
International Politics Notes 

The International System 

Actors: states, IGOs (international organisations), NGOs (non-government organisations), Corporations, people, 

terrorist groups, religious organisations, etc. 

Levels of Analysis: Individual, state/group, interstate/international and the system itself. 

Before states existed, there only were Hunter Gatherer Bands (HGBs) who interacted, exchanged and fought with 

each other. This changed with the Agricultural/Neolithic revolution in 10000 BC when the first settled communities 

emerged, with this comes the distinction between international and domestic. 

Gradually morphs towards a feudal middle ages system where lords, who themselves were controlled by their 

sovereign, controlled means of violence through their serfs.  

The Peace of Westphalia 1648 is the date often referred to as 

the emergence of sovereignty. Two treaties signed after the 

Thirty Years War between Catholicism and Protestantism. Two 

treaties signed between the Holy Roman Emperor and 

France/Sweden. (Catholic/Protestant).  

Sovereignty is the principle that within its territorial 

boundaries the state is the supreme political authority and 

that outside those boundaries the state recognises no higher 

authority. 

However, many argue Westphalia does not mark modern 

international relations. Many occurrences along the way 

played a part. The development of Military Technologies namely has played a large role as well as the emergence of 

Nationalism (what it is to be French/German etc.) 

Modern State - A modern state is characterized by a combination of military, extractive, administrative, 

redistributive, and productive organizations. (Buzan, Barry and Richard Little. 'Part IV: The Establishment 

and Evolution of a Global International System, Chapter 12: Units in the Modern International System' from Buzan and 

Little, International Systems in World History: Remaking the Study of International Relations. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, pp. 241-275.) 

National states proved to be not only to be the most effective economic units in the European international 

economic system, but also more effective warfighting machines. (Buzan) 

“In 1914 there were 44 states, in 1930, 64, in 1945, despite the huge turbulence of the war, still 64, in 1960, 107, in 

1978, 148, and by the start of the new millennium, more than 190.” (Buzan) 

Weak and Strong States - Weak states are those with low levels of socio-political cohesion. Because they have failed 

to integrate society and government, they typically have authoritarian governments and violent domestic politics. 

The weak-strong state spectrum contrasts with (and often does not correlate with) the more traditional spectrum of 

weak and strong powers. Iceland, for example, is a strong state but a weak power. Nigeria is a weak state, but a 

substantial regional power. (Buzan) 

“In 1500, Europeans controlled 7 per cent of the world's land area. By 1800 they controlled 35 per cent. By 1914 

they had substantially repeopled three continents (North and South America and Australia), and controlled 84 per 

cent of the world's land.” (Buzan) 

International Orders are the means by which different nations are arranged or stationed. When considering IOs we 

must ask what ‘units’ are involved in the order, how they are distributed and why they have been instituted in the 

first place. Some examples are: 

Suzerainty is where a superior power controls the external relations of a tributary community while giving the latter 

internal autonomy. 

Imperialism is direct rule of internal external affairs of different community from an imperial centre. 

Sovereignty is where all units mutually recognised as formally equal and having exclusive authority to rule over their 

territory internally and to conduct their foreign relations externally. (all states independent and autonomous) 



From Westphalia to the Concert of Europe 

The Balance of Power: the idea that without a single world governing party, all states must invest to defend 

themselves or form alliances and thus ensure that states are disincentivised to go to war.  

Institutions first put in place (such as basic laws) to prevent war or stipulate what allows one to go to war. 

Limit of War begins to emerge centred around the theme of reciprocity (that I won’t do something because I 

wouldn’t want it done to me). Both physical and in the institution of war in the first place. 

Social Sanction: effectively peer pressure from other states to conform to rules/standards of the world order. (ie. 

When trump moved the embassy to Jerusalem, he was shamed by most foreign states). 

This order is contrasted against huge occurrences of mass disorder.  

• Intellectual Revolution known as the Enlightenment (centred around liberal individualist ideas). 

Belief emerges that sovereignty depends upon the people. “sovereignty lies with the people” (Jean Jacque 

Rousseau), and the power of the sovereign is legitimated only through laws. 

• American Civil War. (Declaration of independence) – 1776. 

Centred around the idea of “no taxation without representation”. King overthrown and replaced with no 

monarch. 

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal and endowed by their creator with 

certain inalienable rights, among them life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” (from declaration) 

• French Revolution 1789-95. 

Monarchy built on feudalism (domestic hierarchy), replaced with republic. (became very popular idea 

around Europe). 

This revolution upsets the balance of power which had been established and led to new alliances of states 

against Napoleon. (Britain, Prussia, Austria-Hungary, Russia). 

• From Napoleon’s defeat in 1815, we see a form of equilibrium through the alliances in Europe, meaning no 

major conflicts for almost 100 years (WWI – 1914).  

East Asian System 

Characterised by hierarchy, no balance of power. (many states but not equal, subjugates to China). 

Transition to Capitalism (The Long 19th Century 1786-1914) 

Causes mass changes to the political economy as small-scale industries 

of pre-capitalism are replaced by enormous factories of the Industrial 

Revolution. Since Europe moved to capitalism first, it obtained a ‘first-

mover’ advantage and we see the Great Divergence as Europe moves 

past the power of China (world-leader in 16-18th centuries). This rush to 

capitalism led also to colonialism in search of both labour and resources (“terra nullius”).  

This is turn led to the development of the Atlantic World System, the exchange of resources, slaves and other goods 

from America to Europe and Africa.  

Rise and Fall of European Empires 

The Great Divergence (19th century) and the Road to World War I 

Mass competition to modernize or otherwise risk being subjugated by 

these mass powers of colonialism. 

Colonial ideals and imperialism was legitimised by the concept of Social 

Darwinism, effectively that European power were more fit to rule than 

those they wielded power over. To be civilised meant to be European.  

The Conference of Berlin 1885 – European powers met to carve up Africa 

(colonial borders in no way reflected the ethnic homelands), only Liberia 

and Ethiopia were left uncolonized. 

19th century was relatively peaceful (except for unifications of Italy and 

Germany), dramatically ending in the outbreak of WWI. 

Background conditions in the build up to WWI 



Rapid rise of modernisation and nationalism, particularly the rising power of Germany presenting a danger to the 

balance of power. Explicitly triggered by the assassination of Austrian Archduke Ferdinand by Serbian nationalists. 

First ever Total War with the deployment of economies, 

populations (conscription) and all aspects of modern states. 

War signalled the end of the world’s empires (Austro-

Hungary/Ottoman dissolved) and the remaining left ravaged 

economically.  

Woodrow Wilson’s 14 points (Principles of Peace) – Treaty of 

Versailles 1919 

Self-determination, institution of the League of Nations 

(predecessor to the UN), right to free trade/navigation. 

Montevideo Convention stated that nations seeking statehood 

(and the sovereignty associated with it) must fulfil four criteria 

 

US never became a member of the League of Nations (dooming it 

to failure). 

Rise of popular sovereignty in the 1930s, that is the people rising 

up to represent themselves and claim power (note Europe was 

mainly run by authoritarian regimes in the lead up to WWII). 

By the conclusion of WWII, the US was at the height of its global 

power. Financed the majority of reconstruction through the Marshall Plan, experienced a major post-war boom.  

Complete unravelling of empires following 1945. (India 1947, Indonesia 1949, African states in early 1960s). 

However, these empires were replaced by the two ‘super powers’ (Westad 2006), those being the USSR and the USA 

who exerted influence over most countries on earth up until the end of the Cold War. 

United Nations Charter (1945) and Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) were major catalysts for this 

change, especially Wilsonian ideals of self-determination.  

The Cold War 

Rather than a hierarchical system of power, due to the mutual terror (Mutually Assured Destruction) this was a true 

standoff between East and West. Deep ideological divides with both keen to spread these ideals worldwide.  

Blame (“competing universalisms”) 

Traditional Interpretation was that it was entirely Stalin’s fault and the US were only seeking to defend 

(“containment”). Revisionist Interpretation is that American expansionism and aggression (particularly through their 

early nuclear program) were responsible. Ultimately aspects of blame fall on both sides with a series of events 

spiralling to create a climate in which such a standoff was relatively 

inevitable. 

• 1945 – the dawn of the nuclear age and the nuclear arms race. 

(Trinity test, 16 July 1945).  

• 1945-53 – the onset of the Cold War. (the Berlin Blockade/Marshall 

Plan). 

o Marshall Plan funded the reconstruction of Europe in order 

to ensure allegiance to the US 

o NATO established in 1949. 

o ‘Truman Doctrine’ and ‘Containment’ major foreign policy 


