
CHAPTER 8  

International Order 

by James F. Keeley 

"May you live in interesting times" is an ancient curse. More colloquially, we 

might say that a good year for creating interest in international relations is like 

a good year for undertakers. As a coherent thematic unit of time, the twentieth 

century lasted from the start of World War I (1914) to the end of the Cold War 

and the collapse of the Soviet Union (1991). It was followed by a hiatus of sorts. 

With September 11, 2001 the new century burst upon us, and it, too, promises 

to be interesting. Many of the forces and phenomena now at work are not really 

new, however, but are ongoing developments partially obscured in the past by 

a focus on the East-West struggle—the Cold War—as a defining theme of the last 

fifty years. 

This chapter's first section will delineate the concept of international political 

order, as embodied in the "Westphalian system" of international relations. It will then 

explain how major approaches to thinking about international relations have dealt 

with this system. The second section will look at phenomena that complicate this 

thinking and challenge this Westphalian order. The third section will briefly consider 

some ideas about what this could mean. 

THE INTERNATIONAL POLITICAL ORDER 

Earlier in this text, "government" was treated as a mechanism for the making 

of public decisions—decisions binding upon a whole community. If we think of 

"government" as simultaneously creating, maintaining, changing, and reflecting 

a given political order—that is, a given pattern of who makes decisions, about what, 

for whom, on what basis, and how—we can readily see that the political order 

within a state will often be very different from the international political order, the 

order between states. Even this phrasing—"the order between states"—itself reflects 

a certain way of thinking about international relations as the Westphalian system 

of states. 
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The Westphalian System 
The term Westphalian system takes its name from the Treaty of Westphalia. Signed in 

1648, this treaty ended the Thirty Years' War among the major European powers. It is 

often cited as marking the emergence of the modern state system. What are some of 

the defining features of this order? 

First, it inaugurated the domination of the modern, sovereign state as the primary 

unit of action and analysis in international relations. While other units might exist 

(city-states, religious groups, and the like), the state, with its central claim of dominant, 

independent jurisdiction over a defined territory, is taken as the key unit of interna­

tional relations. Although states will differ significantly in their power—their capability 

for action—and some (the Great Powers) will play special roles in the international 
order (in essence dominating the decisions taken), all states are nonetheless taken as 

legal equals, with the same rights and duties within the international system. Since the 

system is composed of sovereign states, no one state is able to demand, as a matter of 

law, the subordination of the others. As well, states in the Westphalian system are 

generally supposed to observe a norm of non-intervention, or non-interference in each 

other's domestic affairs. In the specific sense that it lacks a centralized government, the 

Westphalian system of states is by definition an anarchic realm ("anarchy" in this 

context means order arising from mutual coordination rather than central command). 

This characteristic has given powerful states their central role in the international 

political order, since there are only limited instruments, including the use of force, to 

make decisions in this sort of system, or to enforce them. Thus, if the domination of 

the state, the norm of sovereignty, anarchy, and the role of Great Powers are associated 

with the Westphalian system, so is a place for the use of force in both enforcing and 

challenging decisions made in this order. 

Within this system, international law, diplomacy, and international organizations 

and regimes play notable roles as devices for the management of relations among 

states. International law may be defined initially as the body of rules that states 

observe among themselves. While it is tempting to associate "law" with the mecha­

nisms we observe within a well-ordered domestic society, and to see the concept of 

international law as self-contradictory, this would be a mistake. Because it is decen­

tralized, the international system must use other means in its legal system than does 

a domestic society. States create and consent to laws between them, through negoti­

ating and signing treaties and through customary law (practices that are seen as either 

legally obliged or legally permitted). There is no central legislating mechanism, 

though some people either think or would like to think that the United Nations 

fulfills this role. States enforce the law themselves; the international system is one of 

self-help. However, most states also observe the law most of the time because they 

have an interest in resolving, or at least controlling, their disputes with each other. 

Even in time of war, international law may be present; for example, laws of combat 

try to control the violence that states inflict on each other, and the status of prisoner 

of war is protected by law. 
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We often think of law, including international law, as a set of commands, but it is 

much more than this. International law lends order to the international system by 

creating formal rules and conditions to govern the relationships and interactions of the 

actors. Think of playing Monopoly when you have the board, the markers, and the dice, 

but no rules. International law tells the actors who they are, what capabilities and duties 

they have (for example, whether and to what degree they might be "international legal 
persons"), and how they are related to other actors of varying types. It indicates to 

actors what they must do, what they should not do, and what they can do if they wish. 

It provides a mutually intelligible set of concepts by which disputes may be set forth, 

and sometimes resolved, and a variety of mechanisms (including negotiations, arbitra­

tion, and resort to a court, such as the International Court of Justice) that states might 

use to try to resolve their differences. Traditionally, by treating sovereign states as the key 

units in international relations, international law formalized their primacy. Other units, 

such as groups and individuals, would be treated as subordinate to their states; and 

states, applying the rule of non-intervention, would not normally interfere in the 

domestic behaviour of another sovereign state toward its own people. (Nationals of one 

state in the territory of another might, however, have some protection, and this in the 

past has given powerful states a means of intervening in other states.) While the twen­

tieth century saw some dramatic developments in the rights given to individuals under 

international law, and in the development of intervention to defend human rights, 

the dominance of the sovereign state is still a major foundation principle of the 

international legal system. 

Diplomacy is a system of formal, regularized communication among states that 

allows them to conduct their business with each other more readily. States exchange 

diplomatic missions, establish consulates to help their nationals travelling abroad, 

negotiate treaties, and hold international meetings to discuss common problems and 

try to reach agreed solutions. Much of this system is enshrined in international law, for 

example through the Vienna Conventions on diplomatic relations and on consular 

relations. These set out in detail the rights (including immunities) and the duties of 

diplomats and consular officials, and the obligations of states hosting diplomatic 

missions and consulates of other countries. A violation of these laws is regarded very 

seriously, since it could strike at the heart of the processes by which states carry on their 

day-to-day relations with each other. 

While the Westphalian system initially stressed states, the twentieth century saw 

the rise of significant international organizations and international regimes, a third 

basic mechanism of international order. An international organization is a formal 

body, usually based on a founding charter or statute (essentially a treaty) signed by 

member states. These organizations may act within specific issue-areas in accordance 

with the grant of authority, and through the organs and the processes provided in their 

charters. The World Trade Organization and the World Health Organization are two 

examples of limited-purpose organizations that operate globally; others, however, such 

as regional economic development banks, may operate only in a certain part of the 
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world. Other organizations, such as the United Nations, may operate globally but have 

a broad scope of activities. The Organization of American States similarly undertakes 

a wide range of activities, but on a regional (Western Hemisphere) basis. While such 

organizations are not states, and do not enjoy the full range of rights and duties of 

states under international law (that is, full "international legal personality"), it is no 

longer thought unusual for them to have at least limited rights and duties, and thus 

to have at least some "international legal personality." 

An international regime refers to a broader pattern of cooperation within a specific 

issue-area. Such regimes may include international organizations, but also may have 

other components. For example, the nuclear non-proliferation regime, which attempts 

to stop the spread of nuclear weapons, includes formal organizations such as the 

International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). One of the IAEA's functions is to 

"safeguard" the peaceful nuclear activities of states, trying to ensure that these are not 

used to manufacture nuclear explosives. It does this, in part, under the terms of the 

Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), but not all IAEA members have signed the NPT. In 

addition, some states have formed the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG), an informal 

grouping of states that attempts to coordinate their policies on the export of nuclear 

goods and services and to establish additional safeguards. And individual states, such as 

Canada, have their own nuclear export and cooperation policies. All of these various 

actors and groupings, rules and functions, form the complex whole called the nuclear 

non-proliferation regime. Such complex sets of actors of various types, rules, and agree­

ments exist in a number of other issue-areas as well, marking efforts by some portion of 

the broader set of states to manage their relations in these various areas. 

Thinking about the Westphalian System: 
Realists, Liberals, and Structuralists 
Scholars trying to understand international relations resort to theories to simplify and 

strengthen their understanding of the basic phenomena, forces, and patterns they see. 

These theories will differ from each other depending on what aspects of international 

relations they see as important. In the case of international relations, three broad 

approaches of this sort are Realism, Liberalism, and Structuralism. They provide 

very different views of the nature and future of the Westphalian system. 

Realists stress the dominant role of the sovereign state and the anarchic character of 

the system of states. They view this system as inherently uncertain and threatening, with 

the threat of force an underlying constant so that each state is strongly concerned with 

its own survival and may see any other state as a potentially dangerous competitor. 

Because the system is one of self-help, no state may rely completely on another for the 

protection of its interests. Those state interests—above all survival—are assumed to 

attach to the state as a whole working through its government rather than being simply 

the interests of more specific groups within the state. States are generally assumed 

to respond rationally to this environment, and those that do not are assumed to be 
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in danger of disappearing. This view of the world is often traced by Realists to such 

earlier thinkers as the Greek historian Thucydides, the Italian political philosopher 

Niccolo Machiavelli, and the English political philosopher Thomas Hobbes. The 

latter's description of a "state of nature" prior to society, in which the life of man is 

"solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short," is sometimes taken (a bit incorrectly) by 

Realists as applicable to the state system. Leading modern Realists have included Hans 

Morgenthau, Henry Kissinger, Kenneth Waltz, Joseph Grieco, and Stephen Krasner. 

In this sort of world, Realists attach great importance to the distribution of power, 

especially military power, among states—the "structure" of the international system. 

They see states as sensitive to gains and losses relative to other states, and to shifts in 

the distribution of power. Balancing power—trying to prevent any one state from 

gaining dominance over all the others in the international system—is a fundamental 

objective of diplomacy according to Realists. So, however, may be seeking to dominate. 

Sensitivity to the distribution of power and to changes in that distribution may 

strongly limit the ability of states to cooperate with others even in situations where all 

might gain from cooperation. Realists question the ability of international law, inter­

national organizations, and regimes to limit the fundamental competition of states. For 

them, the international political order tends to reflect the will of the powerful, and 

thus changes with the distribution of power. The prevailing order of the world must 

be agreeable to those most able both to sustain and to challenge it. 

The structure of the system may be multipolar, indicating that several states are in 

the ranks of the Great Powers. The pre-World War II world, in which Britain, France, 

Germany, Italy, the Soviet Union, Japan, and the United States were all considered 

Great Powers, is an example. If these powers were able to cooperate with each other 

(as, for a time, occurred in the Concert of Europe in the nineteenth century), then the 

international order might be relatively peaceful. If they cannot, there is danger of major 

war among them, as was the case with World Wars I and II. A bipolar system is one in 

which two states clearly stand above the others, and compete (or cooperate) with each 

other to shape and manage the world. The Cold War between the United States and 

the Soviet Union is an example. Finally, in a unipolar world, one state is dominant. 

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, we are often said to be in a unipolar world, with 

the United States as the dominant power. While this may be the case, events since the 

end of the Cold War also illustrate the possibility that even a dominant power may be 

unable simply to do whatever it wants. 

Liberals have tended to emphasize those aspects of international relations that 

maintain order and especially peace—international law, diplomacy, and international 

organizations and regimes—and that may work more to the benefit of all than the 

competitive situation seen by Realists. Liberals have also tended to stress developing 

phenomena they see as strengthening peaceful relations among states, including economic 

linkages (such as trade and investment) working potentially to everyone's advantage, and 

transnational non-state actors (of which we will say more below). Liberals also see the 

spread of democracy as helping to create a more peaceful world. Drawing on the work of 

the German philosopher Immanuel Kant, they suggest that democracies are less prone 
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to wage war—at least on each other—because the people who will pay the costs of such 

fighting are those who control the decision for war or peace. They also point to increasing 

concern with human rights and the environment as requiring and producing greater 

cooperation among international actors. One prominent Liberal was Woodrow Wilson, 

president of the United States during World War I. Leading modern Liberal scholars 

include Charles Beitz, Michael Doyle, and Robert Keohane. 

Both Liberals and Realists may see the operation of a security dilemma in the inter­

actions of states. It seems obvious that a state should take all necessary measures to protect 

itself, but the reality is not so straightforward. The action a state takes in self-protection 

may alarm others, and lead them to take countermeasures even where no threat to them 

was intended. Their countermeasures may in turn cause alarm and further action in the 

first state. This action-reaction cycle may spiral into an arms race, suspicion, preparations 

for conflict, and even war. This is an example of the prisoner's dilemma game described 

in Chapter 1, in which the ruthless, short-sighted pursuit of self-interest may make 

everybody worse off. If the players could break out of this spiral, all could be more secure 

at lower costs. Liberals see international organizations and regimes as ways of dealing 

positively with such situations to the benefit of all. They point to arms-control treaties 

between the United States and the Soviet Union, such as SALT (1972 and 1979), START 

I and II (1991 and 1993), and multilateral agreements to halt the spread of weapons of 

mass destruction (the N P T in 1968, and the Chemical Weapons Convention, in force 

1997) as examples. Realists may see the possibility, but suggest that states are reluctant to 

trust each other, so that such spirals are always possible. Moreover, they would point out 

that, sometimes, "the other guy really is out to get you"—that is, the problem is not simply 

one of misunderstanding. 

Realists think very much within the terms of the Westphalian system, to the point of 

discounting non-state actors such as international organizations or even the constraining 

effects of devices such as international law. Liberals, while broadly accepting the state as 

a major actor, have been more open to the role of other actors and to the beneficial effects 

of international organizations, international regimes, international law, and increased 

interdependence (especially economic relations) between states. 

The third school of thought, Structuralism, holds that economic relations, not 

military-security relations, are primary. Reflecting this position's origins in Marxist social 

and economic theory, Structuralists see relations among states as reflecting both 

economic competition among them and also the strength of particular economic classes 

within states. Lenin's theory of imperialism sought to explain both the expansion of the 

European colonial empires and the outbreak of World War I in terms of struggles for 

advantage among competing capitalist classes directing their respective state govern­

ments. More recently, Structuralist thinking has been dominated by a focus on problems 

in the economic development of Third World states. It sees the problems these states face 

as stemming from the way these less developed states have been connected to the world 

economy (often a reflection of a colonial history), and how these economic relations 

create social and political conditions within developing states that may hinder or affect 

their economic development or skew the internal distribution of economic benefits and 
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political power. International economic institutions, such as the World Bank, the 

International Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organization—seen by Liberals as 

part of the solution to world economic problems—are seen by Structuralists as reflecting 

the domination of rich, capitalist states, and thus as part of the problem. While 

Structuralist thinking has somewhat gone out of favour with the end of the Cold War, 

it addresses major recent issues of economic relations between the Third World and 

developed states, and within the Third World itself. Major recent Structuralist thinkers 

include Immanuel Wallerstein, Robert Cox, Johan Galtung, and Andre Gunder Frank. 

Differences among these three schools are also found in thinking about the forces 

driving the foreign policy of individual states. Realists tend to assume an overriding 

national interest—an interest of the country as a whole—especially in survival. 

Domestic divisions may threaten the ability of a state to successfully pursue its objec­

tives in a threatening, competitive world. But who defines the national interest, and 

how? And who selects the instruments used to pursue it? Liberals, aside from seeing 

greater opportunities for mutually beneficial cooperation among states than Realists do, 

may be more attentive to the domestic political process that shapes how governments 

arrive at their definition of policy interests and their selection of policy instruments. 

Structuralists stress the importance of economic interests—and of powerful domestic 

economic actors—in shaping the foreign policies of specific governments. They will also 

argue that the policies pursued by governments—whether domestic or foreign—are 

likely to reflect the concerns of these powerful domestic interests, rather than some 

concept of the "true" interest of the country as a whole. 

In practice, domestic politics and foreign policy are often closely linked, since any 

government must have the backing of a significant element of its politically relevant 

population. This cannot simply be assumed, even in time of war. The Japanese attack on 

Pearl Harbor in Hawaii united all but the most die-hard American isolationists behind 

U.S. participation in World War II, but the Vietnam War was bitterly divisive in the 

United States. As for the U.S.-led humanitarian intervention in Somalia in the 1990s, it 

took only a few combat deaths before the American public asked why the United States 

was there, and the U.S. largely withdrew. The same is true in economic affairs: the policy 

of a particular state toward free trade may reflect not simply a general sense of the 

economic interest of the country as a whole, but also the strength in domestic politics of 

particular economic groups and regions that stand to gain or lose by such a policy. 

DEVELOPMENTS IN THE INTERNATIONAL 
SYSTEM 

The Westphalian system has evolved over the hundreds of years of its existence, but 

within the last fifty years it has come under an unprecedented variety of pressures. Some 

of these developments have already been mentioned as departures from a narrow Realist 
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