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Understanding the world


‘We have learned that man’s head, as a source of reality, is a strange and dangerous place.’


Philip Allott





This is a short book about the biggest questions in politics. By its end, no reader should be in doubt about the profound significance of international relations. I will show how the practices of international relations critically shape who gets what and who is who across the world, and how its theories inform how we live together globally, either in co-operation or in conflict. To paraphrase a famous dictum of Trotsky: you might not be interested (yet!) in international relations, but international relations are always interested in you.


[image: image]  Why international relations matter


International relations matter for three broad sets of reasons: first, because much of what happens in the daily lives of everybody across the world is directly and indirectly the result of actually practised international relations in the past, at present, and (through informed and uninformed expectations) into the future; second, because dominant ideas about international relations shape the common sense of political elites about co-operation and conflict between human societies; and third, because the study of International Relations grapples with the most basic philosophical questions – What is real? What can we know? How should we live? – in the biggest political arena of all, the international system. As is conventional, from hereon ‘IR’ – capitalized and abbreviated – will be used to refer to the academic study of what takes place in the real world of ‘international relations’ – lower case – such as diplomacy, trade and military strategy.


Anarchy is the condition that defines the international system. According to Kenneth N. Waltz, the most influential theorist in IR since the Second World War, anarchy has enormous ‘causal weight’ (the power to make things happen) in relation to ‘big and important things’. Other factors affect how ‘the games of nations’ are played – misperceptions, gender and race, for example – but the international political arena takes its basic character from the condition of anarchy.


	

Anarchy





Anarchy is used by IR specialists to refer to the situation in which there is no supreme political authority above the sovereign state. Anarchy in this technical sense does not necessarily imply ‘chaos’, ‘disorder’ and ‘confusion’ as it does in everyday usage: in international relations, anarchy can be a condition of order and stability. Anarchy does imply, however, that the states making up the international system must operate according to ‘self-help’ principles. With no higher power on which to rely, each state must look after its own security and wellbeing. It is the interaction of self-help units, states, that gives anarchy its ‘causal weight’.
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The ‘big and important things’ that Waltz claimed were explained by anarchy include war and peace, balances and imbalances of power, and structures of co-operation and domination. Over the centuries, these have been critical in shaping much of today’s political world. They have helped construct which states are powerful and which have to bend the knee; which nations are richer and which poorer; where state boundaries have settled (or not); which peoples have productive land and which lands are barren; which have plentiful energy resources and which are dependent; and on and on. Political units everywhere, to greater or lesser degrees, are the products or playthings, winners or losers, victims or survivors of the self-help imperative of international relations over time. Much of what we take for granted in the daily activities of life on earth today is the result of battles and deals between states long, or not so long, ago. What’s past in international relations is very present.


But Waltz’s argument does not go deeply enough. The ‘causal weight’ of international structures, without doubt, helps explain big and important matters, but they in turn help explain small and important things, like who you are and who I am. This is because aspects of our personal lives were shaped, long before we were born, by the great tides of international relations. To put it simply, each of us is born into a specific national context, with a particular history, geography, culture and set of opportunities and constraints in the international system. As individuals or families, we may be able to change our national context, but this only underlines how much the conditions of possibility in our personal lives are set by the context of international relations. A person’s relative wellbeing is directly affected by that context, as are such individual matters as one’s sense of identity, the language one speaks, or the God one broadly worships (or not). Even the music one enjoys, certainly the national sporting teams one supports, are likely to be directly related to one’s location on a map produced by international relations. Our thoughtways, which are shaped by the culture into which we were socialized (and which we probably celebrate ‘with pride’), are the outcome of the power-plays of states in the near or distant past. If you doubt this, think for a moment about how your biography would have been different had you been born the other side of your nearest state border, never mind halfway across the world.


The ebb and flow of international relations take various forms. Major wars have particular transformative power. The Great War of 1914–18 decisively altered private and public lives in much of the world up to the present, the Second World War even more so. In both cases, inventions were accelerated, boundaries changed, political horizons altered, social dreams inspired, cultures destroyed, and, of course, lives and loves were changed for ever. More recently, the Cold War dominated the global political scene and drove the economic as well as the military policies of the protagonists. It affected everything from consumerism to culture to living with the nightmare possibility of nuclear annihilation. Far from the superpower eyeball-to-eyeball confrontation, bloody (proxy) wars were fought throughout this misnamed ‘Long Peace’. Depending on one’s specific Cold War location, mindsets and routines intruded into private lives through the demands of governments and the imagery of global enmity. The Cold War’s shadow still stretches over the lives of people, places and politics in some parts of the world (as was clearly and dangerously the case as the crisis in the Ukraine deepened during the winter of 2013–14). The realities of the ‘Global War on Terror’ continue to have impact – even if its most inflammatory language has been abandoned – through military interventions and expansive routines of surveillance and control.


It is not my claim in this book that international relations determine every detail of the lives of everyone on earth, but it is my claim that international relations are of decisive significance. Consider, for example, the intrusive impact of European imperialism in previous centuries on the personal biographies, outlooks and opportunities of people today living in the Global South.


Each of us, as individuals, is shaped by our genetic inheritance, and the life chances created by our parents and their class, but who we are is inescapably related to specific geopolitical histories and geographies. Our lives, to some degree, take place in a context constructed by how well or badly particular governments in the past conducted themselves. We are all, whether we recognize it or not, the children of international relations.


[image: image]  Accentuating the international


The word ‘international’ is a relatively recent historical invention. It is usually identified with the philosopher Jeremy Bentham, who in 1780 coined the term ‘international’ in his book Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, to describe the system of law between sovereign states. As a specific academic ‘discipline’, however, the term ‘International Relations’ is even more recent, dating from only 1919.


Scholars love to debate the definition of their discipline. This is hardly surprising, as there is always a great deal riding on where one draws the line between what is in or out. In this book, ‘international relations’ is defined simply as the international level of world politics. By ‘international level’ I mean the interactions largely (but not exclusively) of sovereign states; by ‘world politics’ I mean ‘who gets what, when and how across the world’, to stretch Harold Lasswell’s classical definition of ‘politics’.


The reason for accentuating the international level of world politics is twofold. First, as already mentioned, the international is a level with enormous ‘causal weight’. Second, to engage with ‘who gets what, when and how across the world’ without a coherent focus such as ‘the international level’ is to invite bewilderment in the face of information overload. This problem is evident in many of the doorstep-sized textbooks about ‘world’ or ‘global’ politics: what in the world is not a matter of ‘world politics’? The formulation proposed offers a distinct focus (‘the international’), while being empirically open (‘the world’). I owe this way of thinking largely to C.A.W. Manning, an early doyen of IR, who described academic international relations as having ‘a focus but not a periphery’.


By focusing on the international, critics will say that I have succumbed to a ‘state-centric’ view of the world. This is the idea that states are the fundamental reality of world politics. Such a view is sometimes also described as being ‘statist’, meaning endorsing the idea that the state is and should be the highest level of both political decision-making and loyalty. My position is more complicated: I want to recognize the empirical significance of states and their relations without being statist politically or ethically. This is like an atheist arguing about ‘religion’. An atheist cannot for long discuss religion without talking about God, but this does not make the atheist ‘God-centric’; it only means that the atheist is aware of the significance of God when talking about religion.


The book will argue that the international level of world politics is state-dominated in an empirical sense (some states are the most powerful ‘actors’ in the world) without succumbing to state-centrism in a normative sense (believing that the contemporary states-system represents the best of all possible worlds). Later chapters will underline that states are not the only actors at the international level: some multinational corporations have more clout than some states. Nonetheless, it would be foolish to play down the continuing significance of especially the most powerful states in determining ‘who gets what’ across the world, or the continuing ‘causal weight’ of state interactions in shaping the ‘when and how’ of things happening. Recognizing these empirical realities is perfectly consistent with accepting that one of the aims of studying IR is to challenge what is done, and why, and consider whether different worlds are possible and desirable.


	

The ‘texture’ of the international





We can get inside the mindset of the characters in Shakespeare’s plays, appreciating Hamlet’s indecision and Macbeth’s ambition. Similarly, we can understand old dramas and dilemmas in international politics. When we think of the struggle for control of the ‘Holy Land’ between Israelis and Palestinians, we might recall Francis I of France, in the early fifteenth century, when he was asked what differences accounted for the constant wars between himself and Charles V, the Holy Roman Emperor. He supposedly replied: ‘None whatever. We agree perfectly. We both want control of Italy.’ Likewise, those in Europe who worry about Germany’s domination of the eurozone will understand the view of European leaders at the end of the Thirty Years War in 1648 who were determined to keep the German lands broken up in the interests of the European balance of power; and they will appreciate the remark ascribed to a French diplomat at the end of the Second World War almost exactly 300 years later, who said, ‘I love Germany so much, that’s why I want two of them.’ Size matters in international relations.
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Matters of continuity and change are always present in international relations. According to the ‘realist’ tradition (explained later), the international level or system has had, again in Waltz’s term, a distinct ‘texture’ (a persisting set of characteristics) over the centuries. This continuity allows us to have a time-transcending understanding of the situations, dilemmas and crises faced by leaders and peoples in other places in other eras. Critics of this view – those dazzled by what’s new – tend to argue that talk of ‘texture’ exaggerates continuity. This is mistaken. There can be no doubt that we live in a new era when it comes to technology and its potential, for example, but have relations between political units fundamentally changed? We cannot, and should not, assume that everything will always be the same, but it would be foolish to underestimate the stubborn continuities of state interactions.


[image: image]  Studying IR


The theme of this book is the profound reality of international relations in the life of the world – all the way down. Recognition of this was present at the very birth of the academic project of IR. The midwife was not academic enquiry for its own sake, but the political volcano and human catastrophe of 1914–18. The historian A.J.P. Taylor’s verdict on the Great War was that nations fumbled into it ‘more or less helplessly’, and that ‘The Unknown Soldier was the hero’. There was a desperate cry of ‘Never again!’ The world had to do better, and better knowledge about international relations was thought to be one way ahead.


As the following box on the IR canon shows, thinkers had been writing for millennia about peace and war between political units. Institutionally speaking, however, the study of IR was born in 1919 when David Davies – philanthropist, Liberal MP in Wales, ‘peacemonger’ and somebody who had seen action on the Western Front – endowed a Chair as a memorial to the students of the University College of Wales, Aberystwyth, who had fought and died in the conflict. From the beginning, Davies conceived the new field of study (which he called ‘International Politics’) in the broadest terms, proposing a syllabus that included, in addition to politics, the study of law, ethics, economics and different civilizations. Students of this new subject were challenged, as they still are, to have a remarkable and cross-disciplinary knowledge about how human society works globally. Integral to the project was a general commitment to understanding international politics in order to try and avoid the mistakes of the past. For almost all the early students in the discipline, with the millions of ghosts of the Great War on their shoulders, this meant managing and preferably abolishing the institution of war.


In the 1920s new Chairs of International Relations and academic centres quickly developed at Oxford, the London School of Economics and the Royal Institute of International Affairs (‘Chatham House’). The subject also took root in the United States, and by the 1930s US universities (Chicago, Harvard, Yale) and research centres had established a domination that continues to the present day. In the interwar years, IR was very much a minority interest, but this changed radically with the ‘Devil’s Decade’ of the 1930s being quickly followed by a second (and even more destructive) world war, the nuclear weapons revolution, and the global spread of the US–Soviet Cold War. The academic significance of IR grew, as did its popularity among students; and so it continues.


	

The historic IR canon





A cursory survey of the historic literature of those who have written about conflict and co-operation between city-states, empires and their colonies, civilizations, dynasties or modern states, would include writings on:


[image: image]  war in ancient Greece (by Thucydides and Aristotle) and in China (by Mencius and Sun Tzu)


[image: image]  the interests of states in the Middle Ages in the Middle East (by Ibn Khaldun) and South Asia (by Kautilya)


[image: image]  the just war and other duties of states (by Thomas Aquinas, Francisco de Vitoria and Hugo Grotius)


[image: image]  human nature and conflict (by Thomas Hobbes and Jean-Jacques Rousseau)


[image: image]  using state power (by Niccolò Machiavelli and Friedrich Meinecke)


[image: image]  the material foundations of politics (by Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels and Karl Kautsky)


[image: image]  geopolitics (by Alfred Thayer Mahan and Harold J. Mackinder)


[image: image]  military strategy (by Karl von Clausewitz and Colmar Freiherr von der Goltz)


[image: image]  imperialism and colonialism (by John A. Hobson and Vladimir Illyich Lenin)


[image: image]  the prospects for peace (by Erasmus and Immanuel Kant)


[image: image]  the balance of power (by Emerich de Vattell and Friedrich von Gentz).


This is the historic IR canon, and, to a man, all men.
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The United States remains the research and teaching superpower in IR, but in the 1960s the discipline spread throughout the English-speaking world and Western Europe. Since the 1980s IR has gone global. This ‘worlding’ of IR, as it is sometimes called, is of undoubted significance, but so far – and into the foreseeable future – the United States will remain the loudest voice; and English will continue to be the discipline’s lingua franca, even if it does not have all the words. In the decades ahead, one of the most exciting developments will be watching to see whether globalized IR can produce any fundamentally new ideas about the character and potentials of the international level of world politics, or whether it will simply give different perspectives on old themes. Whatever the answer, the continuing drive for understanding, in the hope of better practice and outcomes, is a testament to the spreading recognition of how much international relations really matter.
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Anarchy, system, states


‘Our view of possible alternatives to the states system should take into account the limitations of our own imagination and our own inability to transcend past experience.’


Hedley Bull





We are often led to believe that what is was always meant to be. Certain things become seen as part of a grand plan, guided by Nature, God, Reason – or whatever. This way of thinking is called ‘teleology’, from the Greek word telos meaning ‘purpose’ or ‘goal’. In the mid-eighteenth century the philosopher Voltaire satirized the holding of such views by describing a character who believed that the human nose had been designed in order that we could comfortably wear spectacles. Behind everything there must be an ultimate purpose. Today’s nation-based patchwork of sovereign states – the international system – is commonly understood this way, as the natural or rational outcome for organizing the politics of human society globally. This chapter will question teleological temptations.
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