variances in birth rates 
that lead to pressures generated by a youth bulge in some countries 
and an aging population in others. The chapter also includes new 
discussion on the spread of diseases throughout the globe and the 
growth of communications across borders that is creating the global 
�information age.�

� Chapter 15, now titled �The Promotion of Human Development 
and Human Rights,� updates and expands the treatment of human 
development and human rights. There is revised discussion of the divide 
in human development between the Global North and the Global 
South. New coverage of gender inequalities and the status of women, 
with a new section on human traf� cking, is included that draws heavily 
on constructivist and feminist theories of international relations. There 
is a new section on children and human rights, as well as one on the 
human rights legal framework. Finally, the global community�s response 
to human rights abuse and the challenges of enforcement are given 
expanded attention.

� Chapter 16, retitled �Global Responsibility for the Preservation of 
the Environment,� has been signi� cantly reorganized and puts into 
perspective the entire range of global ecological issues, including 
revised discussions of climate change and global warming, ozone 
depletion, deforestation, and biodiversity. There is enhanced discussion 
of ecopolitics that addresses the challenges of energy supply and 
demand, water shortages, and the struggle for advantage regarding 
access to the resources under the Arctic sea. The chapter concludes 
with consideration of the possibilities for sustainability, and efforts at 
both the global, national, and local levels to counter environmental 
degradation.

� Part 5, �Thinking about the Future of World Politics,� includes only 
Chapter 17, �Looking Ahead at Global Trends and Transformations.� 
The chapter inventories insights from philosophers and policy makers 
about the interpretation of the global condition, and introduces six of 
the leading issues being debated about the global future. The chapter 
concludes with a challenge to students to formulate their own ideas 
about the possibilities for our global future.
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SUPPLEMENTS
The publisher proudly offers the following state-of-the-art supplements pre-
pared speci� cally for the 2010�2011 edition of World Politics: Trend and 
Transformation.

FOR THE  INSTRUCTOR
PowerLecture  DVD wi th  Jo in In� and ExamView fi

ISBN-10: 1439082049 | ISBN-13: 9781439082041

� Interactive PowerPointfi Lectures set, a one-stop lecture and class 
preparation tool, makes it easy for you to assemble, edit, publish, and 
present custom lectures for your course. You will have access to a set of 
PowerPoints with outlines speci� c to each chapter of World Politics as 
well as photos, � gures, and tables found in the book. You can also add 
your own materials�culminating in a powerful, personalized, media-
enhanced presentation.

� A Test Bank in Microsoftfi Word and ExamViewfi computerized testing 
offers a large array of well-crafted multiple-choice and essay questions, 
along with their answers and page references.

� An Instructor�s Manual includes learning objectives, chapter outlines, 
discussion questions, suggestions for stimulating class activities and 
projects, tips on integrating media into your class (including step-
by-step instructions on how to create your own podcasts), suggested 
readings and Web resources, and a section specially designed to help 
teaching assistants and adjunct instructors.

� JoinIn� on Turning Pointfi offers book-speci� c �clicker� questions that 
test and track student comprehension of key concepts. Political Polling 
questions simulate voting, engage students, foster dialogue on group 
behaviors and values, and add personal relevance; the results can be 
compared to national data, leading to lively discussions. Visual Literacy 
questions are tied to images from the book and add useful pedagogical 
tools and high-interest feedback during your lecture. Save the data from 
students� responses all semester�track their progress and show them 
how political science works by incorporating this exciting new tool into 
your classroom. It is available for college and university adopters only.

� The Resource Integration Guide outlines the rich collection of resources 
available to instructors and students within the chapter-by-chapter 
framework of the book, suggesting how and when each supplement can 
be used to optimize learning.
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WebTutor
WebTutor� on WebCT IAC

ISBN-10: 1439082359 | ISBN-13: 9781439082355

WebTutor� on Blackboard IAC

ISBN-10: 1439082375 | ISBN-13: 9781439082379

WebTutor� on Angel IAC

Rich with content for your international relations course, this Web-based 
teaching and learning tool includes course management, study/mastery, 
and communication tools. Use WebTutor� to provide virtual of� ce hours, 
post your syllabus, and track student progress with WebTutor�s quizzing 
material.

For students, WebTutor� offers real-time access to interactive online tutori-
als and simulations, practice quizzes, and Web links�all correlated to World 
Politics.

FOR THE  STUDENT
Premium Webs i te  w i th  In fo t rac fi Ins tant 
Access  Code
ISBN-10: 1439082022 | ISBN-13: 9781439082027

The Premium Website for World Politics: Trend and Transformation offers 
a variety of rich learning resources designed to enhance the student expe-
rience. These resources include podcasts by the text�s authors; simulations 
that can be assigned as homework; animated learning modules; case studies, 
which consist of Internet exercises and activities that correspond to instruc-
tor goals and challenges for the course; key term � ashcards; and videos, all 
corresponding with concepts taught in each chapter. The Premium Website 
also offers interactive timelines and maps, and NewsNow.

Bring the news right into your classroom! Available in both student and 
instructor versions, NewsNow is a combination of Associated Press news 
stories, videos, and images that bring current events to life. For students, a 
collection of news stories and accompanying videos is served up each week 
via the Premium Website that accompanies their international relations 
text. For instructors, an additional set of multimedia-rich PowerPointfi 
slides is posted each week to the password-protected area of the text�s 
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companion. Instructors may use these slides to take a class poll or trigger 
a lively debate about the events shaping the world right now. And because 
this all-in-one presentation tool includes the text of the original newsfeed, 
along with videos, photos, and discussion questions, no Internet connec-
tion is required!

Mul t iMed ia  eBook
ISBN-10: 0538733594 | ISBN-13: 9780538733595

We provide separate options for the delivery of an interactive, multimedia 
eBook that contains links to simulations, � ashcards, and other interactive 
activities.

Companion  Webs i te
www.cengage.com/politicalscience/kegley/worldpolitics13e

Students will � nd open access to learning objectives, tutorial quizzes, chap-
ter glossaries, � ashcards, and crossword puzzles�all correlated by chapter. 
Instructors also have access to the Instructor�s Manual and PowerPointsfi.

In ternat iona l  Po l i t ics  A t las
ISBN-10:0618837132 | ISBN-13:9780618837137

Free when bundled with a Wadsworth textbook, this atlas offers maps of the 
world showing political organization, population statistics, and economic 
development; maps highlighting energy production and consumption, major 
world con� icts, migration, and more; and extensive regional coverage. Stu-
dents will � nd it useful for understanding world events and to supplement 
their studies in international politics.

A  C  K  N  O  W L  E  D  G  M E  N  T  S
Many people�in fact, too many to identify and thank individually�have 
contributed to the development of this leading textbook in international rela-
tions (including especially Eugene R. Wittkopf, who served as coauthor of 
the � rst six editions of World Politics and to whom the eleventh edition was 
dedicated following his tragically premature death). Those who made the 
greatest contributions to making this, the 2010-2011 edition, better include 
the following, whose assistance is most appreciatively acknowledged.
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In the � rst category are the constructive comments and suggestions offered 
by reviewers. In particular, gratitude is hereby expressed to the professional 
scholars who provided blind reviews, including:

Bossman Asare, Graceland University

Cristian A. Harris, North Georgia College and State University

Todd Myers, Grossmont College

Christopher Sprecher, Texas A&M University

John Tuman, University of Nevada, Las Vegas

In a second category are scholars who provided advice and data. 
These include:

Ruchi Anand at the American 
Graduate School of 
International Relations and 
Diplomacy in Paris;

Osmo Apunen at the 
University of Tampere;

Chad Atkinson at the 
University of Illinois;

Andrew J. Bacevich at Boston 
University;

Yan Bai at Grand Rapids 
Community College;

George Belzer at Johnson 
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College;

John Boehrer at the University 
of Washington;

Robert Blanton at The 
University of Memphis;

Linda P. Brady at the 
University of North 
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Leann Brown at the University 
of Florida;

Dan Caldwell at Pepperdine 
University;

John H. Calhoun at Palm 
Beach Atlantic University;

John Candido at La Trobe 
University;

Roger A. Coate at Georgia 
College & State University;

Jonathan E. Colby at 
the Carlyle Group in 
Washington, D.C.;

Phyllis D. Collins at Keswick 
Management Inc. in New 
York City;

Reverend George Crow at 
Northeast Presbyterian 
Church;

Jonathan Davidson at the 
European Commission;

Philippe Dennery of the J-Net 
Ecology Communication 
Company in Paris;

Gregory Domin at Mercer 
University;

Thomas Donaldson at the 
Wharton School of the 
University of Pennsylvania;

Ayman I. El-Dessouki and 
Kemel El-Menou�  of Cairo 
University;

Robert Fatton at the 
University of Virginia;

Matthias Finger at Columbia 
University;

Eytan Gilboa at Bar-Ilan 
University in Israel;

Giovanna Gismondi at the 
University of Oklahoma;

Srajan Gligorijevic at the 
Defense and Security 
Studies Centre of the G-17 
Plus Institute in Belgrade 
Serbia;

Richard F. Grimmett at the 
Congressional Research 
Of� ce;

Ted Robert Gurr at the 
University of Maryland;

Russell Hardin at New York 
University;

James E. Harf at Maryville 
University in St. Louis;

Charles Hermann at Texas 
A&M University;

Margaret G. Hermann at 
Syracuse University;

Stephen D. Hibbard at 
Shearman & Sterling LLP;

Steven W. Hook at Kent State 
University;

Jack Hurd at the Nature 
Conservatory;

Lisa Huffstetler at The 
University of Memphis;

Patrick James at the University 
of Southern California;
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Loch Johnson at the 
University of Georgia;

Christopher M. Jones at 
Northern Illinois University;

Christopher Joyner at 
Georgetown University;

Michael D. Kanner at the 
University of Colorado;

Mahmoud Karem of the 
Egyptian Foreign Service;

Deborah J. Kegley at Kegley 
International, Inc.;

Mary V. Kegley at Kegley 
Books in Wytheville, 
Virginia;

Susan Kegley at the 
University of California-
Berkeley;

Lidija Kos-Stani�ic· at the 
University of Zagreb 
in Croatia;

Matthias Kranke at the 
University of Tier;

Barbara Kyker at The 
University of Memphis;

Imtiaz T. Ladak of Projects 
International in 
Washington D.C.;

Jack Levy at Rutgers 
University;

Carol Li at the Taipei 
Economic and Cultural 
Of� ce, New York;

Urs Luterbacher of the 
Graduate Institute 
of International and 
Development Studies 
in Geneva;

Gen. Jeffrey D. McCausland at 
the U.S. Army War College 
in Carlisle, Pennsylvania;

James McCormick at Iowa 
University;

Kelly A. McCready at Maria 
College, Albany, New York;

Robert Morin at Western 
Nevada Community 
College;

Anthony Perry at Henry Ford 
Community College;

Jeffrey Pickering at Kansas 
State University;

Karen Ann Mingst at the 
University of Kentucky;

James A. Mitchell at 
California State University;

Donald Munton at the 
University of Northern 
British Columbia;

Desley Sant Parker at the 
United States Information 
Agency;

Albert C. Pierce at the U.S. 
Naval Academy;

Alex Platt at the Carnegie 
Council for Ethics in 
International Affairs;

Ignacio de la Rasilla at the 
UniversitØ de GenŁve;

James Ray at Vanderbilt 
University;

Gregory A. Raymond at Boise 
State University;

Neil R. Richardson at the 
University of Wisconsin;

Peter Riddick at Berkhamsted 
Collegiate;

James N. Rosenau at George 
Washington University;

Joel Rosenthal at the Carnegie 
Council for Ethics in 
International Affairs;

Tapani Ruokanen at Suomen 
Kuvalehti, Finland;

Alpo M. Rusi, Finnish 
Ambassador to Switzerland;

Jan Aart Scholte at University 
of Warwick, UK;

Rebecca R. Sharitz at 
International Association 
for Ecology;

Shalendra D. Sharma at the 
University of San Francisco;

Richard H. Shultz at the 
Fletcher School of Law 
and Diplomacy, Tufts 
University;

Dragan R. Simic· at the Centre 
for the Studies of the USA 
in Belgrade, Serbia;

Michael J. Siler at the 
University of California;

Bengt Sundelius at the 
National Defense College 
in Stockholm;

David Sylvan of the Graduate 
Institute of International 
and Development Studies 
in Geneva;

William R. Thompson of 
Indiana University;

Rodney Tomlinson at the U.S. 
Naval Academy;

Deborah Tompsett-Makin 
at Riverside Community 
College, Norco Campus;

Denise Vaughan at Bellevue 
Community College;

Rob Verhofstad at Radmoud 
University in Nijmegen 
the Netherlands;

William C. Vocke, Jr. at the 
Carnegie Council for Ethics 
in International Affairs;

Jonathan Wilkenfeld at the 
University of Maryland;

and Samuel A. Worthington 
at InterAction.
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Also helpful in a third category was the input provided by graduate students 
Jon Stanford, Maggie Sommer, and Katie Nelson at The University of Mem-
phis, who provided invaluable research assistance. Thanks are also given for 
the insights and advice of professorial colleagues in the Fulbright American 
Studies Institute, which Kegley co-directed with Don Puchala in 2003, 2004, 
and 2005.

The always helpful and accommodating project manager Christian Holdener 
with S4Carlisle Publishing Services and Photo Researcher Jaime Jankowski 
with Pre-Press PMG made valuable contributions to this book. In addition, 
also deserving of special gratitude are our highly skilled, dedicated, and help-
ful editors at Wadsworth: Executive Editor Carolyn  Merrill and Development 
Editor Rebecca Green, who exercised extraordinary professionalism in guid-
ing the process that brought this edition into print, assisted by the project 
management of Josh Allen and Permissions Editors  Jennifer Meyer Dare and 
Katie Huha. Gratitude is also expressed to the always instructive advice of 
Amy Whitaker, Wadsworth�s skilled Political Science Marketing Manager.

Charles William Kegley

Shannon Lindsey Blanton
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�There is no scienti� c antidote [to the atomic bomb], only education. You�ve got 
to change the way people think. I am not interested in disarmament talks between 
nations. . . . What I want to do is to disarm the mind. After that, everything else 
will automatically follow. The ultimate weapon for such mental disarmament is 
international education.�

�Albert Einstein, Nobel Peace Prize physicist

WHAT FUTURE FOR HUMANKIND? Many global trends are sweeping across a transforming planet. Among those that pose a serious 
threat are the heatwaves and droughts that have spread across the globe, such as that pictured here in Allahabud, India. Arresting global 
warming is one of the many global challenges that face humanity.
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THESE ARE TURBULENT TIMES, INSPIRING BOTH 
ANXIETY AND HOPE. What lies ahead for the world? 
What are we to think about the global future? Part 1 of this 

book introduces you to the study of world politics in a period of rapid 
change. It opens a window on the many trends that are unfolding, 
some of them in contrary directions. The combined force of these 
trends may transform many aspects of international relations, even 
though they may persist.

There are obstacles that prevent us from understanding world politics accu-

rately. Chapter 1 explains how our perceptions of global realities can lead 

to distortions, and suggests how to get beyond these barriers by providing 

four keys to understanding world politics as well as an outline of the book�s 

thematic approach and organization. Chapter 2 introduces the major rival 

theories (realism, liberalism, and constructivism) that scholars have developed 

to help policy makers and citizens better describe, explain, and predict the 

evolving nature of international relations. It also illuminates two powerful 

critiques of these mainstream theories: radicalism and feminism. Such theo-

ries are important tools that can help you construct more accurate images 

of the complexity of world politics and better interpret emerging trends and 

transformations.
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� e world is at a critical juncture, and so are you . . . Go ahead and make 
your plans . . . and don�t stop learning. But be open to the detours that lead 

to new discoveries.
�Ko�  Annan, former UN Secretary General

C H A P T E R  1
INTERPRETING WORLD POLITICS
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A WORLD OF POSSIBILITIES As viewed from outer space, planet Earth looks as if it has oceans without 
pollution and continents without borders separating states and people. As viewed from newspaper headlines, 
�world politics� looks much different.
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Imagine yourself returning home from a two-week vacation on a tropi-
cal island where you had no access to the news. The trip gave you a 
well-deserved break before starting a new school term. But now you are 

curious about what has happened when you were away. As you glance at a 
newspaper, headlines catch your eye. They indicate that there is a downsiz-
ing of resources and troops from the insurgency in Iraq, and the �coalition 
of the willing� is comprised of the United States alone. Instead, the focus 
has turned to the battle against Al Qaeda and the Taliban in Afghanistan 
and parts of Pakistan, where violence and deaths have increased sharply. As 
you ride home from the airport, you hear a radio broadcast that describes 
the continuing unrest in Iran in the aftermath of their presidential election, 
and the role that information technology is playing to sustain the protest. 
Shortly after arriving at home, you connect to the Internet and � nd that the 
H1N1 swine � u virus continues to spread, and countries around the globe 
are closely monitoring infected individuals and setting vaccine priorities in 
anticipation of the winter months, making you worry about whether this will 
affect your plans for a study tour in China over the winter break. Finally, 
when listening to CNN later that evening, you hear several other reports: 
there are signs that the economic decline in the U.S. is leveling off, though 
Europe continues to suffer from record unemployment levels and Africa is 
beginning to feel the sting from reduced foreign investment. You hope that 
conditions improve before you graduate and go on the job market. In addi-
tion, CNN shows footage commemorating the life of Corazon Aquino, who 
served as a popular president of the Philippines and died at the age of 76. 
CNN�s report concludes with an announcement that tensions continue to 
simmer between Russia and Georgia, with Georgia accused of stoking vio-
lence in South Ossetia. Additionally, there may be a prospect for ongoing 
dialogue between the United States and North Korea in the wake of success-
ful negotiations to release two imprisoned journalists.

The scenario just described is not hypothetical. The events identi� ed record 
what actually occurred during the month of August 2009.

Undoubtedly, many individuals experienced fear and confusion during this 
turbulent period. But it is, uncomfortably, not so different from other eras. 
Putting this information about unfolding events together, you cannot help 
but be reminded that the world matters and that those changes in it affect 
your circumstances and future powerfully. The �news� you received is not 
really new, because it echoes many old stories from the past about the grow-
ing sea of turmoil sweeping contemporary world circumstances. Neverthe-
less, the temptation to wish that this depressing kind of chaotic world would 
just go away is overwhelming. If only the unstable world would stand still 
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long enough for a sense of predictability and order to prevail. Alas, that does 
not appear likely. You cannot escape the world or control its turbulence, and 
you cannot single-handedly alter its character.

We are all a part of this world, and this world is an integral part of each of 
us. Hence, if we are to live adaptively amid the � erce winds of global change, 
we must face the challenge of discovering the dynamic properties of world 
politics.

Because every person is in� uenced increasingly by world events, all can bene-
� t by investigating how the global system works and how changes are remak-
ing our political and economic world. Only through learning how our own 
decisions and behavior contribute to the global condition, as well as those 
of powerful state governments and nonstate transnational actors, and how 
all people and groups in turn are heavily conditioned by changes in world 
politics, can we address what former U.S. President Bill Clinton de� ned as 
�the question of our time�whether we can make change our friend and not 
our enemy.�

Great things are achieved by guessing the direction of one�s century.
�Giuseppe Mazzini, Italian political leader

THE  CHALLENGE OF  INVESTIGATING 
WORLD AFFAIRS
American poet Walt Whitman wrote in 1888, �I say we had best look at our 
times and lands searchingly, like some physician diagnosing some deep dis-
ease.� His advice is as timely today as it was then. We must perceive our times 
accurately in order to best understand the political convulsions that confront 
the globe�s 6.8 billion people.

Interpreting the world in which we now live and anticipating what lies ahead 
for the globe�s future�and yours�presents formidable challenges. We are 
constantly bombarded with a bewildering amount of new information and 
new developments. Forging a meaningful understanding of the messages about 
world affairs we receive every day could be the most dif� cult task you will 
ever face. Why? Partly because the study of international relations requires 
taking into account every factor that in� uences human behavior. This is a 
task that, as the seminal scientist Albert Einstein believed, is extremely chal-
lenging. He once hinted at how big the challenge of explaining world politics 
was when he was asked, �Why is it that when the mind of man has stretched 
so far as to discover the structure of the atom we have been unable to devise 

world politics
the study of how 
global actors� activities 
entail the exercise of 
in� uence to achieve 
and defend their goals 
and ideals, and how 
it affects the world at 
large.
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the political means to keep the atom from destroying us?� He replied, �This 
is simple, my friend; it is because politics is more dif� cult than physics.�

Another part of the challenge stems from the tendency of people to resist unfa-
miliar information and ideas that undermine their habitual ways of viewing 
and thinking about world affairs. We know from repeated studies that people 
do not want to accept ideas that do not conform to their prior beliefs.

A purpose of this book is to help you to cultivate a questioning attitude 
about your preexisting beliefs about world affairs and about the many actors 
on the world stage. To that end, we will ask you to evaluate rival perspectives 
on global issues, even if they differ from your current images. Indeed, we will 
expose you to schools of thought prevailing today that you may � nd uncon-
vincing, and possibly repugnant. Why are they included? Because many other 
people make these views the bedrock of their interpretations, and these view-
points accordingly enjoy a popular following.

For this reason, this text will describe some visions of world politics with 
which even your authors may not agree, so that you may weigh the wisdom 
or foolishness of contending perspectives. The interpretive challenge, then, is 
to try to observe unfolding global realities objectively, in order to describe 
and explain them accurately.

To appreciate how our images of reality shape our expectations, we begin 
with a brief introduction to the role that subjective images of reality play in 
understanding world politics. This will be followed by a set of analytic tools 
that this book will use to help you overcome perceptual obstacles to under-
standing world politics, and to empower you to more capably interpret the 
forces of change and continuity that affect our world.

It is the tragedy of the world that no one knows what he doesn�t know 
and the less a man knows, the more sure he is that he knows everything.

�Joyce Carey, English author

HOW PERCEPTIONS INFLUENCE IMAGES 
OF  INTERNATIONAL  REALITY
We already hold mental images of world politics, although we may not have 
attempted to explicitly de� ne our perceptions about the world in our subcon-
scious. But whatever our levels of self-awareness, our images perform the same 
function: they simplify �reality� by exaggerating some features of the real 
world while ignoring others. Thus, we live in a world de� ned by our images.
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These mental pictures, or perceptions, are inevitably distortions, as they can-
not fully capture the complexity and con� gurations of even physical objects, 
such as the globe itself (see Controversy: Should We Believe What We See?).

Many of our images of the world�s political realities may be built on illusions 
and misconceptions. Even images that are now accurate can easily become 
outdated if we fail to recognize changes in the world. Indeed, the world�s 
future will be determined not only by changes in the �objective� facts of 
world politics but also by the meaning that people ascribe to those facts, the 
assumptions on which they base their interpretations, and the actions that 
� ow from these assumptions and interpretations�however accurate or inac-
curate they might be.

The  Nature  and  Sources  o f  Images
The effort to simplify one�s view of the world is inevitable and even neces-
sary. Just as cartographers� projections simplify complex geophysical space 
so that we can better understand the world, each of us inevitably creates a 
�mental map��a habitual way of organizing information�to make sense 
of a confusing abundance of information. Although mental maps are neither 
inherently right nor wrong, they are important because we tend to react 
according to the way the world appears to us rather than the way it is. How 
we view the world (not what it is really like) determines our attitudes, our 
beliefs, and our behavior. Political leaders, too, are captives of this tendency 
(Kirkpatrick 2007). As Richard Ned Lebow (1981, p. 277) warns, �Policy-
makers are prone to distort reality in accord with their needs even in situa-
tions that appear . . . relatively unambiguous.�

Most of us�policy makers included�look for information that reinforces 
our preexisting beliefs about the world, assimilate new data into familiar 
images, mistakenly equate what we believe with what we know, and deny 
information that contradicts our expectations. We also rely on our intuitions 
without thinking and emotionally make snap judgments (Gladwell 2005; 
Weston 2007).

In addition, we rely on learned habits for viewing new information and for 
making judgments, because these �schema� guide our perceptions and orga-
nize information for us. Research in cognitive psychology shows that human 
beings are �categorizers� who match what they see with images in their 
memories of prototypical events and people when attempting to understand 
the world by schematic reasoning. The absentminded professor, the shady 
lawyer, and the kindly grandmother are examples of �stock� images that 
many of us have of certain types of people. Although the professors, lawyers, 

schematic reasoning
the process of reason-
ing by which new infor-
mation is interpreted 
according to a memory 
structure, a schema, 
which contains a net-
work of generic scripts, 
metaphors, and simpli-
� ed characterizations 
of observed objects 
and phenomena.
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C O N T R O V E R S Y :

SHOULD WE BELIEVE  WHAT  WE SEE?

Many people assume that seeing is believing without questioning whether the ways they have organized their 
perceptions are accurate. But is there more to seeing than meets the eye? Students of perceptual psychology think 
so. They maintain that seeing is not a strictly passive act: what we observe is partially in� uenced by our preexist-
ing values and expectations (and by the visual habits reinforced by the constructions society has inculcated in us 
about how to view objects). Students of perception argue that what you see is what you get, and that two observ-
ers looking at the same object might easily see different realities. To illustrate this, perceptual psychologists are 
fond of displaying the following drawing, which, depending on how the viewer looks at it, can be seen as either a 
goblet or two faces opposing each other. Both images are possible.

This principle has great importance for investigation of international relations, where, depending on one�s per-
spective, people can vary greatly on how they will view international events, actors, and issues. Intense disagree-
ments often arise from competing images.

To appreciate the controversies that can result when different people (with different perspectives) see different reali-
ties even though they are looking at the same thing, consider something as basic as objectively viewing the location 
and size of the world�s continents. There exists a long-standing controversy among cartographers about the �right� 
way to map the globe, that is, how to make an accurate projection. The accuracy of their rival maps matters politically 
because they shape how people view what is important. All maps of the globe are distorted because it is impossible 
to perfectly represent the three-dimensional globe on a two-dimensional piece of paper. The dif� culty cartographers 
face can be appreciated by trying to � atten an orange peel. You can only � atten it by separating pieces of the peel 
that were joined when it was spherical. Cartographers who try to � atten the globe on paper, without ripping it into 
separate pieces, face the same problem. Although there 
are a variety of ways to represent the three-dimensional 
object on paper, all of them involve some kind of distortion. 
Thus cartographers must choose among the imperfect 
ways of representing the globe by selecting those aspects 
of the world�s geography they consider most important 
to describe accurately, while making adjustments to 
other parts.

Cartographers� ideas of what is most important in world 
geography have varied according to their own global 
perspectives. These four maps (Maps 1.1, 1.2, 1.3, and 
1.4) depict the distribution of the Earth�s land surfaces 
and territory, but each portrays a different image. Each 
is a model of reality, an abstraction that highlights some 
features of the globe while ignoring others.

(continued)
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SHOULD WE BELIEVE  WHAT  WE SEE?  (Cont inued)

MAP 1.2

PETER�S PROJECTION In the Peter�s projection, each landmass appears in correct proportion in relation to all others, but 
it distorts the shape and position of the Earth�s landmasses. In contrast with most geographic representations, it draws attention 
to the less developed countries of the Global South, where more than three-quarters of the world�s population lives today.

MAP 1.1

MERCATOR PROJECTION This Mercator projection, named for the Flemish cartographer Gerard Mercator, was popular in 
sixteenth-century Europe and presents a classic Eurocentric view of the world. It mapped the Earth without distorting direction, 
making it useful for navigators. However, distances were deceptive, placing Europe at the center of the world and exaggerating 
the continent�s importance relative to other landmasses. Europe appears larger than South America, which is twice Europe�s 
size, and two-thirds of the map is used to represent the northern half of the world and only one-third the southern half.

10 Interpreting World Politics
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MAP 1.3

ORTHOGRAPHIC PROJECTION The orthographic projection, centering on the mid-Atlantic, conveys some sense of the 
curvature of the Earth by using rounded edges. The sizes and shapes of continents toward the outer edges of the circle are 
distorted to give a sense of spherical perspective.

MAP 1.4

�UPSIDE DOWN� PROJECTION This projection gives a different perspective on the world by depicting it upside down, 
with the Global South positioned above the Global North. The map challenges the modern �Eurocentric� conceptualization of 
the positions of the globe�s countries and peoples by putting the Global South �on top.�

(continued)
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and grandmothers that we meet may bear only a super� cial resemblance to 
these stereotypical images, when we know little about someone, our expecta-
tions will be shaped by presumed similarities to these characters.

Many factors shape our images, including how we were socialized as chil-
dren, traumatic events we may have experienced growing up that shape our 
personalities and psychological needs, exposure to the ideas of people whose 
expertise we respect, and the opinions about world affairs expressed by our fre-
quent associates such as close friends and co-workers. Once we have acquired 
an image, it seems self-evident. Accordingly, we try to keep that image con-
sistent without other beliefs and, through a psychological process known as 
 cognitive dissonance (Festingner 1957), reject information that contradicts 
how it portrays the world. In short, our minds select, screen, and � lter infor-
mation; consequently, our perceptions depend not only on what happens in 
daily life but also on how we interpret and internalize those events.

The  Impact  o f  Percept ions  on  Wor ld  Po l i t ics
We must be careful not to assume automatically that what applies to individu-
als applies to entire countries, and we should not equate the beliefs of leaders, 
such as heads of states, with the beliefs of the people under their authority. 
Still, leaders have extraordinary in� uence, and leaders� images of historical 
circumstances often predispose them to behave in particular ways toward 
others, regardless of �objective� facts. For instance, the loss of  twenty-six 
million Soviet lives in the �Great Patriotic War� (as the Russians refer to 
World War II) reinforced a long-standing fear of foreign invasion, which 
caused a generation of Soviet policy makers to perceive U.S. defensive moves 
with suspicion and often alarm. Similarly, the founders of the United States 
viewed eighteenth-century European power politics and its repetitive wars as 

cognitive dissonance
the general psychologi-
cal tendency to deny 
discrepancies between 
one�s preexisting beliefs 
(cognitions) and new 
information.

SHOULD WE BELIEVE  WHAT  WE SEE?  (Cont inued)

WHAT DO YOU THINK?

� What are some of the policy implications associated with the image of the world as depicted in 
each of the respective images of the world?

� How does history play a role in the features of a map that are distorted? Can you think of any ways 
modern cartographers might modify any of these world projections?

� In thinking about images and the important role they play in foreign policy, should a consensus be 
made as to the world projection that is �least� distorted? Why or why not?
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corrupt, contributing to two seemingly contradictory tendencies later evident 
in U.S. foreign policy: (1) America�s impulse to isolate itself (its disposition to 
withdraw from world affairs), and (2) its determination to reform the world 
in its own image whenever global circumstances become highly threatening. 
The former led the country to reject membership in the League of Nations 
after World War I; the latter gave rise to the U.S. globalist foreign policy since 
World War II, which committed the country to active involvement nearly 
everywhere on nearly every issue. Most Americans, thinking of their country 
as virtuous, have dif� culty understanding why others sometimes regard such 
far-reaching international activism as arrogant or threatening; instead, they 
see only good intentions in active U.S. interventionism. As former President 
Jimmy Carter once lamented, �The hardest thing for Americans to under-
stand is that they are not better than other people.�

Because leaders and citizens are prone to ignore or reinterpret information 
that runs counter to their beliefs and values, mutual misperceptions often 
fuel discord in world politics, especially when relations between countries 
are hostile. Distrust and suspicion arise as con� icting parties view each other 
in the same negative light�that is, as mirror images develop.

This occurred in Moscow and Washington during the Cold War. Each side 
saw its own actions as constructive but its adversary�s responses as hostile, 
and both sides erroneously assumed that their counterparts would misinter-
pret the intentions of their own policy initiatives. When psychologist Urie 
Bronfenbrenner (1961) traveled to Moscow, for example, he was amazed 
to hear Russians describing the United States in terms that were strikingly 
similar to the way Americans described the Soviet Union: Each side saw itself 
as virtuous and peace-loving, whereas the other was seen as untrustworthy, 
aggressive, and ruled by a corrupt government.

Mirror-imaging is a property of nearly all  enduring rivalries�long-lasting 
contests between opposing groups. For example, in rivalries such as Christian-
ity against Islam during the Crusades in the Middle Ages, Israel and Palestine 
since the birth of the sovereign state of Israel in 1948, and the United States 
and Al Qaeda today, both sides demonize the image of their adversary while 
perceiving themselves as virtuous. Self-righteousness often leads one party to 
view its own actions as constructive but its adversary�s responses as negative 
and hostile. When this occurs, con� ict resolution is extraordinarily dif� cult. 
Not only do the opposing sides have different preferences for certain outcomes 
over others, but they do not see the underlying issues in the same light. Further 
complicating matters, the mirror images held by rivals tend to be self-con� rm-
ing. When one side expects the other to be hostile, it may treat its opponent 
in a manner that leads the opponent to take counteractions that con� rm the 

mirror images
the tendency of states 
and people in com-
petitive interaction to 
perceive each other 
similarly�to see others 
the same hostile way 
others see them.

enduring rivalries
prolonged competition 
fueled by deep-seated 
mutual hatred that 
leads opposed actors 
to feud and � ght over 
a long period of time 
without resolution of 
their con� ict.
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original expectation, therein creating a vicious circle of deepening hostilities 
that reduce the prospects for peace (Deutsch 1986; Sen 2006). Clearing up 
mutual misperceptions can facilitate negotiations between the parties, but fos-
tering peace is not simply a matter of expanding trade and other forms of 
transnational contact, or even of bringing political leaders together in interna-
tional summits. Rather, it is a matter of changing deeply entrenched beliefs.

Although our constructed images of world politics are resistant to change, 
change is possible. Overcoming old thinking habits sometimes occurs when 
we experience punishment or discomfort as a result of clinging to false 
 assumptions. As Benjamin Franklin once observed, �The things that hurt, 
instruct.� Dramatic events in particular can alter international images, some-
times drastically. The Vietnam War caused many Americans to reject their 
previous images about using military force in world politics. The defeat of 
the Third Reich and revelations of Nazi atrocities committed before and dur-
ing World War II caused the German people to confront their past as they 
prepared for a democratic future imposed by the victorious Allies. The use of 
atomic bombs against Japan in the waning days of World War II caused many 
to confront the horrors of modern warfare and the immorality of weapons of 
mass destruction. More recently, the rising human and � nancial costs of the 
prolonged U.S. war in Iraq have led many policy makers and political com-
mentators to reexamine their assumptions about foreign policy priorities. 
Often, such jolting experiences encourage us to construct new mental maps, 
perceptual � lters, and criteria through which we may interpret later events 
and de� ne situations.

As we shape and reshape our images of world politics and its future, we 
need to think critically about the foundations on which our perceptions 
rest. Are they accurate? Are they informed? Should they be modi� ed to gain 
greater understanding of others? Rethinking our images is one of the major 
challenges we face to avoid prejudice�prejudging what we see in world 
affairs based on misguided opinions, like a person with his or her nose 
pressed against the mirror trying to see his or her own body. Questioning 
our images is one of the major challenges we all face in confronting contem-
porary world politics.

KEYS  TO  UNDERSTANDING WORLD POLIT ICS
If we exaggerate the accuracy of our perceptions and seek information that 
con� rms what we believe, how can we escape the biases created by our pre-
conceptions? How can we avoid overlooking or dismissing evidence that 
runs counter to our intuition?

foreign policy
the decisions govern-
ing authorities make 
to realize international 
goals.

Video: Determining 
Foreign Policy
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There are no sure-� re solutions to ensure accurate observations, no ways to 
guarantee that we have constructed an impartial view of international rela-
tions. However, there are a number of tools available that can improve our 
ability to interpret world politics. As you undertake an intellectual journey of 
discovery, a set of intellectual roadmaps will provide guidance for your inter-
pretation and understanding of past, present, and future world politics. To 
arm you for your quest, World Politics: Trend and Transformation advances 
four keys to aid you in your inquiry.

In t roduc ing  Termino logy
A primary goal of this text is to introduce you to the vocabulary used by schol-
ars, policy makers, and the �attentive public� who routinely look at interna-
tional developments. You will need to be literate and informed about the shared 
meaning of common words used worldwide to discuss and debate world politics 
and foreign policy. Some of this language has been in use since antiquity, and 
some of it has only recently become part of the terminology employed in dip-
lomatic circles, scholarly research, and the media�television, newspapers, and 
the Internet. These words are the kind of vocabulary you are likely to encounter 
long after your formal collegiate education (and the course in which you are 
reading World Politics) has ended. It is also the terminology your future employ-
ers and educated neighbors will expect you to know. Some of these words are 
already likely to be part of your working vocabulary, but others may look new, 
esoteric, pedantic, and overly sophisticated. Nonetheless, you need to know their 
meaning�immediately and forever. Your use of them will facilitate your ability 
to analyze and discuss world affairs and mark you hereafter as a knowledgeable, 
educated person. So take advantage of this �high de� nition� feature of World 
Politics. Learn these words and use them for the rest of your life�not to impress 
others, but to understand and communicate intelligently.

To guide you in identifying these terms, as you may already have noticed, cer-
tain words are printed in boldface in the text, and a broad de� nition is pro-
vided in the margins. In cases when a word is used again in a different chapter, 
it will be highlighted at least once in italics, although the marginal de� nition 
will not be repeated. In all cases, the primary de� nition will appear in the Glos-
sary at the end of book.

Dis t ingu ish ing  the  Pr imary  Transnat iona l  Actors
The globe is a stage, and the players in the drama are many. It is important to 
identify and classify the major categories of actors (sometimes called agents) 
who take part in international activities. The actions of each transnational 
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actor, individually and collectively at various degrees of in� uence, shape the 
trends that are transforming world politics. But how do scholars convention-
ally break the types of actors into categories and structure thinking about the 
classes of players?

World Politics follows accepted legal conventions about distinctions. The 
essential building-block units, of course, are individual people�all 6.8  billion 
of us. Every day, whether each of us choose to litter, light a cigarette, or par-
ent a child affects in small measure how trends in the world will unfold. 
Humans, however, join in various groups. All of these combine people and 
their choices in various collectivities and thereby aggregate the power of each 
expanding group. Such groups often compete with one another because fre-
quently they have divergent interests and goals.

For most periods of world history, the prime actors were individual group-
ings of religions, tribes whose members shared ethnic origins, and empires or 
expansionist centers of power. When they came into contact, they sometimes 
collaborated with each other for mutual bene� t; more often they competed 
and fought over valued resources.

The Emergence of the Nation-State System The more than eight thousand years of 
recorded international relations between and among these groups provided 
the precedent for the formation of today�s system of interactions. As a net-
work of relationships among independent territorial units, the modern state 
system was not born until the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, which ended 
the Thirty Years� War (1618�1648) in Europe. Thereafter, rulers refused to 
recognize the secular authority of the Roman Catholic Church, replacing 
the system of papal governance in the Middle Ages with geographically and 
politically separate states that recognized no superior authority. The newly 
independent states all gave to rulers the same legal rights: territory under 
their sole control, unrestricted control of their domestic affairs, and the free-
dom to conduct foreign relations and negotiate treaties with other states. 
The concept of state sovereignty�that no other actor is above the state�
still captures these legal rights and identi� es the state as the primary actor 
today.

The Westphalian system continues to color every dimension of world politics 
and provides the terminology used to describe the primary units in inter-
national affairs. Although the term nation-state is often used interchange-
ably with �state� and �nation,� technically the three are different. A state is 
a legal entity that enjoys a permanent population, a well-de� ned territory, 

actor
an individual, group, 
state, or organization 
that plays a major role 
in world politics.

power
the factors that enable 
one actor to manipu-
late another actor�s 
behavior against its 
preferences.

state sovereignty
a state�s supreme 
authority to manage 
internal affairs and 
foreign relations.

state
an independent legal 
entity with a govern-
ment exercising exclu-
sive control over the 
territory and population 
it governs.
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and a government capable of exercising sovereignty. A nation is a collection 
of people who, on the basis of ethnic, linguistic, or cultural commonality, 
so construct their reality as to primarily perceive themselves to be mem-
bers of the same group, which de� nes their identity. Thus, the term nation-
state implies a convergence between territorial states and the psychological 
identi� cation of people within them. However, in employing this familiar 
 terminology, we should exercise caution because this condition is relatively 
rare; there are few independent states comprising a single nationality. Most 
states today are populated by many nations, and some nations are not states. 
These �nonstate nations� are ethnic groups�such as Native Americans in 
the United States, Sikhs in India, Basques in Spain, or Kurds in Iraq, Turkey, 
Iran, and Syria�composed of people without sovereign power over the ter-
ritory in which they live.

The Rise of Nonstate Actors The history of world politics ever since 1648 has 
largely been a chronicle of interactions among states that remain the domi-
nant political organizations in the world. States� interests, capabilities, and 
goals are the most potent shaping forces of world politics.

However, the supremacy of the state has been severely challenged in recent 
years. Increasingly, world affairs are also in� uenced by the new, big players 
in international affairs: �intergovernmental organizations� (IGOs) that tran-
scend national boundaries, such as global international organizations whose 
members are states like the United Nations (UN) and regional organizations 
such as the European Union (EU). Such international organizations carry out 
independent foreign policies and therefore can be considered global actors 
in their own right. In addition, as noted, individual people band together 
to form coalitions of private citizens in order to participate in international 
affairs. Multinational corporations are an example of �nongovernmental 
organizations� (NGOs). Diverse in scope and purpose, these nonstate actors 
also push their own agendas and increasingly exert global in� uence.

In thinking about world politics and its future, we shall probe all these �units� 
or categories of actors. The emphasis and coverage will vary, depending on 
the topics under examination in each chapter. But you should keep in mind 
that all actors (individuals, states, and nonstate organizations) are simultane-
ously active today, and their importance and power depend on the trend or 
issue under consideration. So continuously ask yourself the question, now 
and in the future: Which actors are most active, most in� uential, on which 
issues, and under what conditions? That probing should cast doubt on out-
dated images of international relations.

nation
a collectivity whose 
people see themselves 
as members of the 
same group because 
they share the same 
ethnicity, culture, or 
language.

ethnic groups
people whose identity 
is primarily de� ned by 
their sense of sharing 
a common ancestral 
nationality, language, 
cultural heritage, and 
kinship.
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Dis t ingu ish ing  Leve ls  o f  Ana lys is
When we describe international phenomena, we answer a �what� question. 
What is happening? What is changing? When we move from description to 
explanation, we face the more dif� cult task of answering a �why� question. 
Why did event X happen? Why is global warming occurring? Why is the gap 
between rich and poor widening?

One useful key for addressing such puzzles is to visualize an event or trend as 
part of the end result of some unknown process. This encourages us to think 
about the causes that might have produced the phenomenon we are trying 
to explain. Most events and developments in world politics and its future 
are undoubtedly in� uenced simultaneously by many determinants, each con-
nected to the rest in a complex web of causal linkages.

To make interpretive sense of the multiple causes that explain why interna-
tional events and circumstances occur, World Politics provides an analytic 
set of categories that suggest where to look for information about a puzzle 
by organizing it in terms of an inventory of possible explanatory causes. 
This analytic distinction conforms to a widespread scholarly consensus that 
international events or developments can best be understood by � rst separat-
ing the multiple pieces of the puzzle into different categories, or levels, for 
analytic purposes. Most conventionally, investigators focus on one (or more) 
of three levels. Known as levels of analysis, as shown in Figure 1.1, this clas-
si� cation distinguishes (1) individuals, (2) states as global actors, and (3) the 
entire global system.

To predict which forces will dominate the future, we also must recognize that 
many forces are operating at the same time. No trend or trouble stands alone; 
all interact simultaneously. The future is in� uenced by many determinants, each 
connected to the rest in a complex web of linkages. Collectively, these may pro-
duce stability by limiting the impact of any single disruptive force. If interact-
ing forces converge, however, their combined effects can accelerate the pace of 
change in world politics, moving it in directions not possible otherwise.

The individual level of analysis refers to the personal characteristics of 
humans, including those responsible for making important decisions on behalf 
of state and nonstate actors, as well as ordinary citizens whose  behavior has 
important political consequences. Here, for example, we may properly locate 
the impact of individuals� perceptions on their political attitudes, beliefs, and 
behavior. We may also explore the questions of why each person is a crucial 
part of the global drama and why the study of world politics is relevant to 
our lives and future.

levels of analysis
the different aspects of 
and agents in interna-
tional affairs that may 
be stressed in inter-
preting and explaining 
global phenomena, 
depending on whether 
the analyst chooses to 
focus on �wholes� (the 
complete global system 
and large collectivities) 
or on �parts� (individ-
ual states or people).

individual level of 
analysis
an analytical approach 
that emphasizes the 
psychological and 
perceptual variables 
motivating people, 
such as those who 
make foreign policy 
decisions on behalf of 
states and other global 
actors.
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The state level of analysis consists of the authoritative decision-making units 
that govern states� foreign policy processes and the internal attributes of 
those states (e.g., their type of government, level of economic and military 
power, and number of nationality groups), which both shape and constrain 
leaders� foreign policy choices. The processes by which states make decisions 
regarding war and peace and their capabilities for carrying out those deci-
sions, for instance, fall within the state level of analysis.

The global level of analysis refers to the interactions of states and nonstate 
actors on the global stage whose behaviors ultimately shape the international 
political system and the levels of con� ict and cooperation that characterize 
world politics. The capacity of rich states to dictate the choices of poor states 
falls properly within the global level of analysis. So does the capacity (or 
incapacity) of the UN to maintain peace.

Examples abound of the diverse ways in which global trends and issues 
are the product of in� uences at each level of analysis. Protectionist trade 

state level of analysis
an analytical approach 
that emphasizes how 
the internal attributes 
of states in� uence 
their foreign policy 
behaviors.

global level of analysis
an analytical approach 
that emphasizes the 
impact of worldwide 
conditions on foreign 
policy behavior and 
human welfare.

FIGURE 1.1

THE MAJOR FACTORS AFFECTING FOREIGN 
POLICY DECISIONS AND INTERNATIONAL 
RELATIONS: INFLUENCES AT THREE LEVELS The 
factors that shape states� foreign policies and the decisions 
of all other global actors can be categorized at three basic 
levels. At the global level are those structural features of the 
international system such as the prevalence of civil wars and 
the extent of trade interdependence. At the state level are 
internal or domestic in� uences such as the state�s type of 
government or the opinions of its citizens. At the individual 
level are the characteristics of leaders�their personal beliefs, 
values, and personality. All three levels simultaneously affect 
decisions, but their relative weight usually depends on the 
issues and circumstances at the time of decision.

State or Internal 
Influences

Individual
Influences

Policy-
Making
Process

Foreign Policy
Decisions

Foreign Policy
Influences

Global Influences
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policies by an importing country increase the costs to consumers of cloth-
ing and cars and reduce the standard of living of citizens in the manufac-
turing states. Such policies are initiated by a state government (national 
level), but they diminish the quality of life of people living both within 
the protectionist country and those living abroad (individual level) and 
reduce the level of global trade while threatening to precipitate retaliatory 
trade wars (global level). Of course, for some developments and issues, 
factors and forces emanating primarily from one or two particular levels 
provide more analytical leverage than do those from the other level(s). 
Accordingly, as we confront speci� c global issues in subsequent chapters, 
we emphasize those levels of analysis that provide the most informative 
lens for viewing them.

Dis t ingu ish ing  Change ,  Cyc les ,  and  Cont inu i t ies
Once we have identi� ed factors from different levels of analysis that may 
combine to produce some outcome, it is useful to place them in a chronologi-
cal sequence. Anyone who owns a combination lock knows that the correct 
numbers must be entered in their proper order to open the lock. Similarly, to 
explain why something happened in world politics, we must determine how 
various individual-, state-, and global system�level factors � t together in a 
con� guration that unfolds over time.

One key to anticipating probable human destiny is to look beyond the 
con� nes of our immediate time. It is important to appreciate the impact of 
previous ideas and events on current realities. As philosopher George San-
tayana cautioned, �Those who cannot remember the past are condemned 
to repeat it.� Similarly, former British Prime Minister Winston Churchill 
advised, �The farther backward you look, the farther forward you are 
likely to see.� Thus, to understand the dramatic changes in world politics 
today and to predict how they will shape the future, it is important to view 
them in the context of a long-term perspective that examines how transna-
tional patterns of interaction among actors have changed and how some 
of their fundamental characteristics have resisted change. What do evolv-
ing diplomatic practices suggest about the current state of world politics? 
Are the episodic shock waves throughout the world clearing the way for 
a truly new twenty-� rst-century world order? Or will many of today�s 
dramatic disruptions ultimately prove temporary, mere spikes on the seis-
mograph of history?

We invite you to explore these questions with us. To begin our search, we dis-
cuss how the differences between continuities, changes, and cycles in world 
history can help you orient your interpretation.
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Every historical period is marked to some extent by change. Now, however, the 
pace of change seems more rapid and its consequences more profound than 
ever. To many observers, the cascade of events today implies a  revolutionary 
restructuring of world politics. Numerous integrative trends point to that 
possibility. The countries of the world are drawing closer together in com-
munications and trade, producing a globalized market. Yet at the same time, 
disintegrative trends paint a less promising picture. Weapons proliferation, 
global environmental deterioration, and the resurgence of ethnic con� ict all 
portend a restructuring fraught with disorder.

To predict which forces will dominate the future, we must recognize that no 
trend stands alone, and that divergent trends may produce stability by limit-
ing the impact of any single disruptive force. It is also possible for converging 
trends to accelerate the pace of change, moving world politics in directions 
not possible otherwise.

It appears that the world is now going through a transition period in world 
politics. The opposing forces of integration and disintegration point toward the 
probable advent on the horizon of a transformation, but distinguishing true 
historical watersheds from temporary change is dif� cult. The moment of trans-
formation from one system to another is not immediately obvious. Neverthe-
less, another useful key for students of world history is to recognize that certain 
times are especially likely candidates. In the past, major turning points in world 
politics usually have occurred at the conclusion of wars with many participants, 
which typically disrupt or destroy preexisting international arrangements. In 
the twentieth century, World Wars I and II and the Cold War caused funda-
mental breaks with the past and set in motion major transformations, provid-
ing countries with incentives to rethink the premises underlying their interests, 
purposes, and priorities. Similarly, many people concluded that the terrorist 
attacks on September 11, 2001 (9/11), produced a fundamental transforma-
tion in world affairs. Indeed, 9/11 seemed to change everything: In former 
U.S. President George W. Bush�s words, �Night fell on a different world.�

To analyze change in world politics, it is equally important to look also for 
the possibility of continuity amidst apparent transformation. Consider how, 
despite all that may appear radically different since the 9/11 terrorist attacks, 
much also may remain the same. As William Dobson (2006) wrote on the eve 
of the � fth anniversary of 9/11, �what is remarkable is how little the world 
has changed.� �The massive forces of international trade and globalization 
were largely unaffected by the attacks,� notes historian Juan Cole (2006, 
p. 26) in a similar vein. �China�s emergence as an economic giant continues 
with all its economic, diplomatic, and military implications.� Decades-old 
� ash points remain, including the con� icts between India and Pakistan, North 

transformation
a change in the char-
acteristic pattern of 
interaction among the 
most active participants 
in world politics of 
such magnitude that 
it appears that one 
�global system� has 
replaced another.

Case Studies: The End 
of History or the Clash 

of Civilizations and 
Terrorism?
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Korea and the United States, and Israel and militants in southern Lebanon 
and the Palestinian territories. �For all their visibility and drama,� concludes 
Cole (2006, p. 26), �the 9/11 attacks left untouched many of the underlying 
forces and persistent tensions that shape international politics.�

We often expect the future to bring changes automatically, and later are sur-
prised to discover that certain patterns from the past have reappeared. Head-
lines are not trendlines. Given the rapid changes that are occurring alongside 
enduring continuities, it is dangerous to assume that a major transformation 
in world politics is under way.

What criteria can help 
determine when an exist-
ing pattern of relation-
ships gives way to a 
completely new global 
system? Follow Stanley 
Hoffmann (1961), who 
argues that we can identify 
a new global system when 
we have a new answer to 
one of three questions: 
(1) What are the system�s 
basic units? (e.g., states 
or supranational institu-
tions for global gover-
nance); (2) What are the 
predominant foreign pol-
icy goals that these units 
seek with respect to one 
another? (e.g., territorial 
conquest or material gain 
through trade); and (3) 
What can these units do 
to one another with their 
military and economic 
capabilities?

These criteria might 
lead us to conclude that 
a new system has now 
emerged. First, new trade 

WAS 9/11 A GLOBAL TRANSFORMING EVENT? The terrorist attack on the World Trade 
Center�s Twin Towers on 9/11 is widely regarded as a revolutionary date in world history, producing 
a sea change in world politics. Time will tell whether this event will rank alongside the birth of the 
nuclear age on August 6, 1945, when the United States bombed Hiroshima, or the November 1989 
dismantling of the Berlin Wall, which signaled the end of the Cold War, as events that truly changed 
the world.
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partnerships have been forged in Europe, the cone of South America, North 
America, and the Paci� c Rim, and these trading blocs may behave as unitary, 
or independent, nonstate actors as they compete with one another. Moreover, 
international organizations such as the EU now � ex their political muscles in 
contests with individual states, and transnational religious movements such 
as Islamic extremist groups challenge the global system itself. International 
law still de� nes this system as being composed primarily of each state con-
sisting of various nationality groups who perceive themselves as uni� ed by a 
common language, culture, or ethnic identity. At the same time, some states 
have disintegrated into smaller units.

Second, territorial conquest is no longer states� predominant foreign policy 
goal. Instead, their emphasis has shifted from traditionally military methods 
of exercising in� uence to economic means. Meanwhile, the ideological con-
test between democratic capitalism and the Marxist-Leninist communism of 
the Cold War era no longer comprises the primary cleavage in international 
politics, and a major new axis has yet to become clear.

Third, the proliferation of weapons technology has profoundly altered the 
damages that enemies can in� ict on one another. Great powers alone no 
longer control the world�s most lethal weapons. Increasingly, however, the 
great powers� prosperity depends on economic circumstances throughout the 
globe, reducing their ability to engineer growth.

The profound changes in recent years of the types of actors (units), goals, 
and capabilities have dramatically altered the hierarchical power ranking of 
states, but the hierarchies themselves endure. The economic hierarchy that 
divides the rich from the poor, the political hierarchy that separates the rul-
ers from the ruled, the resource hierarchy that makes some suppliers and 
others dependents, and the military asymmetries that pit the strong against 
the weak�all still shape the relations among states, as they have in the past. 
Similarly, the perpetuation of international anarchy, in the absence of institu-
tions to govern the globe, and continuing national insecurity still encourage 
preparations for war and the use of force without international mandate. 
Thus, change and continuity coexist, with both forces simultaneously shap-
ing contemporary world politics.

The interaction of constancy and change will determine future relations 
among global actors. This perhaps explains why cycles, as periodic sequences 
of events that resemble patterns in earlier periods, so often appear to charac-
terize world politics: Because the emergent global system shares many char-
acteristics with earlier periods, historically minded observers may experience 

global system
the predominant pat-
terns of behaviors and 
beliefs that prevail 
internationally to de� ne 
the major worldwide 
conditions that heavily 
in� uence human and 
national activities.

anarchy
a condition in which 
the units in the global 
system are subjected to 
few if any overarching 
institutions to regulate 
their conduct.

cycles
the periodic reemer-
gence of conditions 
similar to those that 
existed previously.
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dØjà vu�the illusion of having already experienced something actually being 
experienced for the � rst time.

PREPARING FOR YOUR JOURNEY 
INTO WORLD POLIT ICS
World Politics warns about the obstacles to accurate perceptions of inter-
national relations and then provides some guideposts to help you travel on 
your journey to discovery. This introduction concludes with a brief outline of 
the book�s thematic approach and organizational roadmap.

� e ability to learn how to learn will be the only security you have.
�Thomas L. Friedman, political journalist

The  Book �s  Approach
Because world politics is complex and our images of it are often dissimilar, 
scholars differ in their approaches to understanding world politics. Some view 
the world through a macropolitical lens, meaning they look at world poli-
tics from a �bird�s eye view� and explain the behavior of world actors based 
on their relative position within the global system. Other scholars adopt a 
micropolitical perspective that looks at world politics from the �ground-up,� 
meaning the individual is the unit of analysis from which aggregate behavior is 
extrapolated. Both approaches make important contributions to understand-
ing world politics: the former reveals how the global environment sets lim-
its on political choice; the latter draws attention to how every transnational 
actor�s preferences, capabilities, and strategic calculations in� uence global 
conditions. By looking at world politics from a macropolitical perspective, we 
can see why actors that are similarly situated within the system may behave 
alike, despite their internal differences. By taking a micropolitical perspective, 
we can appreciate why some actors are very different or behave differently, 
despite their similar placement within the global system (see Waltz 2000).

From this analytic point of departure, World Politics will accordingly inspect 
(1) the major macro trends in world politics that set the boundaries for action, 
(2) the values, interests, and capabilities of the individual actors affected by 
these global trends, and (3) the ways these actors interact in their individual 
and collective efforts to modify existing global circumstances and how these 
interactions shape the ultimate trajectories of global trends.
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This analytic approach looks at the dynamic interplay of actors and their 
environment as well as how the actors respond and seek to in� uence each 
others� behavior.

The approach outlined here can open a window for you not only to under-
stand contemporary world politics but also to predict the likely global 
future. The approach has the advantage of taking into account the  interplay 
of proximate and remote explanatory factors at the individual, state, and 
global levels of analysis while avoiding dwelling on particular countries, 
 individuals, or transitory events whose long-term signi� cance is likely to 
decrease. Instead, World Politics attempts to identify behaviors that cohere 
into general patterns that measurably affect global living conditions. Thus, 
you will explore the nature of world politics from a perspective that places 
historical and contemporary events into a larger, lasting theoretical context, 
to provide you with the conceptual tools that will enable you to interpret 
subsequent developments later in your lifetime.

The  Book �s  Organ izat ion
Part 1 of this book, �Trend and Transformation in World Politics,� introduces 
the world of politics and its rapidly changing nature and sets the stage for the 
constantly changing aspects of international relations. Chapter 1 explains 
how our perceptions of global events and realities lead to distorted views, 
and suggests how to move beyond the limited scope of those views by pro-
viding four keys to understanding world politics. The chapter also provides 
an outline of the book�s organization and thematic approach. Your journey 
continues in Chapter 2 with an overview of the realist, liberal, and construc-
tivist theoretical traditions that scholars and policy makers use most often 
to interpret world politics. It also considers the radical and feminist critiques 
of these mainstream traditions. The comparison of these contending theories 
provides the intellectual roadmap for the description and explanation of the 
issues and developments treated in the remaining chapters.

Part 2, �The Globe�s Actors and Their Relations,� turns attention to each of 
the various types of transnational actors and examines how their character-
istics, capabilities, and decision-making processes affect their interests and 
in� uence in the world. Chapter 3 covers the great powers (those wealthy 
countries with the largest militaries) and their current national security strat-
egies and relationships. Chapter 4 incorporates into the picture the place of 
the weaker states, that is, the less developed countries of the Global South, 
and explains how the fate of this group of states is shaped by their relations 

great powers
the most powerful 
countries, militarily and 
economically, in the 
global system.
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with great powers, the rising �Global East� emerging economic powerhouses, 
as well as the most powerful nonstate actors and international institutions 
active in world politics. Chapter 5 expands the account to cover IGOs such 
as the United Nations and the European Union. It also captures the impact 
on world politics of such transnational NGOs as ethnic groups and indig-
enous peoples, transnational religious movements and terrorist groups, mul-
tinational corporations, and issue-advocacy groups. This coverage describes 
how IGO and NGO actors interact with states and increasingly challenge 
the supremacy of all states, including even the great powers, by either tran-
scending or subverting states� sovereign control over their destinies. Your 
understanding of world politics is further strengthened in Chapter 6, which 
introduces three ways of looking at international decision-making processes 
by all transnational actors. It concludes by focusing on the global and domes-
tic determinants of states� international behavior, because states remain the 
principal actors in world politics.

Part 3, �Confronting Armed Aggression,� examines some clear and present 
dangers to global security, and looks at contending ideas and theoretical per-
spectives about how to best confront violent con� ict. Chapter 7 considers 
changes in violence involving wars between states, civil wars within states, and 
global terrorism, and considers causes of these three forms of armed aggres-
sion at three levels of analysis: human nature, the internal characteristics of 
countries, and changes in global circumstances. Chapter 8 reviews realist 
theoretical accounts of power in world politics, trends in military spending 
and capabilities, military strategies, and coercive diplomacy through military 
intervention abroad. The picture is completed in Chapter 9, which explores 
the role of alliances in world politics, with an emphasis on the realist perspec-
tive. Through liberal and constructivist lenses, Chapter 10 looks at both the 
negotiated settlement of disputes through diplomacy and the legal control of 
armed aggression. Chapter 11 focuses on arms control and disarmament, the 
maintenance of collective security through international organizations, and 
the creation of a shared international moral consensus through the expan-
sion of free trade and democratic institutions.

Part 4, �Human Security, Prosperity, and Responsibility,� shifts to the 
 economic, demographic, human, and environmental dimensions of glo-
balization. Chapter 12 explores the international � nancial system and 
issues  surrounding the worldwide � ow of capital. Chapter 13 follows with 
a  discussion of trends in the globalization of international trade, and the 
 various strategies pursued in the quest for wealth and power. Coverage is 
continued in Chapter 14 by inspecting population change, migration pat-
terns, the global health crisis, and the global information age as agents of 
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global transformation. Chapter 15 examines relative levels of human rights 
and security and the expanding global commitment, as well as the inherent 
dif� culties, to protecting and improving the human condition. Chapter 16 
probes the multiple environmental challenges facing our world today, and 
the consequences that they pose for our continued survival and well-being.

In Part 5, �Thinking about the Future of World Politics,� the major changes 
and issues surveyed throughout the book are revisited. Drawing on the 
ideas and information presented in earlier chapters, Chapter 17 considers 
contending perspectives about the probable shape of the global future by 
focusing on some of the most hotly debated questions on the global agenda. 
These dilemmas are likely to dominate discussion of world politics during 
the next decade.

IT�S A SMALL WORLD As you begin your journey of discovery to extend your knowledge of world politics, 
it is important to be aware of the images that you hold and be open to new experiences and interpretations 
of the world around you. Take full advantage of all of your opportunities to study and learn about the global 
community. Shown here are U.S. students from The University of Memphis enjoying their study abroad 
program in San Jose, Costa Rica.
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� ere is an inescapable link between the abstract world of theory and the real 
world of policy. We need theories to make sense of the blizzard of information that 

bombards us daily. Even policy makers who are contemptuous of �theory� must rely on 
their own (often unstated) ideas about how the world works in order to decide what 

to do. . . . Everyone uses theories�whether he or she knows it or not.
�Stephen M. Walt, political scientist

THEORETICAL CHALLENGES We live in a world of ever-changing international conditions. Many trends 
are unfolding, some in contrary directions, and obstacles exist to understanding world politics accurately. As 
you begin your study of trend and transformations in world politics, your challenge is to interpret theoretically 
the meaning of a changing world.

CHAPTER OUTLINE
THEORIES AND CHANGE 
IN WORLD POLITICS

REALIST THEORY

The Realist Worldview

The Evolution of Realist Thought

The Limitations of Realism

LIBERAL THEORY

The Liberal Worldview

The Evolution of Liberal Thought

CONTROVERSY: Neorealism 
Versus Neoliberalism: Which 
Theory Makes the Most 
Reasonable Assumptions?

The Limitations of Liberalism

CONSTRUCTIVIST THEORY

The Constructivist Worldview

The Evolution of Constructivist 
Thought

The Limitations of 
Constructivism

WHAT�S MISSING IN THEORIES 
OF WORLD POLITICS?

The Radical Critique

The Feminist Critique

THEORIZING ABOUT THEORY

CONTROVERSY: Can Behavioral 
Science Advance the Study of 
International Relations? 

INTERNATIONAL THEORY AND 
THE GLOBAL FUTURE
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Imagine yourself the newly elected president of the United States. You 
are scheduled to deliver the State of the Union address on your views 
of the current global situation and your foreign policy to deal with it. 

You face the task of both de� ning those aspects of international affairs most 
worthy of attention and explaining the reasons for their priority. To convince 
citizens that these issues are important, you must present them as part of a 
larger picture of the world. Therefore, based on your perceptions of world 
politics, you must think theoretically. At the same time, you must be careful, 
because your interpretations will necessarily depend on your assumptions 
about international realities that your citizens might � nd questionable. The 
effort to explain the world, predict new global problems, and sell others on 
a policy to deal with them is bound to result in controversy because even 
reasonable people often see realities differently.

When leaders face these kinds of intellectual challenges, they fortunately 
bene� t from various theories of world politics from which they can draw 
guidance. A theory is a set of conclusions derived from assumptions (axioms) 
and/or evidence about some phenomenon, including its character, causes, 
and probable consequences, and their ethical implications. Theories provide 
a map, or frame of reference, that makes the complex, puzzling world around 
us intelligible.

THEORIES  AND CHANGE IN  WORLD POLIT ICS
Choosing which theory to heed is an important decision, because each rests 
on different assumptions about the nature of international politics, each 
advances different claims about causes, and each offers a different set of for-
eign policy recommendations. Indeed, the menu of theoretical choice is large. 
Rival theories of world politics abound, and there is no agreement about 
which one is the most useful. The reason is primarily because the world is 
constantly undergoing changes, and no single theory has proven capable of 
making international events understandable for every global circumstance. 
So there are fads and fashions in the popularity of international theories; 
they rise and fall over time in popularity and perceived usefulness, depending 
on the global conditions that prevail in any historical period.

The history of the world is the history of changes in the theoretical interpre-
tation of international relations. In any given era, a paradigm, or dominant 
way of looking at a particular subject such as international relations, has 
arisen to in� uence judgments regarding which characteristics of the sub-
ject are most important, what puzzles need to be solved, and what analytic 

theory
a set of hypotheses 
postulating the relation-
ship between variables 
or conditions advanced 
to describe, explain, 
or predict phenomena 
and make prescriptions 
about how positive 
changes ought to be 
engineered to realize 
particular goals and 
ethical principles.

paradigm
derived from the Greek 
paradeigma, meaning 
an example, a model, 
or an essential pattern; 
a paradigm structures 
thought about an area 
of inquiry.
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criteria should govern investigations. These paradigms, or �fundamental 
assumptions scholars make about the world they are studying� (Vasquez 
1997), tend eventually to be revised in order to explain new developments. 
Cycles are embedded in history, and theory is forever evolving in an effort to 
stay in sync with history�s pendulum.

Throughout history, paradigms have been revised or abandoned when their 
assertions have failed to mirror the prevailing patterns of international behav-
ior. Major wars have been especially potent in bringing about signi� cant 
changes in the theoretical interpretation of world affairs. �Every war . . . has 
been followed in due course by skeptical reassessments of supposedly sacred 
assumptions� (Schlesinger 1986, p. 165) and has in� uenced �what ideas and 
values will predominate� (Gilpin 1981). Three such system- transforming 
wars dominated the twentieth century: World War I, World War II, and the 
Cold War; and likewise, the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 2001 shattered the 
preexisting international order. Each shaped policy makers� perceptions of 
world politics, and each provided lessons critical to developing policies to 
best preserve world order. Thus, the theories that guide the thinking of policy 
makers and scholars in different historical circumstances tell us much about 
world politics itself.

The purpose of this chapter is to compare the assumptions, causal claims, 
and policy prescriptions of realism, liberalism, and constructivism�the most 
common theoretical perspectives policy makers and scholars use to interpret 
international relations. Moreover, the chapter broadens coverage of the range 
of contemporary international theorizing by introducing you also to the radi-
cal and feminist critiques of these three dominant schools of thought.

� e very idea that there is another idea is something gained.
�Richard Jeffries, English author

REALIST  THEORY
Realism is the oldest of these three contending schools of thought, and has 
a long and distinguished history that dates back to Thucydides� writings 
about the Peloponnesian War in ancient Greece. Other in� uential � gures that 
contributed to realist thought include sixteenth-century Italian philosopher 
Niccolò Machiavelli and seventeenth-century English philosopher Thomas 
Hobbes. Realism deserves careful examination because its worldview contin-
ues to guide much thought about international politics.

realism
a paradigm based on 
the premise that world 
politics is essentially 
and unchangeably 
a struggle among 
self-interested states 
for power and posi-
tion under anarchy, 
with each competing 
state pursuing its own 
national interests.
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The  Rea l i s t  Wor ldv iew
Realism, as applied to contemporary international politics, views the state as 
the most important actor on the world stage because it answers to no higher 
political authority. States are sovereign: they have supreme power over their 
territory and populace, and no other actor stands above them wielding the 
legitimacy and coercive capability to govern the global system. Given the 
absence of a higher authority to which states can turn for protection and to 
resolve disputes, realists depict world politics as a ceaseless, repetitive strug-
gle for power where the strong dominate the weak and there is inherently a 
constant possibility of war. Because each state is ultimately responsible for 
its own survival and feels uncertain about its neighbors� intentions, realism 
claims that prudent political leaders seek arms and allies to enhance national 
security. In other words, international anarchy leads even well-intentioned 
leaders to practice self-help, increase their own military strength, and oppor-
tunistically align with others to deter potential threats. Realist theory does 
not preclude the possibility that rival powers will cooperate on arms control 
or on other security issues of common interest. Rather, it asserts that coop-
eration will be rare because states worry about the unequal distribution of 
relative gains that can result from cooperation to the disadvantage of one of 
the parties and the possibility that the other side will cheat on agreements. 
Leaders should never entrust the task of self-protection to international secu-
rity organizations or international law, and should resist efforts to regulate 
international behavior through global governance.

At the risk of oversimpli� cation, realism�s message can be summarized by the 
following assumptions and related propositions:

� People are by nature sel� sh and are driven to compete with others 
for domination and self-advantage. Machiavelli captures the realist 
view of human nature in his work The Prince, arguing that people in 
general �are ungrateful, � ckle, and deceitful, eager to avoid dangers, 
and avid for gain, and while you are useful to them they are all with 
you, offering you their blood, their property, and their sons so long as 
danger is remote, but when it approaches they turn on you.�

� By extension, 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. �Might makes 
right,� and a state�s philosophical or ethical preferences are neither 
good nor bad. What matters is whether they serve its self-interest. As 
Thucydides put it, �The standard of justice depends on the equality of 
power to compel . . . the strong do what they have the power to do and 
the weak accept what they have to accept.�

self-help
the principle that 
because in interna-
tional anarchy all global 
actors are indepen-
dent, they must rely on 
themselves to provide 
for their security and 
well-being.

relative gains
conditions in which 
some participants in 
cooperative interac-
tions bene� t more than 
others.

national interest
the goals that states 
pursue to maximize 
what they perceive to 
be sel� shly best for 
their country.
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� World politics is a struggle for power�in the words of Thomas 
Hobbes, �a war of all against all��and the possibility of eradicating 
the instinct for power is a hopeless utopian aspiration. In the pursuit 
of power, states must acquire suf� cient military capabilities to deter 
attack by potential enemies and to exercise in� uence over others; hence 
states �prepare for war to keep peace.� Economic growth is important 
primarily as a means of acquiring and expanding state power and 
prestige and is less relevant to national security than is military might.

� International anarchy and a lack of trust perpetuate the principle of 
self-help and can give rise to the security dilemma. As a state builds 
up its power to protect itself, others inevitably become threatened 
and are likely to respond in kind. An arms race is commonly seen as a 
manifestation of the security dilemma, for even if a state is truly arming 
only for defensive purposes, it is rational in a self-help system for 
opponents to assume the worst and keep pace in any arms buildup.

� If all states seek to maximize power, stability will result by maintaining 
a balance of power, facilitated by shifts in the formation and decay of 
opposing alliances that counter each other�s expansionist motives. Thus 
allies might be sought to increase a state�s ability to defend itself, but 
their loyalty and reliability should not be assumed, and commitments to 
allies should be repudiated if it is no longer in a state�s national interests 
to honor them (see Chapter 9 for further discussion).

With their emphasis on the ruthless nature of international life, realists often 
question letting ethical considerations enter foreign policy deliberations. As 
they see it, some policies are driven by strategic imperatives that may require 
national leaders to disregard moral norms. Embedded in this �philosophy of 
necessity� is a distinction between private morality, which guides the behav-
ior of ordinary people in their daily lives, and reason of state (raison d�Øtat), 
which governs the conduct of leaders responsible for the security and survival 
of the state. Actions that are dictated by national interest must be carried out 
no matter how repugnant they might seem in the light of private morality. 
�Ignoring one�s interests, squandering one�s resources in � ts of altruism,� 
argues a prominent realist, �is the fastest road to national disaster.� For a 
national leader, �thinking with one�s heart is a serious offense. Foreign policy 
is not social work� (Krauthammer 1993).

The  Evo lu t ion  o f  Rea l i s t  Thought
We have seen how the intellectual roots of realism reach back to ancient 
Greece. They also extend beyond the Western world to India and China. Dis-
cussions of �power politics� abound in the Arthashastra, an Indian treatise 

security dilemma
the tendency of states 
to view the defensive 
arming of adversar-
ies as threatening, 
causing them to arm 
in response so that 
all states� security 
declines.

balance of power
the theory that peace 
and stability are most 
likely to be maintained 
when military power is 
distributed to prevent 
a single superpower 
hegemon or bloc from 
controlling the world.
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on statecraft written during the fourth century BCE by Kautilya, as well as in 
works written by Han Fei and Shang Yang in ancient China.

Modern realism emerged on the eve of World War II, when the prevailing 
belief in a natural harmony of interests among states came under attack. 
Just a decade earlier, this belief had led numerous countries to sign the 1928 
Kellogg-Briand Pact, which renounced war as an instrument of national 
policy. Now, with Nazi Germany, fascist Italy, and Imperial Japan all violat-
ing the treaty, British historian and diplomat E. H. Carr (1939) complained 
that the assumption of a universal interest in peace had allowed too many 
people to �evade the unpalatable fact of a fundamental divergence of interest 
between nations desirous of maintaining the status quo and nations desirous 
of changing it.�

In an effort to counter what they saw as a utopian, legalistic approach to 
foreign affairs, Reinhold Niebuhr (1947), Hans J. Morgenthau (1948), 
and other realists painted a pessimistic view of human nature. Echoing 
 seventeenth-century philosopher Baruch Spinoza, many of them pointed to 
an innate con� ict between passion and reason; furthermore, in the tradi-
tion of St. Augustine, they stressed that material appetites enabled passion to 
overwhelm reason. For them, the human condition was such that the forces 
of light and darkness would perpetually combat for control.

The realists� picture of international life appeared particularly persuasive 
after World War II. The onset of rivalry between the United States and the 
Soviet Union, the expansion of the Cold War into a wider struggle between 

Kellogg-Briand Pact
a multilateral treaty 
negotiated in 1928 
that outlawed war as 
a method for settling 
interstate con� icts.

REALIST PIONEERS OF POWER POLITICS In The Prince (1532) and The Leviathan (1651), 
Niccolò Machiavelli (left) and Thomas Hobbes (right), respectively, argued for basing international decisions 
on self-interest, prudence, power, and expediency above all other considerations. This formed the foundation 
of what became a growing body of modern realist thinking that accepts the drive for power over others as 
necessary and wise statecraft.
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East and West, and the periodic crises that threatened to erupt into global 
violence all supported the realists� emphasis on the inevitability of con� ict, 
the poor prospects for cooperation, and the divergence of national interests 
among incorrigibly sel� sh, power-seeking states.

Whereas these so-called classical realists sought to explain state behavior 
by examining assumptions about peoples� motives at the individual level of 
analysis, the next wave of realist theorizing emphasized the global level of 
analysis. Kenneth Waltz (1979), the leading proponent of neorealism (some-
times called �structural realism�), proposed that international anarchy�not 
some allegedly evil side of human nature�explained why states were locked 
in � erce competition with one another. The absence of a central arbiter 
was the de� ning structural feature of international politics. Vulnerable and 
 insecure, states behaved defensively by forming alliances against looming 
threats. According to Waltz, balances of power form automatically in anar-
chic environments. Even when they are disrupted, they are soon restored (see 
Controversy: Neorealism versus Neoliberalism).

There are several members of the realist family as shown in Table 2.1. Structural 
realism as envisioned by Kenneth Waltz is often referred to as defensive real-
ism to  distinguish it from the more recent variant, offensive realism. Although 
both are structural realist theories, defensive realism sees states as focused on 
maintaining security by balancing others and essentially preserving the status 
quo, while offensive realism sees states as seeking to ensure security by aggres-
sively maximizing their power (Mearsheimer 2001). Classical realism (now 
often referred to as neoclassical realism) differs from both in that it assumes 
�states differ with regard not only to their relative power but also their primary 
motivation,� and it emphasizes �how systemic-level variables are �translated 
through unit-level intervening variables such as decision-makers� perceptions 
and domestic state structure�� (Rynning and Ringsmose 2008, 27; Rose 1998).

neorealism
a theoretical account 
of states� behavior that 
explains it as deter-
mined by differences 
in their relative power 
within the global hier-
archy, de� ned primarily 
by the distribution of 
military power, instead 
of by other factors such 
as their values, types of 
government, or domes-
tic circumstances.

Table 2.1 Comparing Variants of Contemporary Realism

Variant Primary State Objective Systemic Pressure Rational State Preference
Defensive realism Survival Defensive Status quo

Offensive realism Survival Offensive Revisionist (hegemons excepted)

Classical realism Varies (e.g., security, power, or glory) Defensive or Offensive Status quo or revisionist

Source: Rynning and Ringsmose 2008, p. 28.
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The  L imi ta t ions  o f  Rea l i sm
However persuasive the realists� image of the essential properties of interna-
tional politics, their policy recommendations suffered from a lack of preci-
sion in the way they used such key terms as power and national interest. 
Thus, once analysis moved beyond the assertion that national leaders should 
acquire power to serve the national interest, important questions remained: 
What were the key elements of national power? What uses of power best 
served the national interest? Did arms furnish protection or provoke costly 
arms races? Did alliances enhance one�s defenses or encourage threatening 
counteralliances? From the perspective of realism�s critics, seeking security 
by amassing power was self-defeating. The quest for absolute security by 
one state would be perceived as creating absolute insecurity for other mem-
bers of the system, with the result that everyone would become locked in 
an upward spiral of countermeasures that jeopardized the security of all 
(Vasquez 1998).

Because much of realist theorizing was vague, it began to be questioned. 
Realism offered no criteria for determining what historical data were signi� -
cant in evaluating its claims and what epistemological rules to follow when 
interpreting relevant information (Vasquez and Elman 2003). Even the policy 
recommendations that purportedly � owed from its logic were often diver-
gent. Realists themselves, for example, were sharply divided as to whether 
U.S. intervention in Vietnam served American national interests and whether 
nuclear weapons contributed to international security. Similarly, whereas 
some observers used realism to explain the rationale for the 2003 U.S. inva-
sion of Iraq (Gvosdev 2005), others drew on realist arguments to criticize the 
invasion (Mans� eld and Snyder 2005a; Mearsheimer and Walt 2003).

A growing number of critics also pointed out that realism did not account 
for signi� cant new developments in world politics. For instance, it could 
not explain the creation of new commercial and political institutions in 
Western Europe in the 1950s and 1960s, where the cooperative pursuit of 
mutual advantage led Europeans away from the unbridled power politics 
that brought them incessant warfare since the birth of the nation-state some 
three centuries earlier. Other critics began to worry about realism�s tendency 
to disregard ethical principles and about the material and social costs that 
some of its policy prescriptions seemed to impose, such as hindered economic 
growth resulting from unrestrained military expenditures.

Despite realism�s shortcomings, many people continue to think about world 
politics in the language constructed by realists, especially in times of global 
tension. A recent example can be found in the comments by former Bush 
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administration adviser Michael Gerson (2006) about how the United States 
should deal with Iran�s nuclear ambitions. Arguing from the realist assump-
tion that �peace is not a natural state,� he called for a robust American 
response based on a steely-eyed focus on preventing the proliferation of 
weapons of mass destruction in the Middle East. �There must be someone in 
the world capable of drawing a line�someone who says, �This much and no 
further.�� Peace, he concluded, cannot be achieved by �a timid foreign policy 
that allows terrible threats to emerge.� Unless those who threaten others pay 
a price, �aggression will be universal.�

LIBERAL  THEORY
Liberalism has been called the �strongest contemporary challenge to realism� 
(Caporaso 1993, p. 465). Like realism, it has a distinguished pedigree, with 
philosophical roots extending back to the political thought of John Locke, 
Immanuel Kant, and Adam Smith. Liberalism warrants our attention because 
it speaks to issues realism disregards, including the impact of domestic politics 
on state behavior, the implications of economic interdependence, and the role 
of global norms and institutions in promoting international cooperation.

The  L ibera l  Wor ldv iew
There are several distinct schools of thought within the liberal tradition. 
Drawing broad conclusions from such a diverse body of theory runs the risk 
of misrepresenting the position of any given author. Nevertheless, there are 
suf� cient commonalities to abstract some general themes.

Liberals differ from realists in several important ways. At the core of liberalism 
is a belief in reason and the possibility of progress. Liberals view the individual 
as the seat of moral value and assert that human beings should be treated as 
ends rather than means. Whereas realists counsel decision makers to seek the 
lesser evil rather than the absolute good, liberals emphasize ethical principle 
over the pursuit of power, and institutions over military capabilities (see Doyle 
1997; Zacher and Matthew 1995). Politics at the global level is more of a strug-
gle for consensus and mutual gain than a struggle for power and prestige.

Several corollary ideas give de� nition to liberal theory. These include (1) the 
need to substitute attitudes that stress the unity of humankind for those who 
stressed parochial national loyalties to independent sovereign states; (2) the 
importance of individuals�their essential dignity and fundamental equality 
throughout the course of history, and the analogous need to place the protec-
tion and promotion of human rights and freedom ahead of national interests 

liberalism
a paradigm predicated 
on the hope that the 
application of reason 
and universal eth-
ics to international 
relations can lead to 
a more orderly, just, 
and cooperative world; 
liberalism assumes 
that anarchy and war 
can be policed by insti-
tutional reforms that 
empower international 
organization and law.

Case Study: Realism
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and state autonomy; and (3) the use of the power of ideas through education 
to arouse world public opinion against warfare.

Instead of blaming international con� ict on an inherent lust for power, liberals 
fault the conditions under which people live. Reforming those conditions, they 
argue, will enhance the prospects for peace. The � rst element common to vari-
ous strands of liberal thought is an emphasis on undertaking political reforms 
to establish stable democracies. Woodrow Wilson, for example, proclaimed 
that �democratic government will make wars less likely.� Franklin Roosevelt 
later agreed, asserting �the continued maintenance and improvement of democ-
racy constitute the most important guarantee of international peace.� Based on 
tolerance, compromise, and civil liberties, democratic political cultures are said 
to shun lethal force as a means of settling disagreements. In place of force, 
diplomacy provides a means for achieving mutually acceptable solutions to a 
common problem, and enables leaders to negotiate and compromise with each 
other in a peaceful manner. Politics is not seen as a zero-sum game, as the use 
of persuasion rather than coercion, and a reliance on judicial methods to settle 
rival claims is the primary means of dealing with con� ict.

According to liberal theory, con� ict-resolution practices used at home can also 
be used when dealing with international disputes. Leaders socialized within 
democratic cultures share a common outlook. Viewing international politics 
as an extension of domestic politics, they generalize about the applicability 
of norms to regulate international competition. Disputes between democratic 
governments rarely escalate to war because each side accepts the other�s legit-
imacy and expects it to rely on peaceful means of con� ict resolution. These 
expectations are reinforced by the transparent nature of democracies. The 
inner workings of open polities can be scrutinized by anyone; hence, it is dif-
� cult to demonize democratically ruled states as scheming adversaries.

The second thrust common to liberal theorizing is an emphasis on free trade. 
The idea that commerce can reduce con� ict has roots in the work of Immanuel 
Kant, Charles de Secondat Montesquieu, Adam Smith, Jean-Jacque Rosseau, 
and various Enlightenment thinkers. �Nothing is more favourable to the rise 
of politeness and learning,� noted liberal philosopher David Hume (1817), 
�than a number of neighboring and independent states, connected by com-
merce.� This view was later embraced by the Manchester School of political 
economy and formed the basis for Norman Angell�s (1910) famous rebuttal 
of the assertion that military conquest produces economic prosperity.

The doctrine that unfettered trade helps prevent disputes from escalating to 
wars rests on several propositions. First, commercial intercourse creates a mate-
rial incentive to resolve disputes peacefully: War reduces pro� ts by interrupting 

diplomacy
communication and 
negotiation between 
global actors that is not 
dependent upon the 
use of force and seeks 
a cooperative solution.

zero-sum
an exchange in a 
purely con� ictual 
relationship in which 
what is gained by one 
competitor is lost by 
the other.
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vital economic exchanges. Second, cosmopolitan business elites who bene� t 
most from these exchanges comprise a powerful transnational interest group 
with a stake in promoting amicable solutions to festering disagreements. 
Finally, the web of trade between countries increases communication, erodes 
national sel� shness, and encourages both sides to avoid ruinous clashes. In the 
words of Richard Cobden, an opponent of the protectionist Corn Laws that 
once regulated British international grain trade: �Free Trade! What is it? Why, 
breaking down the barriers that separate nations; those barriers, behind which 
nestle the feelings of pride, revenge, hatred, and jealousy, which every now and 
then burst their bounds, and deluge whole countries with blood.�

Finally, the third commonality in liberal theorizing is an advocacy of global 
institutions. Liberals recommend replacing cutthroat, balance-of-power poli-
tics with organizations based on the principle that a threat to peace any-
where is a common threat to everyone. They see foreign policy as unfolding 
in a nascent global society populated by actors who recognize the cost of 
con� ict, share signi� cant interests, and can realize those interests by using 

PIONEERS IN THE LIBERAL QUEST FOR WORLD ORDER A product of the Enlightenment, Scottish philosopher David Hume 
(left) tried to temper his realist concern that reason is a �slave of the passions� by embracing the liberal faith in wealth-generating free 
markets and free trade that could cohesively bind people together to create a peaceful civil society. In� uenced by David Hume and Jean-
Jacques Rousseau, Immanuel Kant (right) in Perpetual Peace (1795) helped to rede� ne modern liberal theory by advocating global (not state) 
citizenship, free trade, and a federation of democracies as a means to peace.
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institutions to mediate disputes whenever misconceptions, wounded sensi-
bilities, or aroused national passions threaten peaceful relations.

The  Evo lu t ion  o f  L ibera l  Thought
Contemporary liberal theory rose to prominence in the wake of World War I. 
Not only had the war involved more participants over a wider geographic 
area than any previous war, but modern science and technology made it a war 
of machinery: Old weapons were improved and produced in great quantities; 
new and far more deadly weapons were rapidly developed and deployed. By 
the time the carnage was over, nearly twenty million people were dead.

For liberals such as U.S. President Woodrow Wilson, World War I was �the 
war to end all wars.� Convinced that another horri� c war would erupt if states 
resumed practicing power politics, liberals set out to reform the global sys-
tem. These �idealists,� as they were called by hard-boiled realists, generally 
fell into one of three groups (Herz 1951). The � rst group advocated creating 
global institutions to contain the raw struggle for power between self-serving, 
mutually suspicious states. The League of Nations was the embodiment of this 
strain of liberal thought. Its founders hoped to prevent future wars by organiz-
ing a system of collective security that would mobilize the entire international 
community against would-be aggressors. The League�s founders declared that 
peace was indivisible: an attack on one member of the League would be con-
sidered an attack on all. Because no state was more powerful than the combi-
nation of all other states, aggressors would be deterred and war averted.

A second group called for the use of legal procedures to adjudicate disputes 
before they escalated to armed con� ict. Adjudication is a judicial procedure for 
resolving con� icts by referring them to a standing court for a binding decision. 
Immediately after the war, several governments drafted a statute to establish a 
Permanent Court of International Justice (PCIJ). Hailed by Bernard C. J. Loder, 
the court�s � rst president, as the harbinger of a new era of civilization, the PCIJ 
held its inaugural public meeting in early 1922 and rendered its � rst judg-
ment on a contentious case the following year. Liberal champions of the court 
insisted that the PCIJ would replace military retaliation with a judicial body 
capable of bringing the facts of a dispute to light and issuing a just verdict.

A third group of liberal thinkers followed the biblical injunction that states 
should beat their swords into plowshares and sought disarmament as a 
means of avoiding war. Their efforts were illustrated between 1921 and 1922 
by the Washington Naval Conference, which tried to curtail maritime com-
petition among the United States, Great Britain, Japan, France, and Italy by 

collective security
a security regime 
agreed to by the great 
powers that sets rules 
for keeping peace, 
guided by the principle 
that an act of aggres-
sion by any state will 
be met by a collective 
response from the rest.
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placing limits on battleships. The ultimate goal of this group was to reduce 
international tensions by promoting general disarmament, which led them to 
convene the 1932 Geneva Disarmament Conference.

Although a tone of idealism dominated policy rhetoric and academic discus-
sions during the interwar period, little of the liberal reform program was ever 
seriously attempted, and even less of it was achieved. The League of Nations 
failed to prevent the Japanese invasion of Manchuria (1931) or the Italian 
invasion of Ethiopia (1935); major disputes were rarely submitted to the 
PCIJ; and the 1932 Geneva Disarmament Conference ended in failure. When 
the threat of war began gathering over Europe and Asia in the late 1930s, 
enthusiasm for liberal idealism receded.

The next surge in liberal theorizing arose decades later in response to realism�s 
neglect of transnational relations (see Keohane and Nye 1971). Although real-
ists continued to focus on the state, the events surrounding the 1973 oil crisis 
revealed that nonstate actors could affect the course of international events 
and occasionally compete with states. This insight led to the realization that 
complex interdependence (Keohane and Nye 1977) sometimes offered a better 
description of world politics than realism, especially on international economic 
and environmental matters. Rather than contacts between countries being 
limited to high-level governmental of� cials, multiple communication channels 
connect societies. Instead of security dominating foreign policy considerations, 
issues on national agendas do not always have a � xed priority; and although 
military force often serves as the primary instrument of statecraft, other means 
frequently are more effective when bargaining occurs between economically 
interconnected countries. In short, the realist preoccupation with government-
to-government relations ignored the complex network of public and private 
exchanges crisscrossing state boundaries. States were becoming increasingly 
interdependent, that is, mutually dependent on, sensitive about, and vulner-
able to one another in ways that were not captured by realist theory.

Although interdependence was not new, its growth during the last quarter 
of the twentieth century led many liberal theorists to challenge the realist 
conception of anarchy. Although they agreed that the global system was 
anarchic, they also argued that it was more properly conceptualized as an 
�ordered� anarchy because most states followed commonly acknowledged 
normative standards, even in the absence of hierarchical enforcement. When 
a body of norms fosters shared expectations that guide a regularized pat-
tern of cooperation on a speci� c issue, we call it an international regime 
(see Hansenclever, Mayer, and Rittberger 1996). Various types of regimes 
have been devised to govern behavior in trade and monetary affairs, as well 

transnational relations
interactions across 
state boundaries that 
involve at least one 
actor that is not the 
agent of a government 
or intergovernmental 
organization.

complex 
interdependence
a model of world 
politics based on the 
assumptions that states 
are not the only impor-
tant actors, security 
is not the dominant 
national goal, and 
military force is not the 
only signi� cant instru-
ment of foreign policy; 
this theory stresses 
crosscutting ways in 
which the growing ties 
among transnational 
actors make them vul-
nerable to each other�s 
actions and sensitive to 
each other�s needs.

international regime
embodies the norms, 
principles, rules, and 
institutions around 
which global expecta-
tions unite regarding a 
speci� c international 
problem.
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as to manage access to common resources such as � sheries and river water. 
By the turn of the century, as pressing economic and environmental issues 
crowded national agendas, a large body of liberal �institutionalist� scholar-
ship explored how regimes developed and what led states to comply with 
their injunctions.

Fueled by the recent history that suggested that international relations can 
change and that increased interdependence can lead to higher levels of coop-
eration, neoliberalism emerged in the last decade of the twentieth century to 
challenge realism and neorealism. This new departure goes by several labels, 
including �neoliberal institutionalism� (Grieco 1995), �neoidealism� (Kegley 
1993), and �neo-Wilsonian idealism� (Fukuyama 1992a).

Like realism and neorealism, neoliberalism does not represent a consistent 
intellectual movement or school of thought. Whatever the differences that 
divide them, however, all neoliberals share an interest in probing the condi-
tions under which the convergent and overlapping interests among otherwise 
independent transnational actors may result in cooperation. Neoliberalism 
departs from neorealism on many assumptions (see Controversy: Neoreal-
ism versus Neoliberalism). In particular, neoliberalism focuses on the ways 
in which in� uences such as democratic governance, public opinion, mass 
education, free trade, liberal commercial enterprise, international law and 
organization, arms control and disarmament, collective security, multilateral 
diplomacy, and ethically inspired statecraft can improve life on our planet. 
Because they perceive change in global conditions as progressing over time, 
haltingly but still in the same trajectory through cooperative efforts, neolib-
eral theorists maintain that the ideas and ideals of the liberal legacy could 
describe, explain, predict, and prescribe international conduct in ways that 
they could not during the con� ict-ridden Cold War.

The  L imi ta t ions  o f  L ibera l i sm
Liberal theorists share an interest in probing the conditions under which 
similar interests among actors may lead to cooperation. Taking heart in the 
international prohibition, through community consensus, of such previously 
entrenched practices as slavery, piracy, dueling, and colonialism, they empha-
size the prospects for progress through institutional reform. Studies of Euro-
pean integration during the 1950s and 1960s paved the way for the liberal 
institutionalist theories that emerged in the 1990s. The expansion of trade, 
communication, information, technology, and migrant labor led Europeans to 

neoliberalism
the �new� liberal theo-
retical perspective that 
accounts for the way 
international institu-
tions promote global 
change, cooperation, 
peace, and prosper-
ity through collective 
programs for reforms.

Case Study: Liberal 
Idealism
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C O N T R O V E R S Y :

NEOREALISM VERSUS NEOLIBERALISM

Which  Theory  Makes  the  Most  Reasonab le  Assumpt ions?
The issues dividing neoliberal and neorealist theorizing center on the different assumptions they make about 
the following six topics (Baldwin 1993). Looking at the world, which set of assumptions do you think is the most 
accurate for interpreting twenty-� rst-century world politics?

� The Nature and Consequences of Anarchy. Whereas everyone recognizes that the global system is 
anarchical because effective institutions for global governance are lacking, neorealists argue that 
anarchy does not matter much and in fact may be preferable to the restraints of world government. 
Neoliberals see anarchy as a big problem that can be reformed through the creation of strong global 
institutions.

� International Cooperation. Although neorealists and neoliberals agree that international cooperation is 
possible, neorealists think cooperation is difficult to sustain, whereas neoliberals believe cooperation 
can be expected because collaboration produces rewards that reduce the temptation to selfishly 
compete.

� Relative versus Absolute Gains. Both neorealists and neoliberals are concerned with relative gain as well as 
absolute gain. Neorealists believe that the desire to get ahead of their competitor by obtaining relative gains 
is the primary motive, whereas neoliberals believe that states are motivated by the search for opportunities to 
cooperate that will produce absolute gains for all parties to the cooperative exchange.

� Priority of State Goals. Both national seurity and national economic prosperity are seen as important state 
goals by neorealists and neoliberals. However, neorealists stress security as the most important goal, and 
neoliberals believe states place a greater priority on economic welfare.

� Intentions versus Capabilities. Contemporary neorealists maintain that the distribution of states� 
capabilities is the primary determinant of their behavior and international outcomes. Neoliberals maintain 
that states� intentions, interests, information, and ideals are more in� uential than is the distribution 
of capabilities.

� Institutions and Regimes. Both neorealists and neoliberals recognize that states have created a variety of 
new international regimes and institutions to regulate their relations since World War II. Neoliberals believe 
that institutions such as the World Trade Organization create norms that are binding on their members and 
that change patterns of international politics. By contrast, neorealists emphasize that organizations such 
as the United Nations are arenas where states carry out their traditional competition and political rivalry 
for in� uence.

(continued)
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sacri� ce portions of their sovereign independence to create a new political and 
economic union out of previously separate units. These developments were 
outside of realism�s worldview, creating conditions that made the call for a the-
ory grounded in the liberal tradition convincing to many who had previously 
questioned realism. In the words of former U.S. President Bill Clinton, �In a 
world where freedom, not tyranny, is on the march, the cynical calculus of pure 
power politics simply does not compute. It is ill-suited to the new era.�

Yet, as compelling as contemporary liberal institutionalism may seem at the 
onset of the twenty-� rst century, many realists complain that it has not tran-
scended its idealist heritage. They charge that just like the League of Nations 
and the PCIJ, institutions today exert minimal in� uence on state behavior. 
International organizations cannot stop states from behaving according to bal-
ance-of-power logic, calculating how each move they make affects their rela-
tive position in a world of relentless competition.

Critics of liberalism further contend that most studies supportive of 
 international institutions appear in the low politics arena of commercial, 
� nancial, and environmental affairs, not in the high politics arena of national 
defense. Although it may be dif� cult to draw a clear line between economic 
and security issues, some scholars note that �different institutional arrange-
ments� exist in each realm, with the prospects for cooperation among self-
interested states greater in the former than the latter (Lipson 1984). National 
survival hinges on the effective management of security issues, insist realists. 
Collective security organizations naïvely assume that all members perceive 
threats in the same way, and are willing to run the risks and pay the costs of 
countering those threats (Kissinger 1992).

absolute gains
conditions in which 
all participants in 
exchanges become 
better off.

low politics
global issues related to 
the economic, social, 
demographic, and 
environmental aspects 
of relations between 
governments and 
people.

high politics
geostrategic issues of 
national and inter-
national security that 
pertain to matters of 
war and peace.

NEOREALISM VERSUS NEOLIBERALISM (Cont inued)

WHAT DO YOU THINK?

� If you were the leader of your country, which theoretical path would you follow: neorealism or 
neoliberalism? Why?

� Re� ect upon the global challenges facing us today, from the threat of terrorism to global warming 
to the worldwide economic downturn. Which concerns have the greatest impact upon our security, 
and how is this informed by neorealism or neoliberalism?

� What are the ultimate goals of the neorealist and neoliberal theorists? Should a country work 
toward international cooperation or international dominance?
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Because power-lusting states are unlikely to see their vital interests in this 
light, global institutions cannot provide timely, muscular responses to aggres-
sion. On security issues, conclude realists, states will trust in their own power, 
not in the promises of supranational institutions.

A � nal realist complaint lodged against liberalism is an alleged tendency to 
turn foreign policy into a moral crusade. Whereas realists claim that heads of 
state are driven by strategic necessities, many liberals believe moral impera-
tives can guide and constrain leaders. Consider the 1999 war in Kosovo, 
which pitted the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) against the 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. Pointing to Yugoslav leader Slobodan 
Milosevic�s repression of ethnic Albanians living in the province of Kosovo, 
NATO Secretary General Javier Solana, British Prime Minister Tony Blair, 
and U.S. President Bill Clinton all argued that humanitarian intervention 
was a moral necessity. Although nonintervention into the internal affairs of 
other states had long been a cardinal principle of international law, they saw 
military action against Yugoslavia as a duty because human rights were an 
international entitlement and governments that violated them forfeited the 
protection of international law. Sovereignty, according to many liberal think-
ers, is not sacrosanct. The international community has an obligation to use 
armed force to stop � agrant violations of human rights.

To sum up, realists remain skeptical about liberal claims of moral necessity. 
On the one hand, they deny the universal applicability of any single moral 
standard in a culturally pluralistic world. On the other hand, they worry that 
adopting such a standard will breed a self-righteous, messianic foreign pol-
icy. Realists embrace consequentialism. If there are no universal standards 
covering the many situations in which moral choice must occur, then policy 
decisions can be judged only in terms of their consequences in particular 
circumstances. Prudent leaders recognize that competing moral values may 
be at stake in any given situation, and they must weigh the trade-offs among 
these values, as well as how pursuing them might impinge on national secu-
rity and other important interests. As former U.S. diplomat and celebrated 
realist scholar George Kennan (1985) once put it, the primary obligation of 
government �is to the interests of the national society it represents, not to the 
moral impulses that individual elements of that society may experience.�

It�s important that we take a hard clear look . . . not at some simple 
world, either of universal goodwill or of universal hostility, but the 

complex, changing, and sometimes dangerous world that really exists.
�Jimmy Carter, U.S. President

consequentialism
an approach to evaluat-
ing moral choices on 
the basis of the results 
of the action taken.

Simulation: Theories of 
International Relations: 

Realism v Liberalism

Animated Learning 
Module: Realism v 

Liberalism
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CONSTRUCTIVIST  THEORY
Since the end of the Cold War, many students of international relations have 
turned to constructivism in order to understand world politics. With intel-
lectual roots in the twentieth-century Frankfurt School of critical social 
theory, contemporary scholars who have in� uenced the theoretical develop-
ment of this perspective include Alexander Wendt, Friedrich Kratochwil, and 
Nicholas Onuf, among others. Constructivism merits careful consideration 
because awareness of how our understandings of the world are individually 
and socially constructed, and of how prevailing ideas mold our beliefs about 
what is unchangeable and what can be reformed, allows us to see world poli-
tics in a new and critical light.

The  Construct iv is t  Wor ldv iew
Sometimes described as more of a philosophically informed perspective than 
a fully � edged general theory (Ruggie 1998), constructivism includes diverse 
scholars who agree that the international institutions most people take for 
granted as the natural and inevitable result of world politics need not exist 
(Hacking 1999). Like the institutions of slavery and even war, these practices 
are mere ideational constructs that depend on human agreement for their 
existence. They are therefore changeable.

Although constructivism is �a loose paradigm of related interpretations [that] 
share certain assumptions with realists and liberals� (Steele 2007, p. 25), 
it departs from realism and liberalism in important ways. In contrast to real-
ism and liberalism, which emphasize how material factors such as military 
power and economic wealth affect relations among states, constructivism 
emphasizes how ideas de� ne identities, which in turn impart meaning to the 
material capabilities and behavior of actors. As discussed in the previous 
chapter, international reality is de� ned by our images of the world. Construc-
tivists stress the intersubjective quality of these images�how perceptions are 
shaped by prevailing attitudes.

As shown in Table 2.2, constructivists differ from realists and liberals most 
fundamentally by insisting that world politics is individually and socially con-
structed. That is to say, material conditions acquire meaning for human action 
only through the shared knowledge that circulating ideas ascribe to them. 
Socially popular visions of realities provide transnational actors with certain 
identities and interests, as well as material capabilities with certain meanings 
(see Onuf 1989; Hopf 1998; Smith and Owens 2005). Hence, the meaning 
of a concept such as �anarchy� depends on underlying shared knowledge. An 

constructivism
a paradigm based on 
the premise that world 
politics is a function 
of the ways that states 
construct and then 
accept images of reality 
and later respond to 
the meanings given 
to power politics; as 
consensual de� nitions 
change, it is possible 
for either con� ictual or 
cooperative practices to 
evolve.
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anarchy among allies, for example, holds a different meaning for the states 
in question than an anarchy composed of bitter rivals. Thus, British nuclear 
weapons are less threatening to the United States than the same weapons 
in North Korean hands, because shared Anglo-American expectations about 
one another differ from those between Washington and Pyongyang. The 
nature of international life within an anarchy, in other words, is not a given. 
Anarchy, as well as other socially constructed concepts such as �sovereignty� 
and �power,� are simply what states make of them (Wendt 1995).

The  Evo lu t ion  o f  Construct iv is t  Thought
The unraveling of the Warsaw Pact and subsequent disintegration of the 
Soviet Union stimulated scholarly interest during the 1990s in constructiv-
ist interpretations of world politics. Neither realism nor liberalism foresaw 
the peaceful end to the Cold War, and both theories had dif� culty explain-
ing why it occurred when it did (see Chapter 4 Controversy: Why Did the 
Cold War End Peacefully?). Constructivists attributed this to the material 
and individualist orientation of realism and liberalism, and argued that an 
explanation that addressed the role of changing ideas and identities provided 
for superior explanation of this systemic change.

Table 2.2  A Comparison of Realist, Liberal, 
and Constructivist Theories

Feature Realism Liberalism Constructivism
Core concern War and security Institutionalized peace Social groups� shared meanings and images

How vulnerable, self-interested 
states survive in an environment 
where they are uncertain about 
the intentions and capabilities 
of others

How self-serving actors learn to see 
bene� ts to coordinating behavior 
through rules and organizations in 
order to achieve collective gains

How ideas, images and identities develop, 
change, and shape world politics

Key actors States States, international institutions, 
global corporations

Individuals, nongovernmental organizations, 
transnational networks

Central concepts Anarchy, self-help, national 
interest, relative gains, balance 
of power

Collective security, reciprocity, 
international regimes, complex 
interdependence, transnational 
relations

Ideas, images, shared knowledge, identities, 
discourses, and persuasion leading to new 
understandings and normative change

Approach to peace Protect sovereign autonomy and 
deter rivals through military 
preparedness and alliances

Institutional reform through 
democratization, open markets, and 
international law and organization

Activists who promote progressive ideas 
and encourage states to adhere to norms for 
appropriate behavior

Global outlook Pessimistic: great powers locked 
in relentless security competition

Optimistic: cooperative view of 
human nature and a belief in 
progress

Agnostic: global prospect hinges on the 
content of prevailing ideas and values
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There are several strands of thought within the constructivist perspective. 
One of the most prominent is social constructivism, which emphasizes col-
lective identity formation. Alexander Wendt, who is widely credited with the 
contemporary application of social constructivism to world politics, chal-
lenges the material and individualist foundations of realism and liberalism. 
He posits that �structures of human association are determined primarily by
shared ideas rather than material forces� (Wendt 1999, p. 1). Likewise, inter-
ests and identities stem from shared ideas and are not reducible to individuals. 
So, for example, social constructivists see the structure of the international 
system in terms of the distribution of ideas, whereas neorealists view sys-
temic structure within the context of the distribution of material capabilities 
and neoliberals see it as the distribution of capabilities within an institutional 
superstructure. According to social constructivism, all of us are in� uenced 
by collective conceptions of world politics that are reinforced by social pres-
sures from the reference groups to which we belong.

According to Cynthia Weber (2005, p. 76), constructivism as exempli� ed 
in the work of Alexander Wendt rei� es states by picturing these collectives 
like individuals whose decisions become the authors or producers of inter-
national life; that is, it treats them as objects that already exist and says 
little about the �practices that produce states as producers.� Thus, there is 
concern that social constructivism overemphasizes the role of social struc-
tures at the expense of the purposeful agents whose practices help create and 
change these structures (Checkel 1998). A second strand of constructivism, 
agent-oriented constructivism, takes a different approach by emphasizing 
individualist in� uences on identities. Independent actors in world politics 
may differ in terms of their internal ideas or identities, and agent-oriented 
constructivists contend that the domestic identities of actors �are crucial for 
their perceptions of one another in the international arena� (Risse-Kappen 
1996, p. 367). An actor can hold both an internal and external identity, 
which is shaped by respective dialogue at home and within the international 
community. Social constructivists attribute the shaping of ideas and identi-
ties to repetitive social practices and view most identity as shared or col-
lective. Agent-oriented constructivists allow for individual or autonomous 
identity and credit the development of ideas in part to individual actors with 
the capacity for independent and critical thinking. It is possible to construct 
new ideas and change existing social structures. Accordingly, agent-oriented 
 constructivists pointed to the challenge that Mikhail Gorbechev�s �new 
thinking� posed to traditional ideas about national security. New thinking, 
they suggested, led to the rise of new norms governing the relations between 
Moscow and Washington.

social constructivism
a variant of constructiv-
ism that emphasizes 
the role of social 
discourse in the devel-
opment of ideas and 
identities.

agent-oriented 
constructivism
a variant of constructiv-
ism that sees ideas and 
identities as in� uenced 
in part by independent 
actors.

norms
generalized standards 
of behavior that, once 
accepted, shape col-
lective expectations 
about appropriate 
conduct.
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For constructivists, the game of international power revolves around actors� 
abilities, through debate about values, to persuade others to accept their 
ideas. People and groups become powerful when their efforts to proselytize 
succeed in winning converts to those ideas and norms they advocate, and 
a culture of shared understandings emerges. The capacity of some activ-
ist transnational nongovernmental organizations, such as Human Rights 
Watch or Greenpeace, to promote global change by convincing many peo-
ple to accept their ideas about political liberties and environmental protec-
tion are examples of how shared conceptions of moral and legal norms can 
change the world. Consensual understandings of interests, self-identities, 
and images of the world�how people think of themselves, who they are, 
and what others in the world are like�demonstrably can alter the world 
when these constructions of international realities change (Adler 2002; 
Barnet 2005; Onuf 2002).

The  L imi ta t ions  o f  Construct iv ism
The most common criticism of constructivism concerns its explanation 
of change. If changes in ideas through discussions and discourses lead to 

PIONEERING INFLUENCES ON CONSTRUCTIVIST THOUGHT Many constructivists have been 
in� uenced by critical theory, especially as it was developed by Max Horkheimer (1947), left, and Jurgen 
Habermas (1984), right. The roots of critical theory can be traced to the Frankfurt School in Germany during 
the 1920s. The aims of critical theory were to critique and change conditions, not merely understand them. 
Rather than viewing the world as a set of neutral, objective �facts� that could be perceived apart from the 
situation in which observation occurred, critical theorists saw all phenomena as being embedded within a 
speci� c socio-historical context ascribing normative meaning to information (Price and Reus-Smit 1998; also 
see Cox 1996).
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behavioral changes within the global system, what accounts for the rise 
and fall of different ideas and discourses over time? How, when, and why 
do changes in shared knowledge emerge? �Constructivists are good at 
describing change,� writes Jack Snyder (2004, p. 61), �but they are weak 
on the material and institutional circumstances necessary to support the 
emergence of consensus about new values and ideas.� Moreover, critics 
charge that constructivists remain unclear about what factors cause partic-
ular ideas to become dominant whereas others fall by the wayside. �What 
is crucial,� asserts Robert Jervis (2005, p. 18), �is not people�s thinking, but 
the factors that drive it.� Constructivists, he continues, have excessive faith 
in the ability of ideas that seem self-evident today to replicate and  sustain 
themselves; however, future generations who live under different circum-
stances and who may think differently could easily reject these ideas. For 
constructivists, socially accepted ideas, norms, and values are linked to 
collective identities�stable, role-speci� c understandings and expecta-
tions about the self (Wendt 1994). Although constructivists recognize that 
shared identities are not predetermined and can change over time, critics 
submit that constructivists cannot explain why and when they dissolve. 
Critics also charge that constructivism does not adequately deal with the 
issue of uncertainty, and that the assumption that �states typically know 
a lot about the other�s motives is an unsupported empirical statement� 
(Copeland 2006, p. 11).

And though the constructivist approach is increasingly viewed as a vital 
perspective for understanding world politics, it is still criticized for its 
limited attention to methodological issues. According to Amir Lupovici 
(2009, p. 197), �scholars have tended to neglect the methodological 
dimension, providing little guidance on how to conduct a constructivist 
study.� In an effort to address this de� ciency, scholars have begun to call 
for a more systematic and uni� ed framework that combines a number of 
 existing methods so as to enable us to �examine the mutual in� uences 
of constitutive effects upon causal effects and vice versa� (Lupovici 2009, 
p. 200; Pouliot 2007). In other words, such a pluralistic methodology 
would help us to consider both the material and ideational factors that 
shape the world politics.

Despite these criticisms, constructivism is a very popular theoretical approach 
in world politics. By highlighting the in� uence that socially constructed 
images of the world have on your interpretations of international events, 
and by making you aware of their inherent subjectivity, constructivism can 
remind you of the contingent nature of all knowledge and the inability of any 
theory of world politics to fully capture global complexities.
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WHAT �S  MISSING IN  THEORIES 
OF  WORLD POLIT ICS?
Although realism, liberalism, and constructivism dominate thinking about 
international relations in today�s academic and policy communities, these 
schools of thought have been challenged. Two of the most signi� cant cri-
tiques have come from radicalism and feminism.

� e very idea that there is another idea is something gained.
�Richard Jeffries, English author

The  Rad ica l  Cr i t ique
For much of the twentieth century, socialism was the primary radical alter-
native to mainstream international relations theorizing. Although there are 
many strands of socialist thought, most have been in� uenced by Karl Marx�s 
argument that explaining events in world affairs requires understanding cap-
italism as a global phenomenon. Whereas realists emphasize state security, 
liberals accentuate individual freedom, and constructivists highlight ideas 
and identities, socialists focus on class con� ict and the material interests of 
each class (Doyle 1997).

�The history of all hitherto existing society,� proclaimed Marx and his coau-
thor, Friedrich Engels (1820�1895), in the Communist Manifesto, �is the 
history of class struggles.� Capitalism, they argued, has given rise to two 
antagonistic classes: a ruling class (bourgeoisie) that owns the means of pro-
duction and a subordinate class (proletariat) that sells its labor but receives 
little compensation. According to Marx and Engels, �The need of a constantly 
expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the whole sur-
face of the globe.� By expanding worldwide, the bourgeoisie gives �a cosmo-
politan character to production and consumption in every country.�

Vladimir Ilyich Lenin (1870�1924) in the Soviet Union extended Marx�s 
analysis to the study of imperialism, which he interpreted as a stage in the 
development of capitalism when monopolies overtake free-market compe-
tition. Drawing from the work of British economist John Hobson (1858�
1940), Lenin maintained that advanced capitalist states eventually face the 
twin problems of overproduction and underconsumption. They respond 
by seeking foreign markets and investments for their surplus goods and 
capital, and by waging wars to divide the world into spheres of in� u-
ence that they can exploit. Though his assertions have been heavily criti-
cized on conceptual and empirical grounds (see Dougherty and Pfaltzgraff 

imperialism
the policy of expanding 
state power through 
the conquest and/or 
military domination of 
foreign territory.
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2001), the attention given to social 
classes and uneven development 
stimulated several new waves of the-
orizing about capitalism as a global 
phenomenon.

One prominent example is depen-
dency theory. As expressed in the 
writings of AndrØ Gunder Frank 
(1969), Amir Samin (1976), and 
others (Dos Santos 1970; see 
Chapter 4), dependency theorists 
claimed that much of the poverty 
in Asia, Africa, and Latin America 
stemmed from the exploitative capi-
talist world economy. As they saw 
it, the economies of less developed 
countries had become dependent on 
exporting inexpensive raw materi-
als and agricultural commodities 
to advanced industrial states, while 
simultaneously importing expensive 
manufactured goods from them. 
Theotonio Dos Santos (1971, p. 158),
a prominent dependency scholar, 
described dependency as a �histori-
cal condition which shapes a cer-
tain structure of the world economy 
such that it favors some countries 
to the detriment of others.� Depen-
dency theory was criticized for rec-

ommending withdrawal from the world economy (Shannon 1989), and 
eventually theoretical efforts arose to trace the economic ascent and 
decline of individual countries as part of long-run, system-wide change 
(Clark 2008).

World-system theory, which was in� uenced by both Marxist and depen-
dency theorists, represents the most recent effort to interpret world politics 
in terms of an integrated capitalist division of labor (see Anderson 2005; 
Chase-Dunn and Wallerstein 2005 and 1988). The capitalist world econ-
omy, which emerged in sixteenth-century Europe and ultimately expanded 
to encompass the entire globe, is viewed as containing three structural 

dependency theory
a theory hypothesizing 
that less developed 
countries are exploited 
because global 
capitalism makes them 
dependent on the rich 
countries that create 
exploitative rules for 
trade and production.

KARL MARX CHALLENGES INTERNATIONAL THEORETICAL 
ORTHODOXY Pictured here is the German philosopher Karl Marx (1818�1883). 
His revolutionary theory of the economic determinants of world history inspired 
the spread of communism to overcome the class struggles so pronounced in 
most countries. The target of his critique was the compulsion of the wealthy 
great powers to subjugate foreign people by military force and to create colonies 
for purposes of � nancial exploitation. Imperial conquest of colonial peoples 
could only be prevented, Marx warned, by humanity�s shift from a capitalist to a 
socialist economy and society.
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positions: a core (strong, well-integrated states whose economic activities 
are diversi� ed and centered on possession and use of capital), a periphery 
(areas lacking strong state machinery and engaged in producing relatively 
few un� nished goods by unskilled, low-wage labor), and a semiperiphery 
(states embodying elements of both core and peripheral production). Within 
the core, a state may gain economic primacy by achieving productive, com-
mercial, and � nancial superiority over its rivals. Primacy is dif� cult to sus-
tain, however. The diffusion of technological innovations and the � ow of 
capital to competitors, plus the massive costs of maintaining global order, all 
erode the dominant state�s economic advantage. Thus, in addition to under-
scoring the exploitation of the periphery by the core, world-system theory 
calls attention to the cyclical rise and fall of hegemonic superpowers at the 
top of the core hierarchy.

Whereas the various radical challenges to mainstream theorizing enhance our 
understanding of world politics by highlighting the roles played by corpo-
rations, transnational religious movements, and other nonstate actors, they 
overemphasize economic interpretations of international events and conse-
quently omit other potentially important explanatory factors. According to 
feminist theorists, one such factor is gender.

The  Femin is t  Cr i t ique
Beginning in the late 1980s, feminism began challenging conventional inter-
national relations theory. Cast as a �critical theory,� contemporary feminist 
scholars called for a �shift from mechanistic causal explanations to a greater 
interest in historically contingent interpretive theories� (Tickner 2010, p. 37). 
In particular, feminist theory was concerned with the gender bias inherent in 
both mainstream theory and the practice of international affairs, and sought 
to demonstrate how a gendered perspective is relevant to understanding and 
explaining world politics. As feminist theory evolved over time, it moved 
away from focusing on a history of discrimination and began to explore how 
gender identity shapes foreign policy decision making and how gendered 
hierarchies reinforce practices that perpetuate inequalities between men and 
women (see Ackerly and True 2008; Bolzendahl 2009; Enloe 2004; Peterson 
and Runyan 2009; Tickner 2005).

According to the feminist critique, the mainstream literature on world poli-
tics dismisses the plight and contributions of women and treats differences in 
men�s and women�s status, beliefs, and behaviors as unimportant. Feminism 
challenges the fundamentals of traditional international relations theory in 
four primary ways:

feminist theory
body of scholarship 
that emphasizes 
gender in the study of 
world politics.

world-system theory
a body of theory that 
treats the capitalistic 
world economy origi-
nating in the sixteenth 
century as an intercon-
nected unit of analysis 
encompassing the 
entire globe, with an 
international division 
of labor and multiple 
political centers and 
cultures whose rules 
constrain and share the 
behavior of all transna-
tional actors.
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� The scienti� c study of world politics: As we have previously discussed, 
traditional international relations theory�particularly neorealism�
has in� uenced the scienti� c study of world politics, which attempts to 
explain the behavior of states in the international system by universal, 
objective laws. Yet feminism questions the true objectivity of these 
approaches. Spike Petersen, a prominent feminist theorist, notes that 
there was an explicit masculine bias in the scienti� c revolution of the 
seventeenth century, with science and reasoning attributed as a �male� 
trait and emotion and rationality as a �female� one. Somewhat similar 
to social constructivism, the feminist critique emphasizes the role 
of identity in the construction of knowledge, and contends that the 
study of international relations draws heavily on male experiences 
to explain international affairs, largely dismissing the feminine 
dimension.

� Fundamental gender bias: Feminism notes that the basic assumptions of 
the mainstream theoretical literature, as well as the practice of foreign 
policy, are heavily colored by a masculinist tradition of thought. For 
example, although �Hobbes� description of human behavior in the state 
of nature refers explicitly to that of adult males, contemporary realism 
has taken this behavior as constitutive of human nature as a whole� 
(Tickner 2010, p. 39). This can be seen in Morgenthau�s classical realist 
depiction of states in an anarchical environment engaged in a persistent 
pursuit of power to further their own self-interest (Hutchings 2008). 
Yet feminism challenges the heavy reliance on such assumptions, and 
posits that characteristics dismissed due to their �feminine� quality 
play an important role as well. Indeed, for life to have persisted in the 
state of nature, cooperative activities such as child rearing must have 
occurred.

� Reformulation of core concepts: Feminists call for a closer examination 
of key concepts in world politics�such as state, power, interest, and 
security�and ask whether a �masculine� conceptualization of these 
ideas shapes the conduct of foreign policy. Realism, for instance, 
attributes to the state masculine characteristics of sovereignty that 
emphasize a hierarchical leader, the capacity to wage war, desirability 
of wealth and reputation, and the conduct of international affairs as 
separate from the domestic concerns of its populace. Feminist scholars 
such as Cynthia Enloe (2007), however, argue that power relations 
are in� uenced by gender in ways that shape practices of war and 
diplomacy, and that alternative formulations of key concepts allow for 
the relevance of a wide range of other issues and structures, including 
social and economic ones, in world politics.
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� Incorporation of the female perspective: Historically, the role of women has 
been marginalized in most societies. In order to understand how unequal 
gender relations have excluded women from foreign policy, perpetuated 
injustice and oppression, and shaped state interests and behavior, it is 
critical to purposively examine the female experience. Christine Sylvester�s 
(2002) examination of women�s cooperatives in Zimbabwe and women�s 
peace activism at Greenham Common re� ects a feminist commitment to a 
more � exible understanding of security that expands upon the traditional 
state-centric conceptualization as protection from external aggressors to 
include threats to economic and family concerns as well. The �idea that 
theorizing is �objective�� is rejected by feminism in favor �of a perspectival 
approach, which links the possibility of insight to speci� c standpoints and 
political agendas� (Hutchings 2008, p. 100).

Although all feminists stress the importance of gender in studying interna-
tional relations, there are several contending schools of thought within femi-
nist scholarship. Some feminists assert that on average there are no signi� cant 
differences in the capabilities of men and women; others claim differences 
exist, with each gender being more capable than the other in certain endeav-
ors; still others insist that the meaning ascribed to a person�s gender is an 
arbitrary cultural construct that varies from one time or place to another 
(Goldstein 2002). Regardless of the position taken on the issue of gender 
differences, feminist scholars demonstrate that many women have proven 
to be very capable leaders who have left deep footprints on international 
affairs. More than simply acknowledging the impact of female leaders such 
as Britain�s Margaret Thatcher, Indonesia�s Megawati Sukarnoputri, Israel�s 
Golda Meir, the  Philippines� Corazón Aquino, Pakistan�s Benazir Bhutto, 
Germany�s Angela Merkel, Argentina�s Christina Fernandez de Kirchner, or 
Chile�s Michelle Bachelet, they urge us to examine events from the personal 
perspectives of the countless women who have been involved in international 
affairs as caregivers, grassroots activists, and participants in the informal 
labor force. The feminist critique continues to expand across a range of issues, 
from foreign policy to humanitarian intervention to terrorism, and a variety 
of actors, from states to nongovernmental organizations. �Women have never 
been absent in world politics,� writes Franke Wilmer (2000). They have, for 
the most part, remained �invisible within the discourse conducted by men.� 
As prominent feminist scholar J. Ann Tickner (2010, p. 38) urges, �We must 
search deeper to � nd ways in which gender hierarchies serve to reinforce 
these socially constructed boundaries which perpetuate inequalities between 
women and men.�

Case Study: Liberal 
Idealism
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THEORIZING ABOUT 
THEORY
To understand our changing 
world and to make reasonable 
prognoses about the future, we 
must begin by arming ourselves 
with an array of information and 
conceptual tools, entertain rival 
interpretations of world poli-
tics in the global marketplace of 
ideas, and question the assump-
tions on which these contending 
worldviews rest. Because there 
are a great (and growing) num-
ber of alternative, and sometimes 
incompatible, ways of organiz-
ing theoretical inquiry about 
world politics, the challenge of 
capturing the world�s political 
problems cannot be reduced to 
any one simple yet compelling 

account (Chernoff 2008). Each paradigmatic effort to do so in the past has 
ultimately lost advocates as developments in world affairs eroded its con-
tinuing relevance.

Although grand theories fade with the passage of time, they often regain 
their attractiveness when global transformations make them useful once 
again. In fact, world politics is so resistant to clear, comprehensive, and 
convincing analysis that some advocates of so-called  deconstructivism 
contend that international change and complexity defy description, 
explanation, and prediction. Deconstructionists share the philosophical 
view that all peoples� conceptions of global realities are relative to their 
understandings. Thus, biased interpretation is inevitable and �objectiv-
ity� a myth, so that the validity of all conceptions is dependent on one�s 
own personal point of view (any interpretation is as valid as any other), 
and there is no point in attempting to develop a shared conception of 
the world. At the extreme, the nihilistic advocates of deconstructivism 
maintain that theories of international relations grounded in behavioral 
science that attempt to understand or discover objective truths about the 
world are meaningless creations of the methods on which they are built 

deconstructivism
the postmodern theory 
that the complexity 
of the world system 
renders precise 
description impossible 
and that the purpose 
of scholarship is to 
understand actors� 
hidden motives by 
deconstructing their 
textual statements.

PROTESTING FOR PEACE Between 1981 and 2000, tens of thousands of British 
women mobilized to protest against nuclear proliferation and the stationing of U.S. 
nuclear air missiles at the Greenham Common Airbase in Berkshire, England. They saw 
peace as a feminist issue, and asserted their power by holding hands and creating a 
fourteen-mile chain around the airbase with their bodies. Not only did they see nuclear 
weapons as a direct threat to themselves and their children, they protested that 
trillions were being spent on weapons of mass destruction while so many around the 
world suffered from a lack of food and water, inadequate healthcare, and underfunded 
schools. Their nearly two-decade demonstration attracted worldwide media attention 
and generated the support of millions throughout the world.
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(see Controversy: Can Behavioral Science Advance the Study of Inter-
national Relations?). �Perspectivism,� or the claim that any account of 
international reality can be only given from personal perspectives, rejects 
the application of reason to interpret evidence because no �facts� can be 
taken as really true (Behe 2005).

The vast majority of scholars rejects this defeatist deconstructivist posture 
to understanding and continues to struggle in the pursuit of theory and 
knowledge about international affairs. However, because no single general-
purpose theory exists that is able to account for all questions regarding 
international relations, a number of scholars have returned to reconsider 
the basic questions of epistemology that are fundamental to evaluating 
the relative value and validity of rival theoretical frameworks (see Agnew 
2007). How do we know what to believe? What principles of analysis can 
lead us to recognize the strengths and weaknesses of various theories? How 
do we separate fact from � ction and sense from nonsense? What is the 
relative descriptive accuracy and explanatory power of different theories, 
and how much con� dence should be placed in their explanations of world 
politics? As you review various theoretical interpretations of global circum-
stances, it is important to evaluate the premises on which each contending 
account is based.

INTERNATIONAL  THEORY 
AND THE  GLOBAL  FUTURE
As you seek to understand changing global conditions, it is important to be 
humble in recognizing the limitations of our understandings of world politics 
and at the same time inquisitive about its character. The task of interpre-
tation is complicated because the world is itself complex. Donald Puchala 
theoretically framed the challenge in 2008 by observing:

Conceptually speaking, world affairs today can be likened to a disassembled 
jigsaw puzzle scattered on a table before us. Each piece shows a fragment of 
a broad picture that as yet remains indiscernible. Some pieces depict resur-
gent nationalism; others show spreading democracy; some picture genocide; 
 others portray prosperity through trade and investment; some picture nuclear 
disarmament; others picture nuclear proliferation; some indicate a reinvigo-
rated United Nations; others show the UN still enfeebled and ineffective; 
some describe cultural globalization; others predict clashing civilizations.

How do these pieces � t together, and what picture do they exhibit when 
they are appropriately � tted?

epistemology
the philosophical 
examination of the 
ways in which knowl-
edge is acquired and 
the analytic principles 
governing the study of 
phenomena.
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C O N T R O V E R S Y :

CAN BEHAVIORAL  SCIENCE ADVANCE THE  STUDY 
OF  INTERNATIONAL  RELATIONS?

How should scholars construct theories to interpret international behavior? The answer to that question has never 
been satisfactorily resolved, and the long-standing debate about how best to construct theories of international 
relations continues today. Some scholars, known as advocates of �postmodern deconstructivism,� challenge the 
ability of intellectuals to provide a satisfactory theoretical account of why states and people act as they do in 
international relations. These scholars devote their efforts to criticizing and �deconstructing� the theories of world 
politics to expose their inherent limitations. Most scholars, however, remain motivated by the theoretical quest to 
interpret and comprehend the complexities of international relations, and they challenge the pessimistic view that 
world politics de� es meaningful understanding, despite the obstacles and limits to knowledge.

This evolving epistemological controversy took an important step in the 1960s when a movement known as 
behavioralism arose to challenge interpretations of international relations that were based more on specula-
tive assessment than on systematic observable evidence. Behavioralism was not a new theory of international 
relations so much as a new method of studying it, based largely on the application of scienti� c methods to the 
study of global affairs (Knorr and Rosenau 1969; Knorr and Verba 1961). Behavioralism advances principles and 
procedures for formulating and stringently testing hypotheses inferred from theories to reach generalizations 
or statements about international regularities that hold true across time and place. Science, the behavioralists 
claim, is primarily a generalizing activity. From this perspective, a theory of international relations should state 
the relationship between two or more variables that speci� es the conditions under which a relationship holds and 
explain why the relationship should hold. To uncover such theories, behavioralists lean toward using compara-
tive cross-national analyses rather than case studies of particular countries at particular times. Behavioralists 
also stress the need for data about the characteristics of transnational actors and how they behave toward one 
another. Hence, the behavioral movement encourages the comparative and quantitative study of international 
relations (see, for example, Rosenau 1980; Singer 1968).

What makes behavioralism innovative is its attitude toward the purposes of inquiry: replacing subjective beliefs 
with veri� able knowledge, supplanting impressions with testable evidence, and substituting data and reproduc-
ible information for mere opinion or the assertions of politicians claiming to be authorities. Behavioralism is 
predicated on the belief that the pursuit of knowledge about the world through systematic analytic methodolo-
gies is possible and productive. The behavioral research agenda is based on the conviction that although laws of 
international behavior cannot be proven outside the approach used to uncover them, Albert Einstein was correct 
in arguing that there exists a world independent of our minds, and that this world is rationally organized and open 
to human understanding (Holt 2005). In this sense, behavioralists embrace liberalism�s �high regard for modern 
science� and its �attacks against superstition and authority� (J. Hall 2001). In place of the self-proclaimed and 
often mistaken opinions of �experts� (Tetlock 2006), behavioral scientists seek to acquire knowledge cumulatively 
by suspending judgments about truths or values until they have suf� cient evidence to support them. They attempt 
to overcome the tendency of traditional inquiry to select facts and cases to � t preexisting hunches. Instead, all 
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WHAT DO YOU THINK?

� Is the scienti� c analysis of patterns of international relations a reasonable undertaking? Or, as 
deconstructionists argue, are explanations of international relations impossible?

� While behavioralism is merited for its capacity for predictive power, it is criticized for its lack 
of explanatory power. When determining the strength of a theory on international relations, is 
prediction or explanation more important? Why?

� Another critique of theories explaining international relations is the incorporation, or lack thereof, 
of change over time. Are they correct in assuming that aspects of human behavior remain 
invariant over time? What are the implications for exclusion of the element of time for the theories 
derived from behavioralist methodologies?

available data, those that contradict as well as those that support existing theoretical hypotheses, are to be 
examined. Knowledge, they argue, would advance best by theorists assuming a cautious, skeptical attitude toward 
any empirical statement. The slogans �Let the data, not the armchair theorist, speak,� and �Seek evidence, but 
distrust it� represent the behavioral posture toward the acquisition of knowledge.

All theories are maps of possible futures. Theories can guide us in � tting the 
pieces together to form an accurate picture. However, in evaluating the use-
fulness of any theory to interpret global conditions, the historical overview in 
this chapter suggests that it would be wrong to oversimplify or to assume that 
a particular theory will remain useful in the future. Nonetheless, as American 
poet Robert Frost observed, any belief we cling to long enough is likely to 
be true again someday because �most of the change we think we see in life 
is due to truths being in and out of favor.� So in our theoretical exploration 
of world politics, we must critically assess the accuracy of our impressions, 
avoiding the temptation to embrace one worldview and abandon another 
without any assurance that their relative worth is permanently � xed.

Although realism, liberalism, and constructivism are the dominant ways of 
thinking about world politics today, none of these theories is completely sat-
isfactory. Recall that realism is frequently criticized for relying on ambiguous 
concepts, liberalism is often derided for making naïve policy recommenda-
tions based on idealistic assumptions, and constructivism is charged with 
an inability to explain change. Moreover, as the challenges mounted by 

behavioralism
the methodological 
research movement 
to incorporate rigor-
ous scienti� c analysis 
into the study of world 
politics so that conclu-
sions about patterns 
are based on mea-
surement, data, and 
evidence rather than 
on speculation and 
subjective belief.

hypotheses
speculative statements 
about the probable 
relationship between 
independent variables 
(the presumed causes) 
and a dependent vari-
able (the effect).
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radicalism and feminism suggest, these three mainstream theories overlook 
seemingly important aspects of world politics, which limits their explanatory 
power. Despite these drawbacks, each has strengths for interpreting certain 
kinds of international events and foreign policy behaviors.

Because we lack a single overarching theory able to account for all facets of 
world politics, we will draw on realist, liberal, and constructivist thought in 
subsequent chapters. Moreover, we will supplement them with insights from 
radicalism and feminism, where these theoretical traditions can best help to 
interpret the topic covered.

When I was working in Washington and helping formulate American 
foreign policies, I found myself borrowing from all three types of 

thinking: realism, liberalism, and constructivism. I found them all 
helpful, though in di� erent ways and in di� erent circumstances.

�Joseph S. Nye, international relations scholar and U.S. policy maker
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Par t  2
T�	 G���	�� A����� 
�
� T�	�� R	�����
�

�Everybody has accepted by now that change is unavoidable. But that still implies that 
change is like death and taxes�it should be postponed as long as possible and no 
change would be vastly preferable. But in a period of upheaval, such as the one we are 
living in, change is the norm.�

�Peter Drucker, American futurologist

MARCHING FOR CHANGE Protest demonstrations have become an everyday event by mobilized publics seeking to draw 
global attention to their cause. People, like states and international organizations, are transnational actors. Shown here are about 
100,000 Buddhist monks marching to protest Myanmar�s (Burma) military government, which has crushed pro-democracy uprisings and 
neglected the welfare of its people. Despite widespread sentiment among Burmese that electoral exercises scheduled for 2010 will face 
severe obstacles and may be useless as an instrument of electoral freedom, there is nonetheless hope for the possibility of change.
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SHAKESPEARE WROTE THAT �ALL THE WORLD�S A 
STAGE AND ALL THE MEN AND WOMEN MERELY 
PLAYERS.� When it comes to world politics, not just people 

but also organizations, groups, and countries have a variety of roles 
to play on the global stage. Part 2 identi� es the major actors in world 
politics today and describes the roles they perform, the policies they 
pursue, and the predicaments they face.

The � rst three chapters in Part 2 each focus on a prominent type of global 

actor. Chapter 3 opens by giving you a view of the great powers�the actors 

with the greatest military and economic capabilities. Chapter 4 compares the 

great powers with the weaker, economically less developed countries now 

known as the Global South, whose fates are powerfully shaped by others. 

The rise of the Global East to its new status as rival to the traditional great 

powers is also covered. Chapter 5 examines the role of intergovernmental 

organizations, such as the United Nations and the European Union, and non-

governmental organizations, such as Greenpeace and Amnesty International, 

whose members actively work for global change. A window is opened for 

you to also explore the activities of other nonstate global actors, including 

multinational corporations, ethnic groups, and religious movements. Finally, 

Chapter 6 explains how states and all other transnational actors go about the 

task of making foreign policy decisions. It also identi� es the intellectual and 

political barriers that often reduce the ability of transnational actors to make 

rational choices about their interests, policy goals, and workable paths for 

promoting them.
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CHAPTER OUTLINE
THE QUEST FOR WORLD 
LEADERSHIP

THE FIRST WORLD WAR

The Causes of World War I

The Consequences of 
World War I

THE SECOND WORLD WAR

The Causes of World War II

The Consequences of 
World War II

THE COLD WAR

The Causes and Evolutionary 
Course of the Cold War

CONTROVERSY: Was Ideology 
the Primary Source of East-West 
Con� ict?

CONTROVERSY: Why Did the 
Cold War End Peacefully?

The Consequences of the 
Cold War

THE POST�COLD WAR ERA

America�s Unipolar Moment

The Rise of the Rest? From 
Unipolarity to Multipolarity

Looking Ahead: The Future 
of Great Power Relations

Great powers fear each other. � ey regard each other with suspicion, 
and they worry that war may be in the o�  ng. � ey anticipate danger. 
� ere is little room for trust. . . . From the perspective of any one great 

power, all other great powers are potential enemies. . . . � e basis 
of this fear is that in a world where great powers have the capability 

to attack each other and might have the motive to do so, 
any state bent on survival must be at least suspicious of other states 

and reluctant to trust them.
�John Mearsheimer, realist political theorist

ALLIES OR NEW RIVALS? The �Big Three� (Winston Churchill, Franklin Roosevelt, and Joseph Stalin) 
meet at Yalta as victorious great power allies to establish rules for all states to follow in the post� 
World War II global order, but that cooperation would soon be replaced by bitter competition.

C H A P T E R  3
GREAT POWER RIVALRIES 

AND RELATIONS

64

FD
R

 L
ib

ra
ry



65C h a p t e r  3

Who�s number one? Who�s gaining on the leader? What does it 
mean for the future if the strongest is seriously challenged for the 
predominant position?

These are the kinds of questions sports fans often ask when the rankings of 
the top teams are adjusted after the preceding week�s competition. World 
leaders also adopt what former U.S. Secretary of State Dean Rusk called a 
�football stadium approach to diplomacy.� And many people throughout the 
world habitually make comparisons of countries, asking which states are the 
biggest, strongest, wealthiest, and most militarily powerful and evaluating 
which states are rising and which are falling relative to one another.

When making such rankings, both groups are looking at world politics 
through the lens of realism. They see a globe of competitors, with winners 
and losers in an ancient contest for supremacy. And they look most closely 
at the shifting rankings at the very top of the international hierarchy of 
 power�at the rivalry and struggle among the �great powers.� Moreover, 
they picture this con� ict as perpetual. As Arnold J. Toynbee�s (1954) famous 
cyclical theory of history explains: �The most emphatic punctuation in a 
uniform series of events recurring in one repetitive cycle after another is the 
outbreak of a great war in which one power that has forged ahead of all 
its rivals makes so formidable a bid for world domination that it evokes an 
opposing coalition of all the other powers.�

Toynbee�s conclusion lies at the center of realism. The starting point for 
understanding world politics, elaborates Hans J. Morgenthau (1985), a lead-
ing post�World War II realist theorist, is to recognize that �all history shows 
that nations active in international politics are continuously preparing for, 
actively involved in, or recovering from organized violence in the form of 
war.� Cycles of war and peace colored twentieth-century world politics, with 
three global wars breaking out. World Wars I and II were fought with � re 
and blood; the Cold War was fought without the same magnitude of destruc-
tion but with equal intensity. Each of these wars triggered major transforma-
tions in world politics.

This chapter explores the causes and consequences of great power rivalries. 
By understanding the origins and impact of these three struggles over world 
leadership, you will be better positioned to anticipate whether the great pow-
ers will be able to avoid yet another global war in the twenty-� rst century.

� e price of greatness is responsibility.
�Winston Churchill, British prime minister
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THE  QUEST  FOR WORLD LEADERSHIP
Rivalry between great powers has long characterized world politics, and 
there is a strong probability that this historical pattern is cyclical and unfolds 
through a series of distinct phases. According to long-cycle theory, over the 
past � ve centuries, periods of global war have been followed by periods of 
international rule-making and institution building. Shifts in the cycle have 
occurred alongside changes in the major states� relative power, changing 
their relations with one another (see Chase-Dunn and Anderson 2005). Each 
past global war led to the emergence of a hegemon. With its unrivaled power, 
the hegemon has reshaped the rules and institutions of the global system to 
preserve its preeminent position.

Hegemony always imposes an extraordinary burden on the world leader. 
A hegemon must bear the costs of maintaining political and economic order 
while protecting its position and upholding its dominion. Over time, as 
the weight of global engagement takes its toll, every previous hegemon has 
 overextended itself. As challengers have arisen, the security agreements so 
carefully crafted after the last global war have come under attack. Histori-
cally, this struggle for power has set the stage for another global war, the 
demise of one hegemon and the ascent of another. Table 3.1 summarizes � ve 
hundred years of the cyclical rise and fall of great powers, their global wars, 
and their subsequent efforts to restore order.

Critics note that long-cycle theorists disagree on whether economic, military, 
or domestic factors produce these cycles. They also express frustration with 
the deterministic tone of the theory, which to them implies that global des-
tiny is beyond policy makers� control. Must great powers rise and fall as if by 
the law of gravity�what goes up must come down? Still, long-cycle theory 
suggests you should consider how shifts in the relative strength of great pow-
ers affect world politics. It rivets attention on hegemonic transitions, the rise 
and fall of leading states in the global system, and in so doing provokes 
questions about whether this long cycle can be broken in your future. Long-
cycle theory also forces you to evaluate hegemonic stability theory and that 
theory�s predictions. Is the theory correct that a future stable world order will 
require a sustained global leader dominant enough to punish aggressors who 
challenge the global status quo in their pursuit of hegemony?

To underscore the importance of struggles over world leadership and their 
impact on trends and transformations in world politics, this chapter accord-
ingly asks you to inspect the three great power wars of the twentieth century, 
as well as the lessons these clashes suggest for the twenty-� rst century.

long-cycle theory
a theory that focuses 
on the rise and fall 
of the leading global 
power as the central 
political process of the 
modern world system.

hegemon
a preponderant state 
capable of dominating 
the conduct of inter-
national political and 
economic relations.

hegemonic stability 
theory
a body of theory that 
maintains that the 
establishment of 
hegemony for global 
dominance by a 
single great power is 
a necessary condi-
tion for global order in 
commercial transac-
tions and international 
military security.
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THE  F IRST  WORLD WAR
World War I rumbled onto the global stage when a Serbian nationalist seeking 
to free his ethnic group from Austrian rule assassinated Archduke Ferdinand, 
heir to the Hapsburg throne of the Austrian-Hungarian Empire, at Sarajevo 
in June 1914. This assassination sparked a series of great power actions and 
reactions in the � ve weeks that followed, shattering world peace.

By the time the � rst major European war in the previous century had ended, 
nearly ten million people had died, three empires had crumbled, new states 

Table 3.1  The Evolution of Great Power Rivalry 
for World Leadership, 1495�2025

Dates

Preponderant 
State(s) Seeking 
Hegemony

Other Powers 
Resisting 
Domination Global War

New Order after 
Global War

1495�1540 Portugal Spain, Valois, France, 
Burgundy, England

War of Italy and the Indian 
Ocean, 1494�1517

Treaty of Tordesillas, 1517

1560�1609 Spain The Netherlands, France, 
England

Spanish-Dutch Wars, 
1580�1608

Truce of 1608; Evangelical 
Union and the Catholic 
League formed

1610�1648 Holy Roman Empire 
(Hapsburg dynasty in 
Spain and Austria-
Hungary)

Shifting ad hoc coalitions 
of mostly Protestant states 
(Sweden, Holland) and 
German principalities as 
well as Catholic France 
against remnants of 
papal rule

Thirty Years� War, 
1618�1648

Peace of Westphalia, 1648

1650�1713 France (Louis XIV) The United Provinces, 
England, the Hapsburg 
Empire, Spain, major 
German states, Russia

War of the Grand Alliance, 
1688�1713

Treaty of Utrecht, 1713

1792�1815 France (Napoleon) Great Britain, Prussia, 
Austria, Russia

Napoleonic Wars, 
1792�1815

Congress of Vienna and 
Concert of Europe, 1815

1871�1914 Germany, Turkey,  Austria-
Hungary

Great Britain, France, 
Russia, United States

World War I, 1914�1918 Treaty of Versailles 
creating the League of 
Nations, 1919

1933�1945 Germany, Japan, Italy Great Britain, France, 
Soviet Union, United 
States

World War II, 1939�1945 Bretton Woods, 1944; 
United Nations, Potsdam, 
1945

1945�1991 United States, 
Soviet Union

Great Britain, France, 
China, Japan

Cold War, 1945�1991 NATO/Partnerships for 
Peace, 1995; World Trade 
Organization, 1995

1991�2025? United States China, European Union, 
Japan, Russia, India

A cold peace or hegemonic 
war, 2010�2025?

A new security regime to 
preserve world order?
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had been born, seven decades of communist rule in Russia had begun, and 
the world geopolitical map had been redrawn in ways that paved the way for 
the rise of Adolf Hitler in Nazi Germany.

The  Causes  o f  Wor ld  War  I
How can such a catastrophic war be explained? Multiple answers are pos-
sible. Most popular are structural neorealist explanations, which hold that 
World War I was inadvertent, not the result of anyone�s master plan. Neo-
realists believe that it was a war bred by circumstances beyond the control 
of those involved, one that people neither wanted nor expected. Revisionist 
historians, however, have argued that the war was the result of deliberate 
choices��a tragic and unnecessary con� ict . . . because the train of events 
that led to its outbreak might have been broken at any point during the � ve 
weeks of crisis that preceded the � rst clash of arms, had prudence or com-
mon goodwill found a voice� (Keegan 1999, p. 3).

Structuralism Framed at the global level of analysis, structuralism, postulates 
that the changing distribution of power within the anarchical global system is 
the primary factor determining states� behavior. Looking at the circumstances 

structuralism
the neorealist propo-
sition that states� 
behavior is shaped 
primarily by changes 
in the properties of the 
global system, such as 
shifts in the balance 
of power, instead of 
by individual heads of 
states or by changes 
in states� internal 
characteristics.

MIGHT MAKES FRIGHT Shown here is one example of resistance to U.S. global preeminence: In 
September 2008, protesters in Sadr City in Baghdad held �Go Out USA� signs. Home to two million Shia 
and the anti-American cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, Sadr City had been one of the most dangerous areas of Iraq 
and was the site of intense � ghting between the United States and insurgents earlier in the year. Following 
American construction of a wall across the district, a tenuous calm emerged that was nonetheless regularly 
interrupted by protests and bombings.
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on the eve of World War I, many historians hypothesize that the way in 
which the great powers were aligned against one another created an environ-
ment conducive to an armed con� ict. The great powers� prior rearmament 
efforts, as well as their alliances and counteralliances, created a momentum 
that, along with the pressures created by the mobilization of armies and arms 
races, dragged European statesmen toward war (Tuchman 1962).

This structural explanation concentrates attention on the nineteenth century, 
when Britain dominated world politics. Britain was an island country isolated 
from continental affairs by temperament, tradition, and geography. Britain�s 
sea power gave it command of the world�s shipping lanes and control over a 
vast empire stretching from the Mediterranean to Southeast Asia. This domi-
nance helped to deter aggression. However, Germany would mount a chal-
lenge to British power.

After becoming a uni� ed country in 1871, Germany prospered and used its 
growing wealth to create a formidable army and navy. With this strength 
came ambition and resentment of British preeminence. As the predominant 
military and industrial power on the European continent, Germany sought 
to compete for international position and status. As Kaiser Wilhelm II pro-
claimed in 1898, Germany had �great tasks outside the narrow boundaries 
of old Europe.� With Germany ascendant, Germany�s rising power and global 
aspirations altered the European geopolitical landscape.

Germany was not the only newly emergent power at the turn of the century, 
however. Russia was also expanding and becoming a threat to Germany. The 
decline in power of the Austrian-Hungarian Empire, Germany�s only ally, 
heightened Germany�s fear of Russia, which was re� ected in Germany�s strong 
reaction to the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand. Fearing that a long war 
might result in an unfavorable shift in the balance of power,  Germany sought 
a short localized war with a more favorable outcome.  Germany thus sup-
ported Austria-Hungary�s unrestrained assault on Serbia.

While the logic behind Germany�s calculation was clear�a victorious war 
would bolster Austria-Hungary and hamper Russian in� uence�it turned 
out to be a serious miscalculation. France and Russia joined forces to defend 
Serbia, and were soon joined by Britain in an effort to oppose Germany 
and defend Belgian neutrality. In April 1917, the war became truly global 
in scope when the United States, reacting to German submarine warfare, 
entered the con� ict.

Here we observe, again at the global level of analysis, the dynamics of shifts 
in the balance of power as a causal factor: the historic tendency for opposed 



70 Great Power Rivalries and Relations

conditions to form so that the distribution of military power is �balanced� to 
prevent any single power or bloc from seriously threatening others. And that 
is what did happen in the decade prior to Archduke Ferdinand�s assassina-
tion. European military alignments had become polarized, pitting the Triple 
Alliance of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire against 
the Triple Entente of Britain, France, and Russia. According to this struc-
tural interpretation, after Russia mobilized its armies in response to Austria�s 
attack on Serbia, cross-cutting alliance commitments pulled one European 
great power after another into the war.

Nationalism As an alternative interpretation of the origins of World War I at 
the state level of analysis, many historians view the growth of nationalism, 
especially in southeastern Europe, as having created a climate of opinion that 
made war likely. Groups that glori� ed the distinctiveness of their national heri-
tage began championing their own country above all others (Woodwell 2008). 
Long-suppressed ethnic prejudices soon emerged, even among leaders. Russian 
foreign minister Sergei Sazonov, for example, claimed to �despise� Austria, and 
Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany proclaimed �I hate the Slavs� (Tuchman 1962).

Domestic unrest in� amed these passions, making it hard to see things from 
another point of view. Believing that they were upholding their national 
honor, the Austrians could not comprehend why Russians labeled them the 
aggressors. German insensitivity to others� feelings prevented them from 
understanding �the strength of the Russians� pride, their fear of humiliation 
if they allowed the Germans and Austrians to destroy their little protØgØ, 
Serbia, and the intensity of Russian anger� (White 1990). With each side 
belittling the national character and ethnic attributes of the other, diplomatic 
alternatives to war evaporated.

Rational Choice At the individual level of analysis, rational choice theory offers 
a third interpretation of the causes of World War I. From this perspective�
which emphasizes that leaders make decisions based upon careful evaluation 
of the relative usefulness of alternative options for realizing the best interests 
of themselves and their states (see Chapter 6)�the war�s outbreak was a 
result of German elites� preference for a war with France and Russia in order 
to consolidate Germany�s position on the continent, con� rm its status as a 
world power, and divert domestic attention from its internal troubles (Kaiser 
1990). The people gathered at the Imperial Palace in Berlin are seen as having 
pushed Europe over the brink.

The rational choice model of decision making suggests that World War I is 
best seen as a consequence of the purposive goal of rival great powers to 

nationalism
a mind-set glorifying 
a particular state and 
the nationality group 
living in it, which sees 
the state�s interest as a 
supreme value.
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compete against one another for global power. This is a drive that realists 
believe is an �iron law of history.� It resulted from �an attempt by Germany 
to secure its position before an increasingly powerful Russia had achieved a 
position of equality with Germany (which the latter expected to happen by 
1917)� (Levy 1998b).

As these rival interpretations suggest, the causes of World War I remain in 
dispute. Structural explanations emphasize the global distribution of power, 
domestic interpretations look at causal factors within states, and rational 
choice explanations direct attention to the calculations and goals of particu-
lar leaders. All partially help us to understand the sequences that produced 
the world�s � rst truly global war.

The  Consequences  o f  Wor ld  War  I
World War I destroyed both life and property and changed the face of 
Europe (see Map 3.1). In its wake, three multi-ethnic empires�the Austrian-
 Hungarian, Russian, and Ottoman (Turkish)�collapsed, and in their place 
the independent states of Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia emerged. 
In addition, the countries of Finland, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania were 
born. The war also contributed to the independence of the Republic of Ire-
land from Britain in 1920 and the overthrow of the Russian czar in 1917 by 
the Bolsheviks. The emergence of communism under the leadership of Vladi-
mir Lenin produced a change in government and ideology that would have 
geopolitical consequences for another seventy years.

Despite its costs, the coalition consisting of Britain, France, Russia, and 
(later) the United States and Italy defeated the threat of domination posed 
by the Central powers (Germany, Austria-Hungary, Turkey, and their allies). 
Moreover, the war set the stage for a determined effort to build a new global 
system that could prevent another war.

For most Europeans, the Great War had been a source of disillusionment. . . . 
When it was all over, few remained to be convinced that such a war must never 
happen again. Among vast populations there was a strong conviction that 
this time the parties had to plan a peace that could not just terminate a 
war, but a peace that could change attitudes and build a new type of interna-
tional order. . . .

For the � rst time in history, broad publics and the peacemakers shared a 
conviction that war was a central problem in international relations. Previ-
ously, hegemony, the aggressive activities of a particular state, or revolution 
had been the problem. In 1648, 1713, and 1815, the peacemakers had tried 
to resolve issues of the past and to construct orders that would preclude their 
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reappearance. But in 1919 expectations ran higher. The sources of war were 
less important than the war itself. There was a necessity to look more to the 
future than to the past. The problem was not just to build a peace, but to 
construct a peaceful international order that would successfully manage all 
international con� icts of the future (K. Holsti 1991, pp. 175�176, 208�209).

World War I evoked revulsion for war and theories of realism that justi� ed 
great power competition, armaments, secret alliances, and balance-of-power
politics. The staggering human and material costs of the previous four years 
led many of the delegates to the 1919 peace conference convened at Versailles, 
outside Paris, to reevaluate their convictions about statecraft. The time was 
ripe for a new approach to building world order. Disillusioned with realism, 
many turned to liberalism for guidance on how to manage the global future.

The decade following World War I was the high point of liberal idealism. 
Woodrow Wilson�s ideas about world order, as expressed in his January 

Text not available due to copyright restrictions
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1917 �Fourteen Points� speech, were anchored in a belief that by reordering 
the global system according to liberal principles, the �Great War� (as World 
War I was then called) would be �the war to end all wars.� Wilson�s chief pro-
posal was to construct a League of Nations that allegedly would guarantee the 
independence and territorial integrity of all states. His other recommendations 
included strengthening international law, settling territorial claims on the basis 
of self-determination, and promoting democracy, disarmament, and free trade.

However, once the peace conference began, the knives of parochial national 
interest began whittling away at the liberal philosophy underpinning Wilson�s 
proposals. Many European leaders had been offended by the ponti� cating 
American president. �God was content with Ten Commandments,� growled 
Georges Clemenceau, the cynical realist French prime minister. �Wilson must 
have fourteen.�

As negotiations at the conference proceeded, hard-boiled power politics pre-
vailed. Ultimately, the delegates were only willing to support those elements 
in the Fourteen Points that served their national interests. After consider-
able wrangling, Wilson�s League of Nations was written into the peace treaty 
with Germany as the � rst of 440 articles. The rest of the treaty was punitive, 
aimed at stripping the country of its great power status. Similar treaties were 
later forced on Austria-Hungary and Germany�s other wartime allies.

The Treaty of Versailles grew out of a desire for retribution. In brief, Germany�s 
military was drastically cut; it was forbidden to possess heavy artillery, mili-
tary aircraft, or submarines, and its forces were banned from the Rhineland. 
 Germany also lost territory in the west to France and Belgium, in the south to 
the new state of Czechoslovakia, and in the east to the new states of Poland 
and Lithuania. Overseas, Germany lost all its colonies. Finally, in the most 
humiliating clause of the treaty, Germany was assigned responsibility for the 
war and charged with paying heavy � nancial reparations for the damages. On 
learning of the treaty�s harsh provisions, the exiled German Kaiser is said to 
have declared that �the war to end wars has resulted in a peace to end peace.�

THE  SECOND WORLD WAR
Germany�s defeat in World War I and its humiliation under the Treaty of Ver-
sailles did not extinguish its hegemonic aspirations. On the contrary, they 
intensi� ed them. Thus conditions were ripe for the second great power war of 
the twentieth century, which pitted the Axis trio of Germany, Japan, and Italy 
against an unlikely �grand alliance� of four great powers who united despite 
their incompatible ideologies�communism in the case of the Soviet Union and 
democratic capitalism in the case of Britain, France, and the United States.

Case Study: 
Liberal Idealism
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The world�s fate hinged on the outcome of this massive effort to defeat 
the Axis threat. The Allied powers achieved success, but at a terrible cost: 
 twenty-three thousand lives were lost each day, and at least � fty-three  million 
people died during six years of � ghting. To understand the origins of this 
devastating con� ict, we will once again examine causal factors operating at 
different levels of analysis.

The  Causes  o f  Wor ld  War  I I
Following Germany�s capitulation in 1918, a democratic constitution was 
drafted by a constituent assembly meeting in the city of Weimar. Many 
 Germans had little enthusiasm for the Weimar Republic. Not only was the 
new government linked in their minds to the humiliating Versailles Treaty, 
but it also suffered from the 1923 French occupation of the industrial Ruhr 
district, various political rebellions, and the ruinous economic collapse of 
1929. By the parliamentary elections of 1932, over half of the electorate sup-
ported extremist parties that disdained democratic governance. The largest 
of these was the Nazi, or National Socialist German Workers, party. This was 
to be the start of a tragic path.

Proximate Causes on the Road to War On January 30, 1933, the Nazi leader, 
Adolf Hitler, was appointed chancellor of Germany. Less than a month later, 
the Reichstag (Parliament) building burned down under mysterious cir-
cumstances. Hitler used the � re to justify an emergency edict allowing him 
to suspend civil liberties and move against communists and other political 
adversaries. Once all meaningful parliamentary opposition had been elimi-
nated, Nazi legislators passed an enabling act that suspended the constitu-
tion and granted Hitler dictatorial power.

In his 1924 book Mein Kampf (�My Struggle�), Hitler urged Germany to 
recover territories taken by the Treaty of Versailles, absorb Germans living 
in neighboring lands, and colonize Eastern Europe. During his � rst year in 
power, however, he cultivated a paci� st image, signing a nonaggression pact 
with Poland in 1934. The following year, the goals originally outlined in Mein 
Kampf climbed to the top of Hitler�s foreign policy agenda as he ignored the 
Kellogg-Briand Pact (prohibiting the use of force). In 1935, he repudiated 
the military clauses of the Versailles Treaty; in 1936, he ordered troops into 
the demilitarized Rhineland; in March 1938, he annexed Austria; and in 
September 1938, he demanded control over the Sudetenland, a region of 
Czechoslovakia containing ethnic Germans. To address the Sudeten German 
question, a conference was convened in Munich, attended by Hitler, British 
prime minister Neville Chamberlain, and leaders of France and Italy (ironically, 
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Czechoslovakia was not invited). Convinced that appeasement would halt further 
German expansionism, Chamberlain and the others agreed to Hitler�s demands.

Rather than satisfying Germany, appeasement whetted its appetite and that 
of the newly formed fascist coalition of Germany, Italy, and Japan, which 
aimed to overthrow the international status quo. Japan, disillusioned with 
Western liberalism and the Paris settlements, and suffering economically from 
the effects of the Great Depression of the 1930s, embraced militarism. In the 
might-makes-right climate that Germany�s imperialistic quest for national 
aggrandizement helped to create, Japanese nationalists led their country on 
the path to imperialism and colonialism. Japan�s invasions of Manchuria 
in 1931 and China proper in 1937 were followed by Italy�s absorption of 
Abyssinia in 1935 and Albania in 1939, and both Germany and Italy intervened 

appeasement
a strategy of making 
concessions to another 
state in the hope that, 
satis� ed, it will not 
make additional claims.

colonialism
the rule of a region by 
an external sovereign 
power.
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in the 1936�1939 Spanish civil war on the side of the fascists, headed by Gen-
eral Francisco Franco, whereas the Soviet Union supported antifascist forces.

After Germany occupied the rest of Czechoslovakia in March 1939, Britain and 
France formed an alliance to protect the next likely victim, Poland. They also 
opened negotiations with Moscow in hopes of enticing the Soviet Union to join 
the alliance, but the negotiations failed. Then, on August 23, 1939, Hitler, a fas-
cist, and the Soviet dictator, Joseph Stalin, a communist, stunned the world with 
the news that they had signed a nonaggression pact, promising not to attack 
one another. Now con� dent that Britain and France would not intervene, Hitler 
invaded Poland. However, Britain and France honored their pledge to defend 
Poland, and two days later declared war on Germany. World War II began.

The war expanded rapidly. Hitler next turned his forces to the Balkans, North 
Africa, and westward, as the mechanized German troops invaded Norway 
and marched through Denmark, Belgium, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands. 
The German army swept around the Maginot line, the defensive barrier on 
the eastern frontier that France boasted could not be breached. Within six 
weeks France surrendered, even though Germany�s forces were measurably 
inferior to those of France and its allies. The alarming and nearly bloodless 
German victory forced the British to evacuate a nearly 340,000-strong expe-
ditionary force from the French beaches at Dunkirk. Paris itself fell in June 
1940. Meanwhile, to deter the United States from participating in the loom-
ing war, in September 1940 Japan forged the Tripartite Pact with Germany 
and Italy that pledged the three Axis powers to come to one another�s aid if 
attacked by another nonbelligerent great power, such as the United States.

In the months that followed, the German air force, the Luftwaffe, pounded 
Britain in an attempt to force it into submission as well. Instead of invading 
Britain, however, the Nazi troops launched a surprise attack on the Soviet 
Union, Hitler�s former ally, in June 1941. On December 7th of that same 
year, Japan launched a surprise assault on the United States at Pearl Harbor. 
Almost immediately, Germany also declared war on the United States. The 
unprovoked Japanese assault and the German challenge ended U.S. aloofness 
and isolationism, enabling President Franklin Roosevelt to forge a coalition 
with Britain and the Soviet Union to oppose the fascists.

Underlying Causes at Three Analytic Levels At the global level of analysis, many 
historians regard the reemergence of multipolarity in the global power distri-
bution as a key factor in the onset and expansion of World War II. The post�
World War I global system was precarious because the number of sovereign 
states increased at the same time the number of great powers declined. In 1914, 
Europe had only twenty-two key states, but by 1921 the number had nearly 

isolationism
a policy of withdrawing 
from active participa-
tion with other actors 
in world affairs and 
instead concentrating 
state efforts on manag-
ing internal affairs.

multipolarity
the distribution of 
global power into three 
or more great power 
centers, with most 
other states allied with 
one of the rivals.
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doubled. When combined with resentment over the Versailles treaty, the Rus-
sian Revolution, and the rise of fascism, the increased number of states and 
the resurgence of nationalistic revolts and crises made �the interwar years the 
most violent period in international relations since the Thirty Years� War and 
the wars of the French Revolution and Napoleon� (K. Holsti 1991, p. 216).

The 1930s collapse of the global economic system also contributed to the war. 
Great Britain found itself unequal to the leadership and regulatory roles it 
had performed in the world political economy before World War I. Although 
the United States was the logical successor, its refusal to exercise leadership 
hastened the war. The 1929�1931 Depression was followed in 1933 �by 
a world Monetary and Economic Conference whose failures�engineered 
by the United States�deepened the gloom, accelerated protectionist 
barriers to foreign trade such as tariffs and quotas, and spawned revolu-
tion� (Calvocoressi, Wint, and Pritchard 1989, p. 6). In this depressed global 
environment, heightened by deteriorating economic circumstances at home, 
Germany and Japan sought solutions through imperialism abroad.

At the state level of analysis, collective psychological forces also led to World 
War II. These included �the domination of civilian discourse by military pro-
paganda that primed the world for war,� the �great wave of hypernational-
ism [that] swept over Europe [as] each state taught itself a mythical history 
while denigrating that of others,� and the demise of democratic governance 
(Van Evera 1990�1991, pp. 18, 23).

For example, domestically, German nationalism in� amed latent irredentism 
and rationalized the expansion of German borders both to regain provinces 
previously lost in wars to others and to absorb Germans living in Austria, 
Czechoslovakia, and Poland. The rise of fascism�the Nazi regime�s ideology 
championing anti-Semitic racism against the Jews, � ag, fatherland, national-
ism, and imperialism�animated this renewed imperialistic push and preached 
the most extreme version of realism, matchpolitik (power politics), to justify 
the forceful expansion of the German state and other Axis powers that were 
aligned with Germany. �Everything for the state, nothing outside the state, 
nothing above the state� was the way Italy�s dictator, Benito Mussolini, con-
structed his understanding of the fascist political philosophy, in a de� nition 
that embraced the extreme realist proposition that the state was entitled to 
rule every dimension of human life by force.

The importance of leaders at the individual level of analysis stands out. The 
war would not have been possible without Adolf Hitler and his plans to con-
quer the world by force. World War II arose primarily from German aggres-
sion. Professing the superiority of Germans as a �master race� along with 

political economy
a � eld of study that 
focuses on the inter-
section of politics and 
economics in interna-
tional relations.

irredentism
a movement by an 
ethnic national group to 
recover control of lost 
territory by force so that 
the new state boundar-
ies will no longer divide 
the group.
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a set of core philo-
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fascism
a far-right ideology 
that promotes extreme 
nationalism and the 
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authoritarian society 
built around a single 
party with dictatorial 
leadership.

matchpolitik
the German realist 
philosophy in statecraft 
that sees the expansion 
of state power and ter-
ritory by use of armed 
force as a legitimate 
goal.
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virulent anti-Semitism and anticommu-
nism, Hitler chose to wage war to create 
an empire that he believed could resolve 
once and for all the historic competi-
tion and precarious coexistence of the 
great powers in Europe by eliminating 
Germany�s rivals.

The broad vision of the Thousand-Year 
Reich was . . . of a vastly expanded�
and continually expanding�German 
core, extending deep into Russia, with 
a number of vassal states and regions, 
including France, the Low Countries, 
Scandinavia, central Europe, and the 
Balkans, that would provide resources 
and labor for the core. There was to be 
no civilizing mission in German impe-
rialism. On the contrary, the lesser peo-
ples were to be taught only to do menial 
labor or, as Hitler once joked, edu-
cated suf� ciently to read the road signs 
so they wouldn�t get run over by 
German automobile traf� c. The low-
est of the low, the Poles and Jews, were 
to be exterminated. . . . To Hitler . . . 
the purpose of policy was to destroy 
the system and to reconstitute it on 
racial lines, with a vastly expanded 
Germany running a distinctly hierar-
chical and exploitative order. Vestiges 

of sovereignty might remain, but they would be � g leaves covering a mono-
lithic order. German occupation policies during the war, whereby conquered 
nations were reduced to satellites, satrapies, and reservoirs of slave labor, 
were the practical application of Hitler�s conception of the new world order. 
They were not improvised or planned for reasons of military necessity (Holsti 
1991, pp. 224�225).

The  Consequences  o f  Wor ld  War  I I
Having faced ruinous losses in Russia and a massive Allied bombing cam-
paign at home, Germany�s Thousand-Year Reich lay in ruins by May 1945. 
By August, the U.S. atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki forced 

THE RISE OF HITLER AND GERMAN NATIONALISM Consistent 
with the realist view that states have an inherent right to expand, Adolf Hitler�s 
propaganda experts staged dramatic political rallies to glorify the German 
Fuhrer (�leader,� shown here at a fascist rally with Italy�s Benito Mussolini), 
persuade the German people of the need to persecute the Jews, and expand 
German borders by armament and aggression.

To
ph

am
/Im

ag
e 

W
or

ks



79C h a p t e r  3

Japan to end its war of conquest as well as well as brace itself, after its shat-
tering defeat followed by six years of U.S. military occupation, to meet the 
challenge of socially constructing acceptance of new values.

The Allied victory over the Axis redistributed power and reordered borders, 
resulting in a new geopolitical terrain. The Soviet Union absorbed nearly 
600,000 square kilometers of territory from the Baltic states of Estonia,  Latvia, 
and Lithuania, and from Finland, Czechoslovakia, Poland, and Romania�
recovering what Russia had lost in the 1918 Treaty of Brest- Litovsk after 
World War I. Poland, a victim of Soviet expansionism, was compensated with 
land taken from Germany. Germany itself was divided into occupation zones 
that eventually provided the basis for its partition into East and West Germany. 
Finally, pro-Soviet regimes assumed power throughout Eastern Europe (see 
Map 3.2). In the Far East, the Soviet Union took from Japan the four Kurile 
Islands�or the �Northern Territories,� as Japan calls them�and Korea was 
divided into Soviet and U.S. occupation zones at the Thirty-Eighth Parallel.

With the defeat of the Axis, one global system ended, but the de� ning char-
acteristics of the new system had not yet become clear. Although the United 
Nations was created to replace the old, discredited League of Nations, the 
management of world affairs still rested in the hands of the victors. Yet vic-
tory only magni� ed their distrust of one another.

The �Big Three� leaders�Winston Churchill, Franklin Roosevelt, and Joseph 
Stalin�met at the Yalta Conference in February 1945 to design a new world 
order. But the vague compromises they reached concealed the differences per-
colating below the surface. Following Germany�s unconditional surrender 
in May, the Big Three (with the United States now represented by Harry 
Truman) met again in July 1945 at Potsdam. The meeting ended without 
agreement, and the facade of Allied unity began to disintegrate.

In the aftermath of the war, the United States and the Soviet Union were 
the only two great powers that were still strong and had the capacity to 
impose their will. The other major-power victors, especially Great Britain, 
had exhausted themselves and slipped from the apex of the world-power 
hierarchy. The vanquished, Germany and Japan, also fell from the ranks of 
the great powers. Thus, as Alexis de Tocqueville had foreseen in 1835, the 
Americans and Russians now held in their hands the destinies of half of 
humankind. In comparison, all other states were dwarfs.

In this atmosphere, ideological debate arose about whether the twentieth cen-
tury would become �the American century� or �the Russian century.� Thus, 
perhaps the most important product of World War II was the transformation 
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ing of the Allied victors 
to resolve postwar 
territorial issues and 
voting procedures in 
the United Nations to 
collectively manage 
world order.
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it caused, after a short interlude, in the distribution of global power from 
multipolarity to bipolarity. In what in 1949 became known as the Cold War, 
Washington and Moscow used the � edgling United Nations not to keep the 
peace but to pursue their competition with each other. As the third and last 
hegemonic struggle of the twentieth century, the Cold War and its lessons still 
cast shadows over today�s geostrategic landscape.

� e United States should take the lead in running the world 
in the way that the world ought to be run.

�Harry S Truman, U.S. President

THE  COLD WAR
The second great war of the twentieth century, without parallel in the number 
of participants and destruction, brought about a global system dominated 
by two superstates whose nuclear weapons radically changed the role that 
threats of warfare would play in world politics. Out of these circumstances 
grew the competition between the United States and the Soviet Union for 
hegemonic leadership.

The  Causes  and  Evo lu t ionary  Course  o f  the  Co ld  War
The origins of the twentieth century�s third hegemonic battle for domination 
are debated because the historical evidence lends itself to different interpreta-
tions (see Gaddis 1997). Several postulated causes stand out. At the global 
level of analysis, the � rst is advanced by realism: the Cold War resulted from 
the power transition that propelled the United States and the Soviet Union to 
the top of the international hierarchy and made their rivalry inescapable. For 
example, the Truman-Stalin contest over jointly occupied Germany that culmi-
nated in the 1948�1949 Berlin airlift swept the two superpowers in unforeseen 
directions they could not manage: �conditions in the international system cre-
ated risks that Truman and Stalin could not accept and opportunities they could 
not resist� (Lef� er 2007, pp. 57�58). Circumstances gave each superpower rea-
sons to fear and to struggle against the other�s potential global leadership and 
encouraged each superpower competitor to carve out and establish dominant 
in� uence in its own sphere of in� uence, or speci� ed area of the globe.

A second interpretation, at the state level of analysis, holds that the Cold 
War was simply an extension of the superpowers� mutual disdain for each 
other�s professed beliefs about politics and economics. U.S. animosity toward 
the Soviet Union was stimulated by the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution, which 

bipolarity
a condition in which 
power is concentrated 
in two competing cen-
ters so that the rest of 
the states de� ne their 
allegiances in terms of 
their relationships with 
both rival great power 
superstates, or �poles.�

Cold War
the forty-two-year 
(1949�1991) rivalry 
between the United 
States and the Soviet 
Union, as well as their 
competing coali-
tions, which sought 
to contain each 
other�s expansion 
and win worldwide 
predominance.

power transition
a narrowing of the ratio 
of military capabilities 
between great power 
rivals that is thought to 
increase the probability 
of war between them.

sphere of in� uence
a region of the globe 
dominated by a great 
power.
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brought to power a government that embraced the radical Marxist critique 
of capitalistic imperialism (see Chapter 2). American fears of Marxism stim-
ulated the emergence of anticommunism as an opposing ideology. Accord-
ingly, the United States embarked on a missionary crusade of its own to 
contain and ultimately remove the atheistic communist menace from the face 
of the Earth.

Similarly, Soviet policy was fueled by the belief that capitalism could not 
coexist with communism. The purpose of Soviet policy, therefore, was to 
push the pace of the historical process in which communism eventually 
would prevail. However, Soviet planners did not believe that this histori-
cal outcome was guaranteed. They felt that the capitalist states, led by the 
United States, sought to encircle the Soviet Union and smother communism 
in its cradle, and that resistance by the Soviets was obligatory. As a result, 
ideological incompatibility may have ruled out compromise as an option (see 
Controversy: Was Ideology the Primary Source of East�West Con� ict?).

A third explanation, rooted in decision making at the individual level of 
analysis, sees the Cold War as being fueled by the superpowers� mispercep-
tions of each other�s motives. From this constructivist perspective, con� icting 
interests were secondary to misunderstandings and ideologies. Mistrustful 
actors are prone to see only virtue in their own actions and only malice in 
those of their adversaries. This tendency to see one�s opponent as the com-
plete opposite, or mirror image, of oneself 
makes hostility virtually inevitable. More-
over, when perceptions of an adversary�s 
evil intentions are socially constructed and 
become accepted as truth, a self-ful� lling 
prophecy can develop and the future can be 
affected by the way it is anticipated. Thus, 
viewing each other suspiciously, each rival 
giant acted in hostile ways that encouraged 
the very behavior that was suspected.

Additional factors, beyond those rooted in 
divergent interests, ideologies, and images, 
undoubtedly combined to produce this 
explosive Soviet�American hegemonic 
rivalry. To sort out the relative causal 
in� uence of the various factors, evaluate 
how, once it erupted after the 1945�1948 
gestation period, the Cold War changed 

LOST OPPORTUNITIES? The U.S. thermonuclear standoff that 
became the Cold War might not have occurred had the two rivals made 
other choices: �The Cold War was not predetermined,� argues Melvyn 
Lef� er (2007). �These leaders made choices.� Shown here are Harry 
Truman (left) and Joseph Stalin (right).
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C O N T R O V E R S Y :

WAS IDEOLOGY THE  PRIMARY SOURCE 
OF  EAST�WEST  CONFLICT?

Cold War America was gripped by a �great fear� not simply of the Soviet Union but of communism. Senator 
Joseph McCarthy led the most infamous hunt for communist sympathizers in government, Hollywood production 
companies blacklisted supposed communist sympathizers, and average American citizens were often required to 
take loyalty oaths at their of� ces. Everywhere, communism became synonymous with treasonous, un-American 
activity. As the nuclear arms race escalated and the U.S. government took military action to contain the Soviet 
Union, its justi� cation was almost always expressed in terms of ideology. The threat, as the population learned to 
perceive it, was that of an atheistic, communistic system that challenged the fundamental American principles of 
democratic capitalism. Also, according to the domino theory, which states that communism was driven to knock 
over one country after another, Soviet communism was inherently expansionistic. The other side also couched 
its Cold War rhetoric in terms of ideology, objecting to the imperialistic, capitalist system that the Soviets said 
America planned to impose on the whole world.

Some would argue that fear of the other side�s world dominance may have been more important in the Cold War 
than pure ideology. Both the American and the Soviet governments may have entered the Cold War to secure their 
relative power in the world order as much as to protect pure principles. After all, the United States and the Soviet 
Union had managed to transcend differing ideologies when they acted as allies in World War II. After World War II, 
however, a power vacuum created by the demise of Europe�s traditional great powers drew them into con� ict with 
each other, and as they competed, ideological justi� cations surfaced.

Liberalism, communism, socialism, and capitalism are examples of ideologies of international politics. Ideologies 
help us to interpret life and its meaning and are for that reason indispensable for organizing thought and values. 
As social constructivism suggests, ideology provides meaning within a social context and enables a society to use 
its domestic values and norms to frame its interests and convictions. But commitment to an ideology may at times 
cause hatred and hostility. Institutional proponents of particular ideologies are prone to perceive other ideologies 
competitively�as challenges to the truth of their own ideology�s core beliefs. However, ideology can also become 
an excuse for armed violence. Communist theoretician Vladimir Lenin described the predicament that he perceived 
to underlie the Cold War�prophetically, it turned out�when he predicted: �As long as capitalism and socialism 
exist, we cannot live in peace; in the end, either one or the other will triumph�a funeral dirge will be sung either 
over the Soviet Republic or over world capitalism.� Although scholars are still debating the causes of the Cold War, 
we need to ask whether it was, in fact, an ideological contest over ideas, or a more general contest for power.
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over its forty-four-year duration. The character of the Cold War shifted in 
three phases over its long history (see Figure 3.1), and several distinct pat-
terns emerged that not only provide insights into the impetus behind the 
Cold War but also illustrate the properties of other great power rivalries.

Confrontation, 1947�1962 Though a brief period of wary Soviet�American 
cordiality prevailed in the immediate aftermath of World War II, this good-
will rapidly vanished as the two giants� vital interests collided. At this criti-
cal juncture, George F. Kennan, then a diplomat in the American embassy 
in  Moscow, sent to Washington his famous �long telegram� assessing the 
sources of Soviet conduct. Published in 1947 by the in� uential journal For-
eign Affairs, and signed as �X� to conceal his identity, Kennan argued that 
Soviet leaders would forever feel insecure about their political ability to 
maintain power against forces both within Soviet society and in the outside 
world. Their insecurity would lead to an activist�and perhaps aggressive�
Soviet foreign policy. However, the United States had the power to increase 
the strains under which the Soviet leadership would have to operate, which 
could lead to a gradual mellowing or � nal end of Soviet power. Kennan 
concluded: �In these circumstances it is clear that the main element of any 
United States policy toward the Soviet Union must be that of a long-term, 
patient but � rm and vigilant containment of Russian expansive tendencies� 
(Kennan 1947).

WHAT DO YOU THINK?

� Was the Cold War really an ideological contest between international communism and the free-market 
capitalism espoused by the liberal democracies, or were there other, deeper con� icts of interest involved?

� Did the end of the Cold War signify the triumph of Western values over communist ones? What is 
the potential for ideological differences to reemerge and fuel con� ict between the two countries?

� Can you think of other examples in more recent years where ideological differences have appeared 
to play a role in shaping con� ict between countries?

domino theory
a metaphor popular 
during the Cold War 
that predicted that if 
one state fell to com-
munism, its neighbors 
would also fall in a 
chain reaction, like a 
row of falling dominoes.



84 Great Power Rivalries and Relations

Soon thereafter, President Harry S Truman made Kennan�s assessment the cor-
nerstone of American postwar foreign policy. Provoked in part by violence 
in Turkey and Greece, which Truman and others believed to be communist 
inspired, Truman declared that he believed �it must be the policy of the United 
States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by 
armed minorities or by outside pressures.� Eventually known as the Truman 
Doctrine, this statement de� ned the strategy that the United States would 
pursue for the next forty years, over Kennan�s objections. This strategy, called 
containment, sought to prevent the expansion of Soviet in� uence by encircl-
ing the Soviet Union and intimidating it with the threat of a military attack.

A seemingly endless series of new Cold War crises soon followed. They 
included the communist coup d� Øtat in Czechoslovakia in 1948; the Soviet 

Truman Doctrine
the declaration by 
President Harry S 
Truman that U.S. 
 foreign policy would 
use intervention to sup-
port peoples who allied 
with the United States 
against communist 
external subjugation.
containment
a strategy to prevent a 
great power rival from 
using force to alter the 
balance of power and 
increase its sphere of 
in� uence.

FIGURE 3.1 

KEY EVENTS IN THE EVOLUTION OF THE U.S.�SOVIET RELATIONSHIP DURING THE COLD WAR, 1947�1991 
The evolution of U.S.�Soviet relations during the Cold War displays a series of shifts between periods of con� ict and cooperation. As this 
� gure shows, each superpower�s behavior toward the other tended to be reciprocal, and, for most periods before 1983, confrontation 
prevailed over cooperation.
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blockade of West Berlin in June of that year; the communist acquisition of 
power on the Chinese mainland in 1949; the outbreak of the Korean War 
in 1950; the Chinese invasion of Tibet in 1950; and the on-again, off-again 
Taiwan Straits crises. The Soviets � nally broke the U.S. atomic monopoly in 
1949. Thereafter, the risks of massive destruction necessitated restraint and 
changed the terms of the great powers� rivalry.

Because the Soviet Union remained strategically inferior to the United States, 
Nikita Khrushchev (who succeeded Stalin upon his death in 1953) pursued a 
policy of peaceful coexistence with capitalism. Even so, the Soviet Union at times 
cautiously sought to increase its power in places where opportunities appeared 
to exist. As a result, the period following Stalin�s death saw many Cold War con-
frontations, with Hungary, Cuba, Egypt, and Berlin becoming the � ash points.

In 1962, the surreptitious placement of Soviet missiles in Cuba set the stage for 
the greatest test of the superpowers� capacity to manage their disputes�the 
Cuban Missile Crisis. The superpowers stood eyeball to eyeball. Fortunately, 
one (the Soviet Union) blinked, and the crisis ended. This painful learning expe-
rience both reduced enthusiasm for waging the Cold War by military means 
and expanded awareness of the suicidal consequences of a nuclear war.

From Coexistence to DØtente, 1963�1978 The growing threat of mutual destruc-
tion, in conjunction with the approaching parity of American and Soviet 
military capabilities, made coexistence or nonexistence appear to be the only 
alternatives. At the American University commencement exercises in 1963, 
U.S. President John F. Kennedy warned that

. . . should total war ever break out again�no matter how�our two coun-
tries would become the primary targets. It is an ironical but accurate fact that 
the two strongest powers are the two in the most danger of devastation. . . . 
We are both caught up in a vicious and dangerous cycle in which suspicion 
on one side breeds suspicion on the other and new weapons beget counter-
weapons. In short, both the United States and its allies, and the Soviet Union 
and its allies, have a mutually deep interest in a just and genuine peace and 
in halting the arms race. . . .

So let us not be blind to our differences, but let us also direct attention 
to our common interests and to the means by which those differences can 
be resolved. And if we cannot end now our differences, at least we can help 
make the world safe for diversity.

Kennedy signaled a shift in how the United States hoped thereafter to bargain 
with its adversary, and the Soviet Union reciprocally expressed its interest 
in more cooperative relations. That movement took another step forward 
 following Richard Nixon�s election in 1968. Coached by his national security 

peaceful coexistence
Soviet leader Nikita 
Krushchev�s 1956 
doctrine that war 
between capitalist and 
communist states is 
not inevitable and that 
inter-bloc competition 
could be peaceful.

Case Study: 
The Cold War 
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adviser, Henry A. Kissinger, President Nixon initiated a new approach to Soviet 
relations that in 1969 he of� cially labeled dØtente. The Soviets also adopted 
this term to describe their policies toward the United States, and relations 
between the Soviets and Americans �normalized.� Arms control stood at the 
center of the dialogue surrounding dØtente. The Strategic Arms Limitation 
Talks (SALT), initiated in 1969, sought to restrain the threatening, expensive, 
and spiraling arms race by limiting the deployment of antiballistic missiles. 
As Figure 3.1 shows, cooperative interaction became more commonplace 
than hostile relations. Visits, cultural exchanges, trade agreements, and joint 
technological ventures replaced threats, warnings, and confrontations.

From Renewed Confrontation to Rapprochement, 1979�1991 Despite the careful 
nurturing of dØtente, its spirit did not endure. When the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan in 1979 led to dØtente�s demise, President Jimmy Carter de� ned 
the situation as �the most serious strategic challenge since the Cold War 
began.� In retaliation, he declared America�s willingness to use military force 
to protect its access to oil supplies from the Persian Gulf, suspended U.S. 
grain exports to the Soviet Union, and attempted to organize a worldwide 
boycott of the 1980 Moscow Olympics.

Relations deteriorated dramatically thereafter. President Ronald Reagan and 
his Soviet counterparts (� rst Yuri Andropov and then Konstantin Chernenko) 
exchanged a barrage of confrontational rhetoric. Reagan asserted that the 
Soviet Union �underlies all the unrest that is going on� and described the 
Soviet Union as �the focus of evil in the modern world.� The atmosphere 
was punctuated by Reagan policy adviser Richard Pipes�s bold challenge in 
1981 that the Soviets would have to choose between �peacefully changing 
their communist system . . . or going to war.� Soviet rhetoric was equally 
unrestrained and alarmist.

As talk of war increased, preparations for it escalated. The arms race resumed 
feverishly, at the expense of addressing domestic economic problems. The 
superpowers also extended the confrontation to new territory, such as Cen-
tral America, and renewed their public diplomacy (propaganda) efforts to 
extol the virtues of their respective systems throughout the world. Reagan 
pledged U.S. support for anticommunist insurgents who sought to overthrow 
Soviet-supported governments in Afghanistan, Angola, and  Nicaragua. In 
addition, American leaders spoke loosely about the �winability� of a nuclear 
war through a �prevailing� military strategy that included the threat of a 
�� rst use� of nuclear weapons in the event of conventional war. Relations 
deteriorated as these moves and countermoves took their toll. The new 
Soviet leader, Mikhail Gorbachev, in 1985 summarized the alarming state 

dØtente
in general, a strategy 
of seeking to relax 
tensions between 
adversaries to reduce 
the possibility of war.

Strategic Arms 
Limitation Talks 
(SALT)
two sets of agree-
ments reached during 
the 1970s between 
the United States 
and the Soviet Union 
that established limits 
on strategic nuclear 
 delivery systems.
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of superpower relations by fretting that �The situation is very complex, very 
tense. I would even go so far as to say it is explosive.�

However, the situation did not explode. Instead, prospects for a more con-
structive phase improved greatly following Gorbachev�s advocacy of �new 
thinking� in order to achieve a rapprochement, or reconciliation, of the rival 
states� interests. He sought to settle the Soviet Union�s differences with the 
capitalist West in order to halt the deterioration of his country�s economy and 
international position. Shortly thereafter, Gorbachev embarked on domestic 
reforms to promote democratization and the transition to a market economy, 
and proclaimed his desire to end the Cold War contest. �We realize that we 
are divided by profound historical, ideological, socioeconomic, and cultural 
differences,� he noted during his � rst visit in 1987 to the United States. �But 
the wisdom of politics today lies in not using those differences as a pretext 
for confrontation, enmity, and the arms race.� Soviet spokesperson Georgi 
Arbatov elaborated, informing the United States that �we are going to do a 
terrible thing to you�we are going to deprive you of an enemy.�

Surprisingly, to many adherents of realism who see great power contests for 
supremacy as inevitable and strategic surrender or acceptance of defeat as 
impossibile, the Soviets did what they promised: they began to act like an ally 
instead of an enemy. The Soviet Union agreed to end its aid to and support 

rapprochement
in diplomacy, a policy 
seeking to reestablish 
normal cordial relations 
between enemies.

EASING TENSIONS: U.S.�SOVIET DÉTENTE Pictured here, President Richard Nixon, one of the 
architects of the U.S. �linkage� strategy along with Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, toasts Soviet Premier 
Leonid Brezhnev and fellow dignitaries at their meeting to discuss approaches to relaxing tensions between 
the superpowers.

�linkage� strategy
a set of assertions 
claiming that lead-
ers should take into 
account another coun-
try�s overall behavior 
when deciding whether 
to reach agreement on 
any one speci� c issue 
so as to link coopera-
tion to rewards.
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for Cuba, withdrew from Afghanistan, and announced unilateral reductions 
in military spending. Gorbachev also agreed to two new disarmament agree-
ments: the START (Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty) treaty for deep cuts 
in strategic arsenals and the Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) treaty to 
reduce the Soviet presence in Europe.

In 1989, the Berlin Wall came down, and by 1991 the Cold War had truly 
ended when the Soviet Union dissolved, accepted capitalist free-market prin-
ciples, and initiated democratic reforms. To nearly everyone�s astonishment, 
the Soviet Union acquiesced in the defeat of communism, the reuni� cation 
of Germany, and the disintegration of its east European bloc of allies, the 
Warsaw Pact (see Controversy: Why Did the Cold War End Peacefully?). 
The conclusion of the enduring rivalry between East and West, and with it the 
end of the seventy-year ideological dispute as well, was a history-transforming 
event. �Liberalism seemed to have triumphed�not merely capitalism but 
democracy and the rule of law, as represented in the West, and particularly in 
the United States� (Keohane and Nye 2001a).

The collapse of the Cold War suggested something quite different from the 
lesson of the twentieth century�s two world wars, which had implied that 
great power rivalries are necessarily doomed to end in armed con� ict. The 
Cold War was different; it came to an end peacefully, as a combination of fac-
tors contributed at various stages in the Cold War�s evolution to transform a 
global rivalry into a stable, even cooperative, relationship. This suggests that 
it is sometimes possible for great power rivals to reconcile their competitive 
differences without warfare.

The  Consequences  o f  the  Co ld  War
Although they were locked in a geostrategic rivalry made worse by antag-
onistic ideologies and mutual misperceptions, the United States and the 
Soviet Union avoided a fatal showdown. In accepting the devolution of their 
empire, Russian leaders made the most dramatic peaceful retreat from power 
in history. The end of the Cold War altered the face of world affairs in pro-
found and diverse ways. With the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, no 
immediate great power challenger confronted American hegemonic leader-
ship. However, a host of new security threats emerged, ranging from aspiring 
nuclear powers such as North Korea and Iran to terrorist networks such as 
Al Qaeda. As the turbulent twentieth century wound down, the simple Cold 
War world of clearly de� ned adversaries gave way to a shadowy world of 
elusive foes.
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C O N T R O V E R S Y :

WHY DID  THE  COLD WAR END PEACEFULLY?

How history is remembered is important because those memories shape future decisions about the manage-
ment of great power rivalries. Why did the Cold War end without the use of armed force? That question remains a 
puzzle that still provokes much controversy, in part because the Cold War�s abrupt end came as such a surprise 
to most observers. Also, the unanticipated outcome undermined con� dence in the adequacy of conventional 
realist theories�which argued that no great power would ever accept the loss of position to another hegemonic 
rival without a � ght. In considering your view on this issue, consider the diversity of opinions, at three levels of 
 analysis, re� ective of realist, liberal, and constructivist theorizing:

Contending Interpretations of the Causes of the Cold War�s End

Level of Analysis
Theoretical Perspective

Realism Liberalism Constructivism

Individual Hardball Power Politics
Leaders as Movers 
of History

External In� uences 
on Leadership

�The people who argued 
for nuclear deterrence and 
serious military capabili-
ties contributed mightily 
to the position of strength 
that eventually led the 
Soviet leadership to choose 
a less bellicose, less men-
acing approach to interna-
tional politics.��Richard 
Perle, U.S. presidential 
adviser

�[The end of the Cold 
War was possible] 
primarily because of 
one man� Mikhail 
Gorbachev. The trans-
formations . . . would 
not have begun were it 
not for him.��James A. 
Baker III, U.S. Secretary 
of State

�Reagan�s �tough� policy and 
intensi� ed arms race [did not 
persuade] communists to �give 
up.� [This is] sheer nonsense. 
Quite the contrary, this policy 
made the life for reformers, for 
all who yearned for democratic 
changes in their life, much more 
dif� cult. . .  The [communist 
hard-line] conservatives and 
reactionaries were given 
predominant in� uence . . . . 
Reagan made it practically 
impossible to start reforms after 
Brezhev�s death (Andropov had 
such plans) and made things 
more dif� cult for Gorbachev to 
cut military expenditures.��
Georgi Arbatov, Director of the 
USSR�s Institute for the USA and 
Canada Studies

(continued)
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State Economic Mismanagement Grassroots Movements Ideas and Ideals
�Soviet militarism, in 
harness with communism, 
destroyed the Soviet econ-
omy and thus hastened 
the self-destruction of the 
Soviet empire.��Fred 
Charles IklØ, U.S. Deputy 
Secretary of Defense

�The Soviet Union 
collapsed at the hands 
of its own people.��
Thomas L. Friedman, 
political journalist

�[The many Russian demon-
strators] who sought to reject 
communist rule looked to the 
American system for inspira-
tion. But the source of that 
inspiration was America�s 
reputation as a haven for the 
values of limited government, 
not Washington�s [huge and 
unsurpassed annual] military 
budget and its network of 
global military bases.��Ted 
Galen Carpenter, policy analyst

Global Containment
International Public 
Opinion Cross-Border Contagion Effects

�The U.S. and our allies 
deserve great credit for 
maintaining the military 
and economic power to 
resist and turn back Soviet 
aggression.��Richard M. 
Nixon, U.S. president

�The changes wrought 
by thousands of people 
serving in the trenches 
[throughout the world] 
were at least partially 
responsible [for ending 
the Cold War].��David 
Cortright, political 
scientist

�The acute phase of the fall 
of communism started outside 
of the Soviet Union and spread 
to the Soviet Union itself. By 
1987, Gorbachev made it clear 
that he would not interfere with 
internal experiments in Soviet 
bloc countries. . . . Once com-
munism fell in Eastern Europe, 
the alternative in the Soviet 
Union became civil war or 
dissolution.��Daniel Klenbort, 
political journalist

Evaluate the validity of these contending hypotheses about the causes of the Cold War�s peaceful end. They can�t 
all be correct. So act like a detective looking for clues about causation. And keep in mind the epistemological warn-
ing about approaches to analysis voiced by the � ctional master detective Sherlock Holmes: �It is a capital mistake 
to theorize before one has data. Insensibly one begins to twist facts to suit theories, instead of theories to suit 
facts� (Borer and Bowen 2007).

WHY DID  THE  COLD WAR END PEACEFULLY?  (Cont inued)
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WHAT DO YOU THINK?

� What was the cause of the Cold War�s collapse? Do explanations at one level of analysis better 
explain the end of the Cold War than others?

� Which theoretical perspective is best? Is a particular theory more useful than others depending 
upon on which level of analysis you focus?

� As constructivism warns, the lessons drawn from the Cold War drama remain important because 
they affect how leaders are likely to manage new great power rivalries throughout the twenty-� rst 
century. How has this been seen in the handling of con� icts since the end of the Cold War?

THE  POST�COLD WAR ERA
Rapid, unanticipated changes in world politics create uncertainty about the 
global future. To optimists, the swift transformations following the  collapse 
of communism �ushered in a generation of relative political  stability� 
(Zakaria 2009) and signaled �the universalization of Western  liberal democ-
racy as the � nal form of government� (Fukuyama 1989). To pessimists, 
these sea changes suggested not history�s end but the  resumption of con-
tests for hegemonic domination and opposition over contested ideas and 
ideologies. Both groups recognized that, in the years immediately follow-
ing the end of the Cold War, bipolarity was superseded by unipolarity�a 
hegemonic con� guration of power with only one predominant superstate. 
As time passed, however, other great powers began to vie for increased 
in� uence and visibility in world politics, and there is ongoing debate as to 
whether multipolarity better describes the emerging distribution of power 
today. Of interest is what this might mean for relations among the great 
powers in meeting the new and dif� cult challenges in world politics in the 
post�Cold War era.

Amer ica �s  Un ipo lar  Moment
Unipolarity refers to the concentration of power in a single preponderant 
state. With the end of the Cold War, in a historical �moment� in world his-
tory (Krauthammer 2003), the United States stood alone at the summit of 
the international hierarchy. It remains the only country with the military, 
economic, and cultural assets to be a decisive player in any part of the world 
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it chooses. Its military is not just stronger than anybody else�s; it is stronger 
than everybody else�s, with defense expenditures in 2010 larger than nearly 
all other countries combined. Complementing America�s military might is its 
awesome economic strength. With less than 5 percent of the global popula-
tion, the United States accounts for a � fth of global income and two-� fths of 
the entire world�s combined spending on research and development. Further, 
America continues to wield enormous soft power because it is the hub of 
global communications and popular culture, through which its values spread 
all over the world (Galeota 2006; Nye 2008). In the words of former French 
Foreign Minister Hubart Vedrine, the United States is not simply a super-
power; it is a �hyperpower.�

This rare con� uence of military, economic, and cultural power gives the 
United States what might appear to be an extraordinary ability to shape the 
global future to its will. This is why America�s unique superpower position 
atop the global pyramid of power seemingly allows it to act independently 
without worries about resistance from weaker powers. Rather than working 
in concert with others, a strong and dominant hegemon can address inter-
national problems without reliance on global organizations and can �go it 
alone,� even in the face of strident foreign criticism.

Such unilateralism derives from the desire for control over the � exible con-
duct of a great power�s foreign relations, independent of control by or pres-
sure from other great powers. Unilateralism can involve isolationism; an 
attempt to exert hegemonic leadership; a strategy of selective engagement 
that concentrates external involvements on vital national interests; or an 
effort to play the role of a �balancer� that skillfully backs one side or another 
in a great power dispute (but only when necessary to maintain a military 
equilibrium between the other great power disputants).

Unilateralism has its costs, however. Acting alone may appear expedient, but it 
erodes international support on issues such as combating terrorism, on which 
the United States is in strong need of cooperation from others. At the extreme, 
unilateralism can lead the global leader to play the role of international 
bully, seeking to run the world. And overwhelming power, observes Henry 
Kissinger, �evokes nearly automatically a quest by other societies to achieve a 
greater voice . . . and to reduce the relative position of the strongest.�

The status of being a superpower, the single �pole� or center of power, 
without a real challenger, has fated the United States with heavy and grave 
responsibilities. Although the United States may hold an unrivaled posi-
tion in the world today, in the long run, unipolarity is very unlikely to 
endure. Indeed, every previous leading great power has been vulnerable to 

soft power
the capacity to co-opt 
through such intangible 
factors as the popular-
ity of a state�s values 
and institutions, as 
opposed to the �hard 
power� to coerce 
through military might.

unilateralism
an approach that relies 
on self-help, inde-
pendent strategies in 
foreign policy.

selective engagement
a great power grand 
strategy using eco-
nomic and military 
power to in� uence only 
important particular 
situations, countries, or 
global issues by striking 
a balance between a 
highly interventionist 
�global policeman� 
and an uninvolved 
isolationist.
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imperial overstretch, the gap between internal resources and external com-
mitments (Kennedy 1987). Throughout history, hegemons repeatedly have 
de� ned their security interests more broadly than other states, only to slip 
from the pinnacle of power by reaching beyond their grasp. Excessive costs 
to preserve America�s empire by military means could prove to burst �the 
bubble of American supremacy� (Sanger 2005; Soros 2003).

Since the terrorist attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001, the 
U.S. Congress has approved $864 billion for military operations, base secu-
rity, reconstruction, foreign aid, embassy costs, and veterans� healthcare for the 
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and other programs related to the battle against 
terrorism (CRS 2008). For � scal year 2009, Defense Secretary Robert Gates 
conservatively estimated that those operations would cost $136 billion more. 
Moreover, aside from major deployments in Afghanistan and Iraq, U.S. forces 
are positioned in 737 U.S. military bases in 132 foreign countries along an arc 
of global instability reaching from the Balkans to the Caucasus, through the 
Gulf of Arden to the Korean Peninsula in Asia, and in Haiti (Freedland 2007). 
The trade-offs posed by allocating enormous national resources to military pre-
paredness are re� ected in former U.S. President Dwight Eisenhower�s warning 
that �the problem in defense spending is to � gure out how far you should go 
without destroying from within what you are trying to defend from without.�

The  R ise  o f  the  Rest?  From Un ipo lar i ty 
to  Mul t ipo lar i ty
Yet it is not only the � nancial cost of expansive military commitments that 
has some worried about America�s ability to sustain its predominant posi-
tion in the international system; there are political costs to U.S. assertiveness 
as well. Washington�s neglect of the politics of compromise and consensus 
building over most of the past decade has �reduced America�s standing in the 
world and made the United States less, not more, secure� (Freedland 2007; 
see also Johnson 2007). As Richard Haass, president of the Council on For-
eign Relations (a premier nonpartisan think tank), warns: �America remains 
the world�s preeminent actor, but it is also stretched militarily, in debt � nan-
cially, divided domestically, and unpopular internationally.�

The United States� predominance in the world has been further eroded 
by the � nancial crisis of 2008, which originated in the United States and 
spread throughout the global � nancial system. Foreseeing a world charac-
terized by the �rise of the rest,� realist political journalist Fareed Zakaria 
attributes transformative signi� cance to the economic growth experienced 
by countries throughout the globe during the post�Cold War period, and 

imperial overstretch
the historic tendency 
for hegemons to sap 
their own strength 
through costly imperial 
pursuits and military 
spending that weaken 
their economies in rela-
tion to the economies 
of their rivals.

Simulation: 
Explaining U.S. 

Intervention in Iraq
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the subsequent economic challenges posed by what many perceive as the 
worst downturn since the Great Depression:

The rise of the rest is at heart an economic phenomenon, but the transition 
we are witnessing is not just a matter of dollars and cents. It has politi-
cal, military, and cultural consequences. As countries become stronger and 
richer, and as the United States struggles to earn back the world�s faith, 
we�re likely to see more challenges and greater assertiveness from rising 
nations (Zakaria 2009, p. xxiii).

There is growing recognition that the distribution of power in the interna-
tional system is shifting to what political scientist Samuel Huntington (2005) 
has described as uni-multipolar. According to this perspective, while the 
United States continues to be the only superpower, other states are not easily 
dominated. U.S. involvement remains critical in addressing key international 
issues, but resolution of transnational problems also requires action by some 
combination of other major states. Yet the potential for great power rivalry 
is increased, as the great powers in Europe and Asia have begun to resist 
American hegemony, and there is a growing gap between the U.S. view of its 
own power and how other countries see that power (Brooks 2006).

uni-multipolar
a global system where 
there is a single domi-
nant power, but the 
settlement of key inter-
national issues always 
requires action by the 
dominant power in 
combination with that 
of other great powers.

W
or

ld
 D

ev
el

op
m

en
t R

ep
or

t 2
00

9,
 p

p.
 9

7.
 C

op
yr

ig
ht

 '
 2

00
9 

W
or

ld
 B

an
k.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
. R

ep
ro

du
ce

d 
by

 p
er

m
is

si
on

.

12,000

GDP, US$
(billions)

6,000
3,000
1,000
500

MAP 3.3 

EMERGING REGIONS OF POWER IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY GLOBAL HIERARCHY To estimate which countries 
are the most powerful and which are relatively weak, analysts frequently rely on the size of states� economies because that measure 
predicts the power potential of each state (that is, their relative capacity to project power and exercise global in� uence). This map 
pictures the proportionate economic clout of the leading great powers (measured by gross domestic product), showing the United States, 
Europe, and China as today�s leading economic powerhouses.
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As diplomatic historian Paul Kennedy (2006) notes, 
there are growing limits on American domination: 
�The United States possesses the world�s single larg-
est national economy but faces huge trade and budget 
 de� cits and economic rivalries from an equally large 
European Union and a fast-growing China. Its armed 
forces look colossal, but its obligations look even larger.� 
If some combination of U.S. imperial overstretch along-
side rising economic and political in� uence by America�s 
chief challengers transforms the current distribution of 
global power, many scholars and policy makers predict 
that a multipolar global system with more than two 
dominant centers of power will emerge.

Because multipolar systems include several compara-
tively equal great powers, they are complex. The inter-
play of military and economic factors, with great 
powers competing as equals, is fraught with uncer-
tainty. Differentiating friend from foe becomes espe-
cially dif� cult when allies in military security may 
be rivals in trade relationships. As Map 3.3 and 
Figure 3.2 show, the long-term economic trajectories based on differential national 
growth rates point to a world in which China is likely to overtake the United 
States, followed by another day when a united Europe and perhaps other great 
powers, such as India or a resurgent Russia, will eventually also challenge Ameri-
can � nancial preeminence.

Look ing  Ahead :  The  Future  o f  Great  Power  Re la t ions
There is a deepening sense that shifts in the global distribution of power 
are underfoot. Of current debate is the extent to which the United States 
will continue to hold its position as the principal global leader. Leslie Gelb, 
a renowned foreign policy expert, rejects the idea that we are moving into 
a period where the United States will be no more signi� cant than the other 
great powers. He shares the view that the United States will remain an indis-
pensable leader for years to come:

The shape of global power is decidedly pyramidal�with the United States 
alone at the top, a second tier of major countries (China, Japan, India, Russia, 
the United Kingdom, France, Germany, and Brazil), and several tiers descend-
ing below. Even the smallest countries now occupy a piece of the interna-
tional pyramid and have, particularly, enough power to resist the strong. But 

A RESURGENT RUSSIA �Following years of 
post-Cold War irrelevance and decline, Russia has more 
recently gone to great lengths to prove to the rest of the 
world that it matters internationally . . . whether supporting 
separatist groups in neighboring states, cutting off gas 
to Belarus and Ukraine, or standing up for Iran at the 
UN Security Council� (Mankoff 2009, p. 6). Shown here, 
Russian President Medvedev and Prime Minister Vladimir 
Putin enjoy the Victory Day military parade through 
Moscow�s Red Square to celebrate Russia�s victory over 
Nazi Germany during World War II.
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among all nations, only the United States is a true global power with global 
reach (Gelb 2009, p. xv).

Others see the world from a somewhat different perspective, perceiving a great 
transformation marked by the ascendance of other great powers in what has been 
coined a �post-American� world where many other state and nonstate actors help 
to de� ne and direct how we respond to global challenges. �At the politico-military 
level, we remain in a single-superpower world. But in every other dimension�
industrial, � nancial, educational, social, cultural�the distribution of power is 
shifting, moving away from American dominance� (Zakaria 2009, p. 4).

Predicting what cleavages and partnerships will develop among the great pow-
ers in the future twenty-� rst-century system will be dif� cult because it will be 
hard to foresee what will become the next major axis of con� ict. Competition 
could emerge from any pair of great powers, but it may be restricted to one 
sphere of interaction. For example, the United States, Japan, China, and India 
are highly competitive in their commercial relations; nevertheless, they also 
display continuing efforts to manage their security relations collaboratively, as 
shown by their cooperation in � ghting terrorism (Mead 2006). After years of 

China
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FIGURE 3.2 

PROJECTION OF THE LARGEST GLOBAL 
ECONOMIES BY 2020 (INDEX, UNITED STATES 
� 100) �With Western, and especially American, 
economic and political pre-eminence challenged in 
ways it has not been before, the downturn could end up 
redistributing power and in� uence� (Bradsher 2009, 
p. 1). Using purchasing power parities (PPPs) to remove 
differences in countries� price levels, the Economist 
forecasts the probable size of the largest economies 
in 2020. The projections show that the rank order of 
the largest economic powerhouses by 2020 will be 
substantially different from today�s, with China narrowly 
overtaking the United States. Ec
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decline following the end of the Cold War, Russia seeks to restore what it sees 
as its rightful place as a global leader among the great powers, though it is not 
particularly interested in directly challenging the West (Mankoff 2009).

Such cross-cutting axes of con� ict and cooperation will affect the stability 
of relations among the great powers. Throughout history, different types of 
power structures have existed in the international system, some of which 
have experienced more stability than others. The most unstable have pos-
sessed multiple rigid, polarized alignments, such as during the period prior to 
the outbreak of World War I (Kegley and Raymond 1994). When great pow-
ers compete in one sphere of activity but cooperate elsewhere, the potential 
increases that any given issue will divide them in opposing coalitions. Great 
power con� ict would be frequent, but as long as security and economic dis-
putes did not overlap, they would not necessarily divide the system into two 
antagonistic camps. Under these circumstances, the danger of polarization 
could be managed if the great powers develop international rules and institu-
tions to manage their � uid, mixed-motive relationships.
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A NEW GLOBAL HEGEMON? China�s status as an economic powerhouse has generated fears 
elsewhere that as China becomes a modern military power, it will seek hegemony and eventually use force to 
cause trouble abroad. In Beijing, China�s rise to great power status is seen as helpful to maintaining peace. 
Shown here are Chinese People�s Liberation Army soldiers marching with bayoneted ri� es while performing 
of� cial honor guard duties at a welcoming ceremony in Beijing�a show of strength at Tiananmen Square by 
the Chinese army, and a symbol of China�s potential to project power.
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Pervasive hostilities could emerge between any pair of great powers, such as 
between the globe�s two major contenders for supremacy, the United States 
and China, if their competition escalates and they practice containment to 
prevent their rival�s quest for hegemony. However, this kind of armed rivalry 
need not develop; cooperation could increase instead. Quite different and 
inconsistent political types of great power relations could emerge in the 
economic and military spheres. There is the probability of economic rivalry 
growing as global trade expands the integration of states� economies in an 
ever-tightening web of interdependence. However, the likelihood of secu-
rity cooperation for many of these same relationships is also high. Table 3.2 
presents a projection of the kind of cross-cutting bilateral relationships that 
could develop among the great powers throughout the twenty-� rst century. 
It estimates the probability of military cooperation and economic con� ict 
between any pair of the � ve major powers.

Today the paradox prevails that many pairs of great powers that are the 
most active trade partners are also the greatest military rivals, but the key 
question is whether economic cooperation will help to reduce the potential 
for military competition in the future. The opportunities and challenges that 

Table 3.2  The New Great Power Chessboard: Simultaneously 
Unfolding Military and Economic Rivalries

Military Rivalry
United States Japan European Union Russia China

United States �

Japan L �

European Union M M �

Russia H H H �

China H H H M �

Economic Rivalry
United States Japan European Union Russia China

United States �

Japan H �

European Union H H �

Russia L L M �

China H H M M �
Note: The symbols H�high, M�medium, and L�low predict the probability of increasing future rivalries 
in various bilateral relationships.
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we face in the world today call for a multilateral approach, with all of the 
great powers working cooperatively to achieve global solutions.

One possibility along these lines is the development of a concert, or a cooper-
ative agreement, among the great powers to manage the global system jointly 
and to prevent international disputes from escalating to war. The Concert of 
Europe, at its apex between 1815 and 1822, is the epitome of previous great 
power efforts to pursue this path to peace. The effort to build a great power 
coalition to wage a war against global terrorism following 9/11 is a more 
recent example of multilateralism to construct a concert through collective 
approaches. Some policy makers also recommend that today�s great pow-
ers unite with the lesser powers in constructing a true system of collective 
security. The formation of the League of Nations in 1919 is the best exam-
ple of this multilateral approach to peace under conditions of multipolarity, 
and despite Russia�s invasion of neighboring Georgia in 2008, some believe 
Russia�s pledge to cooperate with NATO is representative of a collective 
security quest to maintain peace through an alliance of powerful countries.

Challenge and opportunity always come together�under certain 
conditions one could be transformed into the other.

�Hu Jintao, Chinese President

Of course, we have no way of knowing what the future holds. Patterns and 
practices can change, and it is possible for policy makers to learn from pre-
vious mistakes and avoid repeating them. What is crucial is how the great 
powers react to the eventual emergence of a new global system where power 
and responsibility are more widely distributed. It is clear that the choices 
the great powers make about war and peace will determine the fate of the 
world. In Chapter 4, we turn your attention from the rich, powerful, and 
commercially active great powers at the center of the world system to the 
poorer, weaker, and economically dependent states in the Global South and 
the rising powers in the Global East.

concert
a cooperative 
 agreement in design 
and plan among great 
powers to manage 
jointly the global 
system.

multilateralism
cooperative 
approaches to manag-
ing shared problems 
through collective and 
coordinated action.
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A global human society based on poverty for many and prosperity 
for a few, characterized by islands of wealth surrounded by a sea 

of poverty, is unsustainable.
�� abo Mbeki, former president of South Africa

MAKING NEW FRIENDS  Increasingly, the small powers of the Global South are having the opportunity to 
participate and wield in� uence in world politics. Pictured here with schoolchildren in Indonesia, recognition 
of this is re� ected in Hillary Clinton�s decision to make Asia the destination of her � rst trip as Secretary of 
State�something that had not been done since Dean Rusk�s 1961 visit. Not only does Southeast Asia want 
American engagement as a counterbalance to China�s expanding military might, but the United States sees its 
future shaped by Asia as well.
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Earth is divided into two hemispheres, north and south, at the equator. 
This arti� cial line of demarcation is, of course, meaningless except for 
use by cartographers to chart distance and location on maps. How-

ever, this divide also represents a popular way of describing the inequalities 
that separate rich and poor states. By and large, these two groups are located 
on either side of the equator (see Map 4.1).

Life for most people in the Northern Hemisphere is very different from that in 
the Southern Hemisphere. The disparities are profound, and in many places 
appear to be growing. The division in power and wealth characterizing the 
Global North and Global South poses both moral and security problems. As 
the philosopher Plato in � fth-century BCE Greece counseled, �There should 
exist neither extreme poverty nor excessive wealth, for both are productive 
of great evil.� While poverty and inequality have existed throughout recorded 
history, today the levels have reached extremes. The poor countries � nd them-
selves marginalized, in a subordinate position in the global hierarchy. What 

Global North
a term used to refer 
to the world�s wealthy, 
industrialized countries 
located primarily in the 
Northern Hemisphere.

Global South
a term now often 
used instead of �Third 
World� to designate 
the less developed 
countries located pri-
marily in the Southern 
Hemisphere.

MAP 4.1

THE GLOBAL NORTH, GLOBAL SOUTH (AND GLOBAL EAST) Global North countries are wealthy and democratic. 
In contrast, according to the World Bank, the Global South countries are home to 84 percent of the world�s population, but the 
impoverished people living there possess only 25 percent of the world�s gross national income (WDR 2009, p. 353). As shall be seen, 
into this picture should now be placed �the Global East,� countries that have arisen from the former Global South and are now 
positioned to rival the levels of prosperity that the Global North has enjoyed in the last two decades.
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are the causes and consequences of the pronounced inequalities between the 
great powers and the disadvantaged countries trapped in poverty? That is the 
central question that you will consider in this chapter.

THE  COLONIAL  ORIGINS  OF  THE  GLOBAL 
SOUTH�S  CURRENT  CIRCUMSTANCES
Many analysts trace the roots of today�s inequalities among states at the 
global level of analysis because they believe that the global system has prop-
erties built into it that account for the inability of most poor countries to 
close the gap with the wealthy countries. Taking their hypothesis that pre-
vailing worldwide conditions are part of a much longer historical pattern, 
they note that the rules governing international politics today were con-
structed in the 1648 Peace of Westphalia following Europe�s Thirty Years� 
War. These rules were crafted by the most powerful actors on the world 
stage�the great powers at the time�to serve their parochial self-interests 
in preserving their predominant positions at the top of the global pyramid 
of power by preventing less-powerful states from joining them (see Kegley 
and Raymond 2002).

The origins and persistence of the inequalities of states stem in part from the 
fact that today�s modern global system was initially, and remains, a socially 
constructed reality by, of, and for the most powerful states. The powerful did 
not design a global system for equals; the great powers followed the prescrip-
tion of realist thought to always seek self-advantage. Accordingly, they did 
not build the global system with an eye to preventing the victimization of the 
weak and the disadvantaged.

So, a good starting place is to begin your inquiry by taking into consid-
eration the legacy of this seedbed for today�s global system. Many ana-
lysts see the history of colonialism, the European conquest of indigenous 
peoples and the seizure of their territory for exclusively European gain, 
as the root source of the problem. They note that almost all of the inde-
pendent sovereign states in the Southern Hemisphere were at one time 
colonies. These analysts argue that today�s inequalities are a product of 
this past colonization.

During the Cold War, the term Third World was used to distinguish the 
growing number of newly independent but economically less developed 
states that, for the most part, shared a colonial past with those states 
aligned with either the communist East or the capitalistic West. However, 

indigenous peoples
the native ethnic and 
cultural inhabitant 
populations within 
countries, referred to 
as the �Fourth World.�

Third World
a Cold War term to 
describe the less 
 developed countries 
of Africa, Asia, the 
Caribbean, and 
Latin America.
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the �Third World� soon was used to refer to those countries that had failed 
to grow economically in a way that was comparable to countries of the 
First World industrialized great powers such as Europe, North America, 
and Japan. The so-called Second World, consisting of the Soviet Union 
and its allies in other communist countries, was distinguished by a com-
munist ideological commitment to planned economic policies rather than 
reliance on free-market forces. The terms Second World and Third World 
carry obsolete Cold War baggage. Today the term Global North, which 
refers to what was previously known as the First World, and Global South, 
which refers to the less developed countries in the Southern Hemisphere, 
are now commonplace. These contemporary terms largely correspond to 
the distinction between great powers and small powers as well (see Chapter 
5, also Kassimeris 2009).

The placement of particular states within these categories is not easy. Although 
journalists, policy makers, and scholars frequently generalize about the 
Global South, considerable diversity exists within this grouping of states. For 
example, it includes low-income countries such as Ghana and Haiti, where 
a majority of the population tries to survive through subsistence agricul-
ture; middle-income countries such as Brazil and Malaysia, which produce 
manufactured goods; and some countries such as Kuwait and Qatar, whose 
petroleum exports have generated incomes rivaling those of Global North 
countries.

Global South countries are different in other ways as well. Included among 
their ranks is Indonesia, an archipelago of more than seventeen thousand 
islands scattered throughout an oceanic expanse larger than the United 
States, and Burundi, a landlocked state slightly smaller than Maryland. Also 
included is Nigeria, with 148 million inhabitants, and Uruguay, with just 
three million people. In addition to these geographic and demographic dif-
ferences, Global South countries also vary politically and culturally, ranging 
from democratic Costa Rica to autocratic Myanmar.

The emergence of the Global South as an identi� able group of states is a dis-
tinctly contemporary phenomenon. Although most Latin American countries 
were independent before World War II, not until then did other countries 
of the Global South gain that status. In 1947, Great Britain granted inde-
pendence to India and Pakistan, after which decolonization�the freeing of 
colonial peoples from their dependent status�gathered speed. Since then, a 
profusion of new sovereign states has joined the global community, nearly 
all carved from the British, Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, and French empires 
built under colonialism four hundred years ago.

First World
the relatively wealthy 
industrialized countries 
that share a commit-
ment to varying forms 
of democratic political 
institutions and devel-
oped market econo-
mies, including the 
United States, Japan, 
the European Union, 
Canada, Australia, and 
New Zealand.

Second World
during the Cold War, 
the group of countries, 
including the Soviet 
Union, its (then) East-
ern European allies, and 
China, that embraced 
communism and cen-
tral planning to propel 
economic growth.

decolonization
the achievement of 
sovereign indepen-
dence by countries that 
were once colonies of 
the great powers.

small powers
countries with limited 
political, military, or 
economic capabilities 
and in� uence.
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Today, few colonies exist and the decolonization process is almost complete. 
However, the effects persist. Most of the ethnic national con� icts that are 
now so prevalent have colonial roots, as the imperial powers drew borders 
within and between their domains with little regard for the national identi-
ties of the indigenous peoples. Similarly, the disparity in wealth between the 
rich Global North and the poor Global South is attributed in part to unequal 
and exploitative relations during the colonial period, as is a legacy of mis-
trust and insecurity that persists not only across this global divide but also 
within the former colonial countries themselves (see Map 4.2).

The  F i rs t  Wave  o f  European  Imper ia l i sm
The � rst wave of European empire building began in the late � fteenth cen-
tury, as the Dutch, English, French, Portuguese, and Spanish used their naval 
power to militarily conquer territories for commercial gain. Scienti� c inno-
vations made the European explorers� adventures possible, and merchants 
followed in their wake, �quickly seizing upon opportunities to increase their 

MAP 4.2

A LEGACY OF MISTRUST Spurred 
by the quest for labor in the New World 
(Africans proved much more resistant 
than the indigenous peoples to the 
diseases brought over by Europeans), 
the expanding colonial powers eagerly 
participated in a transatlantic slave 
trade from the mid-1500s through the 
late 1700s. Harvard economist Nathan 
Nunn attributes the stalled economic 
development of much of Africa to 
the trauma of this colonial legacy, 
arguing that major shocks can �change 
people�s behavior in ways that seem 
pretty permanent.� Indeed, in �regions 
of Africa where the slave trade was 
most concentrated, people today extend 
less trust to other individuals: not only 
to foreigners, but also to relatives and 
neighbors� (Keating 2009, p. 28). Fo
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business and pro� ts. In turn, Europe�s governments perceived the possibili-
ties for increasing their own power and wealth. Commercial companies were 
chartered and � nanced, with military and naval expeditions frequently sent 
out after them to ensure political control of overseas territories� (Cohen 
1973, p. 20).

The economic strategy underlying the relationship between colonies and colo-
nizers during this era of �classical imperialism� is known as  mercantilism�an 
economic philosophy advocating government regulation of economic life 
to increase state power. European rulers believed that power � owed from 
the possession of national wealth measured in terms of gold and silver, and 
that cultivating mining and industry to attain a favorable balance of trade 
(exporting more than they imported) was the best way to become rich. 
�Colonies were desirable in this respect because they afforded an opportu-
nity to shut out commercial competition; they guaranteed exclusive access 
to untapped markets and sources of cheap materials (as well as, in some 
instances, direct sources of the precious metals themselves). Each state was 
determined to monopolize as many of these overseas mercantile opportu-
nities as possible� (Cohen 1973, p. 21). States wedded to realist justi� ca-
tions of the competitive drive for global power saw the imperial conquest 
of foreign territory by war as a natural by product of active government 
management of the economy.

By the end of the eighteenth century, the European powers had spread them-
selves, although thinly, throughout virtually the entire world. But the colonial 
empires they had built began to crumble. Britain�s thirteen North American 
colonies declared their independence in 1776, and most of Spain�s posses-
sions in South America won their freedom in the early nineteenth century. 
Nearly one hundred colonial relationships worldwide were terminated in the 
half-century ending in 1825 (Bergesen and Schoenberg 1980).

As Europe�s colonial empires dissolved, belief in the mercantilist philoso-
phy also waned. As liberal political economist Adam Smith argued in his 
1776 treatise, The Wealth of Nations, national wealth grew not through 
the accumulation of precious metals but rather from the capital and goods 
they could buy. Smith�s ideas about the bene� ts of the �invisible hand� of 
the unregulated marketplace laid much of the intellectual foundation for 
 classical liberal economic theory. Following Smith and other liberal  free-trade 
theorists, faith in the precepts of laissez-faire economics (minimal govern-
ment interference in the market) gained widespread acceptance (see also 
Chapter 12). Henceforth, European powers continued to seek colonies, but 
the rationale for their imperial policies began to change.

mercantilism
a government trade 
strategy for accumulat-
ing state wealth and 
power by encouraging 
exports and discourag-
ing imports.

classical liberal 
economic theory
a body of thought 
based on Adam Smith�s 
ideas about the forces 
of supply and demand 
in the marketplace, 
emphasizing the 
 bene� ts of minimal 
government regulation 
of the economy and 
trade.

laissez-faire 
economics
the philosophical prin-
ciple of free markets 
and free trade to give 
people free choices 
with little government 
regulation.
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All history is only one long story to this e� ect: Men have struggled 
for power over their fellow men in order that they might win the 

joys of Earth at the expense of others, and might shift the burdens of 
life from their own shoulders upon those of others.

�William Graham Summer, American realist economic-sociologist

The  Second  Wave  o f  European  Imper ia l i sm
From the 1870s until the outbreak of World War I, a second wave of impe-
rialism washed over the world as Europe, joined later by the United States 
and Japan, aggressively colonized new territories. The portion of the globe 
that Europeans controlled was one-third in 1800, two-thirds by 1878, 
and four-� fths by 1914 (Fieldhouse 1973). As illustrated in Map 4.3, in 
the last twenty years of the nineteenth century Africa fell under the con-
trol of seven European powers (Belgium, Britain, France, Germany, Italy, 
Portugal, and Spain), and in all of the Far East and the Paci� c, only China, 
Japan, and Siam (Thailand) were not conquered. However, the foreign great 
powers carved China into separate zones of commerce, which they each indi-
vidually controlled and exploited for pro� t. Japan itself also imperialisti-
cally occupied Korea and Formosa (Taiwan). Elsewhere, the United States 
expanded across its continent, acquired Puerto Rico and the Philippines in 
the 1898  Spanish-American War, extended its colonial reach westward to 
Hawaii, leased the Panama Canal Zone �in perpetuity� from the new state 
of  Panama (an American creation), and exercised considerable control over 
several Caribbean islands, notably Cuba. The preeminent imperial power, 
Great Britain, in a single generation expanded its empire to cover one-� fth 
of the earth�s land area and comprised perhaps one-fourth of its population 
(Cohen 1973). As British imperialists were proud to proclaim, it was an 
empire on which the sun never set.

So why did most of the great powers�and those that aspired to great power 
status�engage in this expensive and often vicious competition to control 
other peoples and territories? What explains the new imperialism?

One answer lies in the nature of the global economy. With the Industrial 
Revolution, capitalism grew�emphasizing the free market, private owner-
ship of the means of production, and the accumulation of wealth. Radical 
theorists following Karl Marx and Vladimir Lenin, who called themselves 
adherents of communism, saw imperialism�s aggressive competition as 
caused by capitalists� need for pro� table overseas outlets for their surplus 
(�� nance�) capital. Sharing a critical perspective of the capitalist world 

communism
the radical ideology 
maintaining that if soci-
ety is organized so that 
every person produces 
according to his or her 
ability and consumes 
according to his or her 
needs, a community 
without class distinc-
tions will emerge, 
sovereign states will 
no longer be needed, 
and imperial wars of 
colonial conquest will 
vanish from history.
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MAP 4.3

GLOBAL IMPERIALISM 1914 The ten major imperial powers competed for colonies throughout the globe in the present-
day Global South, and on the eve of World War I, their combined territories covered much of the world.
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economy, world-system theory saw a world division of labor where the 
(industrial) �core� areas exploit the (nonindustrial) �periphery,� and colo-
nization provided a means for imperial control over foreign lands. Liberal 
economists, by contrast, regarded the new imperialism not as a product of 
capitalism but, rather, as a response to certain maladjustments that, given 
the proper will, could be corrected. What the three perspectives shared was 
the belief that economics explained the new imperialism: It was rooted in 
the material needs of advanced capitalist societies for cheap raw materi-
als, additional markets to consume growing production, and places for the 
investment of new capital (see Chapter 2).

Another explanation emphasizes purely political factors as the source of 
the second wave of imperialism. As liberal British economist J. A. Hobson 
argued in his seminal 1902 book, Imperialism, jockeying for power and pres-
tige between competitive empires had always characterized the great powers� 
behavior in the European balance-of-power system. Hobson believed that 
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imperialism through  overseas expansion was simply a global exten-
sion of this inter-European competition for dominance inspired by 
the realpolitik theoretical premise that all states have an unquench-
able thirst for more and more power.

By the 1800s, Britain emerged from Europe�s perpetual con� ict as the 
world�s leading power. By 1870, however, British hegemony began to 
decline. Germany emerged as a powerful industrial state, as did the 
United States. Understandably, Britain tried to protect its privileged 
global position in the face of growing competition from the newly emerg-
ing core states. Its efforts to maintain the status quo help to explain the 
second wave of imperial expansion, especially in Africa, where partition 
served the imperial powers at the expense of local populations.

Se l f -Determinat ion  and  Deco lon izat ion 
in  the  Twent ie th  Century
The climate of opinion turned decidedly against imperialism when the 
1919 Versailles peace settlement that ended World War I embraced 
liberalism�the body of theoretical thought that stresses the impor-
tance of ideas, ideals, and institutions to generate progress, prosperity, 
and peace. Part of that reform program was the principle of national 
self- determination championed by U.S. President Woodrow Wilson. 
Self- determination advocated that indigenous nationalities should 
have the moral right to decide which authority would rule them. 
Wilson and other liberal theorists (see Chapter 2) reasoned that free-
dom would lead to the creation of states and governments that were content 
with their territorial boundaries and therefore less inclined to make war. In 
practice, however, the attempt to redraw states� borders to separate national-
ity groups was applied almost exclusively to war-torn Europe, where six new 
states were created from the territory of the former Austrian-Hungarian Empire 
(Austria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Poland, Romania, and the ethnically
divided Yugoslavia). Other territorial adjustments also were made in Europe, 
but the proposition that self-determination should be extended to Europe�s 
overseas empires did not receive serious support.

Still, the colonial territories of the powers defeated in World War I were 
not simply parceled out among the victorious allies, as had typically hap-
pened in the past. Instead, the territories controlled by Germany and the 
Ottoman Empire were transferred under League of Nations auspices to 
countries that would govern them as �mandates� until their eventual 

realpolitik
the theoretical outlook 
prescribing that coun-
tries should increase 
their power and wealth 
in order to compete 
with and dominate 
other countries.

A NEW FACE OF GLOBAL 
SOUTH SOCIALISM Having 
replaced his elder brother, long-time 
communist ruler Fidel Castro, in 
2008 as president of Cuba, Raul 
Castro pledged to �improve people�s 
spiritual and material lives.� 
However, disappointingly little has 
been done thus far to alleviate 
poverty and repression, and despite 
a purge of eleven government 
ministers, it is expected that under 
Raul�s leadership the radical 
perspective of Marxist-Leninism will 
persist and there will be �continued 
one-party rule and a state-run 
economy that will be tweaked, 
rather than radically reformed�
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self-determination
the liberal doctrine that 
people should be able to 
determine the govern-
ment that will rule them.
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self-rule. Many of these territorial decisions gave rise to subsequent con-
� icts such as in the Middle East and Africa. For example, the League of 
Nations called for the eventual creation of a Jewish national homeland in 
Palestine and arranged for the transfer of control over Southwest Africa 
(called Namibia) to what would become the white minority regime of 
South Africa.

The principle implicit in the League of Nations mandate system gave birth 
to the idea that �colonies were a trust rather than simply a property to be 
exploited and treated as if its peoples had no rights of their own� (Easton 
1964, p. 124). This set an important precedent after World War II, when the 
defeated powers� territories placed under the United Nations (UN) trustee-
ship system were not absorbed by others but were promised eventual self-
rule. Thus, support for self-determination gained momentum.

The decolonization process accelerated in 1947, when the British consented 
to the independence of India and Pakistan. War eventually erupted between 
these newly independent states as each sought to gain control over disputed 
territory in Kashmir in 1965, in 1971, and again as the nuclear-armed states 
clashed in 2002. Violence also broke out in Vietnam and Algeria in the 1950s 
and early 1960s when the French sought to regain control over their pre�
World War II colonial territories. Similarly, bloodshed followed closely on 
the heels of independence in the Congo when the Belgians granted their Afri-
can colony independence in 1960, and it dogged the unsuccessful efforts of 

Portugal to battle the winds of decolo-
nization that swept over Africa as the 
1960s wore on.

Despite these political convulsions, 
decolonization for the most part was 
not only extraordinarily rapid but 
also remarkably peaceful. This may 
be explained by the fact that World 
War II sapped the economic and mili-
tary vitality of many of the colonial 
powers. World-system analysts con-
tend that a growing appreciation of 
the costs of empire also eroded sup-
port for colonial empires (Strang 
1990, 1991). Whatever the underly-
ing cause, colonialism became less 
acceptable. In a world increasingly 

NEW STATES After the decolonization process runs its complete course, 
more new countries can be expected because many existing states are 
fragmenting. When World War I broke out, only sixty-two independent 
countries existed; now there are more than two hundred. Many new sovereign 
states are very small. Pictured here is the �micro� state of Nauru, which has 
a president, a supreme court, and the full apparatus of government to rule its 
tiny population. Half the globe�s countries have populations less than that of 
the U.S. state of Massachusetts.
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dominated by rivalry between East and West, Cold War competition for 
political allies gave both the superpower rivals incentives to lobby for the 
liberation of overseas empires. Decolonization �triumphed,� as Inis Claude 
(1967, p. 55) explains, in part �because the West [gave] priority to the con-
tainment of communism over the perpetuation of colonialism.�

Many Global South countries feared, however, that they would become 
entrapped in the Cold War and that their right to self-determination would 
be compromised, so they adopted foreign policies based on nonalignment. 
The strategy energized both the United States and the Soviet Union to renew 
their efforts to attract the uncommitted Global South countries to their own 
network of allies, often offering economic and military aid as an inducement. 
Some states aligned themselves with either the United States or the Soviet 
Union; others avoided taking sides in the Cold War. The latter approach
gathered momentum in 1955, when twenty-nine nonaligned states from Asia 
and Africa met in Bandung, Indonesia, to construct a strategy to combat colo-
nialism. Six years later, leaders from twenty-� ve countries met in Belgrade, 
Yugoslavia, and created the Nonaligned Movement (NAM). The membership 
of this coalition would later grow to more than one hundred countries.

The Cold War�s end eroded the bargaining leverage nonalignment had pro-
vided the Global South. As a strategy, nonalignment �died� with the Cold 
War. But the passion of Global South leaders to eradicate global inequities 
lives on, as can be seen in the 2003 Non-Aligned Kuala Lumpur Summit 
Declaration, which raised questions about the inability of many Global 
South countries to advance. Thus, the Global South worries that in the future, 
even newer forms of great power imperialism might continue to destroy any 
Global South hopes for progress.

As the old order crumbled�and as the leaders in the newly emancipated ter-
ritories discovered that freedom did not translate automatically into auton-
omy, economic independence, or domestic prosperity�the con� ict between 
the rich Global North and the emerging states of the Global South began.

NORTH AND SOUTH TODAY:  WORLDS APART
The Global South is sometimes described today as a �zone of turmoil� or an 
�axis of upheaval,� in large measure because, in contrast with the peaceful 
and democratic Global North, most of the people in the Global South face 
chronic poverty amidst war, tyranny, and anarchy. In the poorest countries 
of the Global South where preexisting conditions of dictatorships and dismal 

nonalignment
a foreign policy posture 
that rejects participat-
ing in military alliances 
with rival blocs for fear 
that formal alignment 
will entangle the state 
in an unnecessary 
involvement in war.

nonaligned states
countries that do not 
form alliances with 
opposed great powers 
and practice neutrality 
on issues that divide 
great powers.

Nonaligned Movement 
(NAM)
a group of more than 
one hundred newly 
independent, mostly 
less developed, states 
that joined together as 
a group of neutrals to 
avoid entanglement 
with the superpowers� 
competing alliances 
in the Cold War and 
to advance the Global 
South�s primary inter-
ests in economic coop-
eration and growth.
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� nancial prospects persist, the odds increase that these countries will experi-
ence civil wars and armed con� icts with each other (Collier 2005; Ferguson 
2009). Indeed, more than 90 percent of the inter- and intrastate con� icts and 
90 percent of the casualties in the past sixty years occurred within the Global 
South (see Chapter 7).

Democracy has spread rapidly and widely since the 1980s, becoming the 
preferred mode of governance throughout much of the Global South as a 
means of promoting both economic development and peace. Because the 
Global North�s history suggests that �economic and technological develop-
ment bring a coherent set of social, cultural, and political changes . . . and 
they also bring growing mass demands for democratic institutions and for 
more responsive behavior on the part of elites� (Inglehart and Welzel 2009, 
p. 39), the continuing expansion of Global South market economies under 
capitalism appears likely to hasten democratization.

Even so, the continued enlargement of the liberal democratic community is 
not guaranteed, with some seeing democracy as failing even while elections 
become more commonplace. In many places, democratization is only �skin 
deep.� As Oxford economist Paul Collier (2009, p. 149) points out

In the average election held among the bottom billion poorest of the world�s 
population, despite the fact that voters usually have many grounds for com-
plaint, the incumbent �wins� a healthy 74 percent of the vote. In elections 
with particularly weak restraints, it is an even healthier 88 percent. Somehow 
or other, incumbents in these societies are very good at winning elections.

Furthermore, many Global South countries lack well-developed domestic 
market economies based on entrepreneurship and private enterprise. Indeed, 
the global � nancial crisis has exacerbated the disappointment of some in the 
Global South with �the failure of free-market policies to bring signi� cant 
economic growth and reduce the region�s yawning inequality� (Schmidt and 
Malkin 2009, p. 5), and has generated a renewed interest in the radical ideas of 
Karl Marx, who would likely have seen the crisis as the natural by-product of 
�the �contradictions� inherent in a world comprised of competitive markets, 
commodity production and � nancial speculation� (Panitch 2009, p. 140).

The fact that 84 percent of the world�s population is poor is both a re� ection 
and cause of these unequally distributed resources. To measure the disparities, 
the World Bank differentiates the �low-income� and �low- and middle-income,� 
economies in developing countries, whose gross national income (GNI) is 
an average of $13,141 billion for each state, from the �high-income� developed 
countries, which average $39,686 billion for each state (WDI 2009). Among 

developing countries
a category used by the 
World Bank to identify 
low-income Global 
South countries with a 
2009 GNI per capita 
below $935 and middle-
income countries with a 
GNI per capita of more 
than $935 but less than 
$11,456.

gross national 
income (GNI)
a measure of the 
production of goods and 
services within a given 
time period, which is 
used to delimit the 
geographic scope of 
production. GNI mea-
sures production by a 
state�s citizens or compa-
nies, regardless of where 
the production occurs.



113C h a p t e r  4

the developed countries, wide variations in economic performance (growth and 
in� ation rates, debt burdens, and export prices, for example) and international 
circumstances (such as the availability of oil and other fuels) are evident.

Numbers paint pictures and construct images, and the data on the division 
between the Global North and Global South point to brutal disparities and 
inequalities. When we compare the differences on some key indicators differ-
entiating low- and middle-income countries from high-income countries (at 
the peak of development), we discover huge gaps (see Table 4.1).

developed countries
a category used by 
the World Bank (WDI 
2009) to identify Global 
North countries, with 
a GNI per capita of 
$11,456 or more 
annually.

Table 4.1  Two Worlds of Development: 
An International Class Divide

Characteristic
Developing 

Global South
Developed 

Global North
Number of countries/economies 145 65

Population (millions) 5,554 1,056

Average annual population growth rate, 2005�2015 1.2% 0.4%

Population density (people for each sq km) 58 32

Women in policy positions 17% 22%

Land area (thousands of km2) 96,140 33,504

Gross national income for each person $2,366 $37,570

Average annual % growth of GDP per person, 2006�2007 6.8% 1.8%

Net foreign direct investment in� ows (% of GDP) 3.7% 4.1%

Exports ($ billions) $4,960 $12,191

Imports ($ billions) $4,509 $12,186

Workers� remittances received (in millions) $281,174 $90,089

Refugees by country of origin (thousands) 1,103,100 271,500

Access to improved sanitation (% of population) 55% 100%

Prevalence of undernourishment (% of population) 16% 5%

Public health expenditure (% of GDP) 5.3% 11.2%

Primary education completion rate (%) 85% 97%

Daily newspapers for each 1,000 people 66 261

Internet users for each 100 people 13 66

Life expectancy at birth 67 79

Population living in cities (%) 37 73

(continued)
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This picture darkens even more when the focus shifts to the plight of the 
poorest in the low-income developing countries. More than 1,296 million 
people (20 percent of humanity) live in one of the forty-nine countries at 
the bottom of the global hierarchy, the least developed of the less  developed 
countries (LLDCs), where barter of one agricultural good for another (rather 
than money) typically is used for economic exchanges (WDI 2009). Some-
times described as the �Third World�s Third World,� these countries are the 
very poorest, with little economic growth and rapid population growth that 
is increasingly straining their overtaxed society and environment. These 
countries are not emerging or reemerging to break the chains of their destitu-
tion; they are falling behind the other Global South countries.

A daunting scale of misery and marginalization is thus evident across the Global 
South, from which only a fraction of its countries have begun to escape. For most 
Global South countries, the future is bleak, and the opportunities and choices 
most basic to freedom from fear and poverty are unavailable. The aggregate 
pattern underlying global trends in the last twenty years shows that more than 
sixty countries today are worse off than they were and are falling ever further 
behind the levels achieved by the countries in the Global North. When we con-
sider that nearly all the population growth in the twenty-� rst century will occur 
in the Global South, the poorest countries cut off from circulation in the global-
ized marketplace, it is hard to imagine how the gap can close and how the soil 
of poverty can be prevented from producing terrorism and civil war.

This tragic portrayal of unspeakable despair for so many Global South states 
raises the basic theoretical question: Why does the Global South, at this 
 historical juncture, suffer from such dismal destitution?

least developed of 
the less developed 
countries (LLDCs)
the most impoverished 
countries in the Global 
South.

Characteristic
Developing 

Global South
Developed 

Global North
Number of motor vehicles for each 1,000 people 38 630

Personal computers for each 100 people 5 67

Households with television (%) 63% 98%

Energy use for each person (kg of oil equivalent) 1,108 5,416

Armed forces 21,544,000 5,710,000

Where people live on Earth in� uences how they live. As this information shows, the situation is much more favorable�and the quality of life is relatively 
advantageous�in the developed countries of the Global North than it is in the Southern Hemisphere, where nearly all the Global South countries are located.

Source: World Bank, 2009 World Development Indicators. Copyright ' 2009 by World Bank. All rights reserved. Reproduced by permission.

Table 4.1  Two Worlds of Development: 
An International Class Divide (Continued)
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THEORETICAL  EXPLANATIONS 
OF  UNDERDEVELOPMENT
Why has the Global South lagged far behind the Global North in its compar-
ative level of well-being and development? And why have the development 
experiences even within the Global South differed so widely?

The diversity evident in the Global South invites the conclusion that underde-
velopment is explained by a combination of factors. Some theorists explain 
the underdevelopment of most developing economies by looking primarily 
at internal causes within states. Other theorists focus on international causes 
such as the position of developing countries in the global political economy. 
We will take a brief look at each of these schools of thought.

In terna l  Factors :  C lass ica l  Economic 
Deve lopment  Theory �s  In terpretat ion
Liberal economic development theories of modernization � rst emerged in 
the early post�World War II era. They argued that major barriers to devel-
opment were posed by the Global South countries� own internal charac-
teristics. To overcome these barriers, most classical theorists recommended 
that the wealthy countries supply various �missing components� of develop-
ment, such as investment capital through foreign aid or private foreign direct 
investment.

Once suf� cient capital was accumulated to promote economic growth, these 
liberal theorists predicted that its bene� ts would eventually �trickle down� to 
broad segments of society. Everyone, not just a privileged few, would begin to 
enjoy rising af� uence. Walt W. Rostow, an economic historian and U.S. pol-
icy maker, formalized this theory in The Stages of Economic Growth (1960). 
He predicted that traditional societies beginning the path to development 
would inevitably pass through various stages by means of the free market 
and would eventually �take off� to become similar to the mass-consumption 
societies of the capitalist Global North. Even though the rich are likely to 
get richer, it was argued, as incomes in the world as a whole grow, the odds 
increase that a preindustrialized economy will grow faster and eventually 
reduce the gap between it and richer countries.

The Global South rejected that prognosis and the premises on which it 
was based. Leaders there did not accept the classical liberal argument that 
the Global North became prosperous because they concentrated on hard 
work, innovative inventions of new products, and investments in schooling. 

development
the processes, eco-
nomic and political, 
through which a coun-
try develops to increase 
its capacity to meet its 
citizens� basic human 
needs and raise their 
standard of living.

modernization
a view of development 
popular in the Global 
North�s liberal democ-
racies that wealth is 
created through ef� -
cient production, free 
enterprise, and free 
trade, and that coun-
tries� relative wealth 
depends on techno-
logical innovation and 
education more than 
on natural endowments 
such as climate and 
resources.
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Furthermore, by the mid 1970s, it was apparent that assistance from the rich 
countries of the Global North had not brought about signi� cant progress 
toward prosperity or democracy in the Global South as expected. The Global 
South was instead persuaded by the rival theory that attributed their lack of 
development to the international links between developing countries and the 
Global North�s leadership in the global political economy.

In ternat iona l  Factors :  Dependency 
Theory �s  In terpretat ion
Whereas classical theory attributes the causes of most developing countries� 
underdevelopment to internal conditions within states, dependency theory 
emphasizes international factors in general and the Global South�s depen-
dence on the dominant great powers in particular. As noted in Chapter 2, 
dependency theory builds on Vladimir Lenin�s radical critique of imperial-
ism, but it goes beyond it to account for changes that have occurred in recent 
decades. Its central proposition is that the structure of the capitalist world 
economy is based on a division of labor between a dominant core and a 
subordinate periphery. As a result of colonialism, the Global South countries 
that make up the periphery have been forced into an economic role whereby 
they export raw materials and import � nished goods. Whereas classical lib-
eral theorists submit that specialization in production according to compara-
tive advantage will increase income in an unfettered market and therein help 
close the gap between the world�s haves and have-nots, dependency theorists 
maintain that global inequalities cannot be reduced so long as developing 
countries continue to specialize in producing primary products for which 
there are often numerous competing suppliers and limited demand.

Breaking out of their dependent status and pursuing their own industrial 
development remains the greatest foreign policy priority for countries in 
the Global South. To this end, some countries (particularly those in Latin 
America) have pursued development through an import-substitution 
 industrialization strategy designed to encourage domestic entrepreneurs to 
manufacture products traditionally imported from abroad. Governments 
(often dictatorships) became heavily involved in managing their economies 
and, in some cases, became the owners and operators of industry.

Import-substitution industrialization eventually fell from favor, in part 
because manufacturers often found that they still had to rely on Global North 
technology to produce goods for their domestic markets. The preference now 
is for export-led industrialization, based on the realization that �what had 
enriched the rich was not their insulation from imports (rich countries do, 

import-substitution 
industrialization
a strategy for economic 
development that cen-
ters on providing inves-
tors at home incentives 
to produce goods 
so that previously 
imported products from 
abroad will decline.

export-led 
industrialization
a growth strategy that 
concentrates on devel-
oping domestic export 
industries capable of 
competing in overseas 
markets.
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in fact, import all sorts of goods) but their success in manufactured exports, 
where higher prices could be commanded than for [Global South] raw mate-
rials� (Sklair 1991).

Dependency theorists also argue that countries in the Global South are vul-
nerable to cultural penetration by multinational corporations (MNCs) and 
other outside forces, which saturate them with values alien to their societ-
ies. Once such penetration has occurred, the inherently unequal exchanges 
that bind the exploiters and the exploited are sustained by elites within the 
penetrated societies, who sacri� ce their country�s welfare for personal gain.
The argument that a privileged few bene� t from dependency at the expense 
of their societies underscores the dual nature of many developing countries. 
Dualism refers to the existence of two separate economic and social sectors 
operating side by side. Dual societies typically have a rural, impoverished, 
and neglected sector operating alongside an urban, developing, or advanced 
sector�but with little interaction between the two.

MNCs contribute to dualism by favoring a minority of well-compensated 
employees over the rest that increases gaps in pay and by widening differ-
ences between rural and urban economic opportunities.

Although dependency theory has great appeal within the Global South, it 
cannot easily explain the rapid economic development of what many people 
refer to as the newly industrialized countries (NICs) in the Global East. Nei-
ther does it do a good job of explaining the lack of sustained development 
of countries such as Cuba, Myanmar, and North Korea that focused their 
economic growth efforts inwardly and have had little involvement in global 
trade. Recently, however, there has been a reincarnation of modernization 
theory that once again looks at how internal characteristics, such as social 
and cultural conditions, may shape political and economic development (see 
Controversy: Theories of Development: A Return to Modernization?).

CLOSING THE  GAP?  THE  GLOBAL  SOUTH�S 
PROSPECTS  IN  A  WORLD OF  GREAT  POWERS
The vast political, economic, and social differences separating the Global 
North and the Global South suggest that the remaining countries in the 
Global South are increasingly vulnerable, insecure, and defenseless, and that 
these conditions are products of both internal and international factors. 
Given the multiple problems standing in the way of Global South security 
and prosperity, ask yourself how you, were you to become a head of state 

dualism
the separation of a 
country into two sec-
tors, the � rst modern 
and prosperous cen-
tered in major cities, 
and the second at the 
margin, neglected and 
poor.

newly industrialized 
countries (NICs)
the most prosperous 
members of the Global 
South, which have 
become important 
exporters of manufac-
tured goods as well as 
important markets for 
the major industrialized 
countries that export 
capital goods.

dependent 
development
the industrialization 
of peripheral areas 
within the con� nes 
of the dominance-
dependence 
 relationship between 
the Global North and 
the Global South, 
which enables the poor 
to become wealthier 
without ever catching 
up to the core Global 
North countries.

Global East
the rapidly growing 
economies of East and 
South Asia that have 
made those countries 
competitors with the 
traditionally dominant 
countries of the Global 
North.
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C O N T R O V E R S Y :

THEORIES  OF  DEVELOPMENT:  A  RETURN 
TO  MODERNIZATION?

Over time, the perceived effectiveness and credibility of theories have waxed and waned depending in part upon 
their ability to explain and predict current world events. Such has been the case with theoretical explanations of 
modernization. During its heyday in the 1960s, classical theory prescribed countries to emulate the path of indus-
trial democracies in order to develop. However, it was apparent by the 1970s that such efforts had not resulted in 
widespread prosperity or democracy. For example, many countries in Latin America, such as Chile, Argentina, and 
Brazil, suffered from authoritarian rule and abject poverty. Dependency theory grew in popularity at this time, with 
its focus on the global capitalist system�rather than the internal problems of the Global South countries�as 
the reason for persistent underdevelopment. Yet the relevance of this theoretical explanation came to be ques-
tioned as well, particularly in light of the success of the Global East countries that experienced meaningful growth 
by participating in the global market and pursuing export-oriented strategies.

As both perspectives fell out of vogue, critics suggested that modernization theory was dead. However, since the 
end of the Cold War, a nuanced version of modernization theory has emerged and is gaining credibility. Respond-
ing to changes in the world such as the demise of communism and the economic success of East Asian countries, 
its core premise is that producing for the world market enables economic growth; investing the returns in human 
capital and upgrading the work force to produce high-tech goods brings higher returns and enlarges the educated 
middle class; once the middle class becomes large and articulate enough, it presses for liberal democracy�the 
most effective political system for advanced industrial societies (Inglehart and Welzel 2009, p. 36).

Like earlier incarnations of modernization theory, this more recent version similarly sees economic development 
as eliciting important and predictable changes in politics, culture, and society. Yet it provides a more complex 
understanding in a number of ways (Inglehart and Welzel 2009):

� History Matters. As constructivists would argue, a society�s beliefs, values, and traditions shape its larger 
worldview and its engagement with the forces of modernization.

� Modernization Is Not Westernization. The success of industrialization in the Global East, and the role 
of countries other than the United States as models for development, challenges earlier ethnocentric 
assumptions of modernization theory.

� Modernization Is Not Democratization. While economic development tends to produce certain societal changes 
linked to modernization, increases in per capita GDP do not automatically result in democracy, as seen in the 
case of Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates.

� Modernization Is Not Linear. There are multiple in� ection points, as individual phases of modernization tend 
to be associated with particular changes in society; industrialization tends to be linked to bureaucratization, 
hierarchy, and secularization while post-industrialization tends to emphasize individual autonomy and self-
expression values.

This debate over the sources of modernization provides us ideas about why some countries develop to a greater 
extent than others. It also illustrates a feedback loop between real-world events and trends and the construction 
and testing of theory.
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WHAT DO YOU THINK?

� How are liberalism, constructivism, and radical perspectives (such as Marxism) re� ected in the 
various versions of modernization theory?

� What are the implications of the new modernization theory for the rise of gender equality? For 
democratization? For the role of international organizations as instruments of development?

� New modernization theory suggests that the rise of the middle class is an important component in 
a country�s development into a democracy. How might this be an important policy perspective for 
decision makers, both domestically and internationally? What might some policy outputs look like, 
taking new modernization theory into account?

of a Global South country, would approach these awesome challenges. Your 
choices would undoubtedly bene� t by considering the different approaches 
Global South countries have taken to pursue their objectives, particularly in 
their relationships with the Global North.

Fue l ing  Growth  through  O i l  and  Techno logy
Consider one category of Global South states whose relative wealth contrasts 
sharply with the LLDCs� poverty: those Global South states that have fossil 
fuels to consume and export. The sixteen developing-country exporters of 
oil and other fuels, and especially the twelve members of the Organization of 
Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), have escaped the LLDCs� grim fate. 
Notably, OPEC members Kuwait, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates have 
risen to the high-income group�s standards of living, rivaling or exceeding 
some Global North countries.

Differences in technological capabilities also separate the Global North and 
Global South. Typically, Global South countries have been unable to evolve 
an indigenous technology appropriate to their own resources and have been 
dependent on powerful Global North multinational corporations (MNCs) 
(see Chapter 5) to transfer technical know-how. This means that research 
and development expenditures are directed toward solutions of the Global 
North�s problems, with technological advances seldom meeting the needs 
of the Global South. And in the information age, technology has not been 

multinational 
corporations (MNCs)
business enterprises 
headquartered in one 
state that invest and 
operate extensively in 
many other states.

Simulation: OPEC
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distributed equally geographically: the low-
est density of computer connections to the 
Internet is in the Global South. Nonetheless, 
emerging multinationals in the Global South 
have made advances, and are �spooking the 
rich world�s established multinationals with 
innovative products and bold acquisitions� 
(The Economist, March 28, 2009, p. 20).

The  G loba l  East
Another group of countries that inspires hope 
and awe is the �middle-income� and rapidly 
rising newly industrialized countries in East 
and Southern Asia. This new contingent 
of countries, called �the Global East,� has 
arisen from the former Global South and is 

now positioned to rival the levels of prosperity that the Global North has 
enjoyed in the last two decades (Mahbubani 2009). They are experiencing 
even greater success than the oil-exporting countries. Their achievement lies 
in moving beyond the export of simple un� nished goods such as crude oil 
to the export of manufactured goods and to providing service and expertise 
in the digital revolution of the information age. Today, the NICs are among 
the largest exporters of manufactured goods and are leaders in the infor-
mation processing industry. They have climbed from the periphery into the 
semiperiphery and beyond to rival the Global North.

The pace was set by the so called Asian Tigers. South Korea, Singapore, 
Taiwan, and Hong Kong engineered export-led growth through aggressively 
so-called neomercantilist policies aimed at protecting infant industries from 
foreign competition and subsidizing their manufacturers. Following the 
lead paved by Japan in developing new products for export, China, India, 
 Malaysia, and Thailand next followed this route toward joining the ranks 
of the wealthiest states. Their growth has been energized by the outsourcing of 
jobs from the labor-costly Global North to the skilled Asian workers capable 
of performing the same labor at less expense to the multinational corpora-
tion MNCs headquartered in the Global North.

What World Politics labels the Global East is the new global success story 
that is transforming the world (see Map 4.1). A loose de� nition of the Global 
East would include not only the long-leading economy of Japan and the 
four Asian Tigers (South Korea, Singapore, Taiwan, and Hong Kong), but 

semiperiphery
to world-system theo-
rists, countries midway 
between the rich 
�core,� or center, and 
the poor �periphery� in 
the global hierarcy, at 
which foreign invest-
ments are targeted 
when labor wages 
and production costs 
become too high in 
the prosperous core 
regions.

Asian Tigers
the four Asian NICs 
that experienced 
far greater rates of 
economic growth 
during the 1980s than 
the more advanced 
industrial societies of 
the Global North.

outsourcing
the transfer of jobs by 
a corporation usually 
headquartered in a 
Global North country to 
a Global South country 
able to supply trained 
workers at lower wages.

EMERGING MARKET GIANTS Launched in March 2009, the 
Tata Nano is the world�s cheapest car and is the innovation of an 
emerging multinational in Mumbai, India. With low-cost production 
models based on inexpensive local labor and growing domestic 
markets, companies in the Global South are competing with the rich-
country multinationals in the Global North.
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also China, India, Malaysia, and Thailand. Together, these nine Asian econo-
mies account for roughly one-third of the total world gross national income, 
adjusted for purchasing power parity (PPP) (WDR 2009, pp. 352-353). 
This remarkable trend provoked political journalist Thomas L. Friedman to 
conclude, �When the history of this era is written, the trend that historians 
will cite as the most signi� cant . . . will be the rise of China and India.� He 
added, �How the world accommodates itself to these rising powers, and how 
America manages the economic opportunities and challenges they pose, is 
the most important global trend to watch.� Both China and India are already 
commercial giants and have set their sights on being the globe�s next great 
powers.

The success of the NICs in elevating themselves above the rest of the Global 
South has inspired faith in the neoclassical theorists� export-led strategies 
and now encourages other Global South countries to copy them by remov-
ing still other obstacles standing in the way of economic growth, such as 
speeding up transitions toward fuller economic liberalization and democratic 
governance.

Mi l i tary  Secur i ty
Global South countries must face the fateful question of whether they dare to 
call for help from the great powers and dominating international organiza-
tions when violence, terrorism, and anarchy prevail. The cry for assistance 
poses risks, because where there is outside involvement, there tends to be 

purchasing power 
parity (PPP)
an index that calcu-
lates the true rate 
of exchange among 
currencies when 
parity�when what can 
be purchased is the 
same�is achieved; the 
index determines what 
can be bought with a 
unit of each currency.

FROM RAGS TO RICHES A number of formerly poor Global South countries have catapulted to af� uence, either through free markets 
and aggressive trade or by capitalizing on abundant natural resources. Dubai, shown here (left), is a prime example of the latter. Rising 
oil prices have created a boom that is transforming this Arab kingdom into a zone of prosperity, as exempli� ed by the construction of the 
world�s largest shopping mall with the world�s largest aquarium and a � ve-story underwater hotel. Not to be outdone, Saudi and Kuwaiti 
investors have developed a huge � nancial center in war-torn but oil-rich Sudan, Africa�s largest country. Pictured (right) are Sudanese 
crossing the bridge to witness the inauguration ceremony for the � nancial center on March 21, 2009.
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outside in� uence, some of which may be unwelcome. There is a � ne line 
between external involvement and interference. On top of this concern is 
another: the threat of great power indifference or inability to agree about 
when, where, why, and how they should collectively become involved within 
Global South borders where violence, ethnic cleansing, and terrorism occur.

Faced with seemingly endless con� ict at home or abroad, and a desire to 
address military insecurity on their own terms, it is not surprising that the 
Global South countries have joined the rest of the world�s quest to acquire 
modern weapons of war�including nuclear weapons, as in the cases of 
China, India, North Korea, and Pakistan. As a result, the burden of military 
spending (measured by the ratio of military expenditures to GNP) is highest 
among those least able to bear it (SIPRI 2009). In the Global South, military 
spending typically exceeds expenditures on health and education; impov-
erished states facing ethnic, religious, or tribal strife at home are quite pre-
pared to sacri� ce expenditures for economic development in order to acquire 
weapons.

Few Global South states produce their own weapons. Weak Global South 
governments, paralyzed by fears of separatist revolts, have invested increased 
proportions of their country�s modest national budgets in arms rather than 
seek to reduce poverty by reallocating scarce revenues from the military 
to social and economic development. Most Global South countries have 
increased their military spending to purchase arms produced in the Global 
North at higher rates than do their Global North counterparts (SIPRI 2009). 
Thus, in responding to a world of powers, the Global South appears to be 
increasing its dependence for arms purchases on the very same rich states 
whose military and economic domination they historically have most feared 
and resented.

Reform of  the  Economic  Order
Although some Global South countries bene� t from global economic integra-
tion and prosper, others remain immune to the alleged bene� ts of globaliza-
tion and are especially vulnerable to recessions in the global economy. How 
to cope with dominance and dependence thus remains a key Global South 
concern. The emerging Global South countries were born into a political-
economic order with rules they had no voice in creating. In order to gain 
control over their economic futures, they began coordinating their efforts 
within the United Nations, where their growing numbers and voting power 
gave them greater in� uence than they could otherwise command.
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In the 1960s, they formed a coalition of the world�s poor, the Group of 77 
(G-77), and used their voting power to convene the UN Conference on Trade 
and Development (UNCTAD). UNCTAD later became a permanent UN 
organization through which the Global South would express its interests 
concerning development issues. A decade later, the G-77 (then numbering 
more than 120 countries) again used its UN numerical majority to push for 
a New International Economic Order (NIEO) to replace the international 
economic regime championed by the United States and the other capitalist 
powers since World War II. Motivated by the oil-exporting countries� rising 
bargaining power, the Global South sought to compel the Global North to 
abandon practices perceived as perpetuating their dependence.

Not surprisingly, the Global North rebuffed many of the South�s proposals, 
although some of the issues that were raised (such as debt relief) remain on 
the global agenda. At the 2003 World Trade Organization meeting in Cancœn, 
Mexico, for example, the poor countries united to demand major conces-
sions from the wealthy countries, especially with regard to foreign subsidies. 
In 2008 another step was taken when �Banco del Sur� (Bank of the South) 
was launched by founding members Brazil and Argentina to compete directly 
with the World Bank and thereby fund big infrastructure projects through 
the region�s new oil wealth to go around Global North interference.

Regiona l  Trade  Reg imes
With the failure of reform envisioned by the NIEO, the integration of Global 
South countries into the globalization process will occur according to the 
rules dictated by the Global North. Are there alternatives? Can regional 
arrangements enable Global South states to take advantage of growing eco-
nomic interdependence to achieve their development goals?

To promote growth through regional economic agreements, in the 1990s the 
global economy began to subdivide into three �trade blocs��one in Europe, 
with the European Union (EU) as its hub; a second in the Americas, with the 
United States at the center; and a third in the Global East, with Japan and 
China dominant. Consider some recent developments:

� In the Americas: The Central America-Dominican Republic Free 
Trade Agreement (CAFTA-DR) aims to emulate NAFTA and create a 
free-trade zone that includes the United States, Dominican Republic, 
Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Honduras, and Costa Rica. Intent 
on liberalizing U.S. and Central American markets, the agreement is 
the � rst major �sub-regional� agreement between very unequal trading 

Group of 77 (G-77)
the coalition of Third 
World countries that 
sponsored the 1963 
Joint Declaration of 
Developing Countries 
calling for reform to 
allow greater equality in 
North�South trade.

New International 
Economic Order 
(NIEO)
the 1974 UN policy 
resolution that called 
for a North�South dia-
logue to open the way 
for the less developed 
countries of the Global 
South to participate 
more fully in the mak-
ing of international 
economic policy.
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partners�the combined GDP of Central America is equal to 1% of 
the U.S. GDP (IMF 2009). Mercosur, commonly referred to as the 
�Common Market of the South,� is the largest trading bloc in South 
America and aims for full economic integration of the region. Full 
members include Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, Uruguay, and Venezuela, 
with Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Chile holding associate 
membership status.

� In Asia: The association of Asia-Paci� c Economic Cooperation (APEC), 
an informal forum created in 1989, has committed itself to creating 
a free-trade zone during the next twenty-� ve years. In addition, the 
members of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), � rst 
established in 1967 by Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, 
Singapore, and Thailand and now including Vietnam, agreed to set up a 
free-trade area.

� In Sub-Saharan Africa: The Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) is the largest of twelve regional free-trade areas in the region.

Will the lofty expectations of these regional politico-economic groups be 
realized? In the past, political will and shared visions have proven to be 
indispensable elements in successful regional trade regimes that set rules for 
members� collaboration. Economic complementarity is another essential 
component, as the goal is to stimulate greater trade among the members of 
the free-trade area, not simply between it and other regions.

Fore ign  A id  and  Remi t tances
One approach for closing the gap between the Global South and the Global 
North is through the distribution of foreign assistance. Urging the wealthy 
countries to help the poorest, Chinese president Hu Jintao declared in 
February 2009 that �developed countries should assume their responsibili-
ties and obligations, continue to deliver their aid, [keep their] debt relief 
commitments, maintain and increase assistance to developing countries and 
effectively help them maintain � nancial stability and economic growth.�

Some foreign aid consists of outright grants of money, some of loans at 
concessional rates, and some of shared technical expertise. Although most 
foreign aid is bilateral and is termed of� cial development assistance 
(ODA)� meaning the money � ows directly from one country to another�an 
increasing portion is now channeled through global intergovernmental insti-
tutions such as the World Bank, and hence is known as �multilateral aid� 
(see  Chapter 5). Moreover, the purposes of aid are as varied as its forms. 
Commonly stated foreign aid goals include not only the reduction of poverty 

foreign aid
economic assistance 
in the form of loans 
and grants provided by 
a donor country to a 
recipient country for a 
variety of purposes.

bilateral
interactions between 
two transnational 
actors.

of� cial development 
assistance (ODA)
grants or loans to 
countries from donor 
countries, now usually 
channeled through 
multilateral aid institu-
tions such as the World 
Bank for the primary 
purpose of promoting 
economic development 
and welfare.
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through economic development but also human development, environmental 
protection, reduced military spending, enhanced economic management, the 
development of private enterprise, increased power for women, the promo-
tion of democratic governance and human rights, and humanitarian disaster 
relief and assistance to refugees (Dimiral-Pegg and Moskowitz 2009, Woods 
2008, Barrett 2007). However, security objectives traditionally have � gured 
prominently as motives of donors� allocations of both economic aid and 
military assistance, and still do. For example, the United States continues to 
target Israel and Egypt as major recipients to symbolize friendship, maintain 
a balance of power, and tilt the scales toward peace in the Middle East. Also, 
security was the primary motive behind the doubling of the U.S. foreign 
assistance budget following 9/11 to provide funds for allies� use in the global 
war on terrorism.

The assumption that development will support other goals, such as foster-
ing solidarity among allies and promoting commercial advantage, free mar-
kets, or democratization, still underpins most donors� assistance programs. 
The general trend for the past � fteen years in foreign aid allocations has 
been toward slowly rising increases. In 2008, Global North donors gave 
$119.8 billion to poor countries (OECD 2009), well on the way to achieving 
the 2007 G-8 Gleneagles, Scotland, summit goals, where the donors prom-
ised to increase aid to $130 billion by 2010 (The Economist, April 7, 2007). 
With the Millennium Challenge Account (MCA), the United States commit-
ted to provide from 2006 onward at least $5 billion each year in aid to 
seventeen eligible countries that �govern justly, invest in their people, and 
encourage economic freedom.� This represented the largest increase in U.S. 
development assistance since the Marshall Plan in 1948.

Many aid donors have become frustrated with the slow growth rates of many 
of the Global South recipients and have grown impatient and doubtful of the 
effectiveness of their aid programs, despite strong evidence that foreign aid 
has made a positive difference (Easterbrook 2002). Critics particularly resent 
what they perceive to be an entrenched state of mind in many Global South 
cultures that stands in the way of development, which�while bemoaning 
poverty�at the same time condemns the pro� t motive, competition, and 
consumerism at the heart of capitalism�s spirit. Donors are especially resent-
ful that the countries seeking aid do not value the core Western values of 
hard work, economic competition, and entrepreneurial creativity believed to 
be crucial for progress and prosperity.

In response to this viewpoint, donors have grown increasingly insistent 
on �conditionality,� or demands that aid recipients must meet to receive 

Video: Embarrassing 
the Rich to Help the 

Poor
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assistance. Donors also persist in their habit of making development assis-
tance �tied� to the donors for their bene� t, such as requiring purchases from 
the donors, even though the World Bank estimates this practice reduces the 
value of aid by 15 to 30 percent, decreases its ef� ciency, and violates the same 
free-market principles that the Global North promotes.

On top of this, Global South countries complain that the Global North 
donors have been promising for the past forty years to allocate 0.7 percent 
of their gross national product (GNP) to foreign aid, but only a few have 
kept the promise or even come close (see Figure 4.1). This is true despite the 
evidence that more assistance does indeed contribute to development when 
it is designed properly and is delivered in a sustained way to countries with 
records of improving democratic governance (Sachs 2005). Recently, how-
ever, many Global South leaders have joined Global North critics of foreign 
aid, interpreting it as an instrument of neocolonialism and neoimperialism 
and resenting the conditionality criteria for receiving aid imposed by the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and other multilateral institutions. As 

FIGURE 4.1

BROKEN PROMISES 
With UN Resolution 2626, 
the wealthy countries of the 
Global North agreed in 1970 
to allocate 7 percent of their 
GNP as aid for the long-term 
development of the poorer 
countries of the Global South. 
Though the Global North has 
given $2.74 trillion in aid 
since that time, the amount 
falls far short of the promised 
assistance, which would 
now come to $3.66 trillion 
(Shah 2009).
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