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THANK YOU FOR CHOOSING my book, International Relations – For People Who Hate Politics! I would like to show my appreciation by giving you two booklets, The Art of Asking Powerful Questions – in the World of Systems and Introduction to International Security.

The Art of Asking Powerful Questions will cover:


-  What bounded rationality is,

-  How to distinguish event- and behavior-level analysis,

-  How to find optimal leverage points,

-  And how to ask powerful questions using a systems thinking perspective.



Introduction to International Security will include:


-  The difference between strategic and security studies,

-  The three paradigms of security,

-  The key assumptions of security, 

-  And how security is defined on the international field. 



Click here to download the two booklets.

If you’re having any difficulties downloading the files, please contact me at albertrutherfordbooks@gmail.com and I will remedy the issue. 
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“OH, THOSE SLEAZY POLITICIANS!”

“Which is the only mammal that can thrive without a backbone? A politician!”

“How can you spot a politician lying? Their mouth is moving.”

Have you ever encountered any of these remarks or jokes during your lifetime? If you live on planet Earth, you probably have. Disdain for politicians is just as common as for the parking enforcers. Politicians represent not only a country, a county, or a smaller community – they also represent the art of politics. In the minds of many, politics and politicians became synonyms. But is it prudent to judge a field of science based on some of its representatives? For instance, if you encountered a bad doctor, would it mean that medical science itself is useless? 

“But what if all doctors were bad? Would theoretical medicine matter if all its practitioners did a poor job?” one might ask. That’s a tricky question – and if this was true, if all medical professionals were as good as dart throwing monkeys, then sure, theoretical medicine wouldn’t serve us much. But that’s an extreme statement and an incorrect one. By the same token, not all politicians are sleazy, lying, backbone lacking individuals. I would go as far as to say, most of them are not. If you’re reading this book, there is a high chance you live in a country with democratic values. One of these values is the privilege to vote. Each citizen, therefore, who can legally vote is a shaper of their country’s politics. Ordinary citizens don’t need to be politicians by profession to contribute meaningfully ... 

Sticking to the medical analogy, not all patients have to be doctors, but knowing the basics of how the human body works – how certain types of foods, a lack of exercise and sleep, stress affect them – will make them make better choices and be healthier individuals. Magnify this to the nation level, and you get a healthier, more mindful and prosperous society. Similarly, knowing the basics of political science will help voters make better, more informed decisions. Spread this thought to the state level, and you’ll get a more educated and intentional society.

Politicians are not “rotten” because politics are derived from the devil. It’s the other way around. Partially, society breeds people with values that are not always focused on the common good, and partially, it is human nature to take as much as one can until hitting a socially imposed barrier. If some individuals behave in dislikeable ways, it is because – at the end of the day – they can. It’s not the fault of the individual; the problem lies within the system. “Well, let’s just change the system, then!” one might think. Agreed, but by their nature, systems are slow and hard to change. A system is an abstract concept – the result of elements interacting with one another in pursuit of a purpose. In our case, the political system at its most basic level is comprised of a country’s citizens who interact a certain way. 

A meaningful change to the system has to start with a shift in the mindset of its smallest components – the everyday folk. You and me. The first step is to separate political science as a field of study from its demonized earthly representatives. Hating politics and digging one’s head in the sand, avoiding voting, or voting for whoever offers a bigger hot-dog during the campaign period is not an informed and empowered way of exercising one’s privileges. Practicing such a behavior on a country level leads to undesirable results. How can we avoid this?

One word: education. Learning about the programs and the individuals involved in political campaigns is a good practice. But it’s not enough. We, as a society, need to know and understand the contextual framework or paradigm in which these actors operate. We need to understand the basics of politics. Knowledge doesn’t only serve a better decision-making potential. It also makes people feel more empowered and more likely to go to the voting booths.​[i]​[ii] There are many other variables that affect voter turnout and satisfaction, of course, such as age, socioeconomic status, accessibility to vote, and others. Some of these factors are outside an individual’s immediate control. What one can do, and no one can ever take away from them, is what they learn. Becoming as educated on basic political matters as possible is never a bad idea. And thanks to the internet, a lot of knowledge is at our fingertips.

There was a time when politics was synonymous with positive concepts, such as accountability, deliberation, intentionality, and public scrutiny. Today that’s barely the case. I will not lie. You reading this – or any similar - book will not change much about the system. But it may change how you think about politics and how you exercise your political power. You may share your knowledge with your friends, who will also read this – or a similar – book and change their ways. And they will share it with two of their friends. The power of exponential growth will slowly but surely create a shift in society. 

In this book, I will talk about the field of study that could be considered the backbone of contemporary political dynamics, international relations. Today, the world is more interconnected than ever. Your choices as a voting citizen not only affect the affairs of your own country but also you have an impact on global dynamics – no pressure. This read will help you understand:

- how global politics came into being, 

- who its main influencers were, 

- what the leading ideological concepts throughout its existence were.

In the following pages, I will provide the groundwork for international politics. This is not only a fun, informative read but also a solid primer for understanding some key political concepts. What does it mean to have a constructivist approach to politics? What’s the difference between Marxism, socialism, and communism? How do international politics and political science, in general, adapt to a changing world? 

Find out the answers to all these questions and much more in International Relations- For People Who Hate Politics. I invite you on a thousand-mile and thousand-year journey. Come, join me.
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Part I
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Foundations of International Relations

-  Historical Background

-  Theoretical Background
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Historical Background
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Chapter 1: Greece and the Work of Thucydides 
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THUCYDIDES WAS AMONG the first western historians to chronicle a major conflict using scientific standards of impartiality. He wrote a historical account of the Peloponnesian War through evidence gathering and cause and effect analysis – a revolutionary feat at a time when crowd-pleasing stories involving religious explanations for events were the norm. Instead, Thucydides analyzed the human factors and motivations that led to and amplified the Peloponnesian War, a conflict that occurred during his lifetime. 

The Peloponnesian War was fought between the Delian League led by Athens and the Peloponnesian League led by Sparta from 431 to 404 BC (Chairil, 2013).​[iii] When writing History of the Peloponnesian War, Thucydides relied on interpretations of chronological facts. He primarily employed eyewitness accounts, evaluations of sources, and his own experience to recount the events leading to the breakout of the war and the ones that followed. The first book sought to explain the reasons behind the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War, and books 2 through 8 focused on the war itself (Chairil, 2013).​[iv] Throughout the book, Thucydides utilized analyses of human factors and motivations driving the war. In the first book, Thucydides argued the Spartans were “compelled” to war, suggesting they had no choice but to combat Athens’ rising power (Morley, 2020)​[v]. To support his claim, he laid out the perceived causes of the war, focusing primarily on economic and conflicting political power struggles as the leading causes. 

The Delian League, which started as a small group of city-states following the end of the Persian Wars, was developing into a significant power in the Mediterranean region decades before the Peloponnesian War (Chairil, 2013).​[vi] As Athens grew stronger, it began to dominate other city-states, subjugating them to tribute-paying subject states to the Delian League (Chairil, 2013).​[vii] Part of the Peloponnesian League, Sparta was particularly fearful of Athens’ growing influence in the ancient Greek world. Several events played a role in increasing tensions, including, but not limited to, Sparta dismissing the Athenian force after summoning it to help suppress a rebellion on Spartan territory (Chairil, 2013).​[viii] 

While Athens and Sparta fought together against the Persians from 492 to 449 BC, Athens renounced its alliance with Sparta during the Helot revolt (Chairil, 2013).​[ix] During that time, Greek city-states placed far more emphasis on local loyalties than on their shared cultural heritage. Nevertheless, the cultural considerations within Thucydides’ writings were paramount because they explained how alliance politics played an essential role in the outbreak of the war. Alliances moved from being formed to counter attacks on a large part of the ancient Greek world to being founded based on regional fidelities. 

It was only a matter of time until the Delian and Peloponnesian Leagues collided. The Delian League’s power was augmented by its naval superiority, used to intimidate allies. The Peloponnesian League, headed by Sparta, grew increasingly concerned about Athens’ ability to dominate the seas. Sparta and Athens supervised different spheres of influence, but Sparta regarded Athens’ rapid rise as an empire as a great threat to the traditional balance of power. By maintaining that war is likely, if not inevitable, when a rising power confronts another power to protect its interests, Thucydides established a foundational international relations (IR) theory that came to be known as the Thucydides Trap. His contribution to the study of IR founded the core realist assumptions surrounding the balance of power, security dilemma, and morality in a perceived state of permanent anarchy. We’ll learn about these concepts in detail in the following chapters. 
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Thucydides’ Enduring Influence on the Study of International Relations 
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Thucydides’ contributions to the study of international relations have secured him a place among the forefathers of the realist school of thought. While Thucydides was alive more than 2,000 years ago, scholars still heavily rely on his work to make sense of modern international politics (Morley, 2020).​[x] Most notably, the Thucydides Trap theory is broadly employed to explain power dynamics at the international level. The Thucydides Trap is effectively a dilemma that a dominant power faces when a rising power threatens its authority. By linking human nature to the nature of war in his writings, Thucydides determines that all wars have some intrinsic features relevant across conflicts throughout time.

Furthermore, some scholars, particularly those within the realist school of thought, have interpreted Thucydides’ Melian Dialogue to mean only practical considerations count in international politics, not morality or ethics (Morley, 2020).​[xi] 

Years into the Peloponnesian War, Athens demanded the neutral island of Melos to join the war on the side of the Delian League. The Melians, people more closely related to the Spartans, argued the law of nations protected their neutral status and no nation had the right to attack another without being provoked (Debnar, 2017).​[xii] American international political scholar Robert Keohane has pointed to three main assumptions laid out in Thucydides’ writings: states are the key units of action (1) that largely behave rationally as they seek power (2) either as an end in itself or as a means to other ends (3).​[xiii] This suggests that, in acting rationally, states often set questions of morality aside, as illustrated in the Melian Dialogue. And if states behave rationally, then their behavior can be understood and assessed. 

According to some IR scholars, there have been at least sixteen cases when a rising power confronted an established power in the last five hundred years, and twelve of those cases resulted in war.​[xiv] Because Thucydides’ works included timeless observations, scholars have employed his frameworks to understand numerous historical and modern-day conflicts, including the current relationship between the United States and China (Morley, 2020).​[xv] At first glance, the contentious relationship between the United States and China looks like the one between Sparta and Athens that Thucydides meticulously fleshed out in his writings. In recent decades, China has developed into an international economic powerhouse with the ability to challenge the global status quo. And it is no secret that China seeks to solidify its own sphere of influence, since it has repeatedly announced its goals of advancing global multipolarity (CBS News, 2022).​[xvi] However, various academics have questioned the extent to which Thucydides’ theories can be utilized in an increasingly interdependent world. Some have even argued that an all-out conflict between the U.S. and China was unlikely due to their closely integrated economies (Morley, 2020).​[xvii] Scholars have also analogized the tensions between Sparta and Athens to make sense of the Cold War dynamic, even though the United States and the Soviet Union do not fit the same characterizations of Athens and Sparta that Thucydides wrote about two thousand years ago (Morley, 2020).​[xviii]

Nevertheless, Thucydides’ discourse on human nature simplified the process of assessing conflicts. Though Thucydides did not establish the principles of international politics outright, scholars have extrapolated universal norms from his texts. In Thucydides and International Relations, Professor Neville Morley explains IR scholars must not overlook assessments of Thucydides’ works and their implications because they prompt theorists to consider connections between the past and present (Morley, 2020).​[xix] His works remain relevant because they encourage further discussion on the foundations of war and illustrate the consequences of pursuing power as a policy tool. 
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How Thucydides’ Models Can Be Employed Beyond Traditional IR Frameworks. 
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Over time, however, IR academics have questioned the extent to which Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War can be explored through a realist or neo-realist perspective. Thucydides carefully outlined the causes of the Peloponnesian War by describing the motivations and alliances of the involved parties. Thus, he painted a highly complex, multi-layered picture of all facets of the war. Realists regard Thucydides as the first writer in the realist tradition, but some scholars have argued that compartmentalizing Thucydides’ perspective within one school of thought is counterproductive (Bagby, 1994).​[xx] Although Thucydides’ pessimistic observations of human nature overlap with those of classical realism, his thorough explanations of cultural differences and their influence on decision-making provide an alternative to black and white assessments (Badby, 1994).​[xxi] 

In The Use and Abuse of Thucydides in International Relations, Professor Bagby argues the Thucydidean perspective strays from the core assumptions of political realism because it does not always treat states as primary actors, and it does not show that states constantly seek to maximize their power (Bagby, 1994).​[xxii] Consequently, Thucydides explores individual and national character, moral distinctions, and political rhetoric to explain state actions, veering from simplistic power distribution analyses (Bagby, 1994).​[xxiii]  

Thucydides’ relevance rests primarily on the complexity of his observations that boil down to the essence of humanity. In the History of the Peloponnesian War, he explores how the interplay of human nature in conflict scenarios can affect outcomes. Professor Bagby contends Thucydides’ approach to dissecting the causes and effects of war requires us to reject relying on any one IR theory (Bagby, 1994).​[xxiv] Thucydides omitted his personal beliefs from his texts, opting instead to create a work that could be useful to future generations. Unfortunately, the post-World War II era has also been plagued by various conflicts, and to make sense of ongoing wars, scholars still rely on the classics. 

Thucydides’ works provide scholars with a framework to challenge existing structures by prompting them to analyze state behavior from a fundamental human level. Transcending space and time, his writings can help this generation better understand the implications of human nature concerning war by giving us the tools to assess variables, such as culture, speech, and morals, which are aspects that go beyond the dichotomy of power politics. Likewise, Thucydides’ models offer ample opportunities to dissect comparable situations. 
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