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Introduction


Welcome to Global Politics for the IB Diploma. This textbook provides complete coverage of the new IB Global Politics Diploma syllabus, with first teaching from 2024 and first assessment in 2026.

The Diploma Programme Global Politics course aims to give students the opportunity to explore the world around them and engage with contemporary political issues that impact our global community. Students on this course have the unique opportunity to study the political issues and challenges that are of particular interest to them within the wider framework of the course concepts, content and context. Global Politics for the IB Diploma provides extensive support to both teachers and students of this course.

This textbook effectively explores the concepts, content and context of the IB Global Politics syllabus:








	

	1    Concepts: power, sovereignty, legitimacy and interdependence are political concepts that are critically evaluated throughout the course and defined and used extensively within this book.


	2    Content: the prescribed topics and content are clearly organized and the book provides in-depth examinations of power and global politics, as well as thematic studies on rights and justice, development and sustainability, and peace and conflict.





	
Context: Both concepts and content must be grounded in real-world examples and case studies, which can be found at the global, international, regional, national, sub-national, local and community levels; often more than one level may be involved. This textbook provides a good foundation by exploring several diverse cultural, geographic, economic and institutional case studies that effectively embed the concepts and content of the course.







Global Politics for the IB Diploma is designed to support the International Baccalaureate Diploma Programme Global Politics course at both the Standard level and the Higher level. The content of the textbook closely aligns to the prescribed content and concepts of the curriculum, while also providing contextualized real world examples and assessment support. It is a book that has been developed with great care and attention to meet the needs of a diverse community of educators and students.

The textbook is laid out sequentially:







	Section 1: Core – Understanding power and global politics




	Section 2: Thematic studies – Rights and justice




	Section 3: Thematic studies – Development and sustainability




	Section 4: Thematic studies – Peace and conflict




	Section 5: Assessment – Guidance on the IA engagement project




	Section 6: Assessment – Guidance for both SL and HL students on Papers 1, 2 and 3







■ Digital materials

The textbook is also available as an e-Book, which contains interactive case studies as an additional feature.

How can students use this book?

Students can use Global Politics for the IB Diploma to supplement and expand on what they learn in the classroom. The textbook is clearly structured and provides an excellent overview of the essential elements of the course, including internal and external assessments. This book was primarily written to support the learning needs of students. 

How can educators use this book?


	1  Educators can follow the textbook sequentially, starting with Chapter 1, and be assured that the concepts and content will be thoroughly covered.


	2  They may prefer to start the course with the thematic studies chapters (Chapters 2, 3 or 4) and integrate the core topics within the thematic studies as they arise.


	3  They may choose to start with targeted global issues or specific case studies that are of particular interest to their students. They can then integrate the prescribed concepts and content from the core and thematic studies.


	4  Also, if purchasing the eBook, they may use the online interactive case studies as an additional tool to help students development inquiry skills further.




No matter which approach is used, the many examples and case studies in this book will provide a good foundation from which more learner-centered inquiries can evolve. Additionally, the guidance on how to approach the Engagement Project and external assessment for both SL and HL students can be examined as needed.

Finally, both educators and students will appreciate the many features that support teaching and learning throughout the book, such as:


	●  activities


	●  key words and their definitions


	●  case studies


	●  discussion points


	●  profiles of key political theorists


	●  explanations and contextualized examples of political theories


	●  global politics extended essay tips


	●  common mistakes


	●  TOK links


	●  review questions.
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The ‘In cooperation with IB’ logo signifies the content in this coursebook has been reviewed by the IB to ensure it fully aligns with the current IB curriculum and offers high quality guidance and support for IB teaching and learning.







How to use this book


The following features will help you to consolidate and develop your understanding of global politics through concept-based learning.


Key terms

◆ Definitions appear throughout the margins to provide context and help you understand the language of global politics. There is also a glossary of all key terms at the end of the book.




SYLLABUS CONTENT


	▶  This coursebook follows the exact order of the contents of the IB Global Politics Diploma syllabus.


	▶  Syllabus understandings are introduced naturally throughout each topic.







Exploring solutions

This feature includes key inquiry statements to explore, presented with either context or more questions to consider.




Key theorist

Introduces key theorists as well as competing perspectives.




ACTIVITY

A range of activities to help you understand some of the most difficult global politics concepts.




Perspectives

In this feature you will explore different political issues and perspectives.




CASE STUDY

Real-world international examples and case studies are used to bring the subject to life.

Case studies form the basis of this course. The course encourages the use of inquiries, contemporary examples and case studies at a variety of levels, from the local to the global, as well as from smaller scale businesses to multinational ones. Throughout the coursebook, we have chosen case studies that reflect the context in which you are learning, as well as case studies that allow for comparisons across contexts.

Questions are often included to allow you to analyse and synthesize your understanding.




Discussion point

Questions to either discuss as part of a group in class or to think about individually. These will challenge you to apply some of the global politics concepts locally.




[image: ] Common mistake

These detail some common misunderstandings and typical errors made by students, so that you can avoid making the same mistakes yourself.




[image: ] Extended essay

Investigate a topic of special interest, either through one of your six DP subjects or through an interdisciplinary approach. The EE helps you to develop the self-regulated research and writing skills that you need to fulfill your aspirations at university.




[image: ] TOK

Links to Theory of Knowledge (TOK) allow you to develop critical thinking skills and deepen understanding by bringing discussions about the subject beyond the scope of the content of the curriculum.




Concepts

Independence, power, theoretical perspectives, legitimacy, sovereignty and international law underpin the IB Global Politics Diploma course and are integrated into the conceptual understanding of all units, to ensure that a conceptual thread is woven throughout the course. Conceptual understanding enhances your overall understanding of the course, making the subject more meaningful. This helps you develop clear evidence of synthesis and evaluation in your responses to assessment questions. Concepts are explored in context and can be found interspersed in the chapter.




[image: ] HL extension

The HL extension boxes suggest possible areas for extended inquiries on the eight global political challenges: Borders, Environment, Equality, Health, Identity, Poverty, Security and Technology.




[image: ] Chapter summary

At the end of each chapter, there is a summary of the key points addressed to help you to develop and understand the depth of knowledge you need to acquire for the course.




REVIEW QUESTIONS

Review questions are also included at the end of each chapter to allow you to consolidate your learning.



A bibliography listing all of the works referred to in this book is available at www.hoddereducation.com/ib-extras
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1.1 Framing global politics, and systems and interactions in global politics


SYLLABUS CONTENT

By the end of this chapter, you should understand:


	▶  how to distinguish between stakeholders and actors


	▶  systems: structures and dynamics


	▶  legal frameworks, norms and institutions.






1.1.1 Framing global politics


■  What is a political issue?

Political issues are at the heart of Diploma Programme (DP) Global Politics. But what is a ‘political issue’? It is any situation or matter that deals with how power is distributed and how it operates in the real world. We can see this by looking at how people engage with issues that impact their lives, their community and the wider world. In fact, political issues are all around us, and it is a mistake to think they simply involve governments and politicians. We encounter political issues on a daily basis, whether that be in news sources or on social media, through to education and health care, taxes and following the law, or even when chatting with friends. All political issues involve people: actors and stakeholders.

The interaction of actors and stakeholders is at the centre of all global political issues. Questions to bear in mind when examining case studies and examples of these groups include:


	●  Who has power?


	●  Who are the powerless?


	●  Who is trying to bring about change?


	●  Who is resisting change?


	●  Who is impacted by these interactions?




All of these questions help us to better understand the world around us.


[image: ] TOK

The question ‘what is a political issue’ is, from a theory of knowledge perspective, related to the ‘scope’ of this particular form of knowledge. Different types of knowledge can be distinguished by their primary concern, or focus. The primary concern of global politics is knowledge about the distribution and application of power in the world. As this is a form of human behaviour, the study of global politics is considered to be part of the human sciences.

Other human science subjects include:


	●  economics, the study of the distribution of money and other resources


	●  psychology, the study of the relationship between human behaviour and human cognition


	●  sociology, the study of the development and interaction of social dynamics


	●  anthropology, the study of human cultures. 




There is, of course, a lot of overlap between these subjects and other areas of knowledge (global politics has to consider, for example, the economic practices of states), but the primary concern of each subject is always unique.




■  How do we distinguish ‘actors’ from ‘stakeholders’?








	
Actors


	
Stakeholders





	
When talking about political issues, we refer to those who have the power to bring about change as actors. Actors can be seen at all levels of our global society, from international to local. A worker holding up a sign demanding better wages is just as much an actor as the factory owner who has the power to give those higher wages. Both are exercising power in their own ways.


	
Sometimes political issues impact people who are not directly involved in the issue. These people may not be aware that they could exercise power, or they have no interest in doing so. Additionally, many people live in societies where it is unsafe to openly seek change. Often these people have little to no power to take action, but they are nonetheless impacted by those who do. In politics, we call these individuals ‘stakeholders’. For example, the child of a striking factory worker who is able to attend university because their parent took action and received higher wages would be considered a stakeholder. They didn’t actively participate in the political issue, but their life was impacted by it.







1.1.2 The state

There are many types of actors and stakeholders on the global political stage, but as a starting point it can be helpful to first consider what is arguably the most powerful actor in global politics: the state. In this section, you will be introduced to the state, the internal governance of a state and the global organizations that have states as their members.


Discussion point

How might having clear rules about the definition of a state preserve peace?




■  What is a ‘state’?

Our modern understanding of the state comes from the Treaty of Westphalia (1648) and the Montevideo Convention (1933) (see Table 1.1).

■  Table 1.1 The Treaty of Westphalia and the Montevideo Convention








	
Treaty of Westphalia (1648)


	
Montevideo Convention (1933)







	

	•  Ended one of the most destructive conflicts in Europe’s history, the Thirty Years War.


	•  Named after Westphalia, an area of north-west Germany.


	•  Set out to prevent future conflict by recognizing that states have certain rights and responsibilities.





	

	•  Agreement signed in Montevideo, Uruguay.


	•  Established the standard modern definition of a state as a means to preserving peace.


	•  The agreement requires that no state shall intervene in the domestic or foreign affairs of another state.










Based on both the Treaty of Westphalia and the Montevideo Convention, we can say that the characteristics of a state include:


	●  an independent government that has control over a clearly defined area – this area must have internationally recognized borders


	●  generally being seen as having absolute control over its own territory and people


	●  having the right to defend its territory within its borders and being recognized as a state by other states and actors


	●  systems of government, which can be national, regional and/or local, and some kind of legal system being in place 


	●  having a permanent population


	
●  having exclusive rights within its own territory including:


	●  the use of force


	●  control of the money and currency


	●  laws and other requirements, such as taxes and rules surrounding citizenship.









■  What is a ‘nation state’?

There are important differences between a ‘state’ and a ‘nation state’. A ‘nation’ is an ethnic or cultural group with a common, defined culture. Nation states may have a sovereign territory, or they may not.

Nation states with clearly defined borders are somewhat rare in our increasingly interconnected and globalized world, but examples include Japan, Albania and Iceland. Nations can, however, exist without a physical homeland and also include members of the nation who are in diaspora, which means they do not live in their original homeland. Some examples of stateless nations include the Kurdish people, Rohingya people and Roma people.


◆ Diaspora refers to a large group of people living somewhere that is not their original homeland. Sometimes these people have moved by choice, but other times they may have been forced to relocate.




■  How do we determine what is a state and what is not?

States have traditionally been seen as the most important and powerful actors in global politics. They have control over national interests and also contribute to a kind of international community that exercises power in many contemporary global political issues.

States, therefore, continue to be seen as the primary actors in global politics, although in recent decades challenges to the supremacy of the state have emerged as more actors engage with political issues. Today, it can no longer be said that the international community is composed exclusively of states, but they may still be its strongest component.


Discussion point

Sealand is a Second World War offshore platform located in the North Sea off the coast of England. In 1967, a former British army major purchased Sealand and named himself Prince Roy of Sealand.

Sealand issues its own passports (which are not recognized outside of Sealand) and has its own stamps, flag, currency and government. Its website lists the population at 27, but this fluctuates. In recent years, many have accused Sealand of being a place where hackers, pirates and criminals operate freely.

Sealand has declared itself to be an independent sovereign state, but no other state recognizes it and most people don’t take it seriously. Based on your understanding of the characteristics of a state, do you think Sealand qualifies?

[image: ]
■  Figure 1.1 Sealand: an independent sovereign state?






■  Different systems of government found in different states

Although the Treaty of Westphalia and the Montevideo Convention provide us with a definition of the rights and responsibilities of a state, a quick look at the world we live in tells us that not all states function in the same way. 


[image: ] TOK

TOK Exhibition Question: 35. In what ways do values affect the production of knowledge?

Many of the differences between these different political systems can be discussed in terms of what each one values or regards as important. These values then lead people to take different views (or, in other words, construct different knowledge claims) on particular issues. Towards the left, you might find beliefs that economic equality is most important with an expectation that it’s the government’s role to ensure this occurs. Towards the right, you might expect to see less value given to governmental intervention in social and economic issues. For the TOK exhibition, you might find an object that appears to be non-political, but that different people at different points on this spectrum view in quite different ways.



There are many political systems and many different ways of representing them. You may come across different political systems presented as a linear diagram, as shown in Figure 1.2. Figure 1.3 is also linear.

[image: ]
■  Figure 1.2 Sometimes, political systems are represented in this format, moving from ‘left wing’ to ‘right wing’



[image: ]
■  Figure 1.3 Another linear representation of political systems



These are, of course, very simplified versions of political systems and they have many limitations because real-world political systems are not necessarily on a ‘neat spectrum’. However, the spectrums, and the terms within them, can help us to understand the complexities of real-world global political issues. 


■  Political parties

Political parties are groups of people who have common views about how the government of a state should function. They are focused on political power; they either want it or want to hold on to it.

Additionally, in a well-functioning democracy, political parties who do not hold government power can challenge the decisions and policies of the political party that does have government power.

Political parties are often associated with democracies and elections, but they can be found in other systems of government too (see Table 1.2). Although the states in Table 1.2 represent a wide range of political systems, all have political parties. Some of these states, such as China, are one-party states, meaning there is only one legal political party allowed. Other states, such as the United States, have multiple political parties.

■  Table 1.2 Examples of influential political parties within states









	
State


	
Party


	
Notes





	China

	Chinese Communist Party

	The only political party in China.




	India

	Bharatiya Janata Party

	One of two major political parties in India. The other major party is the Indian National Congress.




	Russia

	United Russia

	This is by far the largest political party in Russia and has maintained power there since 2007.




	North Korea

	Workers’ Party of Korea

	The only political party in North Korea.




	Singapore

	People’s Action Party

	The major political party in Singapore, which has maintained power since 1965.




	United States

	Democratic Party

	One of two major political parties in the United States, the other being the Republican Party.




	Argentina

	Justicialist Party

	Has held power in Argentina off and on since 1946.




	South Africa

	African National Congress

	Has held power in South Africa since 1994.







Discussion point

What are the benefits of having a state with more than one political party?



1.1.3 Political leaders

Leaders are individuals who are in charge of a group of people. A political leader is in charge of some form of government, whether that be state, sub-national or local governments. Some are elected by the people of the state and some are appointed by a political party or a more powerful political leader. Sometimes, leaders first elected by the people manage to increase their power and remain in control indefinitely. Some leaders inherit power by birth and some seize power by force.

Ultimately, political leaders come in many forms and make for interesting subjects of study in global politics.


Discussion point

Can you think of a real-world political leader who has seized power by force?




[image: ] Common mistake

Students often use historical examples in their answers. But remember, IBDP Global Politics is focused on the world as it is today, so make sure your example isn’t ‘historical’. The course is an examination of real-world global political events that are happening now and/or directly impacting our world today. As a general rule, use examples from your own lifetime. 



1.1.4 Sub-national and local governments

Sometimes when we think of leadership and power within a state we concentrate only on those political leaders who we see as the public face of the state. However, presidents, prime ministers, monarchs and heads of state cannot effectively govern a state without the support of sub-national and local governments.

In most states, much of the authority for planning, managing and allocating resources is transferred from the central government to regional or local government departments. Sub-national and local officials in government are closest to the people, and are in a better position to understand how local communities function and how best to meet their needs. Local political leaders, for example, usually deal with issues that impact the daily life of citizens and stakeholders, such as access to childcare, sanitation concerns or traffic congestion. However, decisions or policies created by the state’s central government can certainly impact the lives of these stakeholders.

In a stable and well-functioning country, sub-national and local governments ordinarily interact quite regularly with the more powerful central government of the state. The power of the central government may be controlled by one political party or, in the case of a democracy, there may be several parties. All of these actors also interact closely with many other stakeholders and actors from within the state and beyond the state borders.

In democratic states, national, sub-national and local leaders are chosen in elections. National, sub-national and local governments should work in partnership and not as adversaries, although in many real-world situations this is not always the case.


Discussion point

Choose a country you are familiar with and investigate how its sub-national and local governments are structured.




■  Summary of actors closely connected to the internal operations of a state

Interactions between the following actors contribute to the governance of a state:


	●  the state


	●  political parties


	●  political leaders


	●  sub-national government(s)


	●  local government(s).




In a stable and well-functioning country, sub-national and local governments ordinarily interact quite regularly with the more powerful central government of the state. The power of the central government may be controlled by one political party, or several, in the case of a democracy. All of these actors also interact closely with many other stakeholders and actors, both from within the state and beyond the state borders.

From within, it is often sub-national and local governments who deal directly with the residents of the state. Local political leaders usually deal with issues that impact the daily life of citizens and stakeholders, such as access to childcare, sanitation and traffic congestion. However, decisions or policies created by the state’s central government can certainly impact the lives of these stakeholders. 


Concepts

Liberalism and realism

In our increasingly globalized world, it appears that states cannot function effectively in isolation. Some argue that this interdependence is evidence of a global community working towards improving the lives of all, and that the state’s power and influence are on the decline. This viewpoint is fundamentally liberal.

Others argue that ultimately the state remains the key player in global politics; any apparent ‘cooperation’ only takes place if the state sees its own interests improve. This viewpoint is realist.

Table 1.3 summarizes the main characteristic of liberalism and realism. (Note: liberalism and realism are viewpoints or interpretations of real-world global political issues, and we will explore both in more depth in the thematic studies sections of this book.)

■  Table 1.3 The main theories of liberalism and realism








	
Key theory


	
Key arguments





	
Liberalism


	

	•  It is the duty and obligation of all states to ensure the rights of citizens. States who ignore the rights and well-being of their citizens are unstable and unjust.


	•  The fairest and most just government system is democracy. Other systems, such as monarchies or dictatorships, do not put the needs of the people first and are therefore problematic.


	•  It is important to ensure that governments do not become too powerful through continual monitoring and, if necessary, challenging the power of the state if it is seen to violate the freedoms of the people.


	•  Liberalism implies openness and open-mindedness and is concerned most with the rights of the individual.








	Realism

	

	•  We live in a world of states working in their own best interests, much like the opponents in a game of chess.


	•  States are the primary actors on the world stage; other actors are not really of much importance.


	•  The world is in a state of anarchy and there is no ‘global governance’, so states must take care of themselves.


	•  The world is a ruthless place where states must aggressively compete against each other to survive and maintain power.













Discussion point

In Global Politics, theories such as liberalism and realism are very complex and so it helps to examine them in relation to real-world examples. These theories, and many others, attempt to explain the reality of global politics. Why do you think real-world examples are so important in a course like IBDP Global Politics?



1.1.5 Intergovernmental organizations

Intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) consist of two or more states who promise that they will work together on political issues that are of common interest to all. They usually operate under a signed treaty, so that all states within the IGO are subject to international law and can be held accountable. 

IGOs exist to create a place for states to successfully work together towards the common good of all. They focus on maintaining peace, economic development and global social issues. IGOs play a very important role in global politics as the world becomes more interdependent and globalized.

It is important to remember that states make up IGOs and therefore the decisions and actions taken by IGOs should reflect the decisions of the states involved.

As essentially a collection of states, IGOs obviously interact on an international level of global politics. However, they also interact with a wide range of other actors and stakeholders depending on the shared aims of the group. IGOs focused on development, for example, need to interact with other actors and stakeholders who have expertise in this area.

Many argue that world stability relies on states working together, and the most efficient way to facilitate cooperation is through IGOs. IGOs enable states to communicate openly and regularly and are therefore able to effectively address shared concerns. Additionally, issues that are not contained within the borders of states, such as climate change and pandemics, can be addressed collaboratively.

Although, as we have said, there is a general acceptance that no state shall intervene in the domestic or foreign affairs of another state, membership in an IGO can influence and change how a state operates.


Discussion point

Although IGOs are a collection of states and all states should be seen as equal within the organization, we know that in the real world some states are more powerful than others. In what ways could this impact the unity of IGOs?




■  Examples of intergovernmental organizations in global politics

The most well-known and powerful IGO is the United Nations (UN). The UN operates at the international level of global politics, and we will be exploring this IGO in greater detail later in this chapter.

Other well-known regional IGOs include the European Union (EU), the African Union (AU) and the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). These IGOs often cooperate with the UN, but they also provide an opportunity for representatives of the same region to address concerns that are of specific importance to them.

Finally, you will find smaller but powerful IGOs working towards specific goals, including:


	●  trade


	●  the environment


	●  infectious disease


	●  economic interests


	●  security.




For example, the World Trade Organization (WTO) deals with issues around trade, and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) is an IGO concerned with international security.

Regardless of their size or purpose, IGOs are an example of collectivism, as the will of the group as a whole should take priority over the claims of any individual state. It is hoped that a collective of states is more powerful and more effective than states working in their own self-interest. 


Discussion point

Can you think of any IGOs that deal with issues related to infectious diseases and pandemics? How about economic interests?



1.1.6 Organized civil society and non-governmental organizations


■  What is organized civil society?

Civil society is a term we use to describe organizations or groups of people that are not linked to the government. These organized groups usually have some kind of common purpose and goal. Sometimes they want to make changes in society and can challenge existing problems, attitudes or beliefs. There are so many organized civil society groups it would be difficult to list them all, but they include churches, charitable groups, cultural institutions, professional associations and sometimes private businesses.

An active and engaged civil society is desirable in a democratic state, as it offers varying perspectives on how to improve society and provokes discussion and debate.

Civil society groups may be critical of government policies and hold governments to account over their actions. They may also:


	●  work towards ending poverty, corruption and economic inequality


	●  respond to crises (such as floods, earthquakes or fires) and help those in need


	●  promote law and order and prevent crime


	●  promote public freedoms


	●  advocate for transparency of government budgets


	●  protect the environment


	●  empower persons belonging to marginalized or disadvantaged groups


	●  deliver services to help disadvantaged groups in society


	●  fight against discrimination


	●  demand corporate social responsibility and accountability


	●  combat human trafficking


	●  empower women


	●  combat hate speech


	●  advocate for rights for the LGBTQ+ people


	●  empower youth


	●  advance social justice and consumer protection


	●  provide social services such as food kitchens and shelters.




As with most actors in global politics, civil society does not operate in isolation and interaction is frequent.


[image: ] HL extension: Environment

Examining how civil society impacts climate policies is one way to begin an investigation into environmental global political challenges at the local and national level. Investigating how different sectors of civil society provoke debate and discussion regarding the best approaches to dealing with our global climate crisis could lead to the development of an excellent HL case study.




■  What are non-governmental organizations?

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) may seem somewhat similar to organized civil society groups, and that’s because they are! NGOs refers to a huge variety of organizations that also aim to help people. NGOs, however, always try to remain independent from any kind of government influence and are usually non-profit.

The goals and methods of different NGOs can vary, but generally speaking they work towards:


	●  improving human rights


	●  helping those in need


	●  social and economic development.




Some NGOs are smaller and work locally, while others operate regionally and yet others are international (see Figure 1.4). This is different from organized civil society, which may be influenced by regional and global trends but is generally focused on local society.

[image: ]
■  Figure 1.4 Types of NGOs based on the level of involvement



Figure 1.5 illustrates the different categories of NGOs. These involvement:


	●  Charitable NGOs: directed at meeting the needs of the vulnerable and disadvantaged. They may provide food and shelter, and help people in times of natural and human-made disasters. Generally, the ‘receivers’ of help do not have a role other than to accept what is offered.


	●  Service NGOs: provide people with some kind of service, for example family planning or education. Those receiving help are expected to actively participate in the process to help themselves.


	●  Participatory NGOs: provide people with tools, land or materials necessary for them to then go on to help themselves and the community.


	●  Empowering NGOs: aim to empower people by helping them to understand their social, political and economic rights as individuals and as communities.





Discussion point

What NGOs have you heard about? Are there any NGOs in your community that you could engage with or have already engaged with?
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■  Figure 1.5 Different categories of NGOs





1.1.7 Private actors and private companies


■  Private actors

Private actors in society are those who are not directly involved with the government but who have the ability to make change and influence people. A private actor could be a philanthropist, business leader or even a well-known athlete or celebrity. Or, a private actor may be any member of society who has somehow managed to influence the actions of others.

Table 1.4 examines two globally influential and well-known private actors: Jeff Bezos and Mark Zuckerberg.

■  Table 1.4 Two influential private actors








	
Private actor


	
Background





	Jeff Bezos, Amazon

	Jeff Bezos founded Amazon in 1994. He donated more than $400 million worth of Amazon stock to multiple civil society organizations in 2022, though it’s unclear which organizations received those shares. He owns the influential US newspaper the Washington Post. He also owns Blue Origin, an aerospace company that develops rockets, and he briefly flew to space in 2021.




	Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook/Meta

	Zuckerberg started Facebook at Harvard in 2004 at the age of 19. Facebook changed its name to Meta in November 2021 to enable a shift of the company’s focus to the metaverse. In June 2021, anti-trust cases were filed against Zuckerberg by national and sub-national governments within the United States. Zuckerberg won.







 Discussion point

Both Jeff Bezos and Mark Zuckerberg are enormously wealthy private actors who have been, or currently are, heads of powerful private companies. Why might some states see these wealthy private actors as threatening? Does the fact that Americans Zuckerberg and Bezos are famous globally reinforce the perception that Americans dominate the world economy? To what extent is this perception a reality? Why might other states welcome collaboration with such actors?
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■  Figure 1.6 This cartoon portrays ordinary people paying more for services that have been privatized




■  Private companies

Private companies are not directly involved with the government and are usually motivated by profit. However, in many countries, private companies are influencing public policy and traditionally state-run institutions like never before. Some people have expressed concern over the increasingly influential role of certain private actors and companies in recent decades. In particular, commercial technology firms, such as Facebook/Meta, have unprecedented access to citizens’ private data.

Globally, we see the increasing involvement of private companies in services traditionally governed by the state, such as education, prisons, transportation systems and hospitals. This process, known as ‘privatization’, may mean governments are selling state-owned business to private companies.

We have previously mentioned that states like to have control over what happens within their borders and to their people, so why would they allow private companies to take over these services? 

Many economists argue that state governments are inefficient when managing state-run companies. They argue that private companies increase efficiency and deliver a better ‘product’. Often states are hopeful that privatization will benefit economic development. However, a growing number of real-world examples contradict this claim.


Discussion point

The cartoon in Figure 1.6 is critical of the privatization of essential services. It makes the claims that ordinary people will have to pay more for these services to ensure profits are made. What are the arguments against this claim?



1.1.8 Social movements

Social movements are groups of people who share a common concern about how society is functioning. These movements attempt to change attitudes and behaviour among the social community. In countries where expressing yourself is legal, you may see social groups organizing themselves to come together as a group and publicly discuss how society can improve. In countries where it’s dangerous or illegal to publicly identify yourself as someone who wants change, these groups may communicate online or arrange private meetings to discuss common goals.

These groups can begin spontaneously without a formal structure, but they share a common outlook and a desire for change. Social movements cover a wide variety of societal problems, including dangerous and reckless driving, discrimination against women and attitudes towards LGBTQ+ people.


■  Stages of social movements

Figure 1.7 examines the lifespan, or the stages, of typical social movements.
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■  Figure 1.7 The stages of social movements (Wykis)




Discussion point

Why might a state ‘repress’ a social movement? Can you think of any real-world examples of this happening? 




CASE STUDY

School Strike for Climate

In August 2018, Swedish school student Greta Thunberg began a school strike to bring attention to climate change. At first she was alone, but soon many other young people joined her.

In the weeks leading up to the Swedish elections the students sat outside the Swedish Parliament demanding that political leaders take action on the climate crisis. Her activism inspired a social movement and #FridaysForFuture started trending on social media.
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■  Figure 1.8 Greta Thunberg, founder of Schools Strike for Climate



Although the original point was to apply pressure on Swedish politicians, this social movement soon transformed into informing and motivating young people to become involved in the climate crisis. School Strike for Climate and Fridays for Future spread globally and saw students walking out of the classroom in many countries.




Discussion point

Have you heard of School Strike for Climate/Fridays for Future? If yes, would you say it is an example of a successful social movement? If no, do you think this is evidence that it failed? Can you justify your evaluation?



1.1.9 Resistance movements

Similar to social movements, resistance movements are groups of people who want change but whose complaints are more directed towards particular government policies, laws and leadership. Therefore, resistance movements provide more of a challenge to those in power than do social movements. However, in real-world situations, protest and social movements are often interconnected, as true change in society often involves changing both community attitudes and structural power.

In states where the freedoms of citizens are limited, it can be very dangerous to be part of a resistance movement because by doing so you are challenging the authority of the state. The US Department of Defense describes a resistance movement as ‘an organized effort by some portion of the civil population of a country to resist the legally established government or an occupying power and to disrupt civil order and stability’. Clearly, this definition sees resistance movements as illegal and something to be feared. Others believe that, if laws or governments are oppressive or corrupt, resistance movements can bring positive change.

There are two types of resistance movements: those that use violence and those that don’t. 


Key theorist

Erica Chenoweth (1980–)

Erica Chenoweth is a professor at Harvard University and has authored several books and articles on mass movements, non-violent resistance, terrorism, political violence, revolutions and state repression.

Chenoweth has concluded that, if resistance movements are to succeed, they must be non-violent in nature. This is because the use of violence stops a lot of people from joining. The more people joining the resistance, the more severe the disruption to daily life and the greater impact. Also, if changes are achieved through violence, Chenoweth argues, the power structure that follows is often as oppressive as the one it replaced.




[image: ]Extended essay

In early 2020, a spate of non-violent demonstrations against the government of Prime Minister Prayut Chan-o-cha in Thailand erupted. The protesters’ demands included the reform of the Thai monarchy, something previously unheard of.

Many young activists were arrested as the government attempted to shut down the movement. However, several of the activists, including Chonthicha ‘Lookkate’ Jangrew, have since decided to enter politics to attempt to make changes from within the system. She and other activists continue to attempt to reform the government and monarchy, despite multiple charges against them. They argue that the people of Thailand demand change.

Jangrew is just one of many young activists globally who are resisting government policies and laws peacefully. If you’re thinking of writing an extended essay on social or resistance movements, examining the methods used by activists such as Greta Thunberg or Chonthicha ‘Lookkate’ Jangrew would be a good place to start. However, remember that a good extended essay must consider multiple perspectives, and always discuss your ideas and potential research questions with your extended essay supervisor.




■  Is a violent resistance movement the same as a terrorist group?

Regardless of whether they are successful or not in achieving change, violent resistance movements can cause destruction in and destabilize a society. The term ‘non-violent resistance movement’ is not particularly controversial, but resistance movements that use violence can be divisive.

There are dozens of definitions of the term ‘terrorism’. Terrorism is subject to a lot of debate and study, not only concerning its definition but also regarding its causes and ways of combating it. Some argue that the way to distinguish a terrorist organization from a violent resistance movement is to examine the motives and goals of the group. Does it merely want to seize power? Is it carelessly hurting and killing innocent people in the process? Does it appear to want to create a society that would be even more corrupt, unfair or violent than the one it’s fighting against?
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You may hear the phrase ‘one person’s terrorist is another person’s freedom fighter’. To what extent does the definition of terrorism depend on different perspectives?




[image: ]HL extension: Security

Violent resistance movements are a serious concern for both the government and the citizens of any state and are a global political challenge. An investigation of how a specific violent resistance movement threatens the security of a state, and the response of different actors as a result of this threat, could lead to the development of an excellent HL case study. 



1.1.10 Interest and pressure groups


■  Interest groups

An interest group is a formally organized group of people that aims to influence public policy. Interest groups exist in all states, regardless of the system of government. There are thousands of types of interest groups, ranging from those representing the interests of certain industries, such as the pharmaceutical industry or dairy farming, to religious groups or those that focus on a particular issue, such as gun control.


■  Pressure groups

Pressure groups are very similar to social movements, and often the two terms are used interchangeably. They are usually found within interest groups, and they directly and openly work towards influencing those with power. Two prominent pressure groups active in global politics today are Black Lives Matter and People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA).

Both types of groups use a variety of tactics to draw attention, including:


	●  marches


	●  sit-ins


	●  petitions


	●  social media campaigns


	●  advertising through posters or billboards


	●  holding public meetings


	●  contacting local government


	●  staging some kind of stunt to attract attention.
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■  Figure 1.9 A Black Lives Matter march in Berlin, 2017
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■  Figure 1.10 Activists march for animal rights in Manhattan, 2017



1.1.11 Formal and informal political forums

In global politics, ‘forums’ refer to meetings of actors to discuss and debate different perspectives on a political issue. There are two main types of forum: formal and informal. 


■  Formal forums

As the name suggests, formal forums are regulated and have a definitive structure, rules and regulations in place. For example, the UN frequently hosts different formal forums on a wide variety of political issues.

Within democratic states, formal forums are sometimes established to provide an opportunity for a range of actors and stakeholders to express their opinions about issues impacting their community or state.

Formal forums regulate the interactions between actors and tend to produce definitive approaches to political issues, but some people question whether the structure and formality of such forums limits their creativity.


■  Informal forums

Informal forums are gatherings of actors who meet to discuss and debate different perspectives on a political issue. An informal forum ranges from a group of residents of a city street meeting to discuss common concerns about crime, to regional or global meetings involving states and non-state actors.

Informal forums are not restricted by a complex structure and rules, which some people think leads to more creative solutions.

The World Economic Forum

The World Economic Forum is an informal forum based in Geneva, Switzerland. It hosts an annual meeting in the Swiss town of Davos, giving it its informal name.

A wide variety of actors from the fields of business, media, civil society, government and academia come together at Davos to discuss solutions to some of the world’s most pressing problems in an informal setting, enabling different people representing different perspectives and skills to debate and propose innovative and creative solutions to global problems.

One criticism of Davos is that it is a meeting of the world’s ‘elite’, as most of its participants are very wealthy and powerful men. Some question how a group that controls most of the world’s wealth can find solutions to benefit all.


Discussion point

Formal and informal forums can be found at all levels of global politics, local to international. Why is it beneficial to bring together people with diverse opinions and perspectives?



1.1.12 The media

The media, including print, television and online, have long had an impact on political issues. Different news agencies may claim to be impartial, but achieving such a goal, even if the agency is sincere, is not always possible.

Social media has emerged as a powerful tool in global politics. Social media platforms can be relatively safe places for people to express opinions and be exposed to the opinions of others. 

As we mentioned earlier, states like to have control over what happens within their borders and, to varying degrees, the actions of their own people. As a result, some states feel their power is threatened by social media and they attempt to restrict citizens’ access to it. Additionally, in recent years the online world has become a place where states and other non-state actors spread disinformation in order to shape and manipulate public attitudes, opinions and issues of concern.
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The impact of social media is huge and often we are not even aware of the ways in which we are influenced. Research the ways in which social media ‘algorithms’ curate consumers’ experiences when viewing social media. Do you think that these algorithms provide a limited view of the world? How might our understanding of political issues be impacted by these algorithms?



The power of social media is demonstrated by the concern many states have expressed over its use. Table 1.5 is a partial list of states that have placed restrictions on or banned social media.

■  Table 1.5 States that have banned or restricted access to social media








	
State


	
Reasons for ban/restrictions





	Nigeria

	For several months ending in 2022, Nigeria’s government ordered telecommunications companies to block Twitter (now known as X) after a series of tweets started trending, criticizing President Muhammadu Buhari. The government claimed the tweets were a threat to national and economic security.




	China

	China began to block Facebook and other platforms in 2009, arguing that they threatened Chinese interests. We-chat, a multi-purpose messaging service, is allowed, as all data collected by We-chat are shared with Chinese authorities.




	India

	In 2020, India banned TikTok along with many other mobile apps, claiming that they were threatening state security and social stability.







Discussion point

To what extent do you agree that social media can threaten state security?



1.1.13 Systems and interactions in global politics

‘Systems’ in global politics refers to the structures in place that limit the actions of all the actors previously mentioned in this chapter. You have already seen that government systems and structures can influence whether or not certain actors are allowed to openly operate. We can clearly see that all states have sub-national and local governments and the vast majority of states belong to some kind of IGO. Rules, societal norms and institutions further regulate many of the other actors we have examined.

When you explore global political issues, always be on the lookout for these actors and stakeholders and consider what role they play in the issue. Be aware that not every political issue involves all of these actors and stakeholders.

By examining a real-world political issue, we can better understand the role actors and stakeholders play in global politics today. This is something you will undertake both with the support of your teacher and independently. 


CASE STUDY

A deconstruction of a political issue: the Ebola virus breakout in West Africa, 2014

In 2014, the viral disease Ebola surfaced in Liberia, Guinea and Sierra Leone. At the time this region of West Africa was already facing political instability, unstable borders, a weak health care system and poverty.







	
Actors involved from the start: the states of Liberia, Guinea, Sierra Leone, Nigeria, Mali and Senegal.

Stakeholders involved from the start: the people living in those states and the wider regional and global community.







At first, local government health authorities in all three of the originally infected countries struggled to understand the disease, which was not unknown but incredibly rare.

States with Ebola infections authorized various methods to halt the spread of the disease. Sierra Leone made residents stay home for three days, while Liberia closed most of its borders. All of these actions further crippled the states’ economies and did little to stop the spread of the disease, which quickly reached Nigeria, Mali and Senegal.

Despite these and other efforts, states quickly realized they needed the support of regional IGOs, the African Union (AU) and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) to deal with the crisis. Additionally, states and regional IGOs sought out the support of global IGO the World Health Organization (WHO). However, these organizations were later criticized for acting too slowly.







	
Regional and international actors: the AU, ECOWAS and the UN became involved at the request of the states originally impacted.







Ebola was quickly recognized as a threat globally, and soon dominated news and social media posts around the world. Global and regional NGOs, particularly those associated with medical expertise, offered assistance, as did state actors, private actors and companies. The political issue of how to control and manage the Ebola crisis soon involved a huge range of actors too numerous to list.

The WHO and multiple NGOs initially determined that Ebola was being spread through local customs and burial traditions in West Africa. In West Africa, it is customary for individuals to touch or hold their deceased loved ones before burial. However, this is when Ebola is most contagious. According to Guinea’s Ministry of Health, 60 per cent of Ebola’s cases were linked to traditional burial practices and the WHO estimated that 80 per cent of cases in Sierra Leone were tied to burial practices. As a result, these types of burial practices were banned, causing huge upset and mistrust within local communities.

Then, in 2014, the NGO Médecins Sans Frontières (or Doctors Without Borders) had to stop working in a treatment centre in Guinea after its members were attacked by those who believed that the organization had brought the virus with them. Health care workers from within West Africa also took great risks in helping those infected with Ebola and suffered violent attacks by community members who viewed them with suspicion. Additionally, many community stakeholders began to question whether the virus was real, and misinformation quickly spread.

As a result of these experiences, some experts have concluded that respecting community stakeholders should be the key to controlling any kind of disease outbreak. As the crisis evolved, a priority was placed on making burials safe and dignified, but was it too little too late?







	
Health care actors: alongside local health care workers in West Africa, the WHO and state health agencies including the US Center for Disease Control and NGOs such as Médecins Sans Frontières (also called Doctors Without Borders) became involved in the crisis. Additionally, volunteer health care workers from many other countries offered assistance to Ebola clinics in West Africa.

The media: the global media began reporting on the crisis as it evolved.







Eventually Ebola was brought under control and West Africa was declared Ebola-free in May 2015, after over 11,000 people lost their lives.

While we have covered some of the actors and stakeholders involved in addressing this political issue, It is important to remember that other individuals and collective actors played a role in these events – far too many to list in full. Many of these groups do not fall into the categories mentioned in this chapter. This is, however, yet more evidence that we live in an interconnected and globalized world. 




Discussion point

Local governments and government officials are often the first actors to become aware of and respond to health emergencies. The local government health authorities in West Africa were quickly overwhelmed with concerns regarding the containment and treatment of this virus. Why would they turn to the central governments of their countries before seeking help from IGOs or other actors outside of the state?




[image: ]Chapter summary

In this chapter we have covered:


	●  what is meant by the term ‘global political issue’


	●  who actors and stakeholders are, and how they interact with each other and global political issues


	●  what is meant by ‘the state’


	●  what types of systems make up a state


	●  the ways in which actors and stakeholders within systems interact and are involved in real-world political issues.







REVIEW QUESTIONS

Now that you have read this chapter, reflect on these questions:


	●  What is the difference between an actor and a stakeholder?


	●  What is generally accepted to be the definition of a state?


	●  Would a state be potentially more threatened by a resistance movement or a social movement? Why?


	●  What are some of the functions of intergovernmental organizations (IGOs)?


	●  Draw a diagram or mind map that shows the interactions between multiple actors and stakeholders involved in the 2014 Ebola crisis in West Africa.









1.2 Power



SYLLABUS CONTENT

By the end of this chapter, you should understand:


	▶  the types and ways of understanding power


	▶  classifications of power.






What is needed is the realization that power without love is reckless and abusive, and that love without power is sentimental and anaemic.

Martin Luther King, Jr, Where Do We Go from Here?

While power can sometimes be perceived negatively, it is, in fact, a neutral notion that can, as explored by Martin Luther King, Jr, be utilized in various ways. Power encompasses many meanings depending on the context. For example, power is required to propel a vehicle forward, to coach a sports team effectively or to coerce an authoritarian leader so they stop persecuting a group within their borders. While there is value in considering the various types of power within the context of global politics, it is the third example that best describes the work those working in international relations theory are trying to do.
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■  Figure 1.11 Martin Luther King, Jr



Whether power is defined as the ability to make or resist change or the ability to get what we want, power is at the very root of many structures in our society. However, in the context of global politics, it was perhaps best defined by key theorist Joseph Nye in 2021 as:

the capacity to do things, but more specifically in social situations, the ability to affect others to get the outcomes one wants. Many factors affect our ability to get what we want, and they vary with the context of the relationship.


Key theorist

Joseph Nye (1937–)

Joseph S. Nye Jr is an American political scientist and diplomat who has made significant contributions in the field of international relations. He is professor emeritus at Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government.

Nye is best known for his work on the concepts of ‘soft power’ and ‘smart power’. He defined soft power as the ability of a country to attract other countries through cultural, institutional and political values, rather than using military or economic means. He later expanded on this idea with the concept of smart power, which refers to the ability of a country to combine the use of both hard and soft power to achieve its foreign policy objectives.

Nye has also served in various US government positions throughout his career, including being the assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs during the Bill Clinton administration.
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■  Figure 1.12 Joseph Nye







1.2.1 Types and definitions of power

There are many types of power and, depending on how we explore the issue, we can take many different angles, even in global politics. However, drawing on the work of political scientist Joseph Nye, there seem to be at least three types of power – hard power, soft power and smart power.

Arguably, Nye’s most significant contribution to international relations theory is the concept of soft power, which he introduced in the late 1980s. In contrast to hard power – elements like military and economic might – soft power emphasizes the influence a state can exert through attraction, culture, values and diplomacy. Nye revolutionized how scholars and policy makers perceive international influence by articulating the importance of these types of ‘non-coercive’ power resources.

Nye then expanded on these ideas through his notion of smart power – a strategic mix of hard and soft power.

Hard, soft and smart power are now central to discussions about effective foreign policy. Joseph Nye’s innovative perspectives on power dynamics in international relations have contributed greatly to the field, making him one of the most influential global political scholars.


■  Hard power

Hard power, often called command power, includes using force and money to push a political actor into doing something they may not have otherwise done. For example, in 2021, the World Bank suspended funds being sent to Sudan to support their transition to a civilian government because of a military coup in October of that year. In this example, money was used in order to try to get the military to step back and allow the movement pushing for democracy and civilian rule to continue.

Hard power is often understood through the lens of so-called ‘sticks’, ‘carrots’ and ‘sermons’:


	●  A stick is something used to threaten an actor into doing something they would not otherwise do.


	●  A carrot is a desirable reward for acting in a way that one would have otherwise not acted.


	●  Sermons may include verbal warnings, directives or position statements sent directly to governments or as a speech condemning the actions of a state or non-state actor.




Either way, they can all be coercive, hard power tools.

Military power as hard power

While military force is often regarded as the ultimate stick in the realm of hard power in global politics, we must consider other components of power when discussing whether military power should be used. We can easily measure a country’s military power by taking inventories of its weapons and the size of its armies, navies and air forces. However, this perceived strength can be misleading. An actor’s military strength is not solely a function of the size of its military weapons or number of troops.

As Lawrence Freedman explains in Foreign Affairs Magazine, the enemy’s resources are an important factor when weighing up the military strength of a state. No military operates in isolation, and the capabilities of its adversaries can drastically shape the outcome of conflicts. Also, contributions from allies or trusted partners can sway the balance of power and expand a state’s military capabilities, whether this be through logistics, weapons or direct interventions. 

Quantity is not the only factor in military power; the quality of equipment and its maintenance are also important. An extensive arsenal loses its advantage if the weaponry is old or poorly maintained. Furthermore, the effectiveness of any military tool, no matter how advanced, relies on the forces using it. A high degree of training and motivation can make a difference in critical combat scenarios.

There are times when military power is not really helpful at all. For example, when faced with global political issues such as climate change, a pandemic or an economic crisis, military power can do little to alleviate these challenges.

Other factors influencing military power

Beyond the battlefield, other factors influence how well a military can respond. These include:


	●  the ability of a state’s logistical and economic frameworks to support the military


	●  the ability of an economy to sustain prolonged warfare


	●  the capacity of an actor to ensure that essential supplies consistently reach the front lines, a challenge that can grow as the conflict changes and morphs over time.




Also, we cannot overlook the significance of public and international support. The drive to continue a war effort is underpinned by both domestic and international backing. Establishing and preserving this support requires a government and other actors to craft compelling narratives explaining setbacks and celebrating victories. For example, during the Syrian civil war (2011), the dynamics of power extended beyond the battlefield. While military force was a significant aspect of the conflict, the ability to sustain the war effort and influence outcomes also depended on broader factors.

Economic power played a crucial role as various external actors, such as Iran, Russia and many Western countries, provided financial support, weapons and resources to different factions within the conflict. The economic capacity of these external actors to sustain their support had a direct impact on the duration and intensity of the war.

Public and international support were also instrumental. Different sides in the conflict sought to garner support both domestically and internationally through propaganda, media campaigns and diplomatic efforts. Public opinion and international alliances played a role in shaping the direction of the conflict and influencing negotiations.

The success, or failure, of hard power – including military power – is often determined by the context of the event itself.

As we saw earlier in the case of Sudan, money can be used as a stick and as a carrot. For example, in the case of foreign assistance, carrots can be used by wealthy states in order to reward less wealthy states for doing something they may not have otherwise done – highlighting that it is still coercive power. The wealthy state may provide technical assistance or a loan to a country (the ‘carrot’) in exchange for opening access to a raw materials market or providing free trade where the lower-income states do not apply taxes (tariffs) to imports or provide subsidies for the goods they export. In either case, the poorer country is doing something they wouldn’t have done without the financial carrot.

Alternatively, wealthy nations may provide assistance during a humanitarian crisis or natural disaster. This may enhance the prestige of the donor state and provide a market that helps the farmers in the donor state. As Joseph Nye explains, ‘A carrot is more effective than a stick if you wish to lead a mule to water, but a gun may be more useful if you aim to deprive an opponent of his mule’. 

Economic power as hard power

In today’s interconnected global economy, no one state is truly dominant, and countries can turn to suppliers around the world for essential goods and services, meaning economic power must be used alongside other states and non-state actors. Countries can also use these diverse sources to evade the use of economic power by one state, which is, in its own way, a form of economic power.

A defining characteristic of modern economic power is its precision. Economic measures, like sanctions, can be surgically designed to de-escalate a conflict. By targeting specific banks, businesses or politicians, states can place pressure on key decision makers and their political allies while potentially preserving the well-being of most citizens. This targeted approach to economic power differs from military power, where even the most advanced armies often struggle to avoid the unintended consequence of civilian casualties.

However, the success of economic power often relies on how the target state is governed. Authoritarian leaders often have a firm grip on the state’s military, security and media. As a result, they can avoid pushback from citizens who are affected by other states’ economic power.

Authoritarian leaders can also often ignore the pressures of public opinion. For instance, while the United States has frequently imposed economic sanctions against autocratic states like China, Cuba, Iran, Iraq and Russia, these sanctions have often struggled to achieve their objectives. Alternatively, economic measures are more effective when the targeted head of state is held accountable by other branches of government and functioning democratic institutions, where discontent can be clearly expressed.

Other factors influencing economic success

While using economic power as a tool of hard, coercive power significantly decreases the number of civilian casualties, there can be unintended consequences:


	●  The rich and powerful can evade forms of economic power, like sanctions.


	●  When economic measures are used against a major, interconnected economy, it can inadvertently cause disruptions that go well beyond the targeted state. For example, Russia’s blockade of the Black Sea in response to sanctions has increased the cost of Ukrainian wheat in many African countries.




While economic power offers states a precise and strategic tool in global politics, its effectiveness and consequences are therefore shaped by the complexities of global interconnectedness and domestic structures.


■  Power conversion: resource power versus behavioural power

As Joseph Nye states, power is about the outcome, the ‘end product’. Nye explains that this is down to an actor’s ability to influence an outcome or another actor’s behaviour. However, understanding power requires us to be precise about who is involved and what the issues at play are exactly.

Resource power

Resource power comes out of the assets an actor possesses. Traditional examples include a country’s large population, its sizeable economy and a strong military. Resource power is valued because it is noticeable and often quantifiable (can be counted). However, possessing these resources does not ensure an actor can achieve the desired outcomes. For instance, a state might have a large economy but fail to use it strategically to achieve a desired outcome. Also, just because a state has a large population does not mean it contributes to its power. In fact, large populations may have the opposite effect. For example, trying to ensure all members of the population are fed and housed can create economic challenges that negatively impact a state’s economic power.

Relational power

On the other hand, behaviour or relational power focuses on the actual outcome or influence that comes out of the resources. Nye calls this ‘power conversion’. The emphasis is on the relational aspect of power, which sees resources as only the vehicles or raw materials used to change an actor’s behaviour or relationship with another actor. This conversion of power considers how resources, when used in specific circumstances, produce (or fail to produce) the desired outcomes. Whether it is an actor’s strategies or the context of the environment, it is not the resources that achieve the desired outcome, but how they are used or the circumstance within which they are used that is most important. Resources don’t always equal having influence. The true measure of power lies in outcomes helped by paying attention to the circumstances and the strategies used for power conversion.


CASE STUDY

The Iran nuclear deal

We saw relational power in action as part of the diplomatic efforts of the United States and its allies to negotiate the Iran nuclear deal, formally known as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). In this context, the US and its partners used their economic resources as a means to influence Iran’s behaviour regarding its nuclear program. The resources, such as sanctions relief and access to the global economy, were viewed as vehicles or a means for changing Iran’s behaviour and relationship with the international community. Through extensive negotiations and diplomacy, the participating nations aimed to shape Iran’s actions by providing incentives for complying with the JCPOA’s restrictions on its nuclear activities. In this case, the power of the negotiating states was evident not just in the resources they possessed but in the strategic use of the resources to achieve a desired outcome – to prevent Iran from developing nuclear weapons.

Reflect on the different aspects of hard power as discussed in the chapter and explain how the effectiveness of these forms of hard power can vary depending on the political, economic and cultural context of both the exerting and receiving countries. For example, can the success of one form of hard power be dependent on the presence or absence of another?




ACTIVITY

Choose a recent international incident where hard power was primarily used and analyse the incident, focusing on the specific forms of hard power employed. Evaluate the effectiveness of the hard power strategies by considering their purpose. 




Concepts

Relational power

In his book The Future of Power, Joseph Nye explains that relational power has three elements related to the behaviour of actors:


	1  Commanding change: ‘The ability to command others to change their behaviour against their initial preferences.’


	2  Establishing preferences: ‘If I can get you to want what I want, I will not have to force you to do what you do not want to do.’


	3  Controlling agendas: ‘If ideas and institutions can be used to frame the agenda for action in a way that makes others’ preferences seem irrelevant or out of bounds, then it may never be necessary to push or shove them. In other words, it may be possible to shape others’ preferences by affecting their expectations of what is legitimate or feasible. Agenda-framing focuses on the ability to keep issues off the table.’







■  Soft power

If power is the ability to affect others to get desired outcomes, we could ask a related question: how quickly do you want to affect others? In the short term, hard power is more effective than soft power. I can threaten you and force you to give me your new mobile phone. It doesn’t matter that you don’t want to, I get your phone immediately.

To convince you to give me your phone using soft power, I would need to persuade you that the best thing for you is to have you give me your phone. This will take time and may very well be ineffective.

According to Nye, soft power is the ability to affect change in others by ‘framing the agenda’ or establishing the norms or expectations. Once the norms and expectations are set, then having the ability to persuade others, or create attraction, so that actors behave along the lines of the established norms and expectations is soft power in action.

Soft power is when actors are neither pushed nor coerced into behaving a certain way but are instead drawn or pulled towards doing something because they are attracted or convinced of the outcomes or benefits of falling in line with the established norms.

In global politics, the effectiveness of hard power tends to be fast and visible. We can see how tanks and drones immediately impact wars. Similarly, we can see how hard power clearly influences the financial status of a country impacted by sanctions.

Alternatively, the effectiveness of soft power tends to be slow. The attraction of values and culture may be visible only in the long term, or not clearly visible. Sometimes, it is difficult to determine the extent to which soft power has impacted decision-making by an actor.
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■  Figure 1.13 Movies made in Hollywood may help to promote American values and culture around the world



In the previous section, we saw how economic resources can produce hard power, but they can also lead to soft power. States with economic power may attract others to follow their example because the outcomes are beneficial. For example, the European Union (EU) has soft economic power in the form of its high gross domestic product as well as high levels of education and social services, which has led a number of European states to pursue membership. While there is undoubtedly hard, carrot-type power involved in gaining access to the EU – stop corruption in your country, or you won’t be part of the club – there is also soft, attractive power at work. States are drawn to the collective economic and relational power of EU membership, and so they aim to create policies that align with the EU because they are attracted to the EU’s successful example.

Soft power as cultural and social power

Soft power is closely related to both cultural and social power.

Cultural power

Cultural power can come from parts of a culture that gain international prominence and acceptance, such as language, fashion, cuisine, art, education or entertainment. For instance, Hollywood and Harvard are examples of cultural institutions that contribute to the soft power of the United States.

Hollywood, a centre for film production that creates movies widely watched and appreciated around the world, helps promote American values and culture. The result is that citizens and leaders of other countries are drawn towards American norms. But Hollywood’s global influence is not just about film commerce: it is also about sharing certain values, lifestyles and perceptions.

Harvard is a prestigious university that attracts students from around the world and produces influential scholars, enhancing the United States’ reputation as a centre for learning and intellectual excellence. In addition, international students who attend Harvard (or other equally prestigious universities) can take their experiences and ideas back to their home countries. They may go on to hold influential positions in government and business, potentially affecting the behaviour of states through their decision-making and leadership.


Discussion point

Research an example of how media, education or art from one country has influenced another country’s culture or policy. How might the long-term effectiveness of soft power compared to the immediate effects of hard power be both beneficial and a challenge?




ACTIVITY

Choose a cultural product (film, music, art, sport, etc.) from any country. Analyse how it might contribute to that country’s soft power. Consider aspects like global appeal, cultural messages and the ways in which it might encourage other countries to engage in similar practices.



Social power

Social power in global politics can be closely connected to cultural power. Again, it extends its influence by establishing social norms and practices. For example, the idea of democracy and human rights, largely rooted in Western political thought, has significantly influenced global politics, affecting diplomacy, international treaties and even military or economic intervention.
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■  Figure 1.14 Harvard University attracts international students, who may then take their experiences and ideas back to their home countries



Cultural and social values can influence other cultures and societies. Over time, this can change attitudes and behaviours in societies that adopt or adapt to these values, or norms. For example, the spread of certain educational models or the global popularity of English as an additional language reflects this social and cultural power.

Soft power is subtle and not always easy to pinpoint. However, these examples show soft power in action. 


[image: ]TOK

When exerting soft power, political leaders or parties might make use of the media – whether it be social media or traditional media. Can you find examples of politicians making use of social or traditional media to influence how their followers think about certain issues? This could be considered an example of how soft power is being used to shape the values and culture in such a way that in the longer term certain political aims are achieved.




■  Smart power

To counter the misperception that soft power could be used to the exclusion of hard power and still be an effective approach to foreign policy, in 2004, Nye developed the term ‘smart power’, which he defined as the ‘ability to combine hard and soft power into successful strategies where they reinforce rather than undercut each other’.

Nye also felt that relying solely on military power is insufficient to achieve long-term security and prosperity in today’s complex and interconnected world. He felt a more nuanced combination of hard military and economic power (hard power) alongside diplomacy and cultural influence (often soft power) was more likely to achieve foreign policy objectives.

Each state has a unique mix of hard and soft power. They use smart power in a manner that works best for them. For example, Norway likely relies more heavily on its soft power (it has been at or near the top of the Human Development Index for decades – see pages 226–227, where the Human Development Index is explained in detail). In contrast, while the United States has plenty of soft power, it can also lean heavily on its hard power (the United States has had by far the largest military budget of any country in the world for many decades). As Nye explained, the trick is effectively combining hard and soft power to achieve successful strategies.

Figure 1.15 illustrates how states combine hard and soft power to form smart power.
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■  Figure 1.15 Combining hard and soft power to create smart power






CASE STUDY

Ukraine

[image: ]
■  Figure 1.16 President Zelensky speaking at the UN, December 2022



The war in Ukraine has proven to be a good example of the various aspects of power that we have explored so far in this chapter. First, there has been hard military power. Russia has attempted to coerce Ukraine, by military force, into, at the very least, regime change that would ensure Ukraine was within Russia’s sphere of influence.

Russian government officials have also attempted to use soft power to evoke sympathy for the invasion by arguing it was to ensure Ukraine’s neutral status. They have suggested the invasion was because:


	●  NATO has encircled Russia, directly threatening Russian security


	●  the West orchestrated the removal of a democratically elected Ukrainian president in 2014


	●  Russian-speaking residents of the Donbas region of Ukraine needed saving from a ‘genocide’


	●  in President Putin’s own words, ‘drug addicts and neo-Nazis’ run Ukraine, and it needs ‘denazification’.




These arguments have been largely debunked. As a result, Putin’s attempt to use soft power has been mostly unsuccessful.

Ukraine, too, has used hard military power to achieve its desire to defend itself and push the invading Russian troops out of the country. In addition to supplying Ukraine with various weapons systems, the international community has also used hard power to assist Ukraine through sanctions. Prominent Russians, including Vladimir Putin, have had assets outside Russia frozen so they could not be accessed. The country’s banking, energy and manufacturing sectors, and access to global trade have also been targeted. Putin has also attempted to use hard power to force the EU and Germany, in particular, to walk back their support of Ukraine through sanctions of his own that have included cutting off most of the natural gas flows to Europe. In fact, due to Putin’s hard power capabilities, the EU was initially reluctant to sanction Russian banks for fear of harming its own banks.

In the short term, the war is likely to be determined by military and/or economic hard power. However, soft power has also been at play. Ukrainian president Volodymyr Zelensky has been especially effective in this regard. Whether it has been his use of social media – his response on social media, when the United States offered to assist him in fleeing Ukraine was that he needed ammunition, not a ride – or his virtual visits to parliaments and universities around the world, his experience as a television actor has served him well in drawing support globally to the Ukrainian cause. In addition, reporting Russian atrocities against civilians in Bucha, a suburb of Kyiv, has increased Ukraine’s soft power and reduced Russia’s soft power. Not only has this resulted in sympathy towards Ukraine and its people, but it has also resulted in substantial contributions to the military effort. By using both soft and hard power – or smart power – Ukraine has given itself a chance to repel the Russian invasion.




Discussion points

When might it be necessary to combine hard and soft power? Provide an example from a current global politics issue.

What are the challenges or limitations in implementing smart power strategies? 
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Find media articles from different sources and showing different viewpoints about the war in Ukraine. Compare and contrast the articles in terms of how they seek to shape the narrative about the war, thereby exerting soft power in trying to shift the values and cultures of the views/readers/consumers of that media.




ACTIVITY

Choose a country and develop a smart power strategy for a specific global political issue it faces. Outline how you would combine elements of hard and soft power in your approach.



1.2.2 Further types of power


■  Structural power

Structural power reflects the influence wielded by actors, often states or groups of states, but at times also includes influential corporations or international institutions. This power is exercised not necessarily by direct coercion or rewards but through the ability to shape and determine the structures of the global political system in a way that advances state interests. These could be strategic, economic or political. While it is a more subtle form of power when compared to military or economic power, it is deeply embedded within the frameworks that guide the interactions between state and non-state actors.

One central aspect of structural power is its ability to establish norms. For example, norms like sovereignty are key to the UN’s structure. Principles like this profoundly influence the behaviour of member states. The same goes for the economic norms the World Trade Organization (WTO) or the International Monetary Fund (IMF) set out. By determining what is viewed as ‘normal’ or ‘acceptable’ in international relations – what Nye calls ‘agenda-setting’ – actors can guide the actions of other actors by referring to the structural norms. In summary, structural power sets the rules of the global politics game.


■  Cyberpower

Cyberpower refers to using cyberspace to create advantages and influence events. Cyberspace includes the internet, computer networks, information technology and all our interconnected digital devices. Cyberpower can be seen in various forms, from cyber warfare to digital diplomacy and cyber espionage.

Many states now view cyberspace as a domain of warfare similar to traditional forms of warfare. Countries have developed cyber units to defend national infrastructures, gather intelligence and potentially disable the cyber infrastructures of those they are in conflict with. Cyberpower can also extend to non-state actors like terrorist groups, hacktivists and criminal gangs, who use it to disrupt services and steal information to further their goals.

Cyberpower is not limited to warfare, however. Cyber espionage has become a popular tool for states to gather intelligence on other state and non-state actors. It is cheaper and faster than traditional military and economic forms of warfare, and very difficult to catch those engaging in cyber espionage. For example, in 2023 China’s Ministry of State Security said in a report that the US National Security Agency (NSA) carried out attacks on the servers of China’s technology company Huawei in an effort to steal data.

The uneven distribution of cyber capabilities and access to digital resources can influence global political power dynamics. State and non-state actors with strong cyber capabilities can influence less digitally developed countries. As technology evolves and the world becomes more interconnected, the significance of cyberpower in international relations will only grow. Understanding this power dynamic is an increasingly important element of power in global politics. 


Discussion point

Consider the effectiveness of hard, soft and smart power in the context of a current global political issue. Can you identify where one type of power might be more effective than the others?




ACTIVITY

Think of a situation in your own life or a recent event in the news where different types of power (hard, soft or smart) were evident. Write a brief analysis of the situation, identifying the types of power used and their effectiveness.




CASE STUDY

Use of cyberpower to create conflict

States use their cyberpower to manipulate opinions and create conflict in other states. This has implications for democratic processes and in recent years we have seen several alleged election interference campaigns.

Perhaps the most well-known instance was the 2016 US presidential election, which was characterized by a particularly polarized political divide. In January 2017, the US Intelligence Community released a report that concluded that Russian president Vladimir Putin had ordered a cyber-influencing campaign during the 2016 US presidential election. The report stated that the goals of the influencing campaign were to undermine the US election process, denigrate the Democratic presidential nominee, Hillary Clinton, and support the opposing Republican presidential candidate, Donald Trump.

To do this, Russian hackers were accused of infiltrating the Democratic Party’s election committee’s servers and leaking sensitive emails. The report also alleged social media manipulation. According to the report, the Internet Research Agency, a Russian company based in St Petersburg, shared politically divisive content on major social media platforms. It aimed to inflame already tense political conflict through ad campaigns and by creating fake accounts and pages that would be used to spread disinformation.




[image: ]HL extension: Technology

Notions of cyberpower, cyberwarfare and cyber espionage could be excellent starting points for HL students to explore the global political challenge of Technology. Consider inquiring into its use by both state and nonstate actors. Choose a specific example and consider how they use it and why. The global political challenges of Borders and Security could also be linked to this inquiry.




■  Power-over, power-to, power-with

While Nye’s notion of power is very popular within global politics, experts are starting to pay attention to the concepts of ‘power-over’, ‘power-to’ and ‘power-with’. Power-over reflects an actor’s relationship where one actor has power over another. Power-to involves the ability of an actor to carry out an act. In contrast, power-with is the ability of members of a group to work together to achieve a goal. 

Mary Parker Follett was the first person to establish the notions of power-over and power-with. She described power-over and power-with as two opposite understandings of power, writing, ‘So far as my observation has gone, it seems to me that whereas power usually means power-over, the power of some person or group over some other person or group, it is possible to develop the conception of power-with.’ According to Follett, power-over should be understood as coercive while power-with is viewed as a cooperative, active form of power.

Interestingly, when Hannah Arendt considered power-over in her book On Violence, she suggested that every exercise of power of one person over another consists in a form of violence and should not be labelled as power. Instead, she argued that power deserves its name only when enacted as power-with.

The distinction between power-over and power-to was developed by Hanna Pitkin, who challenged the understanding of power as reflecting a social relationship and instead saw power as an ability. Pitkin saw the need to distinguish between situations where an actor has power over another actor, which occurs only when that actor gets the other to do something. Instead, she argued, there are situations in which an actor has the ‘power to’ accomplish something alone. She labelled this as power-to, the widely understood notion of power as ‘being able to’.

These are not the only perspectives on power in the study of Global Politics. What is important is that you understand that power is the central component of this course. Whenever you are considering a political issue or global political challenge, you should return to the notion of power and consider how it is being used and manifesting itself in the context of your topic.
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In this chapter we have covered:


	●  power in global politics


	●  definitions and ways of understanding power


	●  classifications and types of power, including hard power, soft power, relational power, smart power, structural power, cyberpower, and power-over, power-to and power-with.







REVIEW QUESTIONS

Now that you have read this chapter, reflect on these questions:


	●  Define and differentiate between hard power, soft power and smart power. Provide real-world examples of how each type of power has been employed in global politics.


	●  Explain the distinction between resource power and relational power. How can a state possess many resources yet fail to exert significant influence in international affairs? Provide examples to support your explanation.


	●  Provide examples of how cultural and social power, such as language, education and shared values, can influence the behaviour of states and non-state actors in global politics.


	●  Explain how the concepts of structural power and cyberpower influence global politics. What do you think might be the long-term impact of cyberpower on global politics?


	●  How do the concepts of power-over, power-to and power-with challenge traditional understandings of power? Provide an example of each of the three forms of power.









1.3 Sovereignty in global politics
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■  Figure 1.17 A painting of the peace treaties being signed between May and October 1648 in Osnabrück and Münster, Germany, ending the Thirty Years War




SYLLABUS CONTENT

By the end of this chapter, you should understand:


	▶  traditional and modern notions of state sovereignty


	▶  sources of sovereignty


	▶  internal and external dimensions of sovereignty


	▶  challenges to state sovereignty.






1.3.1 Traditional and modern notions of state sovereignty

Sovereignty is a key concept of the Global Politics course. It is essential that you understand this concept, as it relates to the global political issues of rights and justice, development, and peace and conflict. You should go beyond a ‘dictionary understanding’ of this concept and instead always be actively examining its significance in real-world examples as you make your way through this course. To begin, however, we should consider a basic definition of what we think of as ‘sovereignty’. 

Sovereignty is linked to the independence of a state. In our world today, states are supposed to have control over their territory and be able to provide an effective government for their residents.


[image: ]HL extension: Borders

Controlling the movement of people and goods across borders remains a top priority for most states. An interesting starting point for a case study about borders could be an examination of a particular state with challenging events taking place in relation to its borders. This closely links to the sovereignty of a state and border violations are a global political challenge with potentially wide-reaching implications both regionally and globally.



Some experts argue that the importance of sovereignty is declining as there are so many actors involved in modern global political issues. IGOs, civil society, private companies, social movements, resistance movements, formal and informal forums and the media all actively challenge the supremacy of the state in one way or another, some more forcefully than others.

Others argue that, although it may appear that the state’s power and authority has weakened, this is just an illusion, as the state continues to have the final word on what happens within its own borders. States may join IGOs and seemingly cooperate with the demands of other actors, but, ultimately, the state is always working in its own best interest.


Concepts

Liberal and realist views on sovereignty

Liberals see that the world is becoming more interdependent and globalized. They therefore argue that sovereignty of the state has weakened.

Realists argue that the state remains the most important actor in global politics. They argue that sovereignty remains intact and states continue to exercise a great deal of control.




■  Peace of Westphalia

Where do our ideas about sovereignty and the role of the state come from? This question is complex, and students studying contemporary global politics should have some understanding of its origins. The Peace of Westphalia of 1648 is a good starting point to begin an examination of traditional and modern notions of state sovereignty.

The Peace of Westphalia was a collection of peace treaties that brought an end to a very violent and unsettling period in European history. The Thirty Years War was, in fact, a series of many wars throughout central Europe, during which different actors attempted to settle old disputes and gain territory. Like most peace treaties, Westphalia aimed to put measures in place to ensure that peace could be maintained.

After the Peace of Westphalia, old systems collapsed, and some argue a more modern concept of a nation state emerged. Whether that was a result of the treaties of Westphalia is debated, but when we read of ‘Westphalian sovereignty’ this is what is being referred to.

Two main principles were established by Westphalia. They provide a foundation to any definition of ‘sovereignty’:


	1  States should have unchallenged control over what happens within their territory. Within the state, any other claims made by actors, such as cultural or religious groups, local governments or civil society, will always be secondary.


	2  Globally, it is expected that all states respect the independence of each other and not, in any way, interfere with the internal workings of each other. 




Historians will tell you that both of these principles have been frequently breached and that the ideals of the Treaty of Westphalia do not always match reality. Certainly the era of colonialism demonstrates that European states did not respect the principles of Westphalia in many places beyond the continent of Europe. However, despite this reality, the principles did take root and even today many see them as essential components of global politics.


Discussion point

Some experts claim that states are using the internet and social media to interfere with the internal affairs of other states. Can you think of any recent real-world examples that illustrate these concerns?




■  The colonial era

Although, as we have seen, the Treaty of Westphalia implies an acceptance of state sovereignty, in the centuries that followed many European countries did not define established societies located outside of the continent of Europe as ‘states’. Therefore, they saw no reason to respect the independence of these places, resulting in the era of colonialism.

Colonialism can be defined as the domination and control of people or areas by an outside state or nation. This domination took two main forms:


	●  It sometimes involved the resettlement of people to the ‘new’ land, referred to as a ‘colony’ or a ‘settlement’ (as occurred in, for example, Canada, the United States, Australia and New Zealand). This is called a colony of settlement.


	●  It could also involve control over the economic and political systems of a society (as occurred in, for example, India, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Indonesia and Brazil). This is called a colony of rule.




We often see the word ‘imperialism’ mentioned alongside colonialism. Imperialism ordinarily refers to the European empires as a whole – both colonies of settlement and colonies of rule. Colonialism and imperialism are by nature exploitative and damaging, and the consequences of this period can be felt even today.


Concepts

Postcolonialism

Postcolonialism is a political viewpoint. It makes the claim that, just because the era of colonialism and European imperialism appears to be over, we are still experiencing its negative consequences, which continue to impact almost all aspects of daily life. Ideas of race, gender, class, education and politics continue to be shaped by a ‘European’ perspective, and non-Western perspectives are often seen as outside the global ‘norm’ and not treated with the same respect.
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Consider various political viewpoints as you study the historical events described in this chapter. Does it matter to your understanding of ‘sovereignty’ if you’ve applied a postcolonial viewpoint (prioritizing the negative effects of colonization on the indigenous or local populations)? Is there a ‘neutral’ way of exploring these important historical facts about the rise of the modern understanding of ‘state’? 




■  Self-determination and sovereignty re-examined

In the early twentieth century, particularly after the First World War, many people saw ‘self-determination’ as a pathway towards future peace.

Self-determination is closely related to sovereignty because it assumes that empires and colonies should be a thing of the past. No state should have the authority to take control of another. People should decide who they want to be their rulers.

By 1933, the only way to achieve self-determination was to be recognized as an independent state. The International Conference of American States took place in Montevideo, Uruguay in 1933. It represented states who had gained independence from colonizers. However, some felt uneasy and fearful that they could lose their independence unless they established clear criteria, and so they set about doing just that. The conference also hoped to inspire and support those who had not yet broken free from colonial rule.

As a result, they drew up a clear definition of the state. This convention has had a significant impact on our modern understanding of sovereignty.
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■  Figure 1.18 The countries that attended the Montevideo Convention






ACTIVITY

In your study of Global Politics you will come across many conventions, laws and treaties, such as the Montevideo Convention on the Rights and Duties of States. It is worthwhile to try to read these documents in their original form but make notes for yourself to explain what they mean in simplified language.

Find a copy of the Montevideo Convention online. Summarize the articles from the Montevideo Convention in your own words.



Westphalia and Montevideo provide us with a fairly comprehensive explanation of traditional state sovereignty. As we have seen, a sovereign state has both rights and responsibilities. However, global politics is about contemporary global political issues, so how do these ‘historical’ documents impact our world today? For the most part, these traditional definitions of state sovereignty remain relevant today, despite facing increasing challenges in more recent years.


◆ Genocide refers to the deliberate killing of one ethnic, racial or religious group, with the aim of destroying that group.

◆ A failed state is a state that has lost the ability to govern but still has some sort of external sovereignty. There may be uncontrolled violence, government collapse and/or a general breakdown of systems within the state.

◆ A rogue state is a state threatening world peace and not cooperating with the international community.




■  Modern notions of state sovereignty

While in the past it may have been widely accepted that states have a monopoly of power within their borders, this notion has been challenged as our world has become more globalized and interconnected (see Figure 1.19). It has been argued that a global era requires global engagement.
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■ Figure 1.19 Traditional notions of sovereignty and challenges to these notions





All of these challenges have led many to argue that traditional notions of sovereignty simply do not work in our modern political landscape.


Concepts

Social constructivism

Social constructivists would argue that the word ‘sovereignty’ itself depends very much upon the customs and practices of states and international systems. These can change over time and are flexible depending upon the unique circumstances of global political issues. They would argue that in the real world there is no set definition or meaning of sovereignty and there are many exceptions to this supposed global norm.




Discussion point

In what circumstances should international institutions such as the United Nations or more powerful states intervene with the internal affairs of another state?



This is not a question anyone can easily answer, and as you make your way through the IBDP Global Politics course you will see that this question arises frequently when looking at political issues involving rights and justice, development and sustainability, and peace and conflict. There are multiple actors, stakeholders and theories all offering varying perspectives you should consider.

1.3.2 Sources of sovereignty

Power is at the root of any discussion about sovereignty. How a state exercises its power and how all states interact with each other has much to do with this key concept.


■  The possession and use of force

Table 1.6 outlines the ways in which states use force to exert sovereignty.

■  Table 1.6 The use of force within and against other states








	
The use of force within the state


	
The use of force against other states





	
The use of force is seen as a necessary component of state governance.

Without the ability of the state to have the sole monopoly on the use of force, many argue that the state could not function and society would fall into chaos.

States ordinarily have some sort of judicial system as well as one or several overarching national police forces. Depending on the size of the state there may be additional levels of police at the regional and local levels.


	
Most states maintain an armed force of some kind, but the use of force against other states is to be avoided.

It is, however, generally agreed by the international community that, if a state suffers an armed attack by a foreign power, its sovereignty is breached, and in response the use of force could be justified.

The idea of an armed attack is based on traditional ideas of warfare, which may or may not be present in modern conflicts.








■  International laws and norms

International laws are a set of agreements and treaties between different countries. States come together, often within the framework of an IGO such as the UN, and make rules they believe will be of benefit to all and preserve peace and security. These laws may evolve based on shifting global norms: what was once seen as a sovereign right of a state may now be seen differently, for example.

Because of sovereignty, no state can be forced to sign a treaty. They are free to accept or decline any international treaty or agreement. As you will see, international laws can be found in all of the thematic studies of the course, as they cover a wide variety of global political challenges. 

International laws are meant to be binding so if a state has agreed to a law and then goes on to violate it, there will be consequences.


◆ When a law is binding, the state’s actions must support the promises made in the law, otherwise it will face consequences.



What do international laws normally cover?

International laws:


	●  attempt to maintain friendly and cooperative relations between states


	●  provide basic rights for all people


	●  attempt to solve international disputes and problems to prevent conflict


	●  limit the internal and external use of force


	●  attempt to regulate rules of trade and international shipping


	●  limit the development of weapons.





Discussion point

From the list above, can you see how international laws impact a wide range of political issues, including those associated with rights and justice, development and sustainability, and peace and conflict?



Is international law really law?

Some experts consider international law to be more of a moral code of conduct, but others strongly disagree and argue that states can and should face severe consequences for abuses. These consequences can include economic restrictions such as sanctions being placed on the state, and condemnation from other states. An example of economic sanctions and condemnation being imposed can be seen in the case of the EU openly condemning and imposing multiple economic sanctions against Russia, beginning in 2014.

The obstacle to the international community imposing more severe consequences for breaching international law is, of course, state sovereignty.

What is a global ‘norm’?

A global norm is simply the shared expectations and understandings of states and other actors and stakeholders as to what is acceptable behaviour.

As we will see, global norms surrounding state sovereignty have been shifting and changing in recent decades. Many question the absolute authority of the state, particularly as the power and influence of other actors and stakeholders, such as IGOs, organized civil society, NGOs, private actors and companies, social movements, resistance movements, formal and informal forums and the media, continue to expand.
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How might the changing social and cultural beliefs of a population influence the changing political norms?

Global norms and understandings of ‘sovereignty’ change over time and have huge consequences. In what way do you think these changes have been influenced by ‘non-political’ (or at least not state-controlled) social and cultural values and beliefs?

You might consider how society is more aware of power-minorities or disadvantaged people or the institutionally disadvantaged, or the growing influence of social media or the internet to raise awareness of various injustices that might not have been widely known about in the past. 



1.3.3 Internal and external dimensions of sovereignty


■  Internal sovereignty

Internal sovereignty refers to the absolute authority of the state within its own borders. States that have strong internal sovereignty should have secure structures and systems of rule, which enable:


	●  the government of the state to have control over the people living within its borders


	●  the government to have the power to make decisions and enforce laws


	●  the peoples’ acceptance of the authority of the state and its government.




Internal sovereignty is often seen as essential to having a well-functioning society, but in reality it might be difficult to find any state that has absolute internal sovereignty, since this implies absolute acceptance of the authority of the government.

Some may see democratic states as having more internal sovereignty than dictatorial ones because the people actively participate in the political process and elect their governments. And, although government decisions are frequently criticized and questioned in democracies, the mechanisms of the state and state authority would not be widely challenged if internal sovereignty is intact.


Concepts

Liberalism and internal sovereignty

Liberals believe that the people of a state must be in agreement with the will of the government in order to achieve internal sovereignty. The best way to achieve this is through the political system of democracy, in which people can actively participate in choosing the political leadership of their country.

In addition, liberals believe that any examination of internal sovereignty must consider the complex interactions of multiple actors and stakeholders, not simply the authority of the state government.




Discussion point

To what extent do you agree that the wealthiest states have the strongest external sovereignty? What other factors strengthen external sovereignty?




■  External sovereignty

As the name suggests, this kind of sovereignty looks at the wider picture. External sovereignty refers to the ability of the state to act independently when dealing with actors and states from outside of its borders. It is the power a state has when interacting with other states and actors.

How do economics and the balance of power impact external sovereignty?

A quick glance at real-world global interactions clearly shows that some countries are perceived as being more powerful than others, and it could be said that they have great external sovereignty. Power is often measured in terms of a state’s wealth and military strength. It is argued that these attributes allow powerful states to prioritize their own interests over that of others even within the context of our more globalized world.

A state-centric model of global politics (realist) sees states as independent and autonomous much like a series of balls, some more powerful than others. They may or may not collide with each other as they maintain a precarious but essential balance of power (see Figure 1.20). This theory is sometimes referred to as the Billiard Ball model. 


Concepts

Realism and the balance of power

Realists argue that the state is the most powerful actor in global politics and that powerful states have a greater level of external sovereignty. Powerful states are able to make decisions that impact the global community and are generally accepted as the ‘movers and shakers’ of global politics. In contrast, other states have very little external sovereignty.

Accepting ‘this balance of power’ maintains a stable world order and prevents conflict. In recent decades, many scholars, analysts and journalists have argued that we are living in an era where the United States and China represent two very powerful states with strong evidence of external sovereignty.
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■  Figure 1.20 Realists claim a delicate balance of power must be maintained between powerful and less powerful states to prevent conflict and crisis, much like the balance demonstrated here



1.3.4 Challenges to state sovereignty


■  Challenges to the monopoly of the use of force

When there is widespread and unrestricted violence within a state, sometimes caused by resistance groups, criminal gangs or terrorism, the state has clearly lost its monopoly on the use of violence. This kind of unchecked violence is without doubt at odds with the most fundamental responsibility and duty of the state to control violence and protect its people. In cases in which states have lost the capacity to control violence, it is not unusual that the government is unable to provide essential services to its people, such as policing, health care, education and sanitation. This often forces people to seek alternate forms of authority who they feel can at least help them with day-to-day necessities and governance. These alternate forms of authority may operate locally, regionally or even nationally, and they further erode the internal sovereignty of the state.


CASE STUDY

Somalia

[image: ]
■  Figure 1.21 Somalia, Ethiopia and Kenya



From the 1980s onward Somalia has been considered by many to be a failed state. Civil war, violent resistance movements and uncontrolled inflation all undermined the legitimacy of the central government. The United States and Ethiopia were two foreign states actively supporting the existing government during this period and this continues to the present day.

In 2006, al-Shabaab, a violent resistance movement, seized control over large areas of Somalia after the central government was unable to govern these areas effectively. The United States, long a supporter of the government of Somalia, began air strikes against al-Shabaab in 2007. By 2011 the group controlled parts of the capital city Mogadishu and, as a result, the African Union sent armed troops to Somalia under the African Union Mission in Somalia (ANISOM) to help restore the internal sovereignty of the Somali government. Neighbouring state Kenya, concerned about the threat al-Shabaab posed to its own interests, also sent troops. In response, al-Shabaab lost some of its controlled territory but also launched attacks against military and civilian targets in Kenya, killing hundreds.

As of 2023 al-Shabaab continues to conduct attacks both within Somalia and neighbouring countries. ANISOM, the UN, Kenya, Ethiopia, the United States and other actors continue to work against them. The people of Somalia have suffered enormously for several decades of Somali turmoil. In addition, from 2022 to 2023 the worst drought in 40 years resulted in widespread famine, causing a crisis of severe malnutrition and death.




Discussion points

Review all you have learned about traditional notions of state sovereignty. In what ways does Somalia not meet the criteria of a sovereign state?

Increased global interdependence has meant there are many actors involved in this crisis. Who are the other actors either attempting to challenge or attempting to restore Somalia’s internal sovereignty?




[image: ]Extended essay

If you are interested in examining modern-day challenges to traditional notions of state sovereignty, a good place to start would be to investigate specific example(s) of how increased global interdependence has meant a wide variety of state and non-state actors frequently challenge the internal sovereignty of states in crisis. A good extended essay must consider multiple perspectives, and always discuss your ideas and potential research questions with your extended essay supervisor.




■  Supranationality

Today, we can find many states working together as part of larger groups or collectives. Earlier in this chapter you were introduced to IGOs, which play a significant role at both the regional and international level of global politics. When states agree to join an IGO they are agreeing to work together with other states and come to collective decisions. The term ‘supranationality’ means that IGO institutions make decisions as a group. Individual state members may disagree with the majority in such circumstances, but the will of the institution will prevail. Therefore, an IGO by its nature is ‘supranational’, meaning ‘over or above’ individual states and, to a certain extent, joining one challenges the sovereignty of the state.

Why would states agree to give up some degree of sovereignty in order to join a supranational institution? Clearly they believe that the benefits outweigh the disadvantages (see Table 1.7). 

■  Table 1.7 Commonly perceived benefits for states joining an IGO









	
Economic


	
Political


	
Security





	A group of states that work together as a single market can be more efficient economically. The easy movement of goods, services and workers can benefit all.

	Countries banding together can be perceived as more powerful and have a greater say in global political issues compared with single states acting independently.

	States in an IGO are perceived as a united group and less vulnerable than isolated states.







Discussion point

In our globalized and interconnected world, a state operating in isolation is an anomaly and ordinarily signals something is wrong. Almost all states belong to one or more IGOs. Other than economic, political and security advantages, what are some other possible reasons a state might join an IGO despite the risk of losing some sovereignty? Do some online research to make sure your flag knowledge is up to date.
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■  Figure 1.22 Some of the regional supranational organizations active in Africa







Supranational groups

Supranational groups are extensive and cover a wide variety of organizations. Many states belong to multiple supranational groups, as each may be perceived as offering unique advantages.

As you can see in Figure 1.22, most African states see that the advantages to joining regional IGOs outweigh any kind of reduction of sovereignty. These states are also members of many international IGOs not shown in the figure.

However, it is worth noting that states do sometimes distance themselves or remove themselves completely from IGOs due to perceptions that their sovereignty has been unacceptably diminished. One such case was when the UK voted to leave the EU in 2016, often referred to as ‘Brexit’.


Perspectives

Rishi Sunak on Brexit

In 2016, the UK prime minister Rishi Sunak was quoted as saying that the UK would be better off if they left the European Union because they would be able to control their own immigration policies and justice systems as well as prosper economically.




Discussion point

According to Prime Minister Sunak, in what ways did belonging to the EU directly impact the UK’s sovereignty?




■  Indigenous land claims

Indigenous people are people who have lived in an area of land for a very long period of time. Over the course of centuries the land they lived on may have been taken over by other groups, who then created states and borders, usually without the informed consent of the earlier inhabitants.


◆ Indigenous refers to a person or people living in an area or a land from the earliest times, before the arrival of colonists.




[image: ]HL extension: Identity

There are many groups of people who are marginalized and treated unfairly because of their identity and in recent decades more and more people are standing up for equal rights. A good starting point for a global political challenge case study would be to examine how a specific group has challenged norms and brought about positive changes for its community.



There is growing recognition that advancing indigenous peoples’ collective rights to lands, territories and resources not only contributes to their well-being but also to the greater good of the wider society by tackling problems such as climate change and the loss of biodiversity.

However, this is an obvious challenge to state sovereignty. Traditional definitions of state sovereignty assume that, within the state, any other claims made by actors, such as cultural or religious groups, local governments or civil society, will always be secondary to that of the state. As evidence that traditional notions of state sovereignty are evolving, it can be seen that many states have acknowledged that indigenous people have special claims to land ownership and use. 


Discussion point

Indigenous people were directly impacted by colonialism as their lands and autonomy were taken from them. The group in Figure 1.23 are demanding we ‘End Co2lonialism’. Why do you think they have included a subscript ‘2’ in the word ’Colonialism’?
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■  Figure 1.23 Indigenous people gather to protest at a climate march in New York City, 2014






Key theorist

Frantz Fanon (1925–61)

Frantz Fanon was a political philosopher and Marxist from Martinique, then under French colonial rule, whose works significantly influenced later Marxist and postcolonialist theories. In his book The Wretched of the Earth (1961) he details the suffering of the people who were colonized:

For a colonized people the most essential value, because the most concrete, is first and foremost the land: the land which will bring them bread and, above all, dignity.

[image: ]
■  Figure 1.24 Frantz Fanon



According to the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, a global recognition of the land rights of indigenous people is improving:


	●  Although 20 per cent of land in Australia is owned by indigenous people, it tends to be in remote areas and is not particularly desirable.


	●  In Indonesia, indigenous communities who had been prevented from living in traditional forest lands were given greater access to these lands in 2013.


	●  In New Zealand, Maori people retained collective and individual rights over their traditional lands, forests and fishing rights.


	●  In Panama, five regions were recognized as being the lands of indigenous people.




We will explore indigenous rights in more detail in Section 2. 




[image: ]Extended essay

If you are interested in examining how indigenous land claims challenge traditional notions of state sovereignty it might be a good idea to begin by investigating claims made by specific indigenous groups in your own country or region. Remember, though, a good extended essay must consider multiple perspectives, and always discuss your ideas and potential research questions with your extended essay supervisor.
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■  Figure 1.25 Poster advertising the theatre production The Melting Pot, United States, 1916




■  Transnational cultural groups

Nationalism refers to a state where people have a strong belief and support for their nation. Residents of this kind of state often share a common language, history and a unified cultural identity. Nationalism is not necessarily negative, but it is often associated with a sense of arrogance and superiority, as states with a strong sense of nationalism usually put their own interests first, and this can lead to conflict. Historically, migrants moving into a state with a strong sense of nationalism were expected to ‘fit in’ and adopt the characteristics of that nation as quickly as possible in order to be accepted.

The ‘melting pot’

The idea that new migrants joined a ‘melting pot’ in the United States was used as a metaphor for many years to explain American identity. In this scenario, migrants prioritize becoming American and their own languages, beliefs and culture become secondary characteristics. The children of these migrants normally abandoned the ‘old ways’ and therefore, theoretically, the unified ‘national identity’ remained intact.

The same situation can be seen in states where the unique cultural identities of migrants are de-emphasized and even actively discouraged.


[image: ]TOK

The ‘melting pot’ is a powerful metaphor that gives people a way to think about how people, with their different identities and knowledge communities (including languages and practices), can share a vision of who they are at the national level. However, the metaphor de-emphasizes people’s ‘local’ identities, and this is by design. But are all identities or cultures or cultural practices equally de-prioritized?

The question of what the ‘national culture’ looks like after this metaphorical process of ‘melting together’ has occurred is a challenging one, but one that sits at the heart of many of the social struggles within nations. How might educational institutions, ‘official languages’, forms of government and political ideologies actually prioritize a particular population within the ‘melting pot’, rather than equally de-emphasize particular cultures or knowledge communities in favour of a clear ‘national identity’?




◆ Knowledge communities are a group of people who share similar knowledge, beliefs, assumptions or opinions.



Transnationalism today

We live in a very different world in the twenty-first century, and ideas about the importance of nationalism are changing. Globalization and interdependence have made travel and migration much more commonplace. Additionally, access to the internet has made staying in contact with family, friends and associates from around the world easier. Transnationalism, as opposed to nationalism, can refer to migrants who maintain strong ties with their heritage and culture, while transnational cultural groups are groups of people who share a common sense of identity, values or culture but live in more than one state.


Discussion point

Based on what you have learned about realism so far, do you think realists see transnational cultural groups as threatening to state sovereignty? Why or why not?



Are transnational groups a threat to state sovereignty?

Some experts argue that transnational groups are a threat to state sovereignty because residents of a country who have strong ties with religious groups, political events and cultural traditions of another place may not prioritize the interests of the state they currently live in. Traditional definitions of state sovereignty assume that within the state any other claims made by actors such as cultural or religious groups will always be secondary to that of the state. Therefore, the supremacy of the state could be potentially challenged by transnational cultural groups.

As evidence to support this claim, some experts refer to violent transnational groups, such as Islamic State, which directly challenged the sovereignty of multiple states including Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Somalia and Libya. Additionally, by using propaganda and social media, Islamic State was able to recruit people from all over the world, many of whom belonged to transnational cultural groups.


Discussion point

How does the reliance of states on technology companies to monitor information challenge traditional notions of state sovereignty?



The alternative perspective is that it’s useless to try to hold on to rigid and old-fashioned principles of state sovereignty, which simply don’t work in our interdependent globalized world. Liberalism emphasizes that transnationalism is almost always beneficial to all states as it leads to more diverse and vibrant societies and a stronger sense of living in a global community, thereby decreasing the likelihood of conflict. Liberals would argue that violent transnational groups such as Islamic State are extremely rare and not in any way typical. Therefore, the benefits far outweigh any risk.


■  Transnational companies

Transnational companies (TNCs), often referred to as multinational companies (MNCs), are companies that originated in one country but grew to have business operations in two or more additional countries. Some people argue that in our globalized world certain large TNCs are more powerful than state actors and are a direct threat to traditional notions of state sovereignty.

Transnational technology and media companies

Transnational companies with a focus on technology, such as Facebook/Meta, YouTube and Google, have immense authority and power. Sometimes the information found on social media platforms directly challenges government decisions and undermines the control the government has over the people living within a state’s borders. This arguably diminishes the internal sovereignty of the state. Depending on the situation, though, some might argue that these challenges to the internal sovereignty of the state are beneficial, particularly if they connect and motivate people to make positive changes in their society.

However, in recent years misinformation has been deliberately spread on multiple social media platforms with the goal of influencing elections at the national, sub-national and local government levels, and causing division and unrest in society. In response, states have had to rely on these same transnational technology companies to monitor and screen deliberately misleading and untruthful content. States are therefore shown to be reliant on the transnational technology companies to control the spread of misinformation, as they are unable to stop this themselves. 

The immense wealth and power of TNCs

In 2019, transnational technology company Microsoft pledged $500 million to provide affordable housing to the people of Seattle, Washington. This is an example of a company taking on the responsibility of what, ordinarily, would be considered the sovereign responsibility of the state, and some would see this as a direct challenge to traditional notions of state sovereignty.

Some TNCs have a great deal of financial resources. One way to measure this is to look at the gross domestic product (GDP) of states and compare them with the market cap of TNCs. For example, Amazon’s market cap is higher than the GDP of most countries in the world (Wallach).


◆ Gross domestic product (GDP) is the value of goods and services produced in a country in one year.

◆ The market cap refers to the total value of a company’s shares of stock.



■  Table 1.8 Countries with GDPs closest to Amazon’s market cap








	Amazon

	$1.7 trillion




	South Korea

	$1.6 trillion




	Australia

	$1.4 trillion




	Spain

	$1.4 trillion




	Mexico

	$1.3 trillion




	Indonesia

	$1.1 trillion




	Netherlands

	$907 billion




	Saudi Arabia

	$793 billion




	Turkey

	$761 billion




	Switzerland

	$703 billion






With immense wealth comes power, and many TNCs are directly involved in the economies of less economically developed countries. Some of the positive outcomes of the involvement may include:


	●  providing employment


	●  contributing to community development projects


	●  providing industrial training to youth


	●  strengthening the local economy


	●  providing emergency assistance to disaster survivors


	●  environmental protection


	●  staff development


	●  providing the state with valuable tax revenue.




As a result, many states are willing to allow these kinds of TNCs to operate within their borders. For many there are clear benefits to this, as long as the state does not interfere with the process.

Are transnational corporations a threat to state sovereignty?

The extent to which TNCs challenge state sovereignty is debatable. If states willingly allow TNCs to operate freely within their borders some would say this does not challenge the sovereignty of the state.

However, others argue that the immense wealth of some TNCs enables them to get state governments to make changes to national laws and policies that favour the operations of the TNC. In particular, there are concerns that some TNCs exploit the human rights of workers and, as it is the responsibility of the state to protect its citizens, this could be seen as a challenge to sovereignty. 

Ultimately, all TNCs are motivated by profit. Therefore, many experts question the true motivation of these companies when they invest in less economically developed states. Regardless of whether TNCs do more good than harm, we can agree that they challenge a ‘state-centric’ world view of global politics and traditional notions of state sovereignty.

We will look at different approaches and models of development more fully in Section 3 on development and sustainability.


ACTIVITY

[image: ]
■  Figure 1.26 Marcos Neto, director of the Sustainable Development Hub, UN Development Programme



Go to the UN Sustainable Development website and read ‘What difference can a multinational make?’ by Marcos Neto, October 2019: www.undp.org/blog/what-difference-can-multinational-make

Neto is claiming that ‘internal barriers’ are preventing MNCs from doing a lot of amazing things that will help low-income communities. To what extent do you think these ‘internal barriers’ are linked to internal sovereignty?
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In this chapter we have covered:


	●  the nature of state sovereignty, which is rooted in historical treaties that outline both the characteristics and duties of a state


	●  how The Treaty of Westphalia and the Montevideo Convention helped to establish several characteristics of a state that are still considered relevant today


	●  the multiple challenges to state sovereignty in our increasingly interdependent world, including internal (for example, nationalist movements, indigenous land claims) and external (for example, TNCs, media or interference from other states)


	●  the extent to which norms of sovereignty are evolving and changing.







REVIEW QUESTIONS

Now that you have read this chapter, reflect on these questions:


	●  Write your own definition of state sovereignty using both the Treaty of Westphalia and the Montevideo Convention.


	●  What is the difference between an international law and an international norm?


	●  What are the main challenges to state sovereignty?


	●  What is an example of a violent non-state actor actively threatening state sovereignty?









1.4 Legitimacy in global politics



SYLLABUS CONTENT

By the end of this chapter, you should understand:


	▶  sources of state legitimacy


	▶  challenges to state and government legitimacy


	▶  sources of legitimacy of non-state actors


	▶  legitimation processes and the loss of legitimacy of political actors.






1.4.1 What is state legitimacy?

In its simplest form, state legitimacy means people accept the state’s right to rule over them. However, legitimacy involves more than complying or simply deferring to those in power.


◆ Legitimacy refers to conformity to the law or to rules.




Concepts

Legitimacy

Legitimacy refers to an actor or an action that is commonly considered acceptable to a population. It provides the fundamental rationale for all forms of governance and other ways of exercising power.

The most accepted contemporary form of state legitimacy is some form of democracy or constitutionalism, whereby the governed have a defined and periodic opportunity to choose who governs and exercises power. In states where this is not the norm, other sources of legitimacy might be expressed, such as hereditary or traditional leadership.

Within any proposed framework of legitimacy, individual actions by a state can be considered legitimate to a greater or lesser extent. Other actors in global politics, and their behaviour, can also be evaluated from the perspective of legitimacy. Evaluation can be based on the acceptance or recognition these actors are given by others in exercising certain roles or taking specific decisions.



When governments have legitimacy, they can usually overcome periods of dissatisfaction because there is a belief by members of the population that those in power are competent and will fix the problems or that they came to power through a legitimate process and have the right to rule. There is an underlying belief that those in power will seek to do better or, if it is a democracy, citizens will change those in power. In this case, legitimacy lies with the system and a belief that, if those in power underperform, the legitimate system will allow them to make changes. Even though there is frustration with the performance of a group or individual, citizens continue to comply with societal norms because they see the system as legitimate.

Legitimacy matters because there is likely to be conflict and disorder without it. States aim to create structure and orderliness for society (to varying degrees of success). Conflict and chaos will likely result if we do not agree to grant the state legitimacy. There will be times when citizens withdraw their consent to the legitimacy of a state, but that will vary depending on economic and political stability and cultural and social norms. If there is a constant withdrawal of the granting of legitimacy, the development of a state is likely to suffer.


■  Core elements of legitimacy

Citizens believe the state has the right to rule

Citizens are central to legitimacy because they have the numbers. There is always more of them than those in power. Throughout history, states have successfully suppressed citizens when they are unhappy. However, there have also been many instances of citizens who, despite facing violent risks, reject the legitimacy of both rules and systems and demand something better. In short, legitimacy does not operate independently of citizens’ beliefs. While not all citizens have equal capacity to confer legitimacy, they must be satisfied that the government is capable and justified in charge of the state.

Legitimacy beliefs have their origins in social values

Any power arrangement must appeal to an underlying norm. Those in power must govern according to society’s values. For example, some members of states tend to value freedoms, while others value collective social security, while still others value a religious ethic. States lose legitimacy when they fail to rule in a way that aligns with the social norms (generally speaking) of the state they govern.

While some experts agree with the idea that legitimacy stems from a state that reflects society’s ideas and values of its citizens, others argue that legitimacy comes from functioning institutions. This could be a free and fair electoral system or providing good education and health care. Sometimes, the provision of quality institutions is not valued because people may not expect quality institutions from the state – the state has never provided quality institutions, so they simply do not expect that from the state.
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■  Figure 1.27 A mother brings her baby to a routine vaccination at a health centre in Uttar Pradesh, India. States gain legitimacy through having functioning institutions, such as good health care



Legitimacy determines how people behave towards the state

Suppose the government oversees unfairness or a deterioration in the standard of living. In that case, they are likely to be seen as illegitimate and should be replaced democratically or via rebellion and protest. In contrast, when citizens cooperate and do not resist the government’s actions, this is a sign of legitimacy. Legitimacy makes citizens more likely to defer to the decisions and rules of those in power because they are considered fair. It also means that the capacity of states to preside over economic and social development increases. Legitimacy brings stability within society and in how people behave. When it breaks down, so do the stability and order of society.

Legitimation is a continuous process

No matter the governing system that is in place, leaders use the resources they have available to them to create and maintain the perception of legitimacy. This could be done through a variety of tools, such as the media, infrastructure projects, decreases in taxation and social services. 
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A number of the TOK Internal Assessment Prompts provide an interesting way to explore the relationship between social and cultural values, the historical development of ideas about state legitimacy, and the changing attitudes towards state legitimacy.

For example:


	21  What is the relationship between knowledge and culture?


	24  How might the context in which knowledge is presented influence whether it is accepted or rejected?


	33  How is current knowledge shaped by its historical development?


	34  In what ways do our values affect our acquisition of knowledge?


	35  In what ways do values affect the production of knowledge?




Any of these questions might open the door to the ways in which people’s political beliefs about the legitimacy of government are related to their own values, culture or historical context. Political posters or protest signs could be used as the objects which manifest those beliefs.




■  Sources of state legitimacy

There are no standard ways states gain legitimacy, and so there are several ways to look at sources of legitimacy. In this section, we will examine several of these ways for you to consider as you explore the notion of legitimacy.

The descriptions in this first section are largely framed in the positive: if these things are demonstrated, they will achieve legitimacy. However, the opposite is also true: if they fail to demonstrate or are not in line with the descriptions below, leaders or governments will fail to achieve legitimacy.

History and tradition

History in the form of tradition is a source of legitimacy as it sets norms and expectations for what is deemed acceptable. For example, monarchies often derive their authority from tradition and lineage. The role of history is continuity: if a monarchical dynasty has been in power for generations, their reign is seen as the natural order and provides a strong foundation for continued acceptance of the traditional or even natural order of things.

Ideology

Ideology is another source of legitimacy. Governments that have legitimacy through shared beliefs and values of the electorate draw their legitimacy from their ideological underpinnings. Citizens will rally behind leaders who share, uphold and advocate shared ideologies.

Growth and development

When governments can demonstrate economic growth, creation of jobs and a rise in the standard of living, they reinforce their legitimate status. People often equate economic success with competent leadership.

Similarly, and somewhat linked to ideology, governments that consider economic growth and social and environmental development can bolster legitimacy through long-term planning and concern for comprehensive societal well-being. Really, any effective leadership in areas such as these, as well as law enforcement, judicial proceedings, infrastructure, education and health care, will grow legitimacy 

Leadership, international recognition and identity

Leaders who demonstrate effective and competent decision-making are respected, appreciated, supported and admired.

In addition, competent leadership in the international arena can also foster legitimacy when that leader is recognized and respected by other states. This might be done by cooperating with other states as part of international institutions.

Alternatively, leaders taking a stand or refusing to cooperate can add to their legitimacy at home: ‘They won’t be pushed around’ or ‘They stand up for our country’ can help build legitimacy capital. This helps foster a strong sense of national identity and pride. Similarly, promoting culture, language or shared values within a country can also lead to greater legitimacy.

Freedom and fairness

Citizens expect accountability and transparency. When both exist, they bring legitimacy, and when citizens see or perceive that the government is corrupt and the cause of unfairness, that legitimacy quickly disappears.

Related to this is the principle of free and fair elections, which is fundamental in democratic societies. When citizens feel this is occurring, it can be a source of legitimacy. It assures citizens that their voice matters and they have a genuine role in the political process. However, on the other hand, a free and fair electoral system may add no extra legitimacy if this is the expectation.

Order and stability

Order and stability are essential, especially, but not only, in volatile regions. Even if some of the sources of legitimacy we listed above are lacking within a state, a government that can maintain peace, order and societal stability often earns a type of legitimacy from its citizens


Discussion point

Considering the various sources of state legitimacy, which source do you believe is the most important for maintaining state legitimacy?




ACTIVITY

Choose a country and identify the primary source(s) of its legitimacy. Explain how this source has contributed to the stability and effectiveness of its government or, in contrast, its instability and ineffectiveness.




Perspectives

Max Weber’s conception of legitimacy

The basis of every system of authority, and correspondingly of every kind of willingness to obey, is a belief, a belief by virtue of which persons exercising authority are lent prestige.

Max Weber, The Theory of Social and Economic Organization

Max Weber (1864–1920) was a German sociologist, historian, lawyer and political economist. His statement regarding legitimacy highlights two critical elements: those who have the power of authority are granted this power by those they have power over. This may be given or accepted but, either way, unless those under the authority of those in power wish to challenge that power, they concede power to those in authority. 

Legitimacy, then, refers to people’s beliefs about political authority and, sometimes, political obligations.

Weber further explained that there are three main sources of legitimacy:


	1  Tradition: there can be legitimacy because of tradition. The political or social order has existed for a long time, and members of society either grant it legitimacy simply because ‘it has always been there’ or because they have faith that the system ought to be the way it is.


	2  Charisma: legitimacy can be a result of charismatic rulers. Members of society have faith in their capacity to rule because they are drawn to the leader and the leader’s ability to rule effectively.


	
3  Rational: legitimacy may be granted to a political system because there is trust in its legality. Power has been legitimately acquired through a system that reflects the rule of law. A rational system further achieves legitimacy through three factors:


	i    an effective legal system where the rule of law is the norm


	ii   an efficient and effective government system that meets the population’s needs


	iii  those in power are competent, capable and, as a result, can administer the political systems effectively.










The rule of law

The rule of law means that everyone is under or subject to the law. No member of society is above the law; no one can ignore the law without consequences. Everyone, from a common citizen to the highest government official, is subject to the same legal standards, fostering a sense of fairness and consistency. The rule of law is a safeguard against tyranny. Setting legal limits on what the government or any individual can and cannot do protects individuals from potential oppression.

The rule of law is intertwined with the concept of legitimacy. A system that does not maintain the rule of law will likely be unpredictable and unjust. This often erodes legitimacy and may ultimately result in a challenge to those in power who are aiming to ignore the law.

[image: ]
■  Figure 1.28 The rule of law is intertwined with the concept of legitimacy




Discussion point

Discuss Weber’s three main sources of legitimacy and provide a current example of each.




■  Input and output legitimacy

It has been suggested that input and output legitimacy are strong indicators of how states might gain legitimacy (Mcloughlin).


	●  Input or process legitimacy reflects how the state acquires power. The perceived fairness of the electoral system is a key indicator of when people will grant legitimacy.


	●  Output or performance legitimacy reflects how well the state exercises its power. The fulfilment of everyday well-being, including providing security and justice, is widely considered a key way the state can earn the right to rule. 




Alternatively, output legitimacy could reflect the state effectively protecting the perceived identity or the standards of the majority religion.

Either way, the more effectively the state delivers on expectations – and performs well – the more legitimacy it will have.


ACTIVITY

Investigate a recent political event (for example, an election or a policy implementation) in a country of your choosing. Assess whether it demonstrates any issue of input or output legitimacy. Explain why.




■  Top-down and bottom-up legitimacy

Top-down legitimacy is rooted in the idea that authority and legitimacy originate from a central authority or institution and flow towards the population, rather than emerging from the majority population. Typically, it is associated with hierarchical or centralized systems of governance. This might be a monarch, a religious figure, or a single leader or party. Decisions and policies originate from the central authority with little to no input from citizens.

Top-down legitimacy

For top-down legitimacy to remain unchallenged, the authorities achieve control through:


	●  the flow of information


	●  the suppression of dissent


	●  the creation of legal structures that concentrate power in the hands of the few.




This approach may ensure quick decision-making and fewer bureaucratic barriers to taking action on almost all issues. Of course, it also means limiting individual freedoms and rights. Also, decisions may end up being out of touch with the population’s needs.

Sometimes, a top-down approach achieves legitimacy because citizens are simply resigned to there being no better alternative. Furthermore, they might believe that they would be worse off under a different system. This may mean they prefer a strong state capable of stamping out opposition because otherwise society would be chaotic.

A prime example of top-down legitimacy is Saudi Arabia. The Saudi government is a monarchy, where power is centralized in the hands of the royal family. Decisions and policies are predominantly made by the ruling monarch and his appointed officials, with limited input or participation from the general public. The legitimacy of the government is largely derived from traditional and religious authority, with the monarch seen as a guardian of Islamic traditions. This top-down approach allows for swift decision making and maintains social order, but it also limits public participation in governance.

Bottom-up legitimacy

On the other hand, bottom-up legitimacy originates through participation from the broader population and provides political power agency to a broad spectrum of society. This type of legitimacy is found in democratic systems where governance and power are born out of representation and participation. Participation can come from referendums, open forums and elections.

Bottom-up legitimacy tends to be more responsive to societal needs, as legitimacy is based on meeting the needs of the public. It demands transparency and accountability from elected officials and institutions. 

However, one criticism of bottom-up legitimacy is that there is a risk of a so-called ‘tyranny of the majority’, through which dominant groups might overshadow minority interests. For example, if the majority of the population feels as though same-sex couples should not be permitted marriage rights, the majority impact negatively the legal rights of a minority group.

New Zealand is a good example of bottom-up legitimacy. It operates as a parliamentary democracy where the government is elected by the people. The legitimacy of the New Zealand government is rooted in its democratic process, where citizens have a significant say in governance through regular, free and fair elections. The government’s policies are often responsive to the needs and opinions of the country’s residents, and there is a strong emphasis on transparency and accountability with the government. This approach ensures that the legitimacy of the government is continually renewed and maintained through public participation and representation.

So, while there are a number of ways in which we can consider how legitimacy is established, it can be generally suggested that states are legitimate when citizens accept the right of the state to make decisions. Part of this agreement includes obeying these decisions, or they will face consequences. Many of these consequences would also be established by the state.

As we have seen, the reasons why citizens may accept a state’s legitimacy to coerce them can vary significantly. It does seem, however, that legitimacy comes from bringing order to social relations and possibly the political process.


Discussion point

Analyse the strengths and weaknesses of both bottom-up and top-down approaches to legitimacy. Which approach do you think is more effective and why?




■  Justification of coercive power as legitimacy

Another perspective on sources of legitimacy is that an actor is only legitimate if it can reasonably justify its coercive power. This could be thought of in two ways:


	●  First, the system that is in place is seen as legitimate. Those in power can then justify their legitimacy by pointing to the legitimacy of the system. By doing this, they can argue that they can now create laws that coerce the population.


	●  This leads to the second justification for coercion. The authorities, those creating the laws or demanding the population do as instructed, must convince the population that the laws and requirements created are reasonable.




An alternative view is that those in power do not need to justify the legitimacy of the system that granted them power or justify the laws they create. Instead, as long as members of society obey the laws created, they are legitimate.

Other experts, like Phillip Pettit, suggest that neither a legitimate system nor obedience is enough for state legitimacy. Instead, a state is legitimate only if it imposes a social order that promotes freedom and ‘non-domination’ for all its citizens. It is legitimate if it appropriately imposes a social order.
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