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Chapter 8 
I 

Marxist theories of 
international relations 
STEPHEN HOBDEN . RICHARD WYN JONES 

Framing Questions 

• Is the analysis of 'class' just as important as the analysis of 'state' for our understanding 
of global politics? 

• Is global ization a new phenomenon or a long-standing feature of capitalist 
development? 

• Is 'crisis' an inevitable feature of capitalism, and if so, does this mean that capitalism 
contains the seeds of its own destruction? 

Reader's Guide 

This chapter introduces, outlines, and assesses the 

Marxist contribution to the study of international 

relations. It first identifies several core features com­

mon to Marxist approaches and then discusses how 

Marx's ideas were internationalized by Lenin and sub­

sequently by writers in the world-system framework . 

It then examines how Frankfurt School critical theory, 

and Gramsci and his various followers, introduced an 

analYSis of culture into Marxist analysis, and, more 

recently, how new (or orthodox) Marxists have sought 

a more profound re-engagement with Marx's original 

writings. The chapter argues that no analysis of glo­

balization is complete without an input from Marxist 

theory. Indeed, Marx was arguably the first theorist of 

globalization, and from the perspective of Marxism, 

the features often pOinted to as evidence of globali­

zation are hardly novel, but are rather the modern 

manifestations of long-term tendencies in the devel­

opment of capitalism. 

cv Visit the online resources to access an 

interactive timeline of how the discipline 

International Relations has evolved. 

8.1 Introduction 

",hen the cold war ended ill the late 1980s with the 

. ~efc;)t of commwlism and the viclory f globa l 'fr e 

1
.I'et ca pitalism', it be ame commonplac to as ume mu J' 

thal' the ideas of Karl. Man and his numerous di ciples 

Gould be afely 'on igned to the dustbin of h.istory. 

'Ihe future it se med clear, wa capitalist and liberal 

de)llocratic. Ir nically enough the fate of those com­

O1uni t parties that managed to retain power in blna, 

ieln.aJ11, and lIba seemed only to underline th 

ex.tent to which ' the We tern model' had trilunphed.ln 

the wake of th failed attempt to build an alternative 

to the globa l capitalist s)"tem, they had all. been fore d 

10 adapt them elves l its hegemony. For many it 

~ppeaJ'ed onl), a matte.r of time before this was accom­

panied by the wider libera lization and democratization 

oHho e societies. Resistance w uld ultimately prove t 

be futile. 
That was then. In the early 2020s, things appear very 

different. Even if its mortal enemy was defeated, the 

problems of capitalism have persisted and even intensi­

fied. Not only have the regular crises that characterize 
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capitalism continued to wreak havoc, but the ever­

deepening crisis that is humanity's relationship with 

the natural world raises fundamental questions about 

the sustainability of our current patterns of production 

and consumption. Massive global corporations may 

continue to be remorselessly successful in their efforts 

to persuade the already sated to buy more of what they 

do not really need, but the resulting environmental 

degradation is becoming increasingly hard to ignore. 

All the while, of course, even the most basic needs 

of many hundreds of millions of our fellow humans 

remain unfulfilled (see Ch. 27). 

Not only that, but the ultimate triumph of lib­

eral democracy can no longer be taken for granted. 

China, for example, appears to have arrived at a 

new, extremely dynamic social model that combines 

authoritarian political control with state-directed 

capitalism (see Case Study 8.1). To what extent will 

it be this model, rather than the 'Western model', that 

invites emulation among the countries of the Global 

South over the coming decades, especially as some 

Case Study 8.1 The capitalist development of Communist China 

Rapid urbanization in China 
ro BloOmberg I Getty Images 

Marx and those who have developed his work since his death 

are famous for their critique of capitalism. It is easy to forget 

that Marx also acknowledged its transformative power, albeit as 

a necessary stage towards the development of a classless soci­

~ty. Indeed, it is hard to think of any writer before or since who 

as been more fulsome in his admiration of capitalism's 'con­
stant rev I t' " C 0 u IoniZing of production', to quote the words of The 
ommunist Manifesto: it has 'accomplished wonders' (Marx and 

Engels 1967). It nonetheless remains a considerable irony that 

there is no better example of the transformative power of capi­

talism than the People's Republic of China under the rule of the 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP). 

When in 1949 the CCP finally emerged victorious from the civil 

war against the Nationalists, they inherited a country that had 

undergone a 'century of humiliation' atthe hands of European impe­

rialist powers, as well as invasion and brutal occupation by Japan 

prior to and during the Second World War. Subsequent economic 

and social development remained limited, not least due to the dis­

astrous impacts of the 'Great Leap Forward' and 'Cultural Revolution'. 

Since 1979, however, China has undergone an economic 

and related social transformation that has few if any paral­

lels in human history. Starting from a comparatively low base, 

China is now by some measures the largest economy in the 

world, accounting for approximately one-fifth of the world's 

gross domestic product, as well as the world's largest producer 

of exports (nearly twice those of either the United States or 

Germany). Most accounts of this transformation cite the cen­

tral importance of the economic reforms introduced by Deng 

Xiaoping when he became the effective leader of China in late 

1978. While these reforms were ultimately very extensive, they 

were intlOduced gradually. Deng spoke of 'crossing the river by 

feeling for stones', indicating the need for careful experimenta­

tion and the imperative of maintaining stability. The eventual 
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result was a reversal of the collectivist policies of Mao Zedong, 
widespread marketization, and an opening up to the global 
economy-the latter boosted by China's membership in the 
World Trade Organization from 2001 . 

The embrace of capitalism-or in Deng's words, 'socialism 
with Chinese characteristics'-Ied to major changes in China's 
society and economy. According to the World Bank, more than 
800 million people have been lifted out of poverty because of 
China's growth. This has been accompanied by rapid urbaniza­
tion. According to International Labour Organization figures, 
more than 225 million people moved from the rural west of the 
country to the industrialized east, representing the largest popu­
lation movement in history. It is a development that has 'rescued 
a considerable part of the popUlation from the idiocy of rural life', 
to cite the words of Marx and Engels. China has also emerged as a 

countries in the Global North themselves appear to be 

succumbing to more politically and socially authori­

tarian tendencies? While it may be too soon to mea­

sure the impacts of the global Covid-19 pandemic, 

it is also hard to imagine that the way it has served 

to exacerbate pre-ex isting inequalities will not have 

long-term repercussions for a global system that has 

inequality at its core (see Case Study 8.2). 
Against this background, Marx is back as an intel­

lectual force to be reckoned with. This is not only 

Case Study 8.2 The global Covid-19 pandemic 

Frontline medical workers during the Covid-19 pandemic 
© ADDICTIVE STOCK CREATlVES / Alamy Stock Photo 

Daniel Defoe's account of the great plague that ravaged London 
in 1665 noted that 'the plague was chiefly among the poor'. 
Three hundred and fifty years later, even if the geographic 
impact of the Covid-19 pandemic is far wider-with globaliza­
tion enabling very rapid worldwide transmission-in terms of 
its social impact, the pattern observed by Defoe remains largely 
unchanged. Whether comparing within or between different 

technological innovator, with its own space programme and the 
potential to develop sophisticated weaponry. 

Potentially more puzzling for Marxists is that despite the emer­
gence of a middle class and a wealthy bourgeoisie, developments 
in the superstructure have lagged behind economic changes. 
Indeed, rather than China adapting to the Western model of 
'bourgeois democracy', a Chinese social model combining 
authoritarian political control with economic dynamism may yet 
emerge as a serious alternative to it . 

Question 1: Assess the implications of China's economic transfor­
mation for the Marxist analysis of international relations. 

Question 2: What are the implications of China's rapid economic 
transformation for its role in global politics? 

because there are some uncanny parallels between his 

own times and our own-both periods of huge tech­

nological, socio-economic, and political turmoil and 

transformation (for Marx's life and times, see Liedman 

2018). More fundamentally, Marx's forensic examina­

tion of both the extraordinary dynamism and inher­

ent contradictions of capitalism has arguably never 

been improved upon. Its great strength is that it allows 

us to see how so many apparently different crises and 

instances of resistance, from the global to the most 

countries, it is the poorest who have tended to suffer most, with 
Covid -19 exacerbating pre-existing inequalities based on nation, 
class, race, and gender. In this way, the pandemic has served to 
confirm one of the most basic insights of the Marxist approach to 

international relations: our life chances are shaped to a very sig­
nificant extent by our location within the global capitalist system. 

Even if Northern societies differ considerably in terms of 
social welfare provision, a general pattern is nonetheless 
observable. During the pandemic, workers in the more pro­
tected and privileged parts of the economy, including aca­
demics such as ourselves, tended to be able to work from the 
relative safety of their own homes. Furthermore, those working 
on secure contracts often found themselves 'furloughed'-that 
is , their was income supported either directly or indirectly by 
the government. By contrast, relatively low-paid 'frontline' or 
'key ' workers such as nurses, bus drivers, and delivery work­
ers were required to daily put themselves at risk through close 
interaction with other members of the public. Furthermore, 
many of those on insecure contracts fell beyond the purview 
of furlough schemes and had to keep working to maintain an 
income. In other words, those who were already the lowest 
paid and most insecurely employed found themselves being 
put at most risk during the pandemiC, whether to keep society 
functioning or to avoid destitution . 

Another striking feature of the global response to the pan­
demiC has been the unwillingness of the countries of the privi­
leged North to provide meaningful support to the Global South. 
f t'le various pledges of financial support that have been made 
remain largely unfulfilled. Even more strikingly, almost nothing 
has been done to reduce extreme inequalities in terms of access 
10 vaccines. Thus, whife a high proportion of the population of 
developed countries have now received multiple doses, vaccina­
Ion rates in the deve lopi ng world are dramatically lower. 

Part of the explanation for this is that governments in the 
Global North continue to support pharmaceutical companies in 
their refusal to waive patents on vaccines, even where companies 
received governmen t money to develop those vaccines in the 
fi rst place (see Case Study 25.2). Setting aside the mmorallty of 

personal and local, link together. Thus, even if Marx 

and Marxism failed to supply a prescription that would 

guarantee progressive social change, as a diagnosis of 

what ails us they remain esse ntial tools for those who 

continue to strive for that goal. 

Compared to liberalism and realism (see Chs 7 
and 9), Marxist thought presents a rather unfamil­

iar view of international relations. While the former 

portray world politics in ways that resonate with 

those presented in the foreign news pages, Marxist 

theories aim to expose a deeper, underlying-indeed 

hidden-truth. This is that the familiar events of 

world politics-wars, treaties, international aid 

operations-all occur within structures that have an 

enormous influence on those events. These are the 

structures of a global capitalist system . Any attempt 

to understand world politics must be based on a 

broader understanding of the processes operating in 

global capitalism. 

Marxist theories are also discomfiting, for they 

argue that the effects of global capitalism are to ensure 

that the powerful and wealthy prosper at the expense 
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this position, given that in a globalized world even the most privi­
leged will never be able to insulate themselves from the threat of 
the pandemic until the poorest are protected, this situation high­
lights another feature of capitalism emphasized by Marxists-its 
irrationality. 

Question 1: Evaluate the ways in which the Covid-19 pandemic 
has revealed inequalities at a national and global level. 

Question 2: What can we learn about the operation of capitalism 
from a study of vaccine availability in different countries? 

rj Watch the video on the on line resources to see the 
\.t authors discuss these questions. 

J 

of the powerless and the poor. We are all aware that 

there is gross inequality in the world. Statistics con­

cerning the human costs of poverty are numbing in 

their awfulness (global poverty is further discussed in 

Ch. 27). Marxist theorists argue that the relative pros­

perity of the few is dependent on the destitution of the 

many. In Marx's own words, 'Accumulation of wealth 

at one pole is, therefore, at the same time accumulation 

of misery, agony of toil, slavery, ignorance, brutality at 

the opposite pole.' 

Section 8.2 outlines some of the central fea­

tures of the Marxist approach. Following from this, 

subsequent sections will explore some of the most 

important strands in contemporary Marx-inspired 

thinking about world politics. Given, however, the 

richness and variety of Marxist thinking about 

world politics, the account that follows is inevitably 

destined to be partial and to some extent arbitrary. 

Our aim is to provide a route map that we hope will 

encourage readers to explore further the work of 

Marx and of those who have built on the foundations 

he laid . 

8.2 The essential elements of Marxist theories of world politics 

In his inaugural address to the Working Men's 

International Association in London in 1864, Karl 

Marx told his audience that history had 'taught the 
Wo k' r ing tas e t h e du ty to mOl t r [e rl the m e lve 

~h c myste ri es of international politics'. H wever, 
despi te the fa t th a t M a r x him elf wro te copious ly 

about ill ternationai llffail' . (s K. Ander on 2010), 
!nost of this writing was journalistic in character. 

He did not incorporate the international dimen­

sion into his theoretical mapping of the contours 

of capitalism. This 'omission' should perhaps not 

surprise us. The staggering ambition of the theo­

retical enterprise in which he was engaged, as well 

as the nature of his own methodology, inevitably 

meant that Marx's work would be contingent and 

unfinished. 
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Marx was an enormously prolific writer, and his 
ideas developed and changed over time. Hence it is not 
surprising that his legacy has been open to numerous 
interpretations. In addition, real-world developments 
have also led to the revision of his ideas in the light of 
experience. Various schools of thought have emerged 
that claim Marx as a direct inspiration, or whose work 
can be linked to Marx's legacy. Before discussing what 
is distinctive about these approaches, it is important to 
examine the essential common elements that connect 
them. 

First, all the theorists discussed in this chapter 
share with Marx the view that the social world should 
be analysed as a totality. TI1e academic division of the 
social world into different areas of enquiry- history, 
philosophy, economics, political science, sociology, 
international relations, etc.-is both arbitrary and 
unhelpful. None can be understood without knowl­
edge of the others: the social world has to be studied as 
a whole. Given the scale and complexity of the social 
world, this exhortation clearly makes great demands 
of the analyst. Nonetheless, for Marxist theorists, the 
disciplinary boundaries that characterize the contem­
porary social sciences need to be transcended if we are 
to generate a proper understanding of the dynamics of 
world politics. 

Another key element of Marxist thought is the 
materialist conception of history (or 'historical 
materialism'). The central contention here is that 
processes of historical change are ultimately a 
reflection of the economic development of society. 
That is, economic development is effectively the 

motor of history. The central dynamic that Marx 
identifies is tension between the means of produc­
tion and relations of production that together 
form the economic base of a given society. As the 
means of production develop, for example through 
technological advancement, previous relations of 
production become outmoded, and indeed become 
fetters restricting the most effective utilization of 
the new productive capacity. This in turn leads 
to a process of social change whereby relations 
of production are transformed in order to better 
accommodate the new configuration of means. 
Developments in the economic base act as a catalyst 
for the broader transformation of society as a whole. 
This is because, as Marx argues in the Preface to his 
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, 
'the mode of production of material life conditions 

the social, political and intellectual life process in 
general' (Marx 1970 [1859] : 20 - 1). Thus the legal, 
political, and cultural institutions and practices of 
a given society reflect and reinforce-in a more Or 

less mediated form-the pattern of power and Con_ 
trol in the economy. It follows logically, therefore, 
that change in the economic base ultimately leads 
to change in the 'legal and political superstructure'. 
(For a diagrammatical representation of the base_ 
superstructure model, see Fig. 8.1.) The relation_ 
ship between the base and superstructure is one of 
the key areas of discussion in Marxism, and for crit­
ics of Marxist approaches. 

Class plays a key role in Marxist analysis. In con­
trast to liberals, who believe that there is an essential 
harmony of interest between various social groups, 
Marxists hold that society is systematically prone to 
class conflict. Indeed, in the Communist Manifesto, 
which Marx co -authored with Engels, it is argued that 
'the history of all hitherto existing societies is the his­
tory of class struggle' (Marx and Engels 1967 [1848]). In 
capitalist society, the main axis of conflict is between 
the bourgeoiSie (the capitalists) and the proletariat (the 
workers). 

Despite his commitment to rigorous scholarship, 
Marx did not think it either possible or desirable for 
the analyst to remain a detached or neutral observer of 
this great clash between capital and labour. He argued 
that 'philosophers have only interpreted the world in 
various ways; the point, however, is to change it'. Marx 
was committed to the cause of emancipation . He was 
not interested in developing an understanding of the 
dynamics of capitalist society simply for the sake of it. 
Rather, he expected such an understanding to make it 
easier to overthrow the prevailing order and replace it 
with a communist society-a society in which wage 
labour and private property are abolished and social 
relations transformed. 

It is important to emphasize that the essential ele­
ments of Marxist thought, all too briefly discussed in 
this section, are also fundamentally contested. That is, 

Base 
Superstructure 

~:~- - ----~"":--=--
.... _- ---

---------------- - -
Means of production 
H relations of production 

Political system, legal system, 
culture, etc. 

Figure 8.1 The base-superstructure model 

they are subject to much discussion and disagreement 
even among contemporary writers who have been 
. fluenced by Marxist writings. There is disagreement 
111 
as to how these ideas and concepts should be inter-
reted and how they should be put into operation. 

~nalysts also differ over which elements of Marxist 
thought are most relevant, which have been proven to 
be mistaken, and which should now be considered as 
outmoded or in need of radical overhaul. Moreover, 
they diverge substantially in terms of their atti­
tudes to the legacy of Marx's ideas. The work of the 
new Marxists, for example, draws more directly on 
Marx's original ideas than does the work of the criti­

cal theorists. 
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Key Points 

• Marx himself provided little in terms of a theoretical 

analysis of international relations. 

• Marx's ideas have been interpreted and appropriated in a 

number of different and contradictory ways, resulting in a 

number of competing schools of Marxism. 

• Underlying these different schools are several common elements 

that can be traced back to Marx's writings: a commitment to 

analysis of the social world as a totality, a materialist conception 

of history, and a focus on class and class struggle. 

• For Marx and Marxists, scholarship is not a disinterested 

activity: the ultimate aim is to assist in a process of human 

emancipation. 

8.3 Marx internationalized: from imperialism to world-systems theory 

Although Marx was clearly aware of the international 
and expansive character of capitalism, his key work, 
Capital, focuses on the development and character­
istics of nineteenth-century British capitalism. At the 
start of the twentieth century a number of writers 
took on the task of developing analyses that incor­
porated the implications of capitalism's transborder 
characteristics, in particular imperialism (see Brewer 
1990). Rosa Luxemburg was a major contributor to 
these debates . Her 1913 book, The Accumulation of 
Capital (Luxemburg 2003 [1913]), argued that by 
analysing capitalism as a closed system, Marx had 
overlooked the central role played by the colonies. In 
order to survive, Luxemburg argued, capitalism con­
stantly needed to expand into non-capitalist areas. 
A 1917 pamphlet by Lenin, Imperialism, the Highest 
Stage of Capitalism, made similar arguments . Lenin 
accepted much f larx' ba i the i • but argued 
Ihat the chara ter of apitali m had changed since 
Marx published the nrsl volume of Capital ill 1867 

(Marx 1992 [ J867j) . apitaJi J11 had entered a n w 

Slage-it highe ' t alld final stage- with the devel­
opment of monop ly capitali 111 . Un ler mon poly 
c~Pitalism , a tw - tier tructur had developed in the 
World eCOn my, with a dominant core expl iting a 
less-dev loped p ripheL'}'. With the development of a 
COre alld p . I I I h enp 1 ry, t 1ere wa no onger an automatic 
b iltfllo.ny. of interests between all worker a' posited 
Y Mal x. rhe bourgeoisie in the core countries could 

~s~ profi ts derived from exploiting the periphery 
\oi0 Illlprove the lot of their own proletariat. In oth r 
·ords. the apitalists of the Ore could pacify their 

own working class through the further exploitation 
of the periphery. 

Lenin's views were taken up by the Latin American 
Dependency School, adherents of which developed 
the notion of core and periphery in greater depth. In 
particular, Raul Prebisch (1949) argued that countries 
in the periphery were suffering as a result of what he 
called 'the declining terms of trade '. He suggested 
that the price of manufactured goods increased more 
rapidly than that of raw materials. So, for example, 
year by year it requires more tons of coffee to pay for 
a refrigerator. As a result of their economies' reliance 
on raw material production, countries of the periph­
ery become poorer relative to the core. Other writers 
such as Andre Gunder Frank (1967) and Fernando 
Henrique Cardoso (who was President of Brazil from 
1995 to 2003) developed this analysis further to show 
how the development of less industrialized countries 
was directly 'dependent' on the more advanced capi­
talist societies. It is from the framework developed by 
such writers that contemporary world-systems theory 
emerged. 

World-systems theory is particularly associated 
with the work of Immanuel Wallerstein (1930-2019). 

For Wallerstein, global history has been marked by 
the rise and demise of a series of world systems. The 
modern world system emerged in Europe at around 
the turn of the sixteenth century. It subsequently 
expanded to encompass the entire globe. The driv­
ing force behind this seemingly relentless process 
of expansion and incorporation has been capital­
ism, defined by Wallerstein (l979: 66) as 'a system of 
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production for sale in a market for profit and appro­

priation of this profit on the basis of individual or 

collective ownership'. In the context of this system, 

all the institutions of the social world are continu­

ally being created and recreated. Furthermore, and 

crucially, it is not only the elements within the sys­

tem that change. The system itself is historically 

bounded. It had a beginning, has a middle, and will 

have an end. 

In terms of the geography of the modern world 

system, in addition to a core-periphery distinction, 

Wallerstein added an intermediate semi-periphery, 

which displays certain features characteristic of 

the core and others characteristic of the periphery. 

Although dominated by core economic interests, the 

semi-periphery has its own relatively vibrant indig­

enously owned industrial base (see Fig. 8.2). Because 

of this hybrid nature, the semi-periphery plays impor­

tant economic and political roles in the modern world 

system. In particular, it provides a source of labour 

that counteracts any upward pressure on wages in the 

core. It also offers a new home for those industries 

that can no longer function profitably in the core (e.g. 

car assembly and textiles). The semi-periphery plays 

a vital role in stabilizing the political structure of the 

world system. 

According to world-systems theorists, the three 

zones of the world economy are linked together in an 

exploitative relationship in which wealth is drained 

Core 
• Democratic government 
• High wages 
• Import: 

Raw materials 
• Export: 

Manufactures 
• High investment 
• Welfare services 

Periphery 
• Non-democratic governments 
• Export: 

Raw mate rials 
• Import: 

Manufactures 
• Below subsistence wages 
• No welfare services 

Semi-periphery 
• Authoritarian governments 
• Export: 

'Mature' manufactures 
Raw materials 

• Import: 
Manufactures 
Raw materials 

• Lowwage 
• Low welfare services 

Figure 8.2 Interrelationships in the world economy 

away from the periphery to the core. As a consequence, 

the relative positions of the zones become ever mare 

deeply entrenched: the rich get richer while the POor 
become poorer. 

Together, the core, semi-periphery, and periph_ 

ery make up the geographic dimension of the world 

economy. However, described in isolation they 

provide a rather static portrayal of the world sys_ 

tem. A key component of Wallerstein's analYSis has 

been to describe how world systems have a distinc_ 

tive life cycle: a beginning, a middle, and an end. 

In this sense, the capitalist world system is no dif­

ferent from any other system that has preceded it. 

Controversially, Wallerstein (1995) argues that the 

end of the cold war, rather than marking a triumph 

for liberalism, indicates that the current system has 

entered its 'end' phase-a period of crisis that will 

end only when it is replaced by another system. On 
Wallerstein's reading, such a period of crisis is also a 
time of opportunity. In a time of crisis, actors have 

far greater agency to determine the character of the 

replacement structure. In his final years, Wallerstein 

sought to promote a new world system that is more 

equitable and just than the current one (Wallerstein 

1998, 1999, 2006; Wallerstein et a1. 2013). From 

this perspective, to focus on globalization is to 

ignore what is truly novel about the contemporary 

era. Indeed, for Wallerstein, current globalization 

discourse represents a 'gigantic misreading of cur­

rent reality ' (Wallerstein 2003: 45). The phenom­

ena evoked by 'globalization' are manifestations of 
a world system that emerged in Europe during the 

sixteenth century to incorporate the entire globe: 1I 

world system now in terminal decline. 

Feminist Marxists have also played a ignificanl 

role in theorizing the development of an international 

capitalist system. A particular concern of femin'i I 

writers (often drawing their inspiration from Engels~ 
(2010 [1884]) work The Origin of the Family, PriVll/e 
Property, and the State) has been the role of wome.ll. 
both in the workplace and as the providers of domes­
tic labour necessary for the reproduction of capitnl­

ism. For example, Maria Mies (1998 [1986]) argued 
that women play a central role in the maitltenanc:e 

of capitalist relations. There is, she argues, a sexual 
(or one could say gendered) division of labour: first. 
women in the developed world working as housewjves, 

whose labour is unpaid but vital in maintaining and 
reproducing the labour force; and second, women in 

the developing world as a source of cheap labour. Slle 

Inter argued that women were the 'last colony' (Mies, 

Bennholdt-Thomsen, and von Werlhof 1988), a view 

that can be traced back to Rosa Luxemburg's claim 

regarding the role of the colonies in international capi­

talisJU (Luxemburg 2003 [1913]). 
In the wake of the attacks of 9/11 , and the subse­

quent response by the US administration of George W. 

Bush, questions of imperialism returned to the political 

and academic agenda. A number of authors called for 

the creation of a new empire with the United States at 

its centre, supposedly recreating the stabilizing and posi­

tive role that Britain had played in the nineteenth cen­

tury (Ferguson 2003). A number of Marxist-influenced 

authors responded with critiques both of empire and of 

US foreign policy after 9/11 (for example, Harvey 2003). 

8.4 Gramscianism 

8.4.1 Antonio Gramsci-the importance of 
hegemony 

This section examines the strand of Marxist theory 

that has emerged from the work of the Italian Marxist 

Antonio Gramsci. Gramsci's work has become particu­

larly influential in the study of international political 

economy, where a neo-Gramscian or 'Italian' school 

continues to flourish. Here we shall discuss Gramsci's 

legacy and the work of Robert W. Cox, the contempo­

rary theorist who did most to introduce his work to an 
International Relations audience. 

Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) was a Sardinian 

and one of the founding members of the Italian 

Communist Party. He was jailed in 1926 for his 

political activities and spent the remainder of his life 

in prison. Although many regard him as the most 

creative Marxist thinker of the twentieth century, he 

produced no single, integrated theoretical treatise. 

Rather. his intellectual legacy has been transmitted 

primarily through hi remarkable Prison Notebooks 
(Gram ci 1971). The key ques tioll that animated 

Gram ·ci'. theoretica l work wa : why had it pr ven 

to be so difficu lt t prom te revoluti 11 in Western 

~\lrOpc? After all, Marx had predicted that revolu ­

~Oll. and the transition to ociaLism, would oc UL' 

. IIs t in Ihe 1110 t ad,ran ed capi tali t ocieties. But, 
1l1 lbe e ' , . 
b v nI, Jt wa the Bol heVlk of omparatlvely 
uatkward Ru ia that had made the fir t ' break-

ll"QlI gh', while all the subsequent efforts by putative 
t voltilio . . 

nane, 1J1 Wes tern a I1d en tl'al Ell rope to 
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Key Points 

• Marxist theorists have consistently developed an analysis 
of the global aspects of international capitalism-an aspect 
acknowledged by Marx, but not developed in Capital. 

• World-systems theory can be seen as a direct development 
of Lenin's work on imperialism and that of the Latin 
American Dependency School. 

• According to world-systems theorists, the three zones of the 
world economy-the core, periphery, and semi-periphery­
are linked together in an exploitative relationship in which 
wealth is drained away from the periphery to the core. 

• Feminist writers have contributed to the analysis of 
international capitalism by focusing on the specific roles of 
women. 

emulate their success ended in failure. The history of 

the early twentieth century seemed to suggest, there­

fore, that there was a flaw in classical Marxist analy­

sis. But where had they gone wrong? 

Gramsci's answer revolved around his use of the 

concept of hegemony, his understanding of which 

reflected his broader conceptualization of power. 

Gramsci developed Machiavelli 's view of power as a 

centaur-halfbeast, half man-a mixture of coercion 

and consent. In understanding how the prevailing 

order was maintained, Marxists had concentrated 

almost exclusively on the coercive practices and 

capabilities of the state. On this understanding, 

it was simply coercion, or the fear of coercion, that 

kept the exploited and alienated majority in society 

from rising up and overthrowing the system that 

was the cause of their suffering. Gramsci recognized 

that while this characterization may have held true 

in less developed societies, such as pre-revolutionary 

Russia, it was not the case in the more developed 

countries of the West. Here the system was also 
maintained through consent. 

Consent, on Gramsci's reading, is created and rec­

reated by the hegemony of the ruling class in society. 

It is this hegemony that allows the moral, political, 

and cultural values of the dominant group to become 

widely dispersed throughout society and to be accepted 

by subordinate groups and classes as their own. This 

takes place through the institutions of civil society: the 

network of institutions and practices that enjoy some 

autonomy from the state, and through which groups 
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and individuals organize, represent, and express them­
selves to each other and to the state (for example, the 
media, the education system, churches, and voluntary 

organizations). 
Several important implications flow from this 

anal), is. TI,e fir t is that Marxist theory needs to take 
superstructul'al phenomena S I'i lIsty, because while 
the trllclure of society may ultimately be a reflection 
of social relations of production in the economic base, 
the nature of relations in the superstructure is of great 
relevance in determining how susceptible that society 
is to change and transformation. Gramsci used the 
term 'historic bloc' to describe the mutually reinforc­
ing and recipl' cal relationships between the socio­
economic relations (base) and political and cultural 
praclices (superstructure) that togelher underpin a 
given order. For Gram ci and Gnul1scian , to reduce 
anal)'sis to the narrow COil ideration f economic 
relation hip on the one hand. or s lely to politi and 
ideas on the other, is deeply mistaken. It is their inter­

action that matters. 
Gramsci's argument also has crucial implications 

for political practice. If the begemony of the rul­
ing class is a key element in the perpetuation of its 
dominance, then ociety can only be transformed if 
that hegemonic position is successfully challenged. 
This entails a counter-hegemon ic struggle in civil 
society, in which the prevailing hegemony is under­
mined, allowing an alternative historic bloc to be 

constructed. 
Gramsci's writing reflects a particular time and 

a particular-in many ways ulli.que- set of circum­
stances. This has led several writers to question the 
broader applicability of his ideas (see Burnham 1991; 
Germain and Kenny 1998). But the most impor­
tant test, of course, is how useful ideas and concepts 
derived from Gramsci's work prove to be when they 
are removed from their original context and applied 
to other issues and problems. It is to this question that 

we now turn. 

8.4.2 Robert W. Cox-the analysis of 'world 
order' 

It was the Canadian scholar Robert W. Cox (1926-
2018) who arguably did most to introduce Gramsci 
to the study of world politics. He developed a 
Gramscian approach that involves both a critique 
of prevailing theories of international relations and 
international political economy, and the development 

of an alternative framework for the analysis of World 

politics. 
To explain Cox's ideas, we begin by focusing on 

one particular sentence in his seminal 1981 article, 
'Social Forces, States, and World Orders: Beyond 
International Relations Theory'. The sentence, which 
has become one of the most often-quoted lines in 
all of contemporary International Relations theory, 
reads: 'Theory is always for some one, and for some 
purpose' (R. Cox 1981: 128). It expresses a world_ 
view that follows logically from the Gramscian, and 
broader Marxist, position that has been explored in 
this chapter. If ideas and values are (ultimately) a 
reflection of a particular set of social relations, and 
a re transformed as those relations are themselves 
transformed, then this suggests that all knowledge 
(of the social world at least) must reflect a certain 
context, a certain time, a certain space. Knowledge, 
in other words, cannot be objective and timeless in 
the sense that some contemporary realists, for exam­

ple, would like to claim. 
One key implication of this is that there can be no 

simple separation between facts and values. Whether 
consciously or not, all theorists inevitably bring their 
values to bear on their analysis. This leads Cox to sug­
gest that we need to look closely at each of those theo­
ries, those ideas, those analyses that claim to be objective 
or value-free, and ask who or what is it for, and what 
l>l1I'pose doe it erve? Re llbjected realism, and in par­
ticular it contemporary variant neorealism. to thor­
oughgoing critique on these grounds. According to Cox. 
these theories are for-or serve the interests of-those 
who prosper under the prevailing order: the inhabitants 
of the developed states, and in particular the ruling elites, 
The purpose of these theories, whether consciously or 
not, is to reinforce and legitimate the status quo. The 
do this by making the current configuration of iuteron­
tional relations appear natural and immutable. When 
realists (falsely) claim to be describing the world as it 
is, as it has been, and as it always will be, what they are 
in fact doing is reinforcing the ruling hegemony in tilt 
current world order. 

Cox contrasted problem-solving theory (that I 
theory that accepts the parameters of the presenl 

order. and thus helps le.gitima:e. an unjust and d.~e~~ 
iniquitous system) WIth CritIcal theory. OltL 
theory attempts to challenge the prevailing order.b 
seeking out, analysing, and, where possible, (Issi lIn.S 

• 11CI-
social processes that can potentially lead to et11 0 

patory change. 

One way in which theory can contribute to these 
el110l1 ipalory goals is by developing a the retical 
tinder landing f world rder that grasps both Lhe 
sources of stability in a given . y tell1 . and al 0 Lhe 
d),nalllics of processes of transformation . In this 
context. Cox drew on rarnsci ' notion of hegemony 
and transposed it to the international realm, argu­
ing that hegemony is as important for maintaining 
stability and continuity there as it is at the domestic 
level. According to Cox, successive dominant pow­
ers in the international system have shaped a world 
order that suits their interests, and have done so not 
only as a result of their coercive capabilities, but also 
because they have managed to generate broad con­
sent for that order, even among those who are disad­

vantaged by it. 
For the two hegemons that Cox analyses (the UK 

and the US), the ruling hegemonic idea has been 'free 
trade'. The claim that this system benefits everybody 
has been so widely accepted that it has attained 'com­
mon sense' status. Yet the reality is that while 'free 
trade' is very much in the interests of the hegemon 
(which, as the most efficient producer in the global 
economy, can produce goods which are competitive in 
all markets, so long as it has access to them), its bene­
fits for peripheral states and regions are far less appar­
ent. Indeed, many would argue that 'free trade' is a 
hindrance to their economic and social development. 
The degree to which a state can successfully produce 
and reproduce its hegemony is an indication of the 
extent of its power. The success of the United States 
in gaining worldwide acceptance for neoliberalism 

S.S Critical theory 

~oth Gramscianism and critical theory have their roots 
III Western Europe in the 1920s and 1930s-a place and 
a time in which Marxism was forced to come to terms 
not only with (he failur fa eries of attempted revo­
lutionary uprising but a1 0 witb the rise of fascism . 
liowevcr, I1t mporary critica l theory and Gram cian 
thOught abollt illtel'Jlalionall'elalion draw n rh ideas 
of different thinkers, with differing intellectual con-
cerns 11 . I' . . le re IS a c ear dIfference 111 focus between these 
two'st I 
b
. rant of Marxist thoughl. with those lllflllenced 
)' Gra . . 

• ( 1l1 SC l tendll1g 1 be mllcb more concern d witb 
ISSues . I . 
Cal l e at I ng to tbe ubfield of i l1ternatiOJlal p liti-

CConomy than criti al theorist. ritical theorists. 
011 the I otler hand, have involved tbem elves with 
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suggests just how dominant the current hegemon has 
become. 

Blit despite the dominance of the present world 
order, Cox did not expect it to remain unchallenged. 
Rather, he maintained Marx's view that capitalism is 
an inherently unstable system, riven by inescapable 
contradictions. Inevitable economic crises will act as 
a catalyst for the emergence of counter-hegemonic 
movements. The success of such movements is, how­
ever, far from assured. In this sense, thinkers sllch as 
Cox face the future on the basis of a dictum popular­
ized by Gramsci-that is, combining 'pessimism of the 
intellect' with 'optimism of the will'. 

Key Points 

• Drawing on the work of Antonio Gramsci for inspiration, 

writers in an 'Italian' school of International Relations have 

made a considerable contribution to thinking about world 

politics. 

• Gramsci shifted the focus of Marxist analysis more towards 

superstructural phenomena . 

• Gramsci explored the processes by which consent for a 

particular social and political system was produced and 

reproduced through the operation of hegemony. 

Hegemony allows the ideas and ideologies of the ruling 

stratum to become widely dispersed, and widely accepted, 

throughout society. 

• Thinkers such as Robert W. Cox have attempted to 

'internationalize' Gramsci's thought by transposing several 

of his key concepts, most notably hegemony, to the global 

context. 

questions concerning international society, inter­
national ethics, and security (the latter through the 
development of critical security studies). This section 
introduces critical theory and the thought of one of its 
main proponents in the field ofInternational Relations, 
Andrew Linklater. 

Critical theory developed out of the work of the 
Frankfurt School. This was an extraordinarily tal­
ented group of thinkers who began to work together 
in the 1920s and 1930s. As left-wing German Jews, the 
members of the school were forced into exile by the 
Nazis' rise to power in the early 1930s, and much of 
their most creative work was produced in the US. The 
leading lights of the first generation of tbe Frankfurt 
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School included Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, 
and Herbert Marcuse. A subsequent generation has 
taken up the legacy of these thinkers and developed it 
in important and innovative ways. The best known is 
Jiirgen Habermas, who is regarded by many as the most 
influential of all contemporary social theorists. Given 
the vast scope of critical theory writing, this section 
can do no more than introduce some of its key features. 

The first point to note is that their intellectual con­
cerns are rather different from those of most other 
Marxists: they have not been much interested in the 
further development of analysis of the economic base 
of society. They have instead concentrated on questions 
relating to culture, bureaucracy, the social basis and 
nature of authoritarianism, and the structure of the 
family, and on exploring such concepts as reason and 
rationality as well as theories of knowledge. Frankfurt 
School theorists have been particularly innovative in 
terms of their analysis of the role of the media, and 
what they have famously termed the 'culture industry'. 
In other words, in classical Marxist terms, the focus of 
critical theory is almost entirely superstructural. 

Another key feature is that critical theorists have 
been highly dubious as to whether the proletariat in 
contemporary society does in fact embody the potential 
for emancipatory transformation in the way that Marx 
believed. Rather, with the rise of mass culture and the 
increasing commodification of every element of social 
life, Frankfurt School thinkers have argued that the 
working class has simply been absorbed by the sys­
tem and no longer represents a threat to it. This, to use 
Marcuse's famous phrase, is a one-dimensional society, 
to which the vast majority simply cannot begin to con­
ceive an alternative. 

Finally, critical theorists have made some of their 
most important contributions through their explora­
tions of the meaning of emancipation. Emancipation, 
as we have seen, is a key concern of Marxist thinkers, 
but the meaning that they give to the term is often very 
unclear and deeply ambiguous. Moreover, the histori­
cal record is unfortunately replete with examples of 
unspeakably barbaric behaviour being justified in 
the name of emancipation, of which imperialism and 
Stalinism are but two. Traditionally, Marxists have 
equated emancipation with the process of human­
ity gaining ever greater mastery over nature through 
the development of ever more sophisticated technol­
ogy, and its use for the benefit of all. But early critical 
theorists argued that humanity's increased domina­
tion over nature had been bought at too high a price, 

claiming that the kind of mindset that is required for 
conquering nature slips all too easily into the domina_ 
tion of other human beings. In contrast, they argUed 
that emancipation had to be conceived of in terms of 
a reconciliation with nature-an evocative, if admit_ 
tedly vague, vision. By contrast, Habermas's under_ 
standing of emancipation is more concerned With 
communication than with our relationship with the 
natural world. Setting aside the various twists and 
turns of his argument, Habermas's central political 
point is that the route to emancipation lies through 
radical democracy-a system in which the Widest 
possible participation is encouraged not only in Word 
(as is the case in many Western democracies) but 
also in deed, by actively identifying barriers to par­
ticipation-be they social, economic, or cultural_ 
and overcoming them. For Habermas and his many 
followers, participation is not to be confined within 
the borders of a particular sovereign state. Rights 
and obligations extend beyond state frontiers . This, 
of course, leads Habermas directly to the concerns 
of International Relations, and it is striking that his 
recent writings have begun to focus on the interna­
tional realm. In particular, he has become an impas­
sioned defender of European integration. However, 
thus far, the most systematic attempt to think through 
some of the key issues in world politics from a rec­
ognizably Habermasian perspective has been made by 
Andrew Linklater. 

Linklater has used some of the key principles and 
precepts developed in Habermas's work to argue that 
emancipation in the realm of international relations 

should be understood in terms of the expansion of 
the moral boundaries of a political community (see 
Ch. 12). In other words, he equates emancipation 
with a process in which the borders of the sovereign 
state lose their ethical and moral significance. At 
present, state borders denote the furthest extent of 
our sense of duty and obligation, or al best, the point 
where ur sense f duty and bligation is radicaUy 
transform d, on ly proceeding in a very attenuated 
forlll. Fo l' critical theorists. this situation i 'impty 
indefensible. Their goal is therefore to move towards 
a situation in which citizens share the same duties 
and obligations towards non-citizens as they do 
towards their fellow citizens. 

To arrive at such a situation would, of course, 
entail a whole ale transformation of the present in ti· 

tutions of governan e. But <In important eJeJ1le~.~ 
of the critical theory method is to identify- and, J 

ossibJe, nurture-tendencies that exist in the present 
~orljUnctllre that point in lhe dire tion f cman ipa­
lioll . n this basis, Linklater (here vcr' much ceh ing 
!1abennas) identifie I he devel pmcnl oflhc Em pean 
Union as representing a progressive or emancipatory 
tendency in contemporary world politics. If true, this 
sllggeslS that an important parI f the international 
y tern is entering an era in which the overeign state, 

which has for so long claimed an exclu ive hold on its 
citizens, is beginning to lose some of its pre-eminence. 
Given the notoriolls pessimism of the thinkers of the 
Frankfurt School, the guarded optimism of Linklater 
in this context is indeed striking. Indeed, the increas­
ingly obvious authoritarian tendencies pOinted to in 
Section 8.1 may suggest a case for returning to the 
work of that first generation of critical theorists for 
ideas and inspiration. 

8.6 New Marxism 

8.6.1 'New Marxists' 

This section examines the work of writers who derive 
their ideas more directly from Marx's own writings. To 
indicate that they represent something of a departure 
from other Marxist and post-Marxist trends, we have 
termed them 'new Marxists'. They themselves might 
well prefer to be described as 'historical materialists' 
(one of the key academic journals associated with this 
approach is called Historical Materialism); however, as 
that is a self-description which has also been adopted 
by some Gramsci-inspired writers, the appellation may 
not be particularly helpful for our present purposes. At 
any rate, even if there remains no settled label for this 
group of scholars, the fundamental approach that they 
embody is not hard to characterize. They are Marxists 
who have returned to the fundamental tenets of 
Marxist thought and sought to reappropriate ideas that 
they regard as having been neglected or somehow mis­
interpreted by lIbsequent gencrati,ons. On this basis, 
~hey have sought both to criticize otber developments 
In Marxi 111, and to make their own original theor tical 
co t'b . n n utlOns to the understanding of contemporary 
trends. 

lhe most ut ·tanding advocate of what on might 
term 'the return to Man' is the geograpber David 
Iiarvey, who e explorati ns and explanations of Marx's 
:astcrpie Capital have reached an enormoll onUne 
Udicn e as well as being published in book form (see 
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Key Points 

• Critical theory has its roots in the work of the Frankfurt 
School. 

• Critical theorists have tended to focus their attention on 

culture (especially the role of the media), bureaucracy, the 

social basis and nature of authoritarianism, and the 

structure of the family, and on exploring such concepts as 

reason and rationality. 

• JOrgen Habermas is the most influential contemporary 

advocate of critical theory; he advocates radical 

democracy as a means of unlocking the emancipatory 

potential inherent in the realm of communication. 

• Andrew Linklater has developed critical theory themes to 

argue in favour of the expansion of the moral boundaries 

of the political community, and has pointed to the 

European Union as an example of a post-Westphalian 

institution of governance. 

davidharvey.org; Harvey 2018). In another important 
contribution, Kevin B. Anderson's Marx at the Margins 

(2010) focuses on Marx's little-known writing on the 
world politics of his day to recover his ideas about 
nationalism, ethnicity, and race. 

8.6.2 Uneven and combined development 

Meanwhile, in a series of articles, Justin Rosenberg 
(1996,2013; also see Callinicos and Rosenberg 2008) 
has developed an analysis based on Leon Trotsky's 
idea of uneven and combined development, which 
Trotsky outlined primarily in his history of the 
Russian Revolution. Contrary to the traditional 
Marxist line, Trotsky observed that capitalism was 
not having the effects that were anticipated. Certainly 
it was spreading around the globe at a rapid rate as 
Marx and Engels had predicted in the Communist 

Manifesto. However, Marx and Engels had predicted 
that capitalism would create a world 'after its own 
image'. Elsewhere Marx (1954 [1867]: 19) had stated 
that 'the country that is more developed industrially 
only shows, to the less developed, the image of its own 
future'. Marx at this point appeared to have a unilin­
ear perspective on historical development and, while 
there is evidence in some of his later writing that he 
became sceptical about this view, it was not an issue 
that he had time to develop. Therefore it became 
Marxist orthodoxy that capitalist development was 
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a singular road, with countries joining the process 
at different times. There was just one route through 
capitalist modernization, the path having been 
mapped out by Britain as the pioneering capital­
ist economy. While some countries would start the 

journey at different times, the sequence and destina­
tion would be the same. 

Trotsky's insight was that paths to development 
were indeed uneven in that different countries 

started the road to capitalism at different times, and 
from differing starting points. They were also, how­
ever, combined, in the sense that th~ development 

of capitalism in the states that had already started 
on the process had implications for those that fol­

lowed. In other words, the context for capitalism in 
anyone country would be set by all the other coun­
tries that had already embarked on capitalist devel­

opment. Hence the process in Russia occurred in 
the context of capitalist developments elsewhere, 
and particularly in Western Europe. The advance 
of capitalism can thus be seen as an international 

process, with latecomers having certain disadvan­
tages but also some advantages. One particular 
advantage was what Trotsky called the 'privilege of 
historic backwardness' (cited in Rosenberg 1996: 7). 

Countries joining the capitalist road had the possi ­
bility of leapfrogging states that had started earlier, 
because they had access to investment and technol­

ogy that had not been previously available. However, 
this came at a potential cost: a distorted political 
structure. Whereas in Britain, the country on which 
Marx had focused his attention, the political system 
had evolved over a lengthy period of time and was 

relatively stable, in Russia the political structure that 
emerged from a rapid process of modernization was 
highly unstable. It was characterized by an authori­
tarian state leading the process of development in 

conjunction with international finance, a growing 
but concentrated working class, an enormous peas­
antry on which the state was reliant for raising tax, 

but only a small and weak bourgeoisie. Hence the 
social formation in Russia was markedly different 
from that of Britain, and its structure made sense 

only in the context of the international development 
of capital. 

While Trotsky used the concept of uneven and 
combined development to analyse the events lead­

ing up to the Russian Revolution, Kamran Matin 
(2013) has employed it to consider the history ofIran. 

Criticizing Eurocentric accounts of historical prog­
ress that fOCllS on European states as the model for 
state development, Matin argues that while the study 
of International Relations is crucial to understand­
ing Iran's history, it has to be considered in conjunc­
tion with an assessment of Iran's domestic history. 
Matin shows how Iran's history is a complex inter­

action between its domestic social and economic 
systems and the priorities of international politics 

and economics. The country's historical progress 
has been impacted by both the influence of events 
such as the Russian Revolution, and the economic 

and political incursions by European countries and 
subsequently the United States. This has resulted in 
a largely unstable combination, in which attempts 

at modernization, for example by the last Shah, 
have faced a system combin ing a modern industrial 
sector, largely dominated by the state in collabora­

tion with foreign capital, and a small cosmopolitan 
middle class along with a large agricultural and mer­
chant class with established institutions and close 

links to the religious establishment. During the eco­
nomic downturn of the 1970s, and in conjunction 
with pressure from the US Carter administration, 

this combination became increasingly unstable until 
the revolutionary overthrow of 1979. Development 
in Iran, then, Matin argues, can be understood only 
as uneven, in that Iran commenced on the capital­
ist path at a later time and from a different start­
ing point, yet combined in terms of the influence of 

already existing global capitalism. 

Key Points 

• New Marxism is characterized by a direct re-engagement 

with and reappropriation of the concepts and categories 

developed by Marx himself or other classic Marxist 

thinkers. 

• One example of New Marxist scholarship isJustin 

Rosenberg's work on uneven and combined development, 

which draws on Trotsky's examination of the development 

of Russia in the global political economy. 

• Uneven and combined development suggests that rather 

than all countries following a single path of economic and 

political development, each country's path will be affected 

by the international context. 

• The uneven and combined development approach has 

been utilized to analyse Iran's economic and political 

development in the twentieth century. 
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the First World War in the competition among capitalist states 

for control over the colonies. Since the economic crisis of 2008, 

international tensions have been mounting, particularly between 

Russia and the United States. By contrast, the 'long peace' of the 

cold war was marked by a period of relative economic stability. 

Capitalist interests determine states' foreign policy. For exam­

ple, Paul Wolfowitz, who was Deputy Secretary of Defense in the 

George W. Bush administration, openly declared that the 2003 

invasion of Iraq was about securing access to oil. There is a long 

history of large corporations influencing US policy towards Latin 

America. For instance, United Fruit played a key role in lobbying 

for the overthrow of the Arbenz administration in Guatemala in 

1954. 

Against 

The balance of power determines the character of interna­

tional politics. Periods of relative balance coincide with greater 

stability in the international system. The 'long peace' of the sec­

ond half of the twentieth century occurred because there was 

a relative balance of power between the United States and the 

Soviet Union, particularly since 'mutual assured destruction' 

meant that neither side could 'win' a nuclear conflict. The current 

instability in the international system derives from the relative 

decl i ne of the United States. 

The spread of democracy produces greater global stability. 

While we may not have reached 'the end of history' in Francis 

Fukuyama's term, the claim that democracies don't go to war With 

each other retains its validity, and democracy promotion is the 

best hope for a more peaceful and stable future. Europe, which 

is now a peaceful community of democracies, was historically 

the most war-torn region in the world. With the exception of the 

break-up of post-communist Yugoslavia, Europe has not experi_ 

enced a major conflict since the end of the Second World War. 

Reducing state behaviour to the expression of capitalist 

interests does not explain actions that appear at least partly 

motivated by genuine altruistic or other concerns. Behaviour 

such as contributions to United Nations peacekeeping operations, 

for example, or pressure-group-inspired debt forgiveness, cannot 

readily be explained in terms of the operation of crude economic 

interests. More controversially, it might even be argued that some 

behaviours-such as the United States' continuing and largely 

uncritical support for Israel-may well work against the state's 

long-term economic interests. Simplistic, reductionist readings of 

the influences on state behaviour are almost always inadequate. 

1. Does the balance of power provide a better explanation for periods of stability than economic prosperity? 

2. Can state actions be reduced purely to economic interests? 

3. What is the connection between economic power and military capability? 

(JJ Visit the online resources to discover pointers to help you tackle these questions. 

Questions 

1. How would you account for the continuing vitality of Marxist thought? 

2. How useful is Wallerstein's notion of a semi-periphery? 

3. Why has Wallerstein's world-systems theory been criticized for its alleged Eurocentrism? 

Do you agree with this critique? 

4. In what ways is 'combined and uneven development' a useful lens through which to view the 

development of world politics? 

5. In what ways does Gramsci's notion of hegemony differ from that used by realist International 

Relations writers? 

6. How might it be argued that Marx and Engels were the original theorists of globalization? 

7. What do you regard as the main contribution of Marxist theories to our understanding of 

world politics? 

8. How useful is the notion of emancipation employed by critical theorists? 

9. Do you agree with Cox's distinction between 'problem-solving theory' and 'critical theory'? 

10. Assess Wallerstein's claim that the power of the United States is in decline. 

(JJ Visit the online resources to test your understanding by trying the self-test questions. 
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Framing Questions 
• What is the role of power in realist international theory? 

• How do realists explain international conflict? 

• Can realism provide a universal explanation of world politics? 

Reader's Guide 

This chapter discusses realism as a family of 

approaches to the study and analysis of international 

relations. Historical studies show that the realist school 

of thought in International Relations (IR) emerged in 

the mid-twentieth century, but many scholars argue 

that the key tenets of realism-power struggle, statism, 

self-help, and pessimism about human nature- can be 

found in the works of earlier thinkers and constitute 

a profound wisdom about international affairs. For 

many IR scholars, the realist perspective provides per­

suasive guidelines for practice and a powerful expla­

nation for events in international affairs. The chapter 

surveys key aspects of realist international theory. It 

first introduces the theory of realism (see Section 9.1) 

and its fundamental concepts (see Section 9.2). 

Section 9.3 then examines the history of this theoreti­

cal approach. Section 9.4 focuses on geopolitiCS as a 
central part of realist thought in the twentieth century. 

While realist theories typically share a core of com­

mon fundamenta l ideas, there are multiple versions of 
realist thought. Section 9.5 examines the main realist 

approaches in contemporary English-.language S~hol: 
arship, and provides insights on RUSSian and Chl n~s 
realism. Section 9.6 concludes the chapter by examin­

ing the relevance of realism for understanding interna-

tional politics today. 

Visit the online resources to access e a:
f 

interactive timeline of how the dlsclplln 

International Relations has evolved. 

9.1 Introduction 

'('he Iradili n of p litieal realism includs a range of 

theoretical positions that shar key ideas but di ffe r in 

the em phasi . n, and i ntel] retation [, the e ideas. 

Typically) the rea list tradili n empll'lsiz ·s the power­

$ceking behaviour of Illlman beings and the constant 

uocerta inty f foreign politic. For s me cholal' ) this 

renders reaUsl1l a timele s and universal theory, appli­

cable in any time and place. 
Scholars and practitioners have found in realism a 

rational theory of foreign policy which aims to explain 

the world as it is, and not as they wish it to be. Since the 

Second World War, 'realist' approaches have influenced 

both the practice of international relations and the aca­

demic study of world politics. Indeed, for many decades 

realism was considered the dominant approach to the 

study of international relations in Western Europe and 

the United States (Boucher 1998). 

According to a widely shared narrative in the aca­

demic discipline of International Relations (IR), real­

ism rose to prominence in the mid-twentieth century 

in reaction to the failure of international organiza­

tions to end major war between great powers. British 

and American scholars, such as E. H. Carr and Hans 

Morgenthau, dubbed those who believed that interna­

tional cooperation could prevent global conflicts 'ide­

alists' and 'utopians'. These self-proclaimed realists 

9.2 Fundamental ideas 

Realism is a family of approaches marked by recurrent 

concerns and conclusions about international relations. 

1i11ere are no theoretical elements that can be found in 

all realist theories, yet realists characteristically argue 

that human nature and the lack of international gov­

('ruU1ent impose constraints on international rela-

tions, resulting in a primary emphasis on power and 
self-interest. 

Watch the video on the online resources to see 

the author consider 'What is Realism?' 

lists ty' 11 IiaU pica y describe human nature as essen-
Yseifish I I' b the . t1 11 ook of advice for political leaders 
renaissa1 . . ' 

lee pohtleai thinker Niecolo Machiavelli 
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offered an alternative view which placed power at the 

core of international politics (Molloy 2006). Realism 

relied on national interests rather than ideology, 

sought peace through strength, and accepted pluralism 

in the international domain. Realist theorists embraced 

statism, highlighting the role of states over other actors 

in international relations, such as international organi­

zations, individuals, or corporations. On this early view 

of the history of IR, the debate between 'realism' and 

'idealism' became a cornerstone of the academic study 

of international relations, and each theory represented 

an opposing 'paradigm', or an essential set of concepts 

that can be used to explain international politics. 

Since the 1990s, revisionist historians have chal­

lenged the historical accuracy of this narrative, sug­

gesting that the distinction between 'realism' and the 

opposing approaches is less clear-cut (Wilson 1998; 

Schmidt and Guilhot 2019). At the same time, the 

academic study of international relations has moved 

towards a 'post-paradigm' era, which means that schol­

ars tend to rely less on all-encompassing theories such 

as 'realism', 'liberalism', 'constructivism', or 'Marxism'. 

Instead, they seek more nuanced and critical ways to 

analyse world politics. The contemporary importance 

of realism as an international theory remains, there­

fore, an open question. 

argued that 'men are excessively self-interested' (2019 

[1513]: 58). The realm of politics is, therefore, condi­

tioned by the egoistic passions of human nature (see 

Box 9.1). While Machiavelli did not reject morality 

as such, or the duty to act morally, he argued that in 

international politics, where the political leader shoul­

ders the responsibility for the state's security, a different 

conception of morality was needed. This type of moral­

ity is subordinated to the 'reason of state': it is judged 

by its consequences for the state's survival, rather than 

by conventional ethical considerations or individual 

ethics (Knoll 2019). 

Realists acknowledge competing conceptions of 

morality and conclude that human egoism and the 

lack of an international sovereign imply that the inter­

national realm is dominated by concerns of power 

and interest (Donnelly 2000: 10), They often object to 
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political acts being measured by conventional ethi­
cal standards, drawing a substantial body of criticism 

from liberal theorists (see Ch. 7). Yet many realists 

reject views of human nature as immoral or exclu­
sively egoistic and recognize that the quest for power 

is not the only motivation for human action (Niebuhr 

2011 [1944]; Spykman 2017 [1942]). On the basis of this 

premise, the rest of this section examines five of the 

recurrent concepts that feature in many, though not all, 

realist theories. 

9.2.2 Statism 

Realists consider the state as the main actor in inter­

national relations. The fundamental trait of states is 

sovereignty, which is often described as the legitimacy 

to use force both internally and externally. Sovereignty 

means that the state has supreme authority to make and 

enforce laws within its territorial space. Realist theory 

Box 9.1 Realism and morality 

Realists typically accept that international politics is based pri­

marily on considerations of power, not on principles of justice. 

This assumption, however, does not mean that realists advo­

cate in favour of immoral behaviour, or that they are imper­

vious to moral arguments. Instead, realists often recognize 

the importance of conventional ethical considerations, but 

claim that they have no place in international politics (Kennan 

1985; Hobbes 2017 (1651)). Some, including Machiavelli (see 

Section 9.2.1), suggest that in politics, a moral act is judged by 

its contribution to the state's survival, thus endorsing a conse­

quentialist view of morality. 
In his book The History of the Pe/oponnesian War, which is 

a core text in the realist tradition, Greek historian Thucydides 

considers the tension between politics and morality. In the 

'Melian Dialogue', which relates the Athenian invasion of 

Melos in 416 BCE, Thucydides describes how the Athenian 

envoys invited the Melian people to choose between surren­

der or destruction, arguing that only the law of the strongest 

can prevail in foreign affairs, with no room for considerations 

of justice. Thucydides, however, suggests that the neat opposi­

tion between realism and morality is false. He shows that uto­

pian thinking without concrete military capabilities led to the 

defeat of Melos, but also implies that Athens' misguided use of 

political power contributed to its later demise in Sicily. 

In the twentieth century, realist thinkers such as Morgenthau 

and Raymond Aron (1905-83) argued that interests of power 

and survival motivate states in the international realm, but 

political actors remain subject to moral judgement (Aron 2003 

(1962)). While prinCiples of justice alone cannot direct foreign 

policy, they are still important for providing states with public 

support and legitimacy. 

assumes that the sovereign state can guarantee domes_ 

tic order by setting up a system of law and enforcement 

but argues that there is no sovereign authority to estab: 

lish such a system in the international domain. Thus, in 

the uncertain conditions that characterize the interna_ 

tional system, the state's primary aim is to guarantee its 

survival and security. 
For realists, the quest for survival in conditions of 

international anarchy and uncertainty raises the 'secu_ 

rity dilemma', which argues that 'many of the means by 

which a state tries to increase its security decrease the 

security of others' (Jervis 1978: 169). As Robert JerVis 

and others (e.g. Herz 1950; Butterfield 1951) have argued, 

states cannot be certain about the ambitions and inten_ 

tions of other states. When states resort to power accu_ 

mulation for defensive aims, they may inadvertently 

appear as a threat to other states. Consequently, the 

other side might take countermeasures against these 

defensive measures, generating a spiral of uucertainty 

and hostility. These unintended dynamiCS can lead to il 

decrease in international security and, potentially, war 

(Tang 2009). The security dilemma provides a theory of 
war and peace based on the interaction between states, 
in which anarchy, uncertainty, and fear influence stale 
behaviour and its outcomes. 

9.2.3 Power 

The struggle for power is, for many realists, one of the 
fundamental characteristics of the international sys­

tem. Realists such as Morgenthau saw power as 'm.all' 

control over the minds and actions of other men' 
and argued that 'the struggle for power is Ll n iversal 

in time and space' (Morgenthau 1955 [1948]: 26, In 

Consequently, international conflict is always possiblt'! 

political leaders can mitigate-but not eliminate-the 

risk of war. Thus, states typically operate in conditioOS 

of uncertainty about the power of other states and aboul 

their intentions to use power offensively or defen lve! 

(Jervis 1978; Van Evera 1999: 1-10). 
Power is a relational and relative concept. power 

exercised in interaction with other entities and mea­

sured in comparison with them. There are various 
in which realist theory proposes to assess and I"p'as~'·--'II. 

a state's power in the international system. NeorC<l 

like Kenneth Waltz use the term 'capabilities' to 

vide a more accurate ranking of the strength of 

according to 'size of population and territory, 

endowment, economic capability, military , 
political stability and competence' (Waltz 1979: 

on this view, military resources can be a token of a 

state's power even if they are not put to actual use, for 

eJ{ample in the case of the deterrent effect of nuclear 

weapons (see Ch. 30). This approach raises other dif­

ficulties , including measuring and comparing 'capabili­

ties' and 'resources', and proving their impact on a state's 

military success or international influence. For exam­

ple. India's large population has not, so far, translated to 

dominant political influence on international politics. 

9.2.4 Anarchy 

Many realists claim that international affairs take place 

in a state of anarchy. This does not imply a state of 

chaos, but the absence of political authority above states 

in the international system. The condition of anarchy 

defines the interaction of states in world politics, each 

striving to accumulate power to guarantee its survival. 

Realists believe that under international anarchy, states 

compete for power, economic profit, security, and 

influence. In other words, anarchy means that inter­

action between states is a zero-sum game: one state's 

gain is another's loss. Moreover, international anarchy 

increases the chances of war, 'even in the absence of 

aggressivityor similar factors' (Herz 1976: 10). When 

each state is focused on its own national interests, coop­

eration under anarchy-let alone arriving at a common 

agreement about shared principles-is very difficult. 

Neorealism sees the anarchic structure of the inter­

national system as the main constraint on state behav­

iour. The pressures of anarchy condition state behaviour 

more than the decisions of individual state leaders or 

domestic political factors (Waltz 1979). The principle 

of the balance of power (see Box 9.2) is therefore the 

main instrument for states to guarantee their survival 

and security in the anarchic international system. Yet, 

as Jervis (1978) has shown, international anarchy and 

uncertainty may lead security-seeking states into costly 
spiraJs of mistrust and rivalry. 

9.2.5 Survival 

WhilecJa . I , I' . (SSlca lea Ists such as Morgenthau emphasJZed 
~e primary role of the struggle for power ill interna-
lIonal affn ' . . . Ih li S, ncoreallsts (see Se lion 9.5.1) argue that 
. epre-emincnL goal of tate in the international sphere 
1$ SUrvival 11 C , vi . 1US, (or Waltz (1979: 91), beyond the Sll[-

~tval motive, the aims of states may be endle Iy varied '. 
I'tore' J' 
\\rn . a I Is are divid d in their interpretation of the 

Y In Which SLate eek to guarantee their ecurity and 
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Box 9.2 The balance of power 

The core proposition of most balance of power theories is that 

'hegemonies do not form in multistate systems because per­

ceived threats of hegemony over the system generate balanc­

ing behavior by other leading states in the system' (Levy 2004: 

37). A state or group of states would seek to match its power 

against the power of its rival by building military and economic 

capabilities (internal balancing) and forming alliances (exter­

nal balancing). This process would eventually generate a stable 

equilibrium in the international system, which could prevent 

conflicts. 

The term 'balance of power' emerged in eighteenth-century 

Europe when political thinkers sought ways to foster peace 

and stability among the European states (Molloy 2013). Later, 

it described existing and desired relations between European 

states from the end of the Napoleonic Wars to the First World 

War, when the British Empire was denoted as the 'balancer', 

using its political and military power to reinforce one side or 

another in the European state system, After 1918, the balance 

of power was reconsidered. The Second World t War ended 

with a bipolar equilibrium between the United States and 

the Soviet Union, while the period following the break-up of 

the Soviet Union in 1991 is usually described as unipolar or 

multipolar (Little 2007). 

Classical realists (Morgenthau 1948) challenged the use­

fulness of the balance of power theory because, for them, it 

lacked a clear measure of power, wrongly assumed a tendency 

to balance over a tendency towards struggle, and ignored the 

role of common moral principles in fostering peace. Structural 

realists suggested that the international system has an inher­

ent balancing tendency. Thus, for Waltz (1979: 127), when two 

international 'coalitions' are formed, secondary states freely 

choose to join the weaker party to avoid being threatened 

by the stronger one. Others, like John Mearsheimer (2001), 

acknowledged that aspiring powers may actively challenge the 

existing equilibrium to attain a hegemonic position. 

With no single definition of the balance of power, some 

scholars have described it as a useful metaphor for thinking 

about the international structure. Yet others doubt the theory's 

usefulness and its universal applicability, suggesting that it 

should be integrated with other perspectives on hegemony 

and power (Wohlforth et al. 2007). 

survival. According to one approach, 'defensive neoreal­

ism', states pursue power only to the degree that would 

guarantee their survival in a balanced international sys­

tem of states or coalitions of equal power (see Box 9.2). 

A different approach, 'offensive neorealism', argues that 

states seek to maximize their power-beyond what is 

needed for survival-and seek superiority rather than 

equality in the anarchic international system. According 

to Mearsheimer (2001: 33), 'states quickly understand 

that the best way to ensure their survival is to be the 

1110St powerful state in the system'. 
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The emphasis on survival among 'defensive neo­

realists' has been criticized by other realists for its 

'status-quo bias'. These realists argue that states adopt 

revisionist goals that seek to transform the balance 

of power-rather than merely guarantee their own 

survival-through aggressive expansion (Schweller 

1996). Although the quest for survival means that 

war is always possible, some realists seek ways to pre­

vent it by claiming that states may achieve security 

through cooperation (Jervis 1978). Jervis's theoretical 

proposals generated offence-defence theory, which 

contends that when it is relatively easy for a state to 

attack, this makes war more probable, but when the 

defence has the advantage, this decreases the prob­

ability of war (Van Evera 1999). This theory provides 

an optimistic perspective on state survival and war 

prevention that has informed foreign policy analysis. 

9.2.6 Self-help 

The principle of state action in the international 

domain is self-help. Under international anarchy, 

without a central authority, each state is respon­

sible for its own security and well-being. According 

to realists, international organizations such as the 

United Nations cannot provide a sufficient guar­

antee of states' security or even survival. Therefore, 

in a system characterized by uncertainty and self­

interest, states can rely only on themselves; they 

9.3 Realism in historical perspective 

In the years following the Second World War, realism 

emerged as an approach to the study of international 

relations in the United States and Britain. Realism is in 

fact a product of the twentieth century, yet realists often 

claim that their ideas rely on an ancient tradition of 

thought and turn to historical thinkers-whose works 

have attained the status of 'classics' -for descriptive 

insights about the world as it is (positive realist theory) 

and prescriptions for how leaders should act (norma­

tive realist theory). Although not all scholars who are 

today considered as part of IR's realist canon would 

have defined their work as such, their ideas continue to 

influence contemporary thinking about world politics 

from a realist perspective (M. Williams 2004). 
Recent scholarship has sought to diversify exist­

ing narratives on the historical development of realist 

IR theory, showing the relevance of this theoretical 

must define their own political objectives, and the 

should increase their power capabilities or join a~ 
alliance to defend themselves against external threats 

(Waltz 1979: 107). 

Key Points 

• While realism is a diverse approach, six central concepts 

are shared by most realist thinkers: a pessimistic view of 

human nature, power, anarchy, statism, survival, and 

self-help. 

• Power is often defined in terms of resources, military 

capability, gross national product, and population, which 

realists believe translate into political influence. 

• Anarchy refers to the lack of a central political authority in 

the international sphere, which means that states must 

pursue their own interests to guarantee their survival. 

• Statism is the doctrine which argues that states are the 

main actors in international relations, at the expense of 

individuals and international organizations. Statism means 

that the sovereign state has supreme authority within its 

territorial space and operates in an anarchic international 

system. 

• The ultimate concern of the state is its own security and 

survival, although some realists (for example, 

Mearsheimer) argue that states act to maximize power 

beyond what is necessary for their survival. 

• Self-help refers to the belief that each state is responsible 

for its own security and survival, as other states cannot be 

trusted, and international organizations are too weak. 

tradition to a range of geographical and cultural contexts 
beyond the West. This section provides an overview of 
key thinkers who have become part of the realist tradi· 
tion of thought in International Relations and continue 10 
influence scholars today (see Section 9.3.1), and includes 
a brief historical account of realism in the academic study 
ofInternational Relations (see Section 9.3.2). 

9.3.1 Realism 'before realism' 

Ideas associated with the realist tradition have e.xis)ed 

in political thought since before the foundation of, 
International Relations as an academic disciplinf 

in the twentieth century. Figures such as the lndlnlt 

political thinker Kautilya (fourth century BCE) ~ et 
Case Study 9.1), the Greek historian lhuC}'did: 
(460-400 BCE), the Arab historian and sociologist T " 

case Study 9.1 Kautilya's realist thought 

As key adviser to Indian king Chandragupta Maurya (c.317-293 

BCE), Kautilya advanced a 'realist' vision of politics intended to 

teach the king howto govern the first united empire in the Indian 

subcontinent. As an influential political writer in the ancient 

world, Kautilya endorsed monarchic rule, but emphasized the 

importance of welfare provisions. His discussions of diplo­

macy and war offered a political analysis based on the notions 

of power, deceit, and harsh measures against opponents. He 

was recognized by Max Weber (2004 [1919]) as an early 'realist' 

thinker who anticipated Machiavelli's theory of modern politics. 

In his treatise, Arthashastra (c.300 BCE ), which has been trans­

lated as the 'science of politics' (Olivelle 2013), Kautilya suggested 

that the timeless law of foreign policy was the quest to maximize 

power and self-interest. The book encouraged readers to take an 

active stance in politics, condemn ing those who rely on religion, 

fate, or superstition. While the king is expected to do what is right 

for his own people, morality and goodwill are irrelevant consid­

erations in government. Thus, nations wage war or make peace 

according to their political, military, and economic self-interest, 

and should expect other states to do the same. Similar assump­

tions can be found in the works of Thucydides, who wrote on 

great power struggle a century before Kautilya, and in the works 

of the Chinese scholar Han Feizi, written about 50 years after 

Arthashastra. 
Kautilya is most famous for his so-called foreign policy theory 

in which one's immediate neighbour is considered as an enemy 

I but any state on the other side of one's neighbour is regarded as 

I an ally. He suggested that there are six possible forms of state pol­

icy: peace, war, neutrality, marching, alliance, and selective con­

nict strategy. These policies served the king to obtain the three 

goods of life: material gain, spiritual good, and pleasures. Yet 

since conflict was the defining feature of the international realm, 

a successful king must be able to overcome enemies to provide 

the goods of life to his people. For Kautilya, foreign relations con­

sisted mainly of war and conquest, while diplomacy and alliances 

provided additional means to maximize power. 

Khaldun (1332-1406), the Florentine thinker Niccolo 

Machiavelli (1469-1527), and the English philosopher 

]bomas Hobbes (1588-1679) have all been associated 

~ith a positive or normative realist perspective on 

mternational affairs. These thinkers embraced a pes si-
m" . IStic view of human nature, arguing that war was the 

~atllraj state of human existence, and prioritized self-

(lnter~st and power as the defining elements in politics 
ste Box 9.1). 

'Realists have often depic ted the international realm 

as alla~chical and governed not by law but by the wiiJ 
Oft'he t Kh s ronge t, generating a constant risk of war. fbn 

aldull (2020: 223), Cl Mu lirn cholar f the early 
ll'Io~el'n . k' >I penod, suggest cl that 'war and different 
In'ssof fi I . 19 lttng bave occurred in the world ever 'ince 
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The would-bE conqueror shall apply the six methods of for­

eign policy [as appropriate] to the various constituent ele­

ments of his Ci rcle of States with the aim of progressi ng from 

a state of decline to one of neither decline nor progress and 

from this state to one of progress. The king who understands 

the interdependence of the six methods of foreign policy, as 

explained in this treatise, will bind other rulers by the chains 

of his intellect and can play with them as he pleases. The Six 

Methods: 

Making peace is entering into an agreement with specific 

conditions [i.e. concluding a treaty]. A king shall make peace 

when he finds himself in relative decline compared to his 

enemy. 

2 Active hostilities is waging war. A king superior to his enemy 

in power shall attack him. 

3 Being indifferent to a situation is staying quiet. When a king 

considers that neither he nor his enemy can harm the other, 

he shall remain quiet. 

4 Augmenting one's own power is preparing for war. A king 

with special advantages shall make preparations for war. 

5 Getting the protection of another is seeking support. A king 

depleted in power shall seek help. 

6 Dual policy is making peace with one king and war with 

another. A king whose aim can be achieved [only] with the 

help of another shall pursue a dual policy. 

(Kautilya 1992: p. 563) 

Question 1: Is peace only attractive to the weak, according to 

Kautilya? 

Question 2: Does Kautilya believe that good state leaders can be 

moral? 

God created it ... It is something natural among human 

beings; no nation or generation is free from it.' Thus, he 

claimed that international conflict can be attributed to 

certain characteristics of human nature, which cannot 

be eliminated. 

Ancient political thinkers reflected on the strug­

gle for power as a central attribute of politics. For 

Kautilya, a combination of human propensity to con­

flict and a systemic competition for power made war 

the natural condition of politics (see Case Study 9.1). 

Similarly, Thucydides considered the thirst for power 

and the need to follow self-interest as the defining ele­

ments of individuals and states alike. He recounted the 

Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta as an 

example of the centrality of power politics to human 
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behaviour and noted that the unequal distribution 
of power in the international realm further exacer­
bated warlike tendencies arising from human nature. 
Thucydides highlighted a now famous example from 
the Peloponnesian War, in which Athens' attempt to 

expand its empire made the Spartans less secure, lead­
ing to a war. Ambition, fear, and honour motivated 
their conflict which, Thucydides argued, ignored moral 

considerations with disastrous results (see Box 9.1). 
The pursuit of glory and honour was an impor­

tant motivation in international politics, according 

to Machiavelli, one of the first theorists of the mod­
ern state (see Section 9.2.1). A leader's glory and 

honour depended on their ability to govern well and 
advance the common good, and reflected the state's 
power (Machiavelli (2019 [1513]): 50- 53, 69-70). Thus, 

Machiavelli acknowledged that leaders waged wars not 
only for the security of their state-which they were 
entrusted to defend- but also to aggrandize the state 

and their own personal glory. 
According to Thomas Hobbes, human nature and 

the lack of supreme authority were the main causes 
of war, which was only contained by establishment of 
the state. In his political treatise, Leviathan (1651), he 
argued that 'during the time men live without a com­

mon Power to keep them all in awe, they are in that 
condition which is called Warre; and such a warre, as 
is of every man, against every man' (Hobbes 2017: 283). 

Thus, in the anarchic state of nature, the threat of war 
of all against all was ever-present. For Hobbes, people 
agree to limit their liberty and confer power to the state 

in exchange for security that permits them to pursue 
'higher' human aspirations. Yet no similar authority is 

available in the international sphere, where states must 

perpetually struggle for power and security under con­
ditions of anarchy. 

9.3.2 Realism in the twentieth century 

The First World War gave an important impetus to the 
early academic diSCipline of International Relations, 
leading greater numbers of scholars to the study of 

world politics, initially in the attempt to explain inter­
state conflicts and promote peace between the main 
imperial powers. As more universities engaged in teach­

ing and studying international affairs, scholars sought 
to provide the new scholarly field with a solid theo­
retical grounding. International Relations scholars like 
E. H. Carr (1892-1982), Hans J. Morgenthau (1904-80), 

and John Herz (1908-2005) developed theories of 

international affairs which they defined as 'realist' 

emphasizing the importance of the state, power strug~ 
gle, and a pessimistic understanding of human nature 
Through a proce s of writing history backwards, the; 
claimed a lineage with the historical figures discussed 
in Section 9.3.1. In their teaching and publications 

realist scholars Morgenthau and Kenneth Thompso~ 
(1950) sought to enhance realism's authority, and to 
establish a separate discipline of IR, by depicting it as 

a theoretical approach that was universal. Their survey 
of almost entirely white, European, and male 'canonical 
thinkers' claimed that IR theory's intellectual roots lay 

in Ancient Greece and Renaissance Europe: Recently, 
scholars have suggested that the standard 'canon' of! 

thinkers in IR fails to account for the wide variety of 
thinkers and approaches to world politics that char­
acterized the early field of IR, a 'tradition' invented 

for contemporary political and intellectual purposes 
(Ashworth 2013; Owens et al. 2022). 

Following the Second World War, IR scholars_ 
including emigres from Europe who joined America 
academia-developed 'classical realism' as a theo­

retical framework to explain the fundamental laws of 
international relations. Thinkers in the classical real­
ist tradition include Carr, Morgenthau, Herz, George 
Kennan, Henry Kissinger, Reinhold Niebuhr, Nichola 

Spykman, Martin Wight, and Arnold Wolfers. 
Morgenthau (1948), one of the leading scholars in tbis 
tradition, argued that 'international politics, like all 
politics, is a struggle for power', which in turn calls for 

an effort to maintain peace. Reflecting a key aspect of 
classical realism, he saw the pursuit of power as part of 

human nature and focused his analysis on the different 

forms that power could take in the international realm. 
Morgenthau outlined six principles of realism: human 

nature generates the laws that govern politics; power 
is the main concept in international politics; pOWer 
is an objective and universal category; no moral la\ 

can claim universal validity; national interests are n~ 
universally valid; and politics is an autonomous spbeJ'f 
of human action (Morgenthau 1948: 4-15). He di tin­

guished between the preservation of power (status 
its augmentation (imperialism), and its dem I'lstrl1.! 

(prestige). The ability of each state to pursue its 
interests was limited, he posited , by the power that 

possessed (see Box 9.3). 
The inevitable instability of the anarchical . 

tional system encouraged scholars such as Morgent 

to seek a global 'balance of power' that could gua 
stability, at least temporarily (see Box 9.2). Yet, in 

Sox 9.3 Key quote 

International politics, like all politics, is a struggle for power. 

Whatever the ultimate aims of international politics, power is 

always the immediate aim. Statesmen and peoples may ulti­

mately seek freedom, security, prosperity, or power itself. They 

may define their goals in terms of a religious, philosophic, 

economic, or social ideal. They may hope that this ideal will 

I 
materialize through its own inner force, through divine inter­

vention, or through the natural development of human affairs. 

But whenever they strive to realize their goal by means of 

international politics, they do so by striving for power. 

(Hans). Morgenthau {1955} 1948: 13) 

face of the threat posed by nuclear weapons after 1945, 

Morgenthau abandoned the balance of power and pro­

posed a form of global governance in its place (Craig 
2007). For Herz (1950: 157- 180), the balance of power 
could not offer security against the violence and pre­

cariousness that characterized the bipolar system 
of the cold war. By highlighting the fragility of the 

9.4 Geopolitics 

The study of physical space has been a central part of 
realist thought in the twentieth century. Geopolitical 
thought emerged at the turn of the twentieth cen­
tury in the context of imperial rivalry. As European 
empires competed for territorial expansion, geopoli­

tics provided a historical-sociological explanation 
of international relations, as well as a plan for politi­
cal action. Inspired by German geographers such as 
Friedrich Ratzel (1844-1904), the British geopolitical 

thinker Halford Mackinder (1861-1947) suggested 
that geographical knowledge-including, for example, 
topography, cartography, population density, and natu­

ral resources-should direct the foreign policy of the 
B:ilish Empire. Based on cartographiC analysis,he pro­
\'~ded a power-driven interpretation of world politics 
aimed at extending and reinforcing the British Empire 
on a global scale (Mackinder 1904). 

~n the United tates, Ratzel' ideas inspired inter­
~~lonal thinkers including lhe geographer . IJen 

l
urchill el11ple (1863-1932), \ ho saw international 

re at' 
ro IOn as the interaction between tlle physical envi-

M:ll\~nt and competing civ ilizations. In contrast to 
the C~lnder, who e geopolitical thought centred on 
of h·l1eartland' landma s as lhe 'ge graphical pivot 

4\lrr~;~ry" the American naval fficer and historian 
r. Mahan (1840- 1914) provided an intluential 
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international system, Herz offered an alternative inter­

pretation of realism, which highlighted the irrational­
ity of human nature. 

Key Points 

• Realist approaches to international politics have a long 

history, with scholars in diverse intellectual traditions 

advanCing a view of politics as motivated by power and 
self-interest. 

• Many ancient and early modern thinkers held a pessimistic 

view of human nature, where self-interest, fear, and 

ambition inevitably lead to conflict. 

• Realism as an approach in academic IR emerged in Britain 

and the United States in response to the atrocities of the 

world wars, and many of its leading proponents claimed to 

be part of a longer tradition that included these earlier 
thinkers. 

• Classical realists typically perceive power struggle between 

states as an important factor in shaping international 
relations. 

geopolitical thesis focused on sea power. His major 

work, The Influence of Sea Power upon History (Mahan 
1918 [1890]), argued that the United States could no 
longer embrace a policy of international isolation, and 
aimed at normalizing the United States' imperial and 

expansionist aspirations. Reflecting his anxiety about 
rising Japanese power in the early twentieth century, 
Mahan's geopolitical military strategy was grounded 
in white supremacist beliefs; he predicted a global race 
war (Ashworth 2022). 

The interplay of the natural environment and world 
politics interested both International Relations scholars 

such as Yale professor Nicholas Spykman (1893-1943), 

and Princeton geographers Harold Sprout (1901-80) 

and Margaret Sprout (1903-2004), who saw space as 

a condition of state power and endeavoured to under­
stand how material conditions could shape the interna­

tional system. For Spykman (2017 [1942]), geopolitics 
was the core of realist thinking in IR because it formed 
the foundational conditions for political strategy. After 
the Second World War, Harold and Margaret Sprout 
reinterpreted Mahan's sea power theory to envision a 

new strategy for American imperial expansion overseas. 
Later, they described a two-way relationship between 

environmental factors and international relations, 
encouraging American scholars and policy-makers to 
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Box 9.4 Key quote 

All over the world the peoples of color are aroused, although 

in varying degrees, to the Imperium of the white nations . . . 

Once the colored races feared the wh ite man; today that fear has 

turned to secret contempt. Once they were filled with terror at 

the white man's power; today they know that they themselves 

are power. Their past weakness has not been due to their lack of 

numbers nor to inferior physical stamina but to the fact that the 

white man had guns, cared little for God and much for his guns. 

Today the yellow, brown, black peoples know that the whites 

are in a minority with no special 'capacities' which mean 'innate 

superiority '; moreover, that minority is divided and is slaughter­

ing itself. The. . man of color . . . has participated in the 

wars and revolutions of the ruling nations and perforce has been 

consider the environment as an indispensable factor in 

foreign policy. 
Ea rl ier geopolitical writers such as Ratzel, Mackinder, 

and Mahan embraced a conservative approach which 

emphasized great power politics, racial hierarchies, and 

imperial expansion. Yet alternative geopolitical visions 

of the relationship between nature and politics emerged 

after the Second World War, when thinkers like Merze 

Tate (1905-96) offered a radical, anti-racist realist read­

ing of geopolitics (Savage 2021) (see Box 9.4). For Tate, 

the greatest global threat to humanity is race war, a 

transcontinental conflict that humanity should avoid 

by rejecting racism and its practices of domination. 

The geopolitical approach to realism persisted 

through the twentieth century, when Jean Elshtain 

(1941-2013) offered a gendered geopolitical reading of 

realist theory. Her feminist scholarship draws attention 

to the embodied and gendered world of soldiers in war­

making and to female experiences and motherhood. 

Her realism changes the level of analysis of realism, 

moving from the abstract scale of the state to the indi­

vidual. Thus, she sought to blur the distinction between 

the private and the public when analysing geopolitical 

strategy in war (Elshtain 1995 [1987]) . Ann Tickner 

9.5 Multiple realisms? 

Contemporary realist international theory is not a 

unified and monolithic theory but incorporates many 

different approaches. Realism has been described as a 

paradigm, or a family of theories that are united by a 

set of shared ideas (see Section 9.2). 

initiated into the former dark mysteries of their armaments, eco_ 

nomics and diplomacy, and has thus come to question the reality 

of the white man's superiority and to contemplate the possibili_ 

ties of attack and victories for himself. What is the alternative to 

the white man's refusal to assume the responsibilities for a global 

peace, for his refusal to abandon the old policy of putting limits 

on freedom for others? That alternative is an inter-continental 

war between the East and West, the greatest war the human race 

has ever seen , a war between whites and non·whites. That War 

will come as a result of the white man's unwillingness to give up 

his superiority and the colored man's unwillingness to endure his 

inferiority. 
(Merze Tate 1943: 521-2, 531). 

(1992) similarly highlighted and more powerfully cri­

tiqued the 'masculine' aspects of realist IR theory, and 

proposed ecofeminism as an alternative approach to 

the study of the relations between politics and nature 

(see Ch. 10). 

Key Points 

• Geopolitics, or the study of physical space and its 

relationship to international relations, was a central part of 

realist thought in the twentieth century. 

• American geopolitical scholars drew on German thinkers 

to conceptualize foreign policy in terms of the relations 

between political power and geographical conditions. 

• Geopolitical thinkers such as Halford Mackinder, Friedrich 

Ratzel, and Alfred Mahan advanced racist arguments as 

part of their geographical studies, aiming to sustain British, 

German, and American policies of imperial conquest. 

• While some geopolitical thinkers like Nicholas Spykman 

saw geographic conditions as permanent and stable, 

others, such as Merze Tate, emphasized the dynamiC and 

radical potential of geopolitical analysis. 

• Realist thinkers such as Jean Elshtain showed the gendered 

aspects of geopolitics, offering a feminist alternative. 

9.S.1 Neorealism/structural realism 

One way to differentiate between different types 

realist theories is temporal: scholars often d 
guish between 'classical realism', which is 

. I the emergen e of IR a an academic discipline 
,Itlt l . . .. . 
. the m id-twentIeth c ntllry (see Section 9.3.2), 
III cl 'n orealism'!'structura l r alism', which typi ally 

J,ilkes Cl its starting p(]int the publi .a lio l1 r "'''allz's 

(i/,I eOJ'V of /n.teI'l1GtioflCli Politics in 1979. wo influen -
t I I I' . . I npproacbes to trueful'a rea I m Ul COll t mp n\ry 

Ita. f . . J J . . .\ c . . I eOrles 0 Ulternat.IO.IHI re at.lOf'l ' are (elell :'i1Ve neo-
Ilalislll' and 'offensive neorealism' (see Section 9.2.5). 

01 rnspired by new econ mic and social s iencc O1eth-

dologie , Wa'ltz outlined an ab Ira t model for the 
°nalY is f international relations. His !'ea li t theor), 

~vn based on th view that lb internationa l phere wa 

chnrlloterized by a persistent tructure of anarchy, in 

which formally equal political units rely on their own 

resources to protect and advance their interests. Unlike 

earlier classical realists, Waltz's theory focuses less on 

individuals or on human nature, and more on states, 

and specifically on the 'structure' of the international 

system of states. The internal constitution of the state­

whether it is democratic or not-matters less than its 

position in the international balance of power. While 

states have an equal place in the anarchical structure, 

they differ in their power, which Waltz conceptualizes 

as 'capabilities'. 

Waltz's approach is often described as 'defensive 

realism' because it suggests that states should adopt 

moderate and restrained policies to attain security. 

According to this view, the decisive factor in interna­

tional relations is the distribution of power, or 'capabili­

ties', across different states. Each state is concerned with 

its own survival, and therefore worries about the pos­

sibility that other states may gain greater capabilities 

and become a threat. Thus, while states pursue power 

in the international realm, their goal is security and 

survival, and not maximizing power for its own sake. 

'Fhe structure of the international system has a strong 

tendency to balance powerful revisionist states-states 

that seek to challenge the status quo-through the for­

I1Il1tion of balancing coalition. For trlletural realists, 

Ih~ nUlllber f 'great powers' in the internati nal ys­

tem determine the overall trllcture of the )' tem. In 

Ih.econlemporal'Y period, w live in a 'multipolar' order 
With Severn I centres of power (see Ch. 6), whjle the 

p~ H989 era wa!; defined as 'unipolar', dominated by 

t . United tates (see Ch. 5), and the cold war 'b.ipolar' 

If t~1ll was dominated by t.he United tates and the 
Viet Union ( ee Ch. 4). 

Ih ~ d~ffe renl in terpretation of trlletural realism is 

Wh
C 

offensive' "pproa h of John Mear heimer (2001), 
o PI'O 'd VI e ' an aIt mative account f the d ynami s 
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of power in the anarchical system. Mearsheimer agrees 

with Waltz that the survival and security of the state 

depend on the structure of the international system, 

but doubts that this structure can generate balancing 

coalitions. Unlike Waltz, he suggests that the offensive 

pursuit of power is a central feature of international 

relations because, despite the often frequent and tragic 

outcomes of war, it provides the only guarantee of a 

state's survival. Mearsheimer argues that states must 

maximize their accumulation of power because of their 

uncertainty regarding the behaviour of other states. In 

an anarchical system dominated by constant potential 

threat, states are rationally interested in maximizing 

their power in the short term to defend their inter­

ests and survival in a potentially hostile environment. 

Mearsheimer does not suggest that states should pur­

sue power and hegemony for their own sake. Rather, 

the security dilemma implies that under anarchy and 

inevitable uncertainty about states' future intentions, 

being as powerful as possible is the best way to survive 

(Mearsheimer 1990). 

Under international anarchy, the fear for survival 

leads states not only to seek to increase their absolute 

power, wealth, and influence, but also to increase their 

advantage over other states. This is the problem of rela­

tive gains, which is a concurrent concern for realist 

thinkers (Powell1991; Grieco, Powell, and SnidaI1993). 

More than liberals, realists focus on how the gains 

from cooperation are distributed among partners: they 

argue that if one state gains more than another, it will 

become more powerful, and could eventually threaten 

its weaker partner. Thus, improving a state's position in 

absolute terms does not necessarily entail more secu­

rity (WaIt 1998). Other realists, however, criticize the 

distinction between 'relative' and 'absolute' gains, sug­

gesting that states seek to gain more than their rivals in 

the short term out of conviction that these advantages 

will lead, in the long term, to absolute gains (Donnelly 

2000: 60). 

Neorealism seeks to provide an elegant, simple, and 

abstract theory of the dynamics that govern the inter­

national system. Neorealists have drawn on rational 

choice theory, a methodological approach that explains 

social outcomes in terms of goal-seeking agents who 

act under constraints, and which often stresses the 

benefits of simple, generalizable, and formal theoreti­

cal models. Some neorealists have employed-to vary­

ing degrees-mathematical models, game theory, and 

economics scholarship to develop theoretical knowl­

edge about international relations (e.g. Schelling 1960; 
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Keohane 1984; Oye 1986). During the cold war, rational 

choice theory informed attempts to theorize strategies 

of nuclear deterrence and models that could predict 

the outcomes of government actions in a nuclear crisis 

(Allison 1969). 

9.5.2 Neoclassical realism 

Neoclassical realism seeks to merge classical realism's 

emphasis on domestic institutions, leadership, and 

political perceptions with neorealism's systemic view of 

international affairs (Lobell, Taliaferro, and Ripsman 

2009). It is also an effort to embed classical realist con­

cepts in the rigorous scientific methodologies of neo­

realism. For neoclassical realists, structure is important, 

but so are the agents who are tasked with interpreting 

the structural constraints of the international system. 

Therefore, states do not always respond to stimuli from 

the international system or act to maintain a balance of 

power as realists would expect (Zakaria 1998). While 

accepting the priority of the anarchic international 

structure for shaping foreign policy decisions, neoclas­

sical realists argue that the internal cohesion of the 

state and society can directly and causally affect how it 

behaves in the world and in ways that neorealists would 

not be able to predict by looking at the structure of the 

international system on its own. 

Unlike neorealists, neoclassical realists emphaSize 

the role of poor decisions and ineffective bureaucracies 

in weakening the state regardless of its material power. 

Neoclassical realism draws on the work of earlier clas­

sical realists to contend that foreign policy experts 

shape decision-making through their interpretation of 

stimuli in the international system. Thus, neoclassical 

realists recognize that decision-makers, foreign policy 

institutions, and state bureaucratic structures must 

manage and channel material resources to achieve 

national interests (Wohlforth 1993). Yet, compared to 

classical realism, neoclassical realism puts less empha­

sis on human nature and the pursuit of power. 

Scholars have identified three types of neoclassical 

realism. Type I tries to explain foreign policy anoma­

lies that are not explained by structural realism by 

combining the dynamics of internal state factors with 

structural realist analysis (Rose 1998). Type II neoclas­

sical realists (Kitchen 2010; E. Gatz 2019) attempt to 

explain the broader foreign policy and grand strate­

gies of states, not just their errors. They emphasize the 

structure, perceptions, and political calculations of 

leaders and states, accepting that irrational behaviour 

constrains states' ability t re pO lld to foreign poli • 
stimuli. Finally, Type III neoclassica l reali ts a tivc(. 

challenge the assumption and laims r lrUctll~ 
realism as a paradigm/theory f international relalions 
(Ripsman, Taliaferro, and obeli 2016). 

9.5.3 Realism and rising powers 

The realist perspective has appealed to many schol_ 

ars trying to understand international affairs frOm 
the perspective of non-Western states. Chinese and 

Russian realists have examined the relevance of real. 
ism for explaining and guiding the foreign policy of 
their countries as new rising powers and for a nalys. 

ing power transition in the international system (see 
Box 9.5). 

In China, the realism of Yan Xuetong (2020b) 

embraces the fundamental tenets of classical realisin, 

including the balance of power, state-centrism, and lhe 
pursuit of hegemony, to discuss the current challeng 

Box 9.5 Power transition theory 

Power transition theory (PIT) seeks to understand the chang­

ing structure and dynamics of hierarchy among states, and 

how states compete and cooperate in the international sys­
tem. In doing so, it highlights the importance of relative power 

relationships. It primarily examines why and how states gain or 
lose hegemony in a global or regional context. 

PIT is related to-yet distinct from-realist theory. Like real· 

ism, PIT finds that power is the currency in world politics.Ye! 

PIT rejects the realist assumption that the international sph.ere 

is anarchical and assumes that it is ordered hierarchically. Tht 

theory highlights how domestic politics and inter-state rela­

tions affect how states engage in world politics by shaping 
state identity, norms, and types of regimes. PIT attempts to 

outline what makes certain states 'great powers' by 

their economic and military power, and the ir ability to i 

ence the outcome of events (Tammen, Kugler, and 

2000). By analysing both structural and dynamic features in 

international system, PIT offers a probabilistic theory that 

to predict when war might break out among great powers 

their allies, and among smaller regional powers. 

Like mainstream IR theories, PIT has implications for 

world foreign policy objectives. The current public and 

arly debate in the US about power transition between the 

and China draws on PIT to discern what US foreign 

ought to do. Graham Allison's (2017) work on US-China 

tions argues that underestimations and misi 

among elites in both the US and Ch ina make war more 

but not inevitable. He draws on economic growth data to 
gest that China is a rising power and that it aspires to ~1<r)la ... _ 

the United States (see Opposing Opinions 9.1). 

. tJ _China relations. Drawing on Nlorgenthau , he 
,0 gges t lhat both milita rycapabilities and moral prin­

~ le ground a late' laim 1.0 p liti al power in the 
~ ~erllalIOnal realill. Rejecting the notion of <1 si nglc 
III ., I ' I" I d 

nr,rehenslve llnes rea Ism, le a va n a VISiOn 
GOI r-
o( China as an authoritative- yet humane- world 
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hegemon. For Yan, transformations of the balance of 

power depend not only on systemic factors, but also 

on the quality and ability of political leadership (see 
Opposing Opinions 9.1). 

Modern Russian international theorists draw on 
classical realism to high light the importance of national 

Opposing Opinions 9.1 Realist theory shows that China can become a superpower peacefully 

For 
Economic development. In the past decades, China has devel­

oped its domestic economy and expanded its markets interna­

tionally (A. Goldstein 2005). China is now the world's leading 

manufacturing nation and is predicted to surpass the United 

States as the world's largest economy in terms of gross domes­

tic product (GDP) by the early 2030s. China's rise through eco­

nomic growth has not been nearly as competitive or dangerous 

as feared, because structural forces driving major powers into 

conflict are relative ly weak and allow for peaceful economic 

development (Gilpin 1981). As Kirshner (2012) argues, although 

American resistance to the hegemonic claims of China could lead 

to a violent clash, it may be avoided with good leadership that 

accommodates some of China's economic ambitions. 

Ideology of 'peaceful rise'. As suggested by Zheng Bijian in 2003, 

China proposes to rise to global hegemony by assuming global 

responsibilities, building good neighbourhood relations, and main­

taining world peace. For some realists, this approach shows that 

China is not a revisionist state but wishes to uphold the existing 

status quo (jalil 2019). China seeks to reassure its neighbours of its 

peaceful intentions by shelving territorial disputes to attain its big­

gerobjective of global hegemony. For Schweller (2018), the unparal­

leled nuclear capabi lities of the United States guarantee its security. 

Thus, if the US leadership would be content with less global influ­

ence-Which he argues to be the current trend-China's peaceful 

hegemonic claims could generate a new bipolar system. 

Effective soft power. Classical realists (Morgenthau 1948) saw 

diplomacy as an important means to increase political power. 

Through skilful international projects such as the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank, the Belt and Road Initiative, and 

'CoVid-diplomacy' (providing medical aid and preventive equip­

ment), China is gaining international clout in its regional sphere, 

In Africa, and in Latin America . Thus, economic and aid diplomacy 

provide China with important sources of hegemony (Cooley and 
Nexon 2020). 

Against 

Economic competition could lead to war. Mearsheimer (2001) 

argues that economic capabilities could lead China to seek mili­

tary and political hegemony to defend its interests. Such claims 

could shake the stability of the international system if the United 

States chose to deter China's ambitions and China responds with 

offensive action. Thus, economic competition could eventually 

lead to a military conflict. 

The hubris/fear paradox could prevent alternative solu­

tions. For Robert Gilpin (1981), emerging great powers who 

challenge existing hegemons risk undermining the stability of the 

international system. Following Carr, Gilpin suggested that revi­

sionist states reject the power equilibrium and demand difficult 

political concessions from leading states (Carr 1946; Gilpin 1981; 

Kirshner 2012). Thus, China and the US find themselves trapped 

in the 'hubris/fear paradox', in which hubris (arrogance) leads the 

US to overestimate its power, and fear of appearing weak makes 

diplomatic solutions difficult to achieve. 

Mistrust between the us and China could lead to spirals of 

tension. According to the 'security dilemma', under international 

anarchy, mistrust between potential rivals can lead each state to 

seek defensive measures that its adversary may consider as an 

offensive threat. This dynamic can spark spirals of regional and 

global conflict. China's hegemonic claims in Asia may generate 

tensions with its neighbours, who may perceive its growing capa­

bilities as a threat (Christensen 1999). For Christensen (2002), the 

United States could act as an intermediary in regional conflicts in 

Asia to provide reassurance against conflict, but such interven­

tion could also increase the chances of war. 

1. Do you agree that economic influence can sustain China's peaceful rise to global hegemony? 

2. Why, according to Mearsheimer, could China's growth lead to conflict? 

3. How does the 'hubris/fear' paradox increase the chances of conflict? 

Cb Visit the online resources to discover pointers to help you tackle these questions. 
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Key Points 

• Realism can be helpfully seen as a family of views, sharing 

key ideas but differing in the emphasis 011, and interpretation 

of, these ideas. 

• Unlike classical realists who focused on human nature as the 

cause of international conflict, neorealists point to the 

anarchical structure of the international system as the major 

determinant of great power war. 

• Defensive neorealists, like Waltz, argue that international 

anarchy pushes states to secure a balance of power, which 

sometimes demands internal state reforms. Conversely, 

offensive neorealists, like Mearsheimer, argue that states' 

self·interest drives them to maximize their power and seek 

hegemony as the only means to security. 

9.6 Conclusion 

TIle realist approach to international theory emerged 

in a specific historical context. During the 19405, 

American and British thinkers sought to respond to 

the supposed failure of international organizations to 

prevent the Second World War. With its emphasis on 

the inevitability of conflict and the eternal pursuit of 

power, realism seemed to provide a persuasive account 

of state action in the international domain. TIlis chap­

ter has shown that, despite its relatively recent origins, 

realist thinkers have claimed a longer legacy for this 

approach that places state power, anarchy, and self­

interest at the heart of political behaviour. Drawing 

on the writings of past political thinkers who engaged 

with similar topics, realists tend to see continuities as 

more important than change in international relations. 

One question for consideration is whether theorizing 
conflict from a realist perspective serves not only to 

maintain the international status quo but also to offer 

alternative visions of radical change, whether linked to 

Postcolonialliberation or to global governance. 

Realism continues to be a major theoretical approach 
to international relations that includes a range of 

Questions 
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" Neoclassical realism seeks to address discrepancies in 

neorealist theory by embedding a broad range of unit- and 

subunit-Ievel explanations of foreign policy decisions. 

Neoclassical realists seek to show that leader preferences, 

ideology, domestic politics, and perceptions are constraints 

011 states' response to stimuli from the IIlternational system. 

o Drawing on classical realism and Morgenthau's views, 

Chinese scholar Van Xuetong advances an idea of China as a 

world hegemon reliant on both military power and moral 

authority. Russian realists embrace a politics of power 

equilibrium aimed at fostering national sovereignty and 

security. 

perspectives on politics beyond the state. Various inter­

pretations of realism share common tenets, such as 

an emphasis on a pessimistic view of human nature, 

conflict, power, statism, survival, and self-help. While 

realists do not reject morality as sllch, they offer an 

alternative ethics in international politics which aims 

to guarantee the security and survi val of the state. 

Although, for some, globalization's promise of pros­

perity, peace, and unity and its fundamental assumption 

of global interconnectedness were seen as the end of real­

ist politics, realist thinkers have adapted their theories 

to current global political conditions. Realists therefore 

argue that the process of globalization has not abolished 

the political importance of states, in either theory or 

practice. States continue to be the main actors in inter­

national relations. Unlike liberals, who typically see the 

global dissolution of national boundaries and increased 

cultural uniformity as a promise of peace and harmony, 

many realists diagnose an increased international vul­

nerability. Realism recognizes the challenges of conflict, 

competition, and violence in contemporary politics, and 

offers a vision of careful and responsible political action. 

1. What is the principle of the 'balance of power '? 

2. Do you agree with the conception of human nature in the realist approach to IR? 

3. Do you think there is one realism, or many? 

.~ 1..1. ~­
! •. ) 
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4. How would a realist analyse the global political response to the Covid-19 pandemic? 

5. How would a neorealist describe the international role of the United Nations? 

6. What is the role of violence in realist international theory? 

7. How does realism explain international cooperation? 

8. What is Machiavelli's view on the role of morality in politics? 

9. What is the influence of mistrust on security? 

10. According to neorealism, should states be more concerned with relative or absolute gains, 

and why? 

o Visit the online resources to test your understanding by trying the self-test questions. 
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A major account of offensive realism. 
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Tate, M. (1942), The Disarmament Illusion: The Movement for a Limitation of Armaments to 1907 

(London: Macmillan). A critical appreciation of the difficulties of disarmament in international 
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Waltz, K. (1979), Theory of International Politics (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley). The foundational 

work on structural realism. 

Williams, M. C. (2004), The Realist Tradition and the Limits of International Relations (Cambridge: 
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A contemporary realist international theory from a Chinese perspective. 
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Chapter 10 

Feminism 
HELEN M. KINSELLA 

Framing Questions 

• Are feminist International Relations theories necessary for understanding international 

politics? 

• What do feminist International Relations theories provide for understanding 
international politics? 

• How have feminist International Relations theories influenced the practice of 
international politics? 

Reader's Guide 

Feminist international relations theories are diverse, 

proliferating, and transforming the field and prac­

tice of international politics; in different forms, 

they have been part of the field of International 

Relations since its inception (Ashworth 2014). This 

chapter introduces the reader to international 

feminism, highlighting the gains made during the 

United Nations Decade for Women (1975-85) in 

collecting information about, and data on, women's 

eXperiences, roles, and status globally. Feminist 

International Relations theories that emerged 

soon after the decade's end drew from varieties of 

feminism and the wealth of knowledge developed 

during that time to critique the exclusion of women 

and gender from the discipline of International 

Relations, and the erasure of female scholars of 

international relations (Owens 2018). This chapter 

defines liberal, critical, postcolonial, and poststruc­

tural international feminist theories and illustrates 

the purchase they provide on issues such as global 

governance, war and violence, and international 

political economy. 

(; Visit the online resources to access an 

interactive timeline of how the discipline of 

International Relations has evolved. 
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10.1 Introduction 

The end of the cold war and the emergence of new theo ­
retical debates set the broader context for the revital­
ization of feminist theories of international relations. 
These two events, one global and the other disciplin­

ary, together reduced the credibility of the dominant 
approaches in the discipline of International Relations 

in two ways. Both the unexpected political alteration 
in the international system and the introduction of 
influential new actors in world politics-such as inter­
national networks, non-state actors, and users of social 

media-required new forms of understanding and new 

methods of research. Additionally, in the social sci­
ences, explanatory theory (which holds that the world is 

external to and unaffected by theories of it) was rapidly 
losing credence because identity and cultural politics 

challenged its ontology (ways of being), epistemology 
(ways of knowing), and methodology (ways of study­
ing) (see Ch. 1). Instead, what is often called constitu­
tive theory (which holds that the world is intrinsic to 

and affected by theories about it) was deemed the better 
choice, because it eschews ahistorical and transcenden­
tal explanation. It also allows for the study of language, 
identity, and difference-all of which seemed neces­

sary for understanding the complexity of world politics 
in which struggles over social identities and cultural 
meanings are inextricable from demands for reforms 
in institutions and law. 

Feminist International Relations theories are con­
stitutive, interdisciplinary theories, and the only ones 

in the field of International Relations that consistently 

prioritize the study of women and/or engage in signifi­
cant debates over the meaning of gender (see Box 10.1). 
The meaning(s) of gender is (are) contested in feminist 
theories and in feminist International Relations theo­
ries. For now, we can start with TerreIl Carver's (1996) 

10.2 What is feminism? 

An introduction to feminist International Relations 
theories must begin with a working definition of 

feminism . There is no single definition of feminism, 
just as there is no single definition of liberalism or 
Marxism. Notwithstanding this, it would be correct 

to say that feminism is fundamentally rooted in an 
analysis of the global subordination of women-which 

can occur economically, politically, physically, and 

Box 10.1 The social construction of gender 

'Throwing like a girl' is one way in which we can understand 

social construction-having female sex characteristics is pre­

sumed to define the innate capacity to throw a ball . And yet 

we know that access to sports and training opportunities, and 

expectations and encouragement to do so, have nothing to do 

with biological sex. Instead, they have everything to do with 

social order and expectations. Therefore 'throwing like a girl' 

is neither natural nor accidental. Moreover, the very statement 

is laden with judgement as to the worth of such a throw. To 

throw 'like' a girl is an insult. To throw like a girl is to be lesser in 

relation to throwing like a boy-supposedly its only and natUral 
opposite. 

According to feminist theorists, these binary oppositions_ 

in which the primary and superior one (i.e. man) defines the 

desired norm (i .e. masculinity) and the secondary inferior one 

(i.e. woman) functions as the failure of the norm (i.e. feminin­

ity)-structure most social, political, and economic meanings. 

The opposition is not simply symmetrical but is also hierar­

chical. In other words, what we associate with masculinity is 

encoded as privileged and positive, while what we associate 

with femininity is encoded as subordinate and negative. This 

encoding 'de-valorizes not only wo men, but also raCially, 

culturally, or economically marginalized men' (Peterson 

2003: 14). For example, to be rational, autonomous, and 

independent is associated with men and masculinity, while 

to be irrational, relational, and dependent is associated with 

femininity. Feminists argue that these hierarchical binaries 

function as ahistorical and fi xed, and they are presumed to 

be self-evident and universal. This constrains understanding 

of the construction of differences, which cannot be reduced to 

the simple opposition of men versus women, because these 
binaries are falsely taken to explain differences. 

statement that 'gender is not a synonym for women'. 

Although more will be said on definitions of gender 
(see Ch. 17), it is fair to say that at the start offeminist 
International Relations theorizing, gender was under­

stood to be primarily about social construction of bio· 
logical sex differences. 

socially-and is dedicated to its elimination. FeminisJU 

promotes equality and justice for all women, so that 
women's expectations and opportunities in life are not 
unfairly curtailed solely on the basis of being a woman. 

Consequently, feminism is also an analysis of power 
and its effects. 

Feminism has contributed to the development of 
new methods of research and forms of knowledge. 

ty[aking women's diverse exper iences, r le ,and tatus 
"jsible required that femini sts re-exami.ne and rewrite 

liiswrie ' which either excluded women altogether or 
treated them as incidental. and thal they reformu late 
bils1c concept, to add ress their gendered definitions. 
For example, feminist historians re-conceptualized 

conceptions of power to demonstrate how women 
exercised indirect, personal, or private forms of power 
",hen denied the opportunity to exercise power directly, 

socially, or publicly. In doing so, feminists h ave tried to 
understand what women are saying and doing, rather 

than relying on what men are saying about, and doing 
(0, women. This effort had the effect of denaturalizing 

women's experience, roles, and status as simply given 
by their biological sex, instead exposing the ways in 

which social, political, economic, and cultural rela­
tions constructed interpretations of women's identities, 

experiences, status, and worth. 
Feminism informs both theories and vibrant social 

movements, making the interplay among theorists, 

practitioners, policies, and practice a vital part of its 
definition and generating an evolving sense of what 
it means to be a feminist or to practise feminism. 

Consequently, definitions of feminism have changed 
over time, reflecting changes in both social contexts and 
understandings of the situation and status of women. 
Issues of race, imperialism, and sexuality emerged in 

the late 1970s and early 1980s, as they had in earlier 
decades of women's international thought-e.g. the 
early twentieth-century writings of Rosa Luxemburg, 
Emma Goldman, and Merze Tate bring this into partic­

ularly sharp focus, and they continue to inflect feminist 

theories and feminist movements today (see Chs 11, 17, 
and 18). 

During the late 1970s and early 1980s, both Global 
South and Global North feminisms struggled to 
accept and incorporate the experiences of lesbian/ 
bisexual women into their analyses of subordination 
and into their movements for liberation, while women 

of colour (in both the Global North and South) chal­
lenged white women (in both the Global North and 
South) to confront their racism and their privileging 

of White experiences as a template for feminist action. 

Although it may be harder to imagine now, le bian/ 
bisexual women were explicitly and implicitly asked to 
hide their sexuality for fear that it would jeopardize the 
credibility of the feminist movement. Cast as 'abnor­

n1a]' and' deviant', lesbian/bisexual women confronted 
the homophobia of the feminist movement and ques­
tioned its claim to universal 'sisterhood '. Transwomen 
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have been forced to do the same, confronting the 
exclusionary elements of feminist thought and hold­
ing feminism accountable to its claim of an inclusive, 
intersectional politics. Barbara Smith, an influential 

political activist and a founder of the powerful Black 
feminist Combahee River Collective (see Box 10.2), 
wrote in the 1990s: 'Feminism is the political theory 
and practice that struggles to free all women: women 
of colour, working-class women, poor women, disabled 
women, lesbians, old women, as well as white, eco­

nomically privileged heterosexual women. Anything 
less than this vision of total freedom is not feminism' 

(B. Smith 1998: 96). Twenty-one years later, she notes, 
'gaining rights for some while ignoring the violation 

and suffering of others does not lead to justice. At best 
it results in privilege' (B. Smith 2019). 

Similarly, women from the Global South argued 
that 'feminism as appropriated and defined by the west 
has too often become a tool of cultural imperialism'. 

In the words of Madhu Kishwar, a pioneering Indian 
scholar and activist, 'the definitions, the terminology, 

the assumptions .. . even the issues are exported west 
to east ... and we are expected to be the echo of what 
are assumed to be the more advanced movements of the 
west' (Kishwar 1990: 3). These critiques challenged the 

presumptions of particular Western, European femi­
nisms that perjured, rejected, or colonized indigenous 

forms of feminism, and ignored the legacies of imperi­
alism and exploitation. Many women from the Global 
South were loath to define themselves as feminist. The 

great Nigerian novelist Buchi Emecheta explained it this 
way: 'I do believe in the African type of feminism. They 

call it womanism because, you see, Europeans don't 
worry about water ... you are so well off' (Emecheta 

Box 10.2 The Combahee River Collective 
Statement (United States, 1977) 

We are actively committed to struggling against racial, sexual, 

heterosexual, and class oppression . .. [because the] synthesis 

of these oppressions creates the conditions of our lives. 

As Black women we see Black feminism as the logical political 

movement to combat the manifold and simultaneous oppres­

sions that all women of color face . . We realize that the 

liberation of all oppressed peoples necessitates the destruction 

of the political-economic system of capitalism and imperialism 

as well as patriarchy. . . If Black women were free, it would 

mean that everyone else would have to be free since our free­

dom would necessitate the destruction of all the systems of 

oppression . 

149 
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1990). The words of Kishwar and Emecheta also high­
light the disconnect that many women from the Global 
South felt about the agendas of Global North feminism. 
Who decides on the priorities of a feminist agenda? Is 
there just one? Who shares in it? One answer is found 
in the Women's Manifesto for Ghana (2016 [2004]) 
which identified a 'set of demands for the achievement 
of gender equality and equity and sustainable national 
development', drawn from the experiences of African 
feminists. 

It is difficult to convey the depth and intensity of 
these earlier debates among women and the intensity 
and nuance they expressed. Yet these tensions and 
debates informed the evolution of feminism and femi­
nist movements as-in a process not yet ended nor fully 
successful-each strove for a more integrative under­
standing of women's experiences and status and, in 
particular, strove to gain purchase on the ways in which 
they intersected with other elements of identity-such 
as race, sexuality, class, geographical location, and age. 
To understand women's experiences, status, and roles, 
the differences among women, as well their similarities, 
had to be at the forefront of any organizing. Thus, femi­
nism is not only about asking, in the words of feminist 
International Relations theorist Cynthia Enloe, 'where 

are the women?', but also ensuring that her question is 
nuanced to ask which women are where? 

(CEDAW) entered into force. Think about that .. 
. It only about 50 years ago that the international 

nity accepted-and somewhat grudgingly at 
knowledge and understanding of women's ex 
status, contributions, and concerns were Worth Ptl 

ing. The knowledge subsequently gained Was 
breaking, revelatory, and revolutionary. 

For instance, Ester Boserup's book Womens 

in Economic Development, published in J 970, 
lenged conventional economic and social 

programmes by proving that women were essential 
productive-as well as reproductive-processes 
to developing nations' economic and soCial 

This led to an entirely new development agenda at t~ 
United Nations, 'Women in Development'. Until thal 
time, international and national actors and organiza. 
tions did not recognize or support women's e sen. 
tial economic roles, productive and/or reproduCliv~. 
Moreover, the waged and unwaged work of Women \\la 
seen as incidental to the overall progress and develop. 
ment of the state. Most Significantly, the work under. 
taken during this decade exposed the fu ndalllClllaJ 
inequalities of women's status and experience, both 
globally and domestically. To be clear, it was not that 
there were no international movements or orga niza. 
tions dedicated to increasing the opportunities and sta. 
tus of women before this time (for example, see Ca.se 
Study 10.1). Rather, it was because the United Nations 
Decade for Women was the first extended period of 
time when the United Nations and its member states 
were forced to grapple with the experiences, status, and 
roles of women globally, as a direct result of lobbying by 
women, and ultimately to take responsibility for allevi. 
ating the subordination of women. 

It was not until the 1970s that we were even able to 
begin to answer these questions, for until then we lacked 
the information to do so. The International Women's 
Year conference of 1975, held in Mexico City, was the 
most visible origin of women's global organizing for the 
twentieth century. As a result, in 1975 the United Nations 
formally designated 1976-85 as the United Nations 
Decade for Women. TI1is was pivotal because it encour­
aged and legitimized research and action on the experi­
ences, roles, and status of women globally, highlighting 
not only the stark absence of attention to women, but 
also the magnitude of women's contributions. Research 
on women's lives and opportunities signalled the valid­
ity and importance of women's issues. If at the start of 
the Decade for Women 'study after study revealed the 
lack of statistical data and information about women', 
by its end this was less true (Fraser 1987: 21). It was dur­
ing this decade that the United Nations Development 
Fund for Women (now known as UN Women) and 
the International Research and Training Institute for 
the Advancement of Women (INstraw) were founded, 
and the United Nations Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 

International Women's Day 2016 march held in downtown 
Toronto 
© WENN Rights Lld / Alamy Stock Photo 
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'
0 , 'Women's I nternational League of Peace and Freedom Study . 

I· peacekeeper paints on a wall of the United An Ita lan 
. s Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFILl headquarters Nation . h 
. the International Day of Peace In the sout ern durrng 

Lebanese town of Naqura 
Cl MAHMOUD ZAYVAT I Stringer / Getty Images 

Women's International League of Peace and Freedom 
The I ' 
(WllPF) is the oldest formal women's internationa peace organl-

, 'n the world It began in 1915 atan international gathering Zl\!ronl • 
of women who had come together during the First World .war 

endeavouring to end that war and all wars. In the decades Since, 

WILPF has been a strong and vocal actor in pursuing world peace 

through economic and social justice, women's rights, and disar­

mament. From its inception, WILPF articulated the necessity of 

including women, and women's experiences, in all elements of 

international and domestic politics. One of its first efforts was to 

I ensure that the mandate of the League of Nations addressed the 

participation and status of women in international politicS, and 

that the League undertook an inquiry into the legal, SOCial , and 

economic status of women-the first of its kind. 

Throughout its history, WILPF has been forced to deal with 

many of the divisive issues caused by its original membership and 

Thus, we can argue that women suffer global subor­
dination because we now know, through data collected 
OVer several decades, that neither states nor households 
distribute resources and opportunities equally between 
men and women. Consider some relevant statistics. 
Globally, women earn 19 per cent less than men, and 
While it was previously estimated it would take 257 
years to close the global gender pay gap, the impac;t of 
Covid-19 added decades to that estimate (ILO 2018, 
2022; UN Women 2020a). 

In the United States, women make approximately 82 
Cents for every dollar that men make. When this fig­
Ure is broken down in terms of race, African American 
women earn 62 cents for every dollar that white men 
l1lake, Native American women 57 cents, and Latinas 

organization as Western, primarily European, affluent women. 

However as historian of its work Catia Cecilia Confortlnl wntes, 

even if ~'LPF was not founded as a self-consciously radical 

organization, it evolved into 'a leading critic of militarism, racism, 

sexism, environmental destruction, and unfettered capitalism, 

emphasizing the connection between all forms of oppression 

and exclusion' (Confortini 2012: 8). One of its recent notable suc­

cesses has been its leadership (through its spin·off PeaceWomen) 

in monitoring the Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) agenda. 

The WPS agenda is the result of the concerted effort of feminist 

organizations and civil society to educate the United Nations and 

other international and national actors and organizations as to 

the necessity of the equal and full involvement of women in all 

processes of peace and security. Since the adoption of the hlstonc 

resolution SC 1325 in 2000, the first ever Secunty Councr! resolu­

tion to directly address the role of gender in conflict, nine more 

resolutions have advanced and detailed the ways in which gen­

der understood as one axis of difference, matters in understand­

ing'and resolving conflict. Although these resolutions have been 

widely hailed, there is a significant gap between aspirations and 

actual support, and implementation is plagued by a lack of politi­

cal will and economic commitment by member states. Moreover, 

as women's rights become more contested globally, due in part to 

the rise of far· right and authoritarian governments, efforts have 

been made to weaken the WPS agenda and undermine progress. 

For example, SC 2467 (2019), which sought to further address 

sexual violence in armed conflict, was only adopted after expliCit 

references to women's rights to sexual and reproductive health 

were omitted (Aolain 2019). 

Question 1: WILPF's trajectory has changed over its decades of 

activism; what might have influenced this change? 

Question 2: The WPS agenda has only taken root in the United 

Nations since 2000; what changes in international politiCS contrib­

uted to its introduction? 

only 54 cents. Worldwide, women do three times as 
much unpaid and care work as men, which directly 
impacts their capacity to engage in waged work. 
Further, 40 per cent of global economies have gender­
specific job restrictions which impede women's ability 
to earn an income outside of the home (World Bank 
2021b). In 2020 only 26 women were heads of state, 
while violence against women human rights defenders 
and women in politics has increased with the rise in 
authoritarian governments (UN Women 2020a; Kishi 
2021). Gathering statistics such as these was and is cru­
cial to feminist knowledge, politics, and practice. Thus 
in 2011, due to feminist organizations' work and lobby­
ing, the United Nations recommitted itself to researc~­
ing and collecting accurate statistics on women. This 
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commitment is all the more crucial considering the 
regressive gendered and racialized impact Covid-19 has 
had on equality and equity, and the particular burden 
borne by women of colour globally (Oxfam 2021b). 

1he United Nations Decade for Women sparked an 
outpouring of resources and information through the 
work of women's organizations, networks, and gather­

ings, as well as the flourishing of research and analysis 
on women's experiences, roles, and status. It could no 

longer be said thal women did not matter to the study 
of international re:tations, or that feminists had no 
claim on influencing and explaining the events of inter­

national politics. And yet the discipline ofInternational 
Relations was silent . It was in this context that femi­

nist International Relations theorists began to make 
their mark on the discipline of International Relations. 
Importantly, the revitalization offeminism and of atten­

tion to women in international politics that occurred 
during the United Nations Decade for Women does not 
mean that forms of feminism or active women schol­
ars were utterly absent prior to this. As International 

Relations scholars have demonstrated, the histories of 
feminist international relations and of women scholars 

were erased after the Second World War (Ashworth 
2011; Owens 2018). 1hus, the UN Decade for Women 
marked a revitalization of feminism and recognition of 
female scholars of international relations. 

Key Points 

• Feminism has no single definition . 

• Feminism is concerned with equality, justice, and the 

elimination of women's subordination and oppression. 

• Feminism and feminist movements struggle with issues of 

inclusion and exclusion, specifically regarding race, 

sexuality, class, and geographic location. By asking not only 

'where are the women?', but also 'which women are 

where?', feminism and feminist movements work towards 

overcoming exclusions. 

• Without feminism and feminist movements, women's 

experiences and roles would have remained of little 

importance or interest to states. 

• Feminism and feminist movements have succeeded in 

radically changing the understanding of international 

organizations and states regard ing women's significance 

for, and contribution to, international politics. 

10.3 What is feminist International Relations theory? 

Feminist International Relations theories that emerged 
in the late 1980s arose from a disciplinary dissatisfac­
tion with the conventional and dominant theories and 

methods of International Relations. Feminist schol­
ars had no interest in advocating or defending any 

particular dominant approach. Rather, the positivist, 

rationalist theories of reali m/neorealism and liberal­
ism/neoliberalism were seen as restricting the pursuit 
of knowledge about international politics writ large, as 
well as excluding different post-positivist approaches to 
international politics, such as interpretive, ideational, 

or sociological approaches (see Chs 7, 9, and 13). 

Feminist International Relations scholars pOinted out 

that neither the positivist nor post-positivist approaches 
paid particular attention to women, much less to gen­
der. To remedy this, feminist International Relations 

scholars were intent on identifying and explaining how 
the essential theories, concepts, and case studies of 
International Relations were, at the very least, partial, 
biased, and limited because they reflected only (cer­
tain) men's experiences, roles, and status. As Charlotte 
Hooper explains, feminist scholars made obvious how 
' the range of subjects studied, the boundaries of the 

discipline, its central concerns and motifs, the content 
of empirical research, the assumptions of theoretical 
models, and the corresponding lack of female practitio­
ners both in academic and elite political and economk 
circles all combine and reinforce each other to mar­
ginalize and often make invisible women's roles and 

women's concerns in the international arena' (Hooper 

2001: 1) . 
While feminist International Relations theorists 

fLl·St advocated, at a minimum, for .including women in 
the tudy of international politic, it wa with the lUll 
rec gnition that to d 0 wa not imply to expand tllt 
scope of the field, but a l 0 to radically alLer its predi· 
cate . TI1e tudy of women would not only introdu~t 
a new subject, it would al 0 demand a critical anal 

f the pre uppo itions and presumption of the e;dSl­

ing di cipJjne. V. pike Peterson (1992) de cribe rh . 
initia l efforts as simultaneou ly decon truc\ ive, in tb~if 
critique of the tate of the field , and recon tructiVe,: 

introducing new method and theories for understan 

ing inlernational politics. 
f c inist 

One of the most obvious examples 0 JeW a 
International Relations theorists' deconstructive an 

O
nstructive work is their analysiS of the concept and 

(~c 

t 'lce of the stal . W men bav long been absent from, rrn . 
sorely underrepre ellted in, in tilution of state and 

o;ob"l governance. Representation of women is n of 

~l \~a)'s that the Uniteu Nalion measure the degree 
t f inequality within and acros state (ee th. United 
o ntions Development Programme ender Inequality 

Index). 111e ab ence fwomen and/or 1 w numb r f 
II'Qn1en in positions of government indicate a slate that 

is gender unequal. Gender unequal mean that 11 t only 
~re women underrept'eSenLed mpiri ail y, rh y are also 

neglected conc ptually as their particular experienc:es 
Jod skills are not integrated into the practice of gov­
trnrnent. In addition, women are denied the ocial and 

political, and metimes economic, power imparted 
b)' the e positions, Once this wa empil·ica lly demon­
strated, fI 111 i nist J nternational Relations choJars que­

ried: why and how had this occurred? And why had the 
discipline, through liberalism or realism and its deriva­
tives , not previously addressed these questions? One of 
multiple, complex answers pivoted on the very concept 
oithe state itself: how it had been theorized and defined 

historically and politically. 
Drawing on feminist work in history, anthropology, 

and political theory, international feminist theorists 

demonstrated how the concept and practices of the 
state in its emergence, and even as it changed over time, 
.onsistently excluded women from full participation. In 
addition, feminist International Relations scholars cri­
tiqued the discipline's uncritical reliance 011 such texts 
and scholars as Hobbes's Leviathan and Machiavelli's 
The Prince in articulating its basic precepts. Most imme­
Iliately, as feminist philosophers and theorists made 

dear, these authors wrote at a time and in a context in 
which women lacked full legal status and were consid­
ered the property of a male guardian. Women were rel­
egated to anCillary, privatized, and apolitical roles that 
undermined their economic and social stature and cen­
tralized male control. Broadly speaking, this relegation 
Wa • 

S}1I ti fie I through recoLlr e t arguments that held 
that Women were t be protected from politics du to 
the· . 

Ir Innate wea kness and emot.ionality rooted in their 

~:rOductive apacity. Femi ni t political theorists agree 
e tradition of We tern political thought rests n a 

CQnceptio f" I·· .. I · d \. b the n 0 po III s llal I constrncte llUOUg 
fI ~XcJusion of women and all that i repre enled by 
enhllj . 
200, nlty and women's bodie ' (, hanley and Pateman dl/ 3). Femini l theori l demon trated thallhi tra­

Rel~t~ of lh ught, to which conventional Internali nal 
, IOns scholar lurn, w,~ fundamentally predicated 
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on the absence and insignificance of women, as well as 
highly constructed interpretat ions of women's charac­
ter and, essentially, reproductive heterosexuality. 

In fact, as Carol Pateman underscores, according 
to Hobbes, the subordination of women through het­
erosexual marriage is a necessary step in the estab­
lishment of civil society and eventually the state. She 
writes 'through the civil institution of marriage men 
can lawfully obtain the familiar "helpmeet" and gain 
the sexual and domestic services of a wife, whose per­

manent servitude is guaranteed by the law and sword' 
(Pateman 2007: 67). Thus, the state regulated that men 

were rulers and women were to be ruled through a con­
stant state of legal and social violence. Consequently, 
the state could not be said to be a neutral concept or 

institution, but is a 'main organizer of the power rela­
tions of gender' in both its formal expression and 
effects (Peterson 1992: 9). 

Evidence of this organization of the power relations 
of gender emerges through an examination of how gen­
der affects the beliefs about, and the institutions and 

actions of, soldiering and the military. Feminist schol­
ars study how beliefs about masculinity and the roles 

men are expected to play as protectors of women and 
as rulers of the state directly impact conceptions of sol­
diers as male and militaries as masculine. Expectations 
and beliefs about masculinity are constitutive with 
expectations and beliefs about soldiers, such that states 

institutionalize militaries to reflect and consolidate 
men as soldiers, in part by excluding women from 
combat as incapable. As Megan MacKenzie demon­

strates through her research in Sierra Leone and the 
United States, holding to this premise requires that we 

ignore the history and evidence of women's participa­
tion in combat. She argues that women's forceful exclu­

sion from the military simply reaffi rms male prowess 
in combat and persists 'primarily because of myths 
and stereotypes associated with female and male capa­
bilities and the military's "band of brothers" culture' 

(MacKenzie 2015: 1). As Aaron Belkin points out, this 
construction of masculinity through the military also 
has repercussions on men who are not, in effect, sol­

diers in the band of brothers . These men must justify 
and defend their own manifestations of masculinity. 
Soldiers 'attain masculine status by showing that they 
are not-feminine, not-weak, not-queer, not-emotional' 

(Belkin 2012: 4). In this way, masculinity is dissoci­
ated from some men and is no longer their property by 
birth, and the fixed binary distinction of men (protec­
tors/rulers) and women (protectedlruled) is shown to 
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be constructed through the interaction of beliefs, insti­
tutions, and politics, which in turn informs and reflects 
gendered states. Now, the inclusion of women and the 
relaxation of the norms and requirement ofheterosexu­
ality in many state militaries points to the possibility of 
new configurations of the relationship among military, 

state, and gender. 
The simple empirical question initially posed­

where are the women?-led to a re-examination of the 
historical, conceptual question of the state's formation 

and emergence. This, in turn, prompted investigation of 
the effects of the state's historical and conceptual evo­

lution, which ultimately helped to explain the absence 
of women in state governance and the fundamental 

gendering of the state. The regulation of social and 
political relations that ground the state (marriage and 
the subordination of women) and structure the state 

(military) are fundamentally relations of power which 
take women and gender as central to their operation. 
This analysis also suggests that International Relations 
scholars' theorizing about state and militaries must 

deconstruct any facile notions of protector/protected as 
a natural relationship. Such a conception is decidedly 

10.4 Gender and power 

Among scholars of gender, how gender and power are 
defined and understood to be related varies according 
to the conceptualization of gender itself. Birgit Locher 
and Elisabeth Priigl (2001) distinguish the use of gen­

der in at least three ways, each of which has implica­
tions for understandings of power. As they note, some 

scholars treat gender as an empirical variable that 
explains social, political, and economic inequalities, 

whereby gender is understood as the biological (sex) 
difference between men and women. Power, then, rests 
in social, political, and economic hierarchies. 111is is 

the approach of liberal feminist international rela­
tions. Others identify gender as a social construct that 
exists in social practices, identities, and institutions. 

Gender becomes the social interpretation of biologi­
cal (sex) differences, and power rests in the practices, 
identities, and institutions that interpret and fix those 

differences. This is the approach of critical feminist 
international relations. Finally, some argue that gen­
der is an effect of discourses of power. In this read­
ing, gender is neither biological difference, nor is it 
the social interpretation of biological difference, but is 

not natural but legislated; and it effect lead to ~ 

exa mple, the era ure of vi,olenc done in the nal~e :r 
prolecli n and violence wielded by women a \veil Q r 
a p , t- 01 nial fem ini t s h lar detail, ll1 inters s, 

Cc. 
tion of gender and race in state formation and sCbel11 

as 
of protection (Kapur 2018). 

Key Points 

• Feminist International Relations theories are 

deconstructive and reconstructive. 

• Prior to the late 1980s, International Relations theories did 

not consider the role of gender or of women. 

• Feminist International Relations theories introduced the 

study of gender and of women, and prompted a critical 

analysis of the existing discipline and its fundamental 

concepts, such as states and power, as defined by realism, 

liberalism, and their derivatives. 

• Gender is not a synonym for women, but includes both 

men and women in its purview. 

.. Feminist International Relations theories conceptualize the 

state as a gendered organization of power. 

itself constitutive of that difference. This understand­
ing of gender identifies it as 'code' for the operation 

of power, and gender becomes an analytical catego!i)j 
that is not necessarily linked to male and female bod­
ies. This understanding of gender requires thinking of 
gender as a useful analytic even if male and female 

bodies are absent. 111is is the approach of poststrue· 
tural feminist international relations (see Ch. 12). 

Postcolonial feminism is defined less by its theoriza­
tion of gender, as it encompasses at least two of the 
approaches-critical and poststructural- in its scope 

(see Ch. 11). 
Considering these differences in interpreting gen 

der, it is logical that gender scholars rely on a divefS( 
'n( 

range of methodological approaches that exanll 
institutions, agents, discourses, and symbols in ~~ 
production and reprodu tion of gender ill intern 
tional politics. And, although thi hapter diSCUS. 

four types of feminist International Relation t heori • 
this is an analytic separati n fol' ease of expJana tiOJ!;tI 
does not mean that there ar only ~ ur, r indeed tb 

these four are wholly conceptually distinct. 

The definitions of power and of gender are linked in feminist , . 

International Relations theory. 

There is more than one definition of power and of gender. , 
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• The definitions of power and of gender influence the kinds of 

methods and analysis undertaken. 

10.5 Four feminist International Relations theories 

no.5.1 Liberal feminist international 
relations 

UbCJ1l1 fe1l1ini III challenges the contenl of International 

Relations, but it do s n t challenge its fundamental epi -
bllll0logical assumptions (see Ch. 7)_ Liberal femil1i t 

International Relati ns the ri t · adv cate that the rights 
md repre entation cOJ1venti.onally granted to men be 
(.(tended to \¥ men. ~ orrecl gender inequality, liberal 

feminists focus on changing institutions, in particular 
increasing the representation of women in positions of 
power in the primary institutions of national and inter­
national governance. They also highlight the need to 
change laws to allow for women's participation, which 
they believe will also correct the distribution of power 

between the sexes. A recent global initiative to achieve 
gender parity in international tribunals and monitoring 
bodies exemplifies this approach. Noting that lack of 
gender parity has 'serious consequences for international 
and national justice .. , [and] the under-representation 

of women in these spaces affects democracies and the 
guarantee of people's rights', Gqual was founded in 2015 

to advocate for change (Gqual n.d.). 

According to liberal feminist International Relations 
theorists, gender inequality is a major barrier to human 
development and leads to greater incidences of war and 
Violence. In their book, Hudson et a1. (2012) maintain 

that gender inequality, by which they mean the subor­
dination of women, is itself a form of violence. l1uough 
a collation of quantitative data (available at http://www. 
IVOlllan tats.org/), the authors argue that the higher 
the e10me lic index of social, political, and economic 

ln~qllalil}' b twe 'n men itnd \ omen in a stat , the more 
likely il i that force and violence will be used lo settle 

~SPl\lCs bOlh within alld among tales. They contend: 

~e f~te. of nations is tied to the tatus of women'. Mary 
~ PnolJ (2004) 'i milarly claim that gender inequal ­
Ii~ Il\ake ' Conflict both within an l among slates 111 r 

ely. r r these authors, sy temic gender inequality 

and discrimination against women are the root causes 

of violence. 
These are faSCinating studies and are well received 

by policy-makers and the discipline of International 

Relations. 111ey also raise important questions regarding 
what exactly is the mechanism by which gender inequal­
ity increases risks of violence. Is it, as Hudson et a1. (2012) 

and Hudson and den Boer (2004) suggest, rooted in male 
sexuality (and a surplus male population) and the evo­

lutionary heterosexual reproductive practices? Caprioli 
cautions that 'rather than focusing on the genesis of, or 
justification for differences between the sexes, the more 

important question should concentrate on how those dif­
ferences are used to create a society primed for violence' 
(Caprioli 2005: 161). Other feminists comment that these 

scholars do not make clear why both questions cannot 
be investigated simultaneously. They suggest that a more 

comprehensive approach addresses questions regard­
ing the genesis, justification, and use of the differences 
between the sexes, rather than presuming that we know 
in advance what these differences are and that accepting 

them is the necessary starting point. 

10.5.2 Critical feminist international 
relations 

Critical feminists question liberal feminisms for relying 
too faithfully on the neutrality of their methods, and for 
their vision of power as a positive social good that can be 
successfully redistributed without fundamental social 

change. Many of these feminists highlight the broader 
social, economic, and political relationships that struc­

ture relational power, and they often draw from Marxist 
theories to prioritize the role of the economy, specifically 
critiquing the dominance of capitalism as the desired 

mode of exchange. Critical international relations femi­
nists, drawing on socialist ideas, pay particular attention 
to the unequal diffusion of global capital accumulation. 
As Iris Young puts it, 'women's oppression arises from 
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two distinct and relatively autonomous systems. The sys­
tem of male domination, most often called "patriarchy", 
produces the specific gender oppression of women; the 
system of the mode of production and class relations 
produces the class oppression and work alienation of 
most women' (1. Young 1990: 21). Therefore, drawing 
from both Marxist and socialist thought, critical femi­
nist scholars identify gender and class oppressions as 
interdependent and intertwined (see Ch. 8). Scholars 
including Sandra Whit worth (1994) and Elisabeth Priigl 
(1999, 2017), studying international institutions such 
as the International Labour Organization (ILO), the 
International Planned Parenthood Federation, and the 
World Bank, demonstrate how gender is produced and 
reproduced through the institutionalization of divisions 
of , paid' and 'unpaid' labour. V. Spike Peters on's innova­
tion of 'triad analytics' broadens the view of institutions 
and economies by analysing globalization through the 
intersection of reproductive, productive, and virtual eco­
nomics on which the global economy rests. In her analy­
sis, Peters on draws attention to the 'explosive growth in 
financial markets that shape business decision-making 
and flexible work arrangements' and the 'dramatic 
growth in informal and flexible work arrangements 
that shapes income generation and family well being' 
(Peterson 2003: 1). The devaluation of women's work; 
the still extant differential valuing of reproductive and 
productive work; the 'double burden' of household 
labour and waged labour that women carry dispropor­
tionately; and the massive global shifts in the structure 
of work itself all influence the worldwide feminization 
and racialization of poverty. Indeed, these factors help to 
explain why, worldwide, women and especially women 
of colour were those who were most hard hit economi­
cally by Covid-19 (UN Women 2020b, 2021a). 

During Covid-19, women were particularly hit by the 

double burden of household labour and waged labour 
© coolmilo / iStock 

Like postcolonial feminist theories, these Ctiti<l1l] 
feminist theories are wary of gender essentialisll\ 

which is the assumption of the sameness of all IV l11eJI'~ 
experiences by virtue of being female. They critiqUe 
the normalization of white, affluent women's eXperi. 
ences as universal and instead highlight the dynalll!c 
and intersectional facets of identity, of which gender 
and sex are but two elements. Like postcolonial fenli. 
nist theorists, critical feminist theorists also el11Phasi~ 
the tight link between feminist theorizing and feminist 
actions, in part due to their recognition that the mat. 
ginalized, explOited, and colonized have much to te~ch 

about the violent practices of global politics in pa rtku. 
lar locations. Maria Stern (2005) illuminates how tbt 
violence of war affects the intimacies of self and fa l1lll)". 
Stern questions why the experiences of Mayan women 
are not considered 'valid texts of world politics', 11$ 

they illuminate the constitutive topics of war, vi lenc , 
and security central to the discipline of lnternationd 
Relations (Stern 2005: 56). 

Critical and postcolonial feminists were united in 
their excoriation of the use of feminism, pec.ifically 
liberal feminism, by former President George W. Bu h 
and his administration to justify the ground wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan; to distinguish the United tat 
from those whom it targeted; and, subsequently, ID 

appropriate the putative emancipation of Afghan and 
Iraqi women as evidence of their victories. Accordinglo 
many feminists, however, not only did this embedded 
feminism' falsely claim a monolithic feminism to be 
wielded against a supposedly savage Islam, in order 10 

once again 'save' Muslim women, it distracted from the 
detailed empirical evidence that Afghan women are n 
now free from violence but rather continue to experi­
ence it in other forms (K. Hunt 2006: 53; Kinsella 2019~ 

10.5.3 Postcolonial feminist international 
relations 

Postcolonial feminism 'link(s) everyday life and l()l."Bl 

gendered contexts and ideologies to the larger, traIlS" 
national political and economic structures and ideal 
gies of capitalism' (Mohanty 2003: 504). Focusing ()Ill 

the particular situations, experiences, and historie 

materializing colonialism within these larger pat 
is a means to confront the universalizing tend 

found in much of feminist theorizing. 
Postcolonial feminism seeks to situate 

knowledge of the contours of colonialism and 
lonialism as intersecting with economic, social, 

JOJ il ica l pprcss ion and change. highlighting t he cel1-
IlllilY of conceplions of g nder aod f women t col ­
~i(\l regime and their continuing effects. Imperialism 
de/llunded 'complex hOll ehold a rrangemenls where 
",bite colonizers oRi ially mandated a ystem of superior­
Ityand disda in aga inst.' local communities and peoples. 
''(et colonization would not have functioned withoul 
the e I cal comJ11unities and peoples-e pecia Uy nan· 
nie , maids, houseb y) ga rdener, prostitule ) pimps. 
$o.ldiers, and other coerced workers for the colonial tatc' 

(Agllthangelou and Ling 2004: s l8). 
Rules governing prope r and improper ex were !~ey 

to the maintenance of difference between the colo­
bized and the colonizer, and control of sexualities was 
fundamentally differentiated according to race and 
position. Only white men were free to have sex with 
whomever they so desired, often in exploitative propri­
etary relations of rape and concubinage with women 
of colour. In contrast, men of colour were policed as 
$avage sexual libertines against whom white women 
were to be protected and preserved. Highlighting the 
link between individual households, materiality, and 
sexuali ty, postcolonial feminists remind feminism 
that not all women are colonized equally. Women 
(rom the Global North benefited from imperialism as 
the 'inferior sex within the "superior race'" (quoted in 
Pettma n 1996: 30). 

Postcolonial feminism takes as its point of entry the 
recognition that the feminism of the Global North is 
rooted in and dependent on discourses of rights and 
equality that were, and arguably are, of pre-eminent 
concern to and defined by Western Europe. Rey Chow 
de cribes this as the Eurocentric 'hierarchizing frame 
of comparison' (Chow 2006: 80). Postcolonial feminists 
also underscore that while colonialism and imperial­
iSll) may be formally past, their effects are not. Norma 

larc6n describes this as the 'cultural and psychic dis­
memberment .. . linked to imperialist racist and sex­
ist practices [that are] not a thing of the past' (Alarcon 
1999: 67). Certainly, the expansion of characteristics 
said to identify the enemy in a time of global war reju­
venates and vivifies racial and colonial characteriza­
tions. For example, in the contemporary war on terror, 
t~c freedom of Muslim and Arab men and women, or 
t lOse who appear to be so, is subject to increased scru­
ti
r
ny through policing and surveillance. The number 

o tr ·t b al S said to identify the threat- 'travelling while 
ar~vn'-intensifies the alliances consolidated by race 
2~O class, While testing those made only by sex (Sharma 

&: 13S). 
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Additionally, women from the Global South are all 
too often depicted and treated as 'an object of protec­
tion from her own kind', to justify the concerted efforts 
of 'white men saving brown women from brown men' 
(Spivak 1988: 296). Thus, as feminist scholars note, the 
existence of those so designated as in need of protec­
tion frequently becomes a rationale for violence, as it 
did when the United States launched its ground wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan. For this reason, postcolonial 
feminists resist the imposition of women's rights as 
'all too often conceived in terms of paternal relations 
of protection and benign salvation rather than exer­
cises of agency and sovereignty of women for them­
selves' (Kinsella 2007: 218; see Case Study 10.2). The 
embedded feminism of the United States' efforts in Iraq 
and Afghanistan obscured the decades of agency and 
mobilization of Iraqi and Afghan peoples on their own 
behalf. Instead, former President Bush and his admin­
istration (standing in for the Global North) portrayed 
such efforts as the exclusive actions of the United States. 
In addition, postcolonial feminists suggest that the 
individualism and autonomy implicit in the definitions 
of rights and liberties are culturally ill-suited, and that 
collective and relational rights are a better fit. 

Lastly, with the international community only 
now beginning to respond to climate change and the 
devastating impacts of resource extraction and envi­
ronmental exploitation, postcolonial feminists call 
attention to it as another manifestation of the legacies 
of imperialism (see Ch. 24). They highlight its differ­
ential impact on the Global South, the global poor, and 
specifically women and girls within those categories. 
Among the global poor, climate change dispropor­

tionately affects women and girls . They comprise the 
majority of the globe's small-scale farmers and are 
primarily responsible for producing food to feed their 
families and their communities. Yet women and girls 
are struggling due to climate-induced changes affect­
ing temperatures, rainfall, disease, weather patterns, 
and crop failure which cause widespread food, water, 
health, and physical insecurities. For this reason, the 
2015 Paris Agreement on Climate Change specifically 
identified gender equity and empowerment of women 
as fundamental to combating climate change (IPCC 
2015). While recognizing this fact, postcolonial femi­
nism cautions against the construction of women and 
girls as especially responsible for conservation, as being 
'closer to nature', and as especially vulnerable, with­
out any corresponding increases in their authority or 
agency (Arora-Jonsson 2011). 
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Case Study 10.2 The Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan 

The Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan 

(RAWA) was founded in Kabul, Afghanistan in 1977. It was 

founded to promote women's rights and social justice; to 

increase women's participation in social, political, and economic 

activities; and to advocate for a secular democratic state. Its goals 

were women's emancipation, the separation of religion and 

politics, economic democracy, eradication of poverty, and net­

working with other national/international pro-democracy and 

pro-women's rights groups based on the 'principle of equality 

and non-interference in internal affairs' (Brodsky 2004: 169). 

Founded only a year before the Soviet invasion in Afghanistan, 

RAWA expanded its activities to resist Soviet rule. RAWA never 

aligned itself with any other resistance movements, many of 

which adhered to a more stringent interpretation of Islam than 

that practised by RAWt\s members. RAWA is anti-fundamentalist, 

but not anti-Islam. Meena, the charismatic founder of RAWA, 

was murdered in 1987 because of her unrelenting criticism of 

both sides in the war-Soviet and fundamentalists. In response, 

RAWA began to hold more public events and to reach out for 

international support from other women's and human rights 

organizations. One of RAWAs members, all of whom use pseu­

donyms for safety, shared: 'we knew there would be more assas­

sinations and imprisonment if we kept silent. If we had a public 

face and we could make ourselves more known, we could scare 

the enemy' (Brodsky 2004: 98). 

During the Soviet rule and the resultant civil war that preceded 

the advent of Taliban rule, RAWA members (women and 'male 

supporters') opened schools in Afghanistan and Pakistan, hous­

ing, educating, and employing men and women who fl ed from 

Afghanistan due to unremitting war. Under the Taliban, RAWA 

members in Afghanistan went into hiding; many members were 

10.5.4 Poststructural feminist 
international relations 

Poststructural feminism draws most specifically from 
the scholarship of Judith Butler. Butler argued, contrary 
to the commonplace and accepted definition that gender 

is the social construction of sex, that sex is in fact con­
structed by gender. As might be imagined, her argument 

caused no end of consternation, for it challenged the 
seemingly stable and shared attribute of a biological sex of 
all women. Without this fixed and permanent referent in 
sex itself, how could it be that 'women' could exist, much 

less be united across differences of class, sexuality, race, 
and location? Butler explains that 'originally intended to 
dispute the "biology is destiny" formulation, the distinc­
tion between sex and gender' in fact masks the cultural 
construction of sex itself. In other words, sex is not the 

foundation or origin of gender, but is itself an effect. 
To understand gender as 'a social category imposed on 
a sexed body' assumes that the sexed body is itself not 
an effect of power (Scott 1999: 32). To help us grasp this 

killed or wounded, and their families threatened and harmed by 

the Taliban. Notwithstanding this threat, under which it had alWayS 

operated, RAWA opened underground schools to educate women 

and girls and founded a magazi ne which members circulated 

clandestinely. Every activity RAWA undertook meant its members 

risked immediate death if discovered, and their lives were actively 

circumscribed by daily and minute security concerns. 

According to RAWA, the rule of the Soviets, the warlords, and 

the Taliban were marked by similarity in repress ion and brutality 

that varied primarily in degree and justification. RAWA roundly 

criticized the invasion by the United States, not only for its prem. 

ise but also because of its effects. Moreover, RAWA members 

noted that indigenous women's rights networks and organiza. 

tions' expertise and knowledge were utterly ignored in the pUsh 

to 'li berate' them. RAWA itself was characterized as too radical 

and dogmatic in its critique of all forms of economic, political, and 

social repression , and in its advocacy for an Afghan democracy. 

Yet RAWA stated in October 2001, during the first months of 

US military operations, that '[t]he continuation of US attacks and 

the increase in the number of innocent civilian victims not only 

gives an excuse to the Taliban, but also will cause the empOWer­

ment of the fundamentalist forces in the region and even in the 

world' (Afghan Women's Mission 2021). Considering the chaotic 

US withdrawal from Afghanistan in 2021, and the subsequent 

takeover by the Taliban, this analysis proved sadly prescient. 

Question 1: What forms of feminism can you identify in this short 

description of RAWA? 

Question 2: Why would RAWA be or not be an ally to the United 

States' ground war in Afghanistan? 

argument, Butler introduces the concept of gender per­
formativity, which simply means that gender is not Whill 

we are, but rather what we do. Cautioning against mi . 

interpretation, Butler points out that gender is not sim­
ply what one freely chooses to do (it is not an unfettered 
performance), but that performativity occurs in highly 
regulated contexts including that of normative hetero­

sexuality. Socially, one becomes a woman by taking on 
the imperative to identify with the female/femininitynnd 
to desire the male/masculinity. This production of idCll" 
tity is not accomplished in one act, but rather requi 

constant iteration and bears with it the constant po 
bility of failure_ As Sarah Salih (2002: 58) explai ns, 'gen­

der i a "corporeal style" an act (or a equcnce of a 
a "strategy" which ha cultural survival as its end, . 

those who do not "do" their gender correctly are 

ished by society'. Evidence of this is seen in the 
discussed previously in Section 10.2 with regard to 
United Nations Decade for Women, that the presence 

lesbian/bisexual women, and now transwomen, 
undermine the credibility or coherency of the felll 

ovement. ynthia Weber (2015), al ng with olher 
t1~cer theorists, draw from the insight about norma­
~ve helero exua lit )', r llv 'heter exua lmatrix', to on­
' llle to t nalys how bodies arc ncv 'r merely de ribed, 

III 
pllt are constituted in the a t of description, calling on 

International Relations theorie 10 recognize the punitive 
Jod produ tive irculatioLl and regulation of homo/het­

trosexlIalili as fundam nta! to world politics. 
A. well as subversively reworking gender, p ,t true­

\II ral femini Jl1 illuminate the const itutiv role o(lan­

llugeiJ1creatinggend redknowledg andexpericn es. 

~ouraShepherd (2008) show this in her analysis oft'he 
con titutive efie ts of the cli 'c ur formalized in UN 

ecur\ty ouncil Resolution 1325. While purp rting 
30 el1ln nci pa to 1")' intent, the resolution con ' istently 
riiifie women and girls as pa ive vi.ctims of violence 
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even as it seeks to promote them as agents of change. 
In a slightly different vein, Kathy Moon (1997) uses 
interviews, archival research, and discourse analysis 
to demonstrate how the sexual economy of sex work­
ers figured in the US-Korean security relationships of 
the mid-1970s. Charlotte Hooper (2001) examines the 
masculinization of states and states' masculinization of 

men through a rereading of central economic texts and 
journals. Overall, what these scholars demonstrate is 
how gender is created through the workings of intern a­

lional politics and, in turn, how paying attention to this 

construction reveals relations of power that are other­
wise overlooked. 

See Opposing Opinions 10.1 for discussion on 
whether feminism influences states' foreign policy 
decision-making. 

Opposing Opinions 10.1 Feminist foreign policy changes states' foreign policy decisions 

For 
Feminist foreign policy places gender equality at the crux of 

foreign policy decisions. During her US Senate confirmation 

hearings to become Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton vowed, 'I 

want to pledge to you that as secretary of state I view [women's] 

issues as central to our foreign policy, not as adjunct or auxiliary 

or in any way lesser than all of the other issues that we have to 

confront.' Margot Wallstrom, former Deputy Prime Minister of 

Sweden, stated that the 'Three Rs' of feminist foreign policy are 

rights, resources, and representation. 

Feminist foreign policy makes a difference in how states act. 

In 2018, Sweden insisted that peace consultations to end Yemen's 

civil conflict include women delegates and, when president of 

the United Nations Security Council , mandated gender parity in 

all briefings. In 2010, the United States Quadrennial Diplomacy 

and Development Review-a blueprint for the US Department of 

State and the US Agency for International Development-inte­

grated gender into its foreign policy goals and began tracking 

dOllars spent on women-focused programming. The US renewed 

these commitments in 2020. 

Against 

Feminist foreign policy does not place gender equality at the 

crux of foreign policy decisions for its own sake, but merely 

to legitimate conventional policy goals. Margot Wallstrom 

explained that 'striving toward gender equality is not only a goal 

in itself but also a precondition for achieving our wider foreign, 

development, and security-policy objectives'. Likewise, Hillary 

(Iinton stated in an interview: 'This is a big deal for American 

values and for American foreign policy and our interests, but it is 

also a big deal for our security.' 

Feminist foreign policy makes no difference in how states 

act. Although she was a prime proponent of feminist foreign pol­

icy, as Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton never sanctioned other 

states for their treatment of women and girls. For example, Saudi 

Arabia remained a v ital partner for the US national security strate­

gies in the Middle East. Similarly, although both former President 

Barack Obama and PresidentJoe Biden share a commitment to a 

feminist foreign policy, the US did little to ensure the security of 

Afghan women and girls or heed their concerns during the draw­

down of US troops in Afghanistan in 2014 and in 2021 . Sweden's 

relatively weak stature internationally allows it to proclaim a femi­

nist foreign policy without any real risks, and it has yet to engage 

in any complicated issues of multilateral foreign policy (such as 

the conflict in Ukraine) under a feminist foreign policy. 

t As SWedish scholar Ulf Bjereld suggests, do 'military defense and feminism represent two branches of the same tree: that citizens' 

security is guaranteed by having a strong military and that the feminist agenda is guaranteed through diplomacy, aid , and other 

arsenals beyond defense' (quoted in Rothschild 2014)? 

2. Are feminist foreign policy and the Hillary Doctrine iterations of an imperial feminism that serves the interests of only (some) sover­

eign states and obscures their true goals of military and economic dominance? 

1. Does it matter iffeminist foreign policy doesn't change state behaviour? How else could it have significant effects on international politics? 

Visit the online resources to discover pointers to help you tackle these questions. 
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Key Points 

• These four approaches to fem in ist International Relations 

theory help explain the range of feminist theorizing, but do 

not sum it up completely. 

• Each approach offers different insights into the operations of 

power in international and domestic politics. 

10.6 Conclusion 

Feminist International Relations theories have been 
present in the discipline ofInternational Relations in var­
ious forms since its inception (Tickner and True 2018). 
In its incarnations since the UN Decade for Women, 
feminist International Relations theories have demon­
strated the crucial importance of including women, and 
theorizing gender, when attempting to make sense of 
international politics. Feminist International Relations 
theories draw from a long history of feminist theoriz­
ing and actions to make specific claims about the con­
cepts of International Relations-such as security, the 
economy, war, and trade-as well as its methods of 
study. Feminist International Relations theories employ 
a wide range of methodological approaches, but they 
share a focus on understanding gender as an analytical 

Questions 

• Each approach can be understood best in relation to the 

other-e.g. postcolonial feminism as a critique of liberal 

feminism-and in conversation with the others. 

• Each approach has different historical origins and 

developments, and all continue to evolve. 

category, not simply a descriptive one. In addition, fem_ 
inist International Relations scholars straightft rwardly 
examine how gender is a relationship of power, one that 
affects all individuals, institutions, and interactions in 

international politics. Bringing this to the fore of theit 
research and methods, feminist International Relations 
scholars demonstrate the difference that gender makes. 
Looking ahead, like all scholars of international polio 
tics, feminist International Relations scholars mu I 

continue to do more to include and heed 'the voices oC 
feminist IR theorists who are people of color, disabled, 
from Indigenous backgrounds, and/or from the global 
South (as well as those whose first language may not 
be English or another western European language)' 
(Weerawardhana 2018: 192). 

1. Name two ways in which the United Nations Decade for Women changed international 

politics. 

2. What methods do feminist International Relations theories draw on to conduct their 

research? 

3. How does the study of gender affect our understandings of the role of women and men in 

politics? 

4. How do theories of power differ among the four different categories of feminist International 

Relations theories? 

5. Which feminist International Relations theory posits that 'gender is doing', and what does this 

mean? 

6. The Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA) is best described as 

what type of feminist organization: liberal, critical, postcolonial, or poststructural? 

7. The Women's International League of Peace and Freedom (WILPF) is best described as what 

type of feminist organization: liberal, critical, postcolonial , or poststructural? 

8. Why is postcolonial feminism concerned with the question of climate change? 
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9. Would a liberal feminist find a poststructural feminist critique of heterosexuality convincing? 

Why or why not? 
, O. In which ways are international feminist theories necessary for the study of international 

politics? 

cv Visit the online resources to test your understanding by trying the self-test questions. 
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Postcolonial and decolonial 
approaches 
MEERA SABARATNAM 

Framing Questions 

• What are the most important features of world politics according to postcolonial and 
decolonial approaches? 

• How do postcolonial and decolonial scholars approach the study of international 
relations? 

• Is it possible to decolonize world politics? 

Reader's Guide 

This chapter focuses on postcolonial and decolonial 
approaches to studying world politics, arguing that 
these are multilayered and diverse. These do not con­

stitute a single 'theory' of the international but rather 
a set of orientations to show how the world works and 
how we should think about it. The chapter begins by 

separating some different elements involved in theo­
rizing the world , and how postcolonial and decolo­
nial approaches look at them. These include questions 
of epistemology (how we know things), ontology 

(what we know), and norms/ethics (what values 
are important to us). It goes on to examine the his­

torical context in which postcolonial and decolonial 
approaches arose, showing that there was a dynamic 
relationship between political struggles for decolo­
nization and the development of different intellec­
tual arguments. It examines where postcolonial and 

decolonial approaches have emerged and where they 

depart from each other in terms of analysis and focus. 

Having traced these traditions through the twentieth 
century, the chapter examines the key concepts used 
in postcolonial and decolonial thought across differ­
ent disciplines, before looking at their impact on the 

field of International Relations (IR). Within IR, postco­
lonial and decolonial approaches have examined the 
forms of hierarchy that characterize the world, as well 

as the ways in which they are discussed. The chapter 
also explores the similarities and differences between 
these approaches and other theories in the field of IR. 

Finally, the chapter contemplates the ongoing popu­
larity of postcolonial and decolonial approaches in 
the present day. 

Visit the online resources to access an 
interactive timeline of how the discipline of 
International Relations has evolved. 

11.1 Introduction 

POSfColonia li m i one r (he fa le l growi ng a r as of 
resea rch in Internati nal R lalion . iL begins with the 

In ighL that the m dern world has been deeply shaped 
by experience of empire and colonialism, parLiculariy 

S 
conducted by European countrie ver the last fi ve 

3 
,enturies. It says thal our theories f international rela-

lion and account of world order need to dea l with this 
issue d irectly, and also asks wby the majority of them 

fail to do o. P stc lonial and decolonial approache to 
the field are therefore seen as forms of critical theory 

because they challenge the very foundations of the field. 
!1owever, these approaches also seek to develop their 

own alternative ways of theorizing the world. 
In postcolonial and de colonial approaches, special 

attention is paid to the history, ideas, and practice of 
decolonization around the world. Decolonization usu­
ally refers to the processes of formal colonial and impe­
rial withdrawal from many countries in Asia, Africa, 
the Caribbean, and South America, especially in the 

twentieth century. As a result of decolonization strug­
gles and pr ce es, the number of states recognized 
in the international system increased from around 

70 in 1945 to more than 190 in 2018 . These struggles 
involved the mobilization of huge numbers of people, 
the development of intellectual critiques of empire and 
colonialism, and often armed struggles against impe­
rial rule where colonial powers attempted to maintain 
their control. 
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In IR, postcolonial and decolonial approaches inter­
rogate the claims of existing theoretical approaches 
such as liberalism and realism (see Chs 7 and 9), often 
arguing that these are flawed because they are built 
on faulty premises, such as the assumption of interna­

tional anarchy or that sovereign states are all essen­
tially alike. These theories obscure the role of empire 
and colonialism in producing patterns in international 

order. Postcolonial and de colonial approaches also note 
that virtually all other recent approaches to IR have left 
out questions of race and racism from their analysis 

(see Ch. 18). Finally, they argue that these theories are 
built on very narrow philosophical grounds, which use 

a specific tradition of Western philosophy as a univer­
sal template for thinking through questions of being, 
society, and ethics. 

By bringing questions of empire, colonialism, and 
race back into the study of world politics, postcolonial 
and decolonial approaches present alternative accounts 

of many of the thematic issues in IR presented in this 
book, such as globalization, war, sovereignty, trade, 
international law, weapons control, gender, security, 

environmental crises, development, and labour. These 
alternative accounts trace the ways in which imperial 
hierarchies continue to orient identities, policies, and 
actions in these fields, examine the kinds of resistance 

that they encounter, and imagine alternative ways of 
thinking about these issues. 

11.2 What are postcolonial and decolonial approaches? 

Like social constructivism (see Ch. 13) or feminism 

(see Ch. 10), postcolonial and decolonial approaches in 
IR and other social sciences should be understood as 
a way of thinking about the world rather than a single 
theory of how the world works. These approaches draw 
their influences from a range of sources, including 
anti-colonial thought from around the world, as well 

as research in the fields of history, philosophy, educa­
tion, literary theory, anthropology, and political econ­

Ol11y. The variety of influences on the field als means 
that there are considerable differences among t he e 
approaches. However, they can be understood as being 
U . 
nIted by th ree levels of theoretical engagement-

epistemological, ontological, and normative. 

Postcolonial and decolonial approaches share a con­

cern with the ways we generate knowledge about the 
world-our epistemologies. Like many social theo­
ries, they reject the assumption that knowledge is 

ever objective or neutral. They argue that the way that 
many people know and represent the world depends 
on hierarchies established by colonial attitudes, and 

the perspectives of the colonially or racially privileged. 
Consider, for example, the language used to describe 
people living in countries that are not their countries 

of birth; for Westerners living in formerly colonized 
countries, Westerners often use the term 'expats', but 
for people from formerly colonized countries moving 
into the West, they use the term 'immigrants'. The use 
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of these and similar terms means that the orientation 

towards a nd treatment of particular groups is very dif­

ferent depending on their position in the hierarchy. 

Some postcolonial and decolonial approaches identify 

these epistemological habits as deeply rooted in the 

racialized and supremacist assumptions of influential 

Western philosophers such as Kant and Hegel, who saw 

white Europe as the pinnacle of humanity, and non ­

white peoples as backward or uncivilized (see Box 7.2). 

By contrast, postcolonial and decolonial approaches 

have emphasized the importance of seeing and know­

ing the world from the perspectives and worldviews 

(that is, the epistemologies) of those who are disem­

powered or dispossessed by imperial and racial hier­

archies. However, there are some differences between 

postcolon ial and decolonial approaches. Postcolonial 

approaches have emphasized the importance of sub­
altern perspectives (see Section llA) as a site for 

thinking through relations of power. These can include 

criticisms rendered back in the language of the colonial 

power-for example, the use of Christianity to criti­

cize slavery in the Americas. In decolonial approaches, 

more emphasis is put on retrieving indigenous episte­

mologies and cosmologies with which to think about 

relations among humans, and often non-humans. 

Postcolonial and de colonial approaches also take 

issue with the ontological assumptions of conventional 

social science and IR-that is, what it is that is being 

studied, who is being studied, and more generally what 

the world consists of. Since 1945, IR has understood 

itself as being concerned with sovereign states, focus­

ing mostly on Western great powers and the relations 

between them. It has sought to devise theories that 

explain these relations, specifically where they result 

either in forms of conflict or cooperation. Postcolonial 

and decolonial approaches, however, note that the his­

tories they use and the cases they pay attention to miss 

out the experiences of most of the world's peoples and 

polities, which are located outside the West. They also 

miss out the experiences of empire and colonialism in 

the shaping of Western international histories them­

selves. For postcolonial and decolonial approaches, 

this means that conventional IR cannot fully explain 

or understand world politics. Decolonial approaches 

engage the idea of'modernity/coloniality' (see Section 

HA) as a way of talking about how the modern world is 

fundamentally structured by colonial hierarchy. 

This ontological shift causes a re-examination of 

knowledge in IR. For example, the conflict known 

as the First World War (1914-18) is a very important 

refe rence point in the conventional story of IR. It i 

unders tood to be the point at which the 'Long Peace~ 
of the nineteenth entlU"Y broke dowll, the p inl 
which the balance of power was being tested, a poi at 
at which tate became aver e to violence and the POi~1 
at which they tabli hed tJle principle f national el/ 

determination. It is sometimes called the 'graveyard oE 

empires', referring to the break-up of the Ottoman and 

Austro-Hungarian empires. However, the conventional 

story treats the key players (Britain, France, erman}' 

and the United States) as themselves nation-states 

rather than empires. Yet the protection or assertion of, 

imperial territorial claims was a major ·source of Com. 

petition between them, meaning that fighting also too~ 

place across Africa, Asia, and the Pacific, and heavily 

involved troops from those areas fighting for imperial 

powers. The principle of national self-determination 

espoused by US President Woodrow Wilson was only 

really intended for application in Eastern Europe, lead­

ing to the violent repression of anti-colonial protests 

in India and Ireland by Britain immediately follow­

ing the war. The break-up of the Ottoman Empire also 

directly facilitated British and French colonial control 

of the Middle East and the establishment of new ter­

ritorial borders to regulate their spheres of influence. 

For postcolonial and de colonial approaches, then, colo­

nialism and imperialism are crucial ontological foun­

dations for understanding world politics. Moreover, it 

becomes impossible to disentangle the 'West' from the 

'non-West' in terms of thinking about world histor.y 

because of imperial and colonial experience (see Case 

Study 11.1). 

These considerations are also connected to the 

normative or ethical foundations for world politics. 

Postcolonial and decolonial approaches have tended to 
understand the attitudes, practices, and structures sup­

porting Western supremacy in the world as unequal, 

racist, and dehumanizing. This is because they tend to 
elevate Western states and peoples as being fundamen­

tally more important, historically Significant, and wor.­

thy f attention than non-Westerners. They often lead 

to the consequences of producing attitudes of super-i­

ority, entitlement, and indifference towards the non­

West. They also produce what many see as hypocritiCal 

attitudes towards the non-West. 

For exampl , in the field of economics, il is under­
stood that the ways in which the West b came 

are now effectively banned by international 
and treatie. orne fthe e are e n to be III raIJ}' appro­

priate, 'uch a agreements against the lIse of enslaved 
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Imperial wars after decolonization? Rethinking Vietnam 

Air Force helicopters in the Vietnam War 
t, LOU Collection / Alamy Stock Photo 

postcolonial approaches to international relations often highlight 

the continuities between ideas and practices during and after 

colonial rule. One of the areas in which they highlight continui­

ties is in the practice of imperial wars waged by Western powers 

in smaller states in the Global South, even after 'independence'. 

During the height of European imperialism, it was common 

for imperial and colonial powers to use military force to achieve 

1I0minance or control of territories and people around the world, 

such as in the wars against indigenous peoples in North America, 

the Opium Wars in China, and the 'Scramble for Africa' (see Case 

Study 3.2). 
Imperial wars had several key characteristics. They were expan­

sionist, because they sought to extend the power and influence 

of imperial states into new spaces or maintain recent gains. They 

were often asymmetric in terms of the more destructive military 

technologies usually available to the imperial powers, such as 

naval bombardment, machine guns, and air power. They were 

often population-centric, targeting not just control of land but 

aiming for the domination, terror, and disciplining of the people 

within it. Finally, while these wars often used troops and com­

manders from Europe, they were also often fought by locally hired 

proxies or imperial forces brought from elsewhere, and depended 

on 'friendly' local partners who would maintain imperial interests. 

~abour and colonial territorial expansion. However, it 

IS argued that the West also became rich through the 

assertion of control over markets and state financial 

and legal support for particular sectors, which poorer 
(OU . . 

ntnes are Il t permilted to do lInd r contemporary 

dtvelopl1lenl regime . Thi has bee n called 'kicking 
~lVaYth Id ' . b e a der by ecol101nlsl Ha-Joon hang (2002), 
ecn\!se il deprives poorer cOllntrie of the same oPJ'or-

luny · . 
r lIe for conomic growth. M reover, the Wc t COll-

~\les to enforce unfail' trade and taxation rules that 

'1cu,t their Own economies at the expense of poorer 

Until recently, conventional approaches to IR did not usually 

count these wars as part of the record of 'inter-state' wars, which 

are recorded in databases such as the Correlates of War project, 

because many of the political formations involved were not rec­

ognized as 'states' (with the exception of China, for example). 

Imperial wars in this sense are explicitly excluded from the pic­

ture by influential scholars such as Kenneth Waltz (1979). More 

recent wars in Vietnam and Afghanistan were seen by conven­

tional scholars as part of US national security strategies during 

the cold war and the 'war on terror', respectively. 

However, by looking at the historical record of intervention 

in these spaces and reflecting on the kinds of practices that 

this warfare involves, postcolonial approaches highlight their 

characteristically imperial nature. The Vietnamese liberation 

movement, for example, had declared independence in 1945 at 

the end of the Second World War, but continued to fight, first 

against French colonialism (with American and British backing) 

until 1954, at which point Vietnam was temporarily partitioned, 

and then against the US and the US-installed South Vietnamese 

government from 1955 until 1975, when American forces finally 

withdrew and Vietnam was reunified. The war killed over 2 mil­

lion people, including a high number of civilians. In terms of its 

expansionist, asymmetric, population-centric, and even proxy­

based character, many have understood this as an imperial war 

based on the attempted maintenance of Western influence and 

interests in the region. 

Historians have also traced the sharing and circulation of 

military counter-insurgency strategies developed by colo­

nial French strategists in Algeria and Indochina (which drew 

on techniques used against Native Americans in earlier peri­

ods) into British practices in Malaya and Kenya, and forward 

to the American-led 'war on terror' in Afghanistan, Iraq, and 

elsewhere (Khalili 2012). They note that in each of these cases, 

liberal values, civilization, and security were invoked as justifi­

cations for imperial violence. 

Question 1: What are the key features of imperial wars? 

Question 2: Are imperial wars a legitimate response to a per­

ceived national security threat? 

producers and governments (see Ch. 28). Given the role 

of Western imperialism in shaping the economic struc­

tures that govern the world economy today, many argue 

that there are strong moral obligations on the West to 

make reparations for the effects these have had, par­

ticularly towards the descendants of formerly enslaved 

people. 

cv Watch the video on the online resources to see 

the author discussing 'What are postcolonial 

and decolonial approaches?' 
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Key Points 

• Postcolonial and decolonial approaches are a way of thinking 

about the world rather than a rigid theory. 

• The approaches include insights about how we think 

about and know the world (epistemology), what we 

study (ontology), and our ethical or normative 

responsibilities. 

• Postcolonial and decolonial approaches seek to understand 

things from the perspectives of the colonized/ formerly 

colonized and to challenge the ways that such people are 

often represented in mainstream approaches. 

• They seek to think about world politics by keeping 

imperialism and colonialism in view as a structure of POWer 

which influences and shapes many other forms of POWer in 

the world, such as sovereignty. 

• They challenge the West in terms of its moral responsibility 

for inequalities in the world today, arguing that the West is 

often hypocritical and dehumanizing because it fails to 

recognize the bases for its own wealth and power, which are 

rooted in domination over and exploitation of people and 

resources around the world. 

11.3 Where did postcolonial and decolonial ideas come from? 

Postcolonial and decolonial ideas are inspired by the 
history and practice of decolonization. They share 
many common historical reference points, but the dif­

ferences between them are also shaped by different 
geographic and philosophical locations. Whereas post­

colonial approaches have been commonly associated 
with thinkers of Asian and African descent, decolonial 
approaches have been principally cultivated by Latin 
American thinkers. We will consider the common his­

torical roots of the two approaches before looking at the 
differences between them. 

An important foundation is a shared understand­

ing of the history of Western empires. Many Western 
countries controlled and dominated other parts of 

Figure 11 .1 Map of empires in 1914 

the world, beginning with the Spanish conqnest and 
occupation of the Americas in the sixteenth cenl ury; 

continuing through the Dutch occupations around 
the Indian Ocean, and reaching a high point in lht 

British and French empires of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, which claimed territorial so\,­

ereignty over large sections of Asia and Africa (05« 

Fig. 11.1). At its height, the British Empire is said 
to have controlled over a quarter of the world's la'nd 
area. Empires engaged in many different forms of 
control and transformation, usually based on their 
ability to militarily subdue or co-opt the rulers 0( 

the area. However, sometimes colonial control also 
involved forms of extensive land dispossession and 

--

© Andrew0921/Wikimedia Commons. Distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 Unported (CC BY 3.0): https://creallvecorn 
org/licenses/by/3.0/ deed.en. 

oCidal vi lellce against the ind igenous pe pie, 
~CI~ tbe America. and Australas ia. While ther have 
' 111 

• 1 other p werful empire in world hi to ry, slI ch 
beer . , . 

in Japa n, hll1a. Russ,,\, lra.ll , and Turkey, th 11' 

~ Mence ha often been cur ta iled and overwritten by 
10 11' I . Ije tern in ' uence 111 re ent cen une . 
\ Whatever kind of imperial or colon ia l con tr I wa . 

'cised by E lIJ' peru, p wers, however, I here were a 
(;(el . 
untber f com mon pattern to the e pra tlce (see Bo'" 

~IJ). politica lly, they for ed a formal recognition of 
'l1lperial m l in the area, for in. tance Lhrough decla r­
;ng 1o),atty 10 a European monarch. Economically, they 

often for cd ind igeo lI ' or imp r ted en laved peoples 
10 ' ork and produce 1110 tly ~ r imperial ma rkets. fot 
Illue or no reward . 'nley <11 0 extracted raw materials 

in~ establisbed trad monopoli,es on key imports a nd 
export. ul turally, they promoted and imposed their 

own language > law , and ofte n religion cia lly, they 
often invented, appropriated, or reinforced racial hier­

archies, tribal divisions , and gender norms among peo­

ple in order to divide and manage them. 
Re i lance to this system of cOlltrol could be found 

in multiple places, right from the beginning of imperial 

practices, but then was particularly facilitated by the 
improved transport and communication infrastruc­
tures of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
(see Box 11.2), From the earliest times, many ordinary 
people subjected to enslavement and/or colonial rule 

simply ran away, either by temporarily evading the 
imperial officials or through establishing communi­
ties beyond their reach, with their own cultures and 
economies. These low-profile zones of independence 
and autonomy became important in facilitating wider 

forms of resistance. 
Others rejected their unequal treatment through 

asserting themselves politically and militarily, ulti­

mately demanding independence from colonial powers. 
Akey episode here was the Haitian Revolution starting 
in 1791, in which the currently and formerly enslaved 
OUsted French ma ters and troops, declaring themselve 
freeand laveryab Iished ( eeCh.18). ln Haiti ,a in th 

Indian independence movement over the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, there was simultaneously an 
appropriation of 'Western' id al ( llch as the Right 

of Man, nat ional self-detennination. and democracy) 
ilol1gside the retenlion/cultivatioll of alternative reli­
gious, cultura l. and polit ical tandpoints ( uch a those 
~Ooled in V d 0 r Hindu a et ici rn) in the search 
IOr ' d 
i.I In ependence and freed m. Tran n at i n<l l fo rm f 
"I I\I' ~ . 

IlIcatlon were al 0 cult ivated and celebrated as par t 
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Box 11.1 Aime Cesaire's Discourse on 
Colonialism 

Between colon izer and colonized there is room only for 

forced labo r, intimidation, pressure, the police, taxation, theft, 

rape, compulsory crops, contempt, mistrust, arrogance, self­

complacency, swinishness, brainless elites, degraded masses. 

No human contact, but relations of domination and submis­

sion which turn the colonizing man into a class-room monitor, 

an army sergeant, a prison guard, a slave driver, and the indig­

enous man into an instrument of production. 

My turn to state an equation: colonization = 'thing-if ication .' 

I hear the storm. They talk to me about progress, about 

'achievements: diseases cured, improved standards of living. 

I am talking about societies drained of thei r essence, cul­

tures trampled underfoot, institutions undermined, lands 

confiscated , religions smashed, magnificent arti stic creations 

destroyed, extraordinary possibilities wiped out. 

They throw facts at my head, statistics, mileages of roads, 

canals, and railroad tracks. 
I am talking about thousands of men sacrificed to the 

Congo-Ocean. I am talking about those who, as I write this, are 

digging the harbor [sic] of Abidjan by hand. I am talking about 

millions of men torn from their gods, their land, their habits, 

their life-from life, from the dance, from wisdom. 

I am talking about millions of men in whom fear has been 

cunningly instilled, who have been taughtto have an inferiority 

complex, to tremble, kneel, despair, and behave like flunkeys. 

They dazzle me with the tonnage of cotton or cocoa that has 

been exported, the acreage that has been planted with olive 

trees or grapevines. 
I am talking about natural economies that have been dis­

rupted-harmonious and viable economies adapted to the 

indigenous population-about food crops destroyed, malnu­

trition permanently introduced, agricultural development ori­

ented solely toward the benefit of the metropolitan countries, 

about the looting of products, the looting of raw materials. 

They pride themselves on abuses eliminated . 

I too talk about abuses, but what I say is that on the old 

ones-very real-they have superimposed others-very detest­

able. They talk to me about local tyrants brought to reason; but 

I note that in general the old tyrants get on very well with the 

new ones, and that there has been established between them, 

to the detriment of the people, a circuit of mutual services and 

complicity. 

They talk to me about civilization . I talk about proletariani­

zation and mystification. 
(CI!saire 2000 [1955]: 42-4) 

of the resistance to the West, including Pan-Africanism 
and Pan-Arabism. Their legacies are now present in the 

African Union and the Arab League. Violent military 
and political struggles for independence continued well 
after the Second World War, particularly in French and 

British colonies such as Indochina, Malaya, Kenya, and 
Algeria (see Case Study 11.1). These struggles produced 
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Box 11.2 Selected instances of anti-colonial 
revolt 

1791-1804 Haitian Revolution 

1798 Irish Rebellion 

1808-33 Spanish-American wars of independence 

1857 Indian Revolt 

1881-99 Mahdi Rebellion 

1893 Franco-Siamese War 

1896 Battle of Adwa 

1899 Philippine Insurgency 

1899-1901 Boxer Rebellion 

1915 Chilembwe Uprising 

1916 Easter Rising 

1920-2 

1929 

1946-54 

1952-64 

1954-62 

Indian Non-Cooperation Movement 

Aba Women's Riots 

First Indochina War 

Mau Mau Rebellion 

Algerian War of Independence 

famous intellectuals and leaders such as Frantz Fanon 

(1925-1961) and Ho Chi Minh (1890-1969). 

Anti-colonial movements also contributed to and 

were influenced by Marxist critiques of imperialism 

and capitalism, which were associated with left-wing 

movements around the world. Although Marx and 

Engels themselves considered India backward and did 

not accord the 1857 Rebellion much historical impor­

tance, non-white thinkers on the left such as W. E. B. 
Du Bois, C. L. R. James, and M. N. Roy saw the develop­

ment of global capitalism as fundamentally dependent 

on colonial structures. Such views were shared by some 

European leftists such as Rosa Luxemburg, and the cli­

mate of anti-imperial and anti-capitalist thought was 

also cultivated among Chinese thinkers such as Liang 

Qichao. Many intellectuals who became prominent 

in the anti-colonial movements of the twentieth cen­

tury also studied, trained, and travelled outside their 

own countries, often in the metropole and sometimes 

extensively, sharing ideas with other anti-imperial and 

anti-colonial movements. Not only were critiques of 

colonial capitalism shared, but also strategies of worker 

organization and strikes, mass non-cooperation, and 

monopoly breaking became part of the core repertoire 
of anti-colonial and anti-imperial resistance. 

During and after formal political independence, a 
common Third World identity took shape in different 

international forums, such as the Bandung Conference 

of 1955 and the Havana Tricontinental Confe ren 

1966. In these paces, A ian, African and ~e~ 
American leader came together 10 discu their lllu ah" 
cO~1C~rns.' which i~lclud~d ongoing ~orms of racial ~~ 
Cnmll1atlon and IInpel'lal conlrol 111 the world 

omy. The United Nati n (UN) also became a pa:~~ll' 
Global S ulh collaboration. despite its initia l de . \lr 
as a vel~icle for ntinuillg .imperia~ ontrol (M.azo~~ 
2009). l-or example, the United Nations onfcl'el' .Cean 
Trade and Developmenl (UN TAD) was e tablis~ 

ill 1964 and led by Rall! Pl'ebi ch, an ArgClllini:
d 

economi t who had contributed to the development 11 

dependency theory, which explained why former: 

colonized countries remained relatively POOl' and ill 
many cases got poorer. 

In addition, universities in formerly colonizea 

countries often became an important space where anti­

colonial and postcolonial thought flourished. The 
University of Dar-es-Salaam in Tanzania was associated 

with the ongoing fight for southern African IiberatioijJ 

resistance to apartheid in South Africa, and postcolo_ 

nial struggles in the Caribbean. In India, the Universit}i 

of Delhi was home to a number ofleftist historians who 
developed a form of postcolonial historiography known 

as Subaltern Studies, and in the United States a numbet: 

of exiled and diasporic intellectuals continued to write 

about imperial rule, culture, and governance. 

Simultaneously, in Latin America a range of inter­

connected intellectual projects associated with lib; 

eration were growing, including liberation t heologyJ 

radical pedagogies, and the recovery of indigenous 

philosophies. These were historically contextualized by 

the ongoing problems of global dependency as well 35 

the emergence of authoritarian governments in Latin 

America and the repression of different groups. Keyintel­

lectual figures of this time included Enrique Dussel and 

Rodolfo Kusch, who drew historical critique and phillli 

sophical dialogue with European thinkers together witli 

indigenous and popular forms of political resistance. 

In Western scholarship, the field which became 

known as 'postcolonial studies' evolved in the 19805 

and 1990s, in dialogue with debates within histoO! 

philosophy, and literature. Famous thinkers in theSC 

circles in luded Ranajit GUll<l, Edward aid, Ho . 

Bhabha, and Gayatri pivak. In the y al' that folio' ~ 
writers frOI11 Latin America uch as Anfbal QLlijallO 

and Mada Lugones developed 'decolonial' thinl(· 

ing, which fUll liolled as a sympatheti ritique bO~ 
. III 

of dependency theoqr and of the cultunli mphas1S 

postcolonial studies. 

, postcolonial and decolonial approaches are inspired by the 

hiStory and practice of decolonization struggles, which 

entailed intellectual, political, and military strategies against 

colonial empires. 

, colonial and imperial rule had a number of common 

political, economic. cultural, and social features, most of 

which were functionally related to the control of territories 

and people, despite differences in historical context. 

, Resistance to imperialism and colonialism took place at 

many historical moments, but picked up organizational and 

political momentum in the early twentieth century due to 

improved infrastructures and mobility as well as the growth 

of anti-colonial ideas. 
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• Anti-colonial intellectuals had many transnational influences 

and connections which shaped their ideas, political 

strategies, and material capabilities for resistance. Many 

were linked to communist organizations in the USSR and 

China. 

• A Third World identity and way of thinking continued after 

formal political independence, consolidated at conferences 

such as the Bandung Conference in Indonesia and the 

Tricontinental Conference in Havana. 

• Postcolonial and decolonial approaches are strongly 

influenced by this history of transnational anti-colonial 

activity. 

11 .4 What are the main ideas underpinning postcolonial 
and decolonial thought? 

In line with the idea that postcolonial and decolo­

nial approaches are a way of thinking about the 

world rather than a rigid theory, they are guided by 
a number of key concepts and ideas. In this section, 

we will examine some of the most influential ideas 

in the tradition and the thinkers they have been 

associated with. Although not necessarily originat­

ing in the field of IR, they clearly have insights into 

the functioning of world politics. We will see in 

Section 11.5 how they have been used in more recent 
IR scholarship. 

11 .4.1 Colonialism as a system of (total) 
violence 

Frantz Fanon argued that, as a system, colonialism rep­
resents a totalizing form of violence. This is because it 

Operates nol only at phy ical, ec nomi , and political 

level . putting colonizers and ettlers above ' nalives' in 

lhecolony, but al 0 involve Iheir p y hological. social. 

~nd cultural destruction through forms of racism and 
hngui tic/cultural imperialism. Fanon, a trained p y­
hiatrist. wrote about the alienating and dehumanizing 

character of racism in French colonial metropolitan 
cUhu . re lJ1 Black kin. White Masks (Fallon 2008 (19541). 

~lVeUa Ihe nature of the struggl againstcoloniali m 

Eqsed On experience in Algeria in Tile Wretched of the 

north (~n~on 2001 [L965j). In Fanon' view, there was 

~ ~osslbdlty of political reconciliation or accommo-
hon With coloniaHsm since it was founded on this 

fundamental negation of the humanity and rights of 

the colonized. This situation meant that the colonized 

needed to completely overturn colonialism, ultimately 

through forms of violent resistance which could form 

the basis for a more equal, fraternal footing in the 

future. 

11.4.2 Neo-colonialism as an economic 
and political structure 

The term 'neo-colonialism' was coined by Kwame 

Nkrumah, an anti-colonial activist and the first leader 

of independent Ghana, in the early 1960s. He published 

Neo-colonialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism in 1965. 

According to Nkrumah (1965), 'The essence of neo­

colonialism is that the State which is subject to it is, in 

theory, independent and has all the outward trappings 

of international sovereignty. In reality its economic sys­
tem and thus its political policy is directed from out­

side.' Nkrumah was specifically referring to situations 

(often former French colonies) where, despite indepen­

dence, foreign military troops had stayed in the country, 

where foreign investors or corporations owned land, 

industries, and mining concessions, and where poliCies 

on a range of domestic and international affairs were 

being directed by external forces-typically the former 

colonial power, but also often superpower interference. 

Neo-colonialism was seen as a key driver of violence 

and economic impoverishment in newly independent 

countries. 
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11.4.3 Oriental ism and Otherness as 
modes of representation 

The word 'Orientalists' at one time referred to scholars 
who studied Eastern cultures, religions, and languages 
in Western universities. In Edward Said's famous work, 

Orientalism (Said 2003 [1978]), however, he argued that 
Orientalism was also a way of imagining and represent­

ing the world in ways that justified and supported imperi­
alism. This meant depicting Europeans as rational, strong, 
enlightened, and liberal, in contrast to non-Europeans 
who were shown as barbaric, effeminate, weak, danger­

ous, and irrational Others. He showed these romanticiz­
ing attitudes and forms of representation to be widespread 

in English literature of the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Valentin Mudimbe (1988) has made a related 
argument about the imagination of 'Africa' through rela­
tions of Otherness in Western thinking. For both schol­

ars, the ways in which we represent the non-Western 

Other is a significant factor in justifying imperial control 
and paternalistic practices towards them. 

11.4.4 Eurocentrism as an intellectual 
habit/practice 

'Eurocentrism' can be understood as the widespread 

tendency to treat Europe as the primary subject of and 
reference point for world history, civilization, and/or 
humanity. The use of the term was popularized by a num­
ber of critical thinkers associated with dependency theory, 
such as Samir Amin and Immanuel Wallerstein, although 
it is also associated with postcolonial historians such as 

Dipesh Chakrabarty. Eurocentric thinking, for example 

in economics or history, might involve the assumption 
that all societies will or should evolve along the lines of 
European ones, or a comparison of other societies' fail­

ures in relation to a European 'universal' standard. It 
also generally entails the ignoring of histories, cultures, 

and knowledges originating from outside Europe in the 
discussion of world affairs. In many cases, this is because 
such knowledges and cultures are represented as stagnant 

or non-dynamic. 

11.4.5 Subaltern as the social position of 
the colonized 

TIle term 'subaltern' is often connected with the thought 
of Sardinian Marxist thinker Antonio Gramsci (1891-

1937). Gramsci reflected on how power was exercised not 

just through violence but also through culture and ideol­
ogy in society. He described the forms of ideological and 
cultural domination exercised by the ruling classes as 

'hegemony', and th e groups e eluded ft' m these fOt 
of representati n as 'subaltern'. In re earch i ng the cOlon~ 
hi tQries f India' peasantry, the Subaltern Studies c 1\1

1 o. 
lective established by Ranajit ,uha u ed lhi franlework 
to analyse the political, econ mic, and cultural exdllSj 
f r · · I I ' Oil o peasanls r m Lmpen a 1egemoOl str u tu res of 10 

"Iv, 
right, languages, and property. H wever, due 10 the fact 
thal uch groups were subaltern, they were not well r~p' 
resented in the hist rical record, po ing method logical 
challenges which needed to be overcome. Gayatri Spiva~>s 
(1988) cautious critique of attempting to write such histo_ 
ries drew attention to the intersecting roles of colonialism 
and patriarchy in rendering Indian peasant women dou. 
bly colonized/subaltern. 

11.4.6 Modernity/colonialityas 
overarching historical/philosophical 
structure 

'Modernity/coloniality' is a term developed among 
Latin American thinkers, principally Enrique Duss~l, 

Anibal Quijano, Walter Mignolo, and Mada Lugones. 
It is a central idea in decolonial theory. Contrary to the 

conventional view of modern ity as progressive, equal· 
izing, and democratic, it says that the philosophical and 
political project of modernity is foundation ally pre· 
mised on coloniality-that is, a racialized, hierarchical 
binary that empowers people and ideas seen as 'modern' 
over those seen as 'non-modern'. Such a hierarchical 

structure is seen to animate modern global processes 
such as capitalism, science, state-building, and develog· 
ment, and has been expanding since the Spanish con· 
quest of the Americas in 1492. As argued by Lugones 

(2007), it has also shaped a particular form of colonial 

patriarchy and remade gender relations along colonial 
lines. This 'dark' side of modernity is rooted deeply in 

the conceptions of man and knowledge that underpin 
European philosophy. TIlis structure of modernity/colo' 

niality monopolizes and universalizes its own ways ~ 
thinking, erasing and exploiting others through fornU 

of modern power. 

11.4.7 'Border thinking' as a way to think 
decolonially 

The term 'border thinking' was coined by ChjcaJII 

thinker Gloria Anzaldua (2012 [1987]) and is associn 

with Waiter Mignolo. It can be under . t od as lhi nk~: 
from the 'underside' of modernity. Tt means to thl 
with the perspectives of people who are marginaliZ 

't)'''' undervalued, or excluded by the ideal f modenll 

. ra lll 
for example, indigenous p ople , non-white 1111g , 

cl women. This kind of thinking is subvel'sive because 
~I~ej ects the authori ty of E uropean 'reason and intro­

~llce th possibility of alternatives to coloni<l l moder-
ity.lbm n 1'0 foguei offer th Zapal i la philo phy 

n.on example of borde.r thj nki.ng. The ZapaLi la In ve­

\ent has combined indigenous Mexican ideas abouL 

~ Ild and pirituali ty with leftist cr itiques of capitalism 
~nd the tale in th ir project to create and defend an 

~llernative way or life in Chjapas, Mexico. TIle c ncept 
(If border thinking re onate strongly with longer­
established historical practices of re istance to colonial 

ideas and syslem frule. 

11.4.8 Decolonization as practices to 
overturn colonialism and coloniality 

The term 'decolonization' has been experiencing some­

thing of a renaissance in recent years. In the mid­
twentieth century, during the widespread struggles 
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against colonialism, 'decolonization' usually referred 
to processes of gaining political independence in the 
framework of nation al self-determination. However, it 
was also used by intellectuals such as Fanon, Ngugi wa 
Thiong'o, and Ashis Nandy to refer to the psychological 
and intellectual struggle against colonialism through 
the retrieval of indigenous agency, language, and spiri­
tuality-that is, to 'decolonize the mind'. More recently, 

'decolonization' has been used to refer to a range of crit­
ical projects across many social, cultural, and scientific 

fields that seek to interrogate and overturn the legaCies 
of colonialism, such as de colonizing the curriculum 
(see Opposing Opinions 11.1). This usage of'decolo­
nization' has attracted some criticism from indigenous 

scholars in settler-colonial societies (see Box 11.3), such 
as Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang (2012), who argue that 

its principal meaning in terms of regaining territorial 
sovereignty is being diluted and therefore its political 
potential is being neutralized or co-opted. 

Opposing Opinions 11.1 Universities can be decolonized 

For 

Universities have changed in line with the times, with lots 

more women, working-class students, and students of col­

our. This means that some of the barriers of colonial prejudice 

Reeping various students out of the classroom are bei ng bro­

ken down. Different types of students can expand the horizons 

of knowledge that universities provide, meaning that they can 

become less tied to the imperial attitudes of the West. 

Thanks to globalization, there are more resources available in 

terms of knowledge, resources, and perspectives available in 

different subjects. One of the factors limiting the kinds of knowl­

edge taught by universities has been access to sources of knowledge 

from different groups, in different languages, and made in different 

media. Duetothe revolution in communication, knowledge produc­

tion has become more global and more democratic. 'Decolonizing' 

the university must mean drawing on these wider perspectives and 

sources of information to understand different issues. 

EdUcation has historically functioned as a tool of liberation. 

Many activists involved in decolonization struggles and other 

struggles for rights have found that universities across the world 

are SPaces to develop their ideas, create social networks, and 

prodUce writing of their own. The university is therefore not a 

static institution, but rather becomes whatever its students arid 
staff make of it. 

Against 

Universities tend to promote elite knowledges and world­

views. Precisely because the West has dominated the world, its 

universities have promoted forms of knowledge and worldviews 

that reinforce this domination. Many universities in the Global 

South have sought to emulate, rather than to challenge, this 

organization of knowledge. 

The domination of the English language and expensive pub­

lishing formats limits access. As long as English is the domi ­

nant language for academic research, there will be inequal ities 

in terms of access to knowledge. The globalization of academic 

publishing has not meant an end to imperial hierarchies either­

corporate publishers located in the West dominate the market 

and set the agenda for universities around the world . They con­

trol access to the most prestigious knowledge in order to extract 

income from it. 

Most people across the world regard university education 

as a means to help them participate in a capitalist, Western­

dominated world economy. For most people, surviving in the 

world they encounter is a more important priority than trying to 

change it. This means that it is more likely that the university edu­

cation they seek wi ll be about training them to f it in with estab­

lished fields of knowledge or ways of doing things rather than 

radically changing them. 

1. Do you agree that today we have more democratic forms of knowledge-making and knowledge-sharing than in the past? 

2. 15 the predominance of the English language a barrier to decolonization? 

3. Are more people interested in trying to survive in the world than in trying to change it? 

CD Visit the online resources to discover pointers to help you tackle these questions. 
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Key Points 

• Postcolonial and decolonial approaches have developed 

their own conceptual apparatus for understanding the world 

through terms such as 'neo-colonialism', 'Orientalism', 

'Eurocentrism', 'modernity/coloniality', and others. These 

terms have specific meanings when used by writers in this 

context, but are sometimes used in a more general way. 

• Postcolonial and decolonial approaches emerge in slightly 

different geographical and historical locations, with 

postcolonial approaches mostly associated with thinkers 

from regions formerly colonized by Britain or France such as 

Asia and Africa, and decolonial approaches associated with 

Box 11.3 Settler colonialism 

'Settler colonialism' refers to forms of colonialism which involve 

eliminating 'native' society and establishing other populations 

and their laws as sovereign in a territory. This type of coloni­

alism has been most recently associated with European set­

tlement in North and South America, North Africa, Southern 

Africa, Australia, New Zealand, and Palestine, In these instances, 

European empires acquired land through a combination of 

force and agreements (many of which are contested/forgot­

ten), and set about establishing control of entire territories or 

continents. They often did so by claiming that the land was 

unoccupied ('terra nullius'), and by encouraging mass immigra­

tion from Europe. 'Natives' were initially displaced from stra­

tegic rivers, coasts, and farming land and often contained in 

poorly resourced 'reservations'. Many died either from direct , 

thinkers from regions formerly colonized by Spain or 

Portugal such as Central and South America. 

• There are some different emphases between postcolonial 

and decolonial approaches in terms of vocabulary and 

thinking, such as the emphasis in decolonial thought On the 

cosmologies of indigenous peoples. 

• Decolonization is a contested term with multiple meanings, 

but it is a term increasingly applied to activity in different 

spheres such as art, education, and culture, that seeks to 

dislodge the centrality of Western epistemologies and 

viewpoi nts. 

sometimes genocidal, violence or from famine and disease 

incurred by displacement (such as in the US), Native rulers, 

languages, and laws were ignored or discouraged, and in many 

territories (such as Canada and Australia) native children were 

forcibly removed from their families and sent to settler families 

or boarding schools in order to make them 'assimilate' to settler 

culture. Patrick Wolfe (2006) has famously argued that settler 

colonialism is a 'structure' rather than an event. Many indige. 

nous groups continue to press for their rights, either as granted 

to them in particular treaties (such as the Waitangi Treaty In 

Aotearoa/New Zealand) or for sovereignty that was never ojfi· 
cially ceded (such as in Canada and Australia). Some of these 

dynamics are also key features of the ongoing conflict between 

Israel and the Palestin ians. 

11.5 Postcolonial and decolonial approaches to studying world politics 

Questions of empire, race, and colonialism were 

pressing issues in the early twentieth century, when 

International Relations was being established as a 

scholarly field. As Robert Vitalis (2000) has shown in 

political science, there was a distinct subfield of study 

known as 'Colonial Administration', The famous 

International Relations journal Foreign AjJairs began 

life as the Journal of Race Development in 1900, unusu­

ally including contributions from African-American 

scholars such as W. E. B, Du Bois. 

Du Bois's contributions have been overlooked until 

recently in IR, but he was prominent in his time. In 

1902, Du Bois argued that the 'global colour line' was 

the major problem of the twentieth century. In his anal­

ysis, developed over the following years, he argued that 

one of the main causes for war between European states 

was competition for control of colonies and imperial 

possessions, and that this itself was driven by racial 

discrimination and a sense of white superiority. For 
Du Bois (1917), the invention of 'whiteness' as a eJI5t 

of identity was linked to the emergence of capitalism 

and democracy in Europe. This had produced a masS of 
people who wanted to consume different goods and 10 

feel a sense of political pride-imperialism was a sd!u· 
tion to both problems for them. 

Du Bois's work, and that of others around him sucb 

as the Howard School (Vitalis 2015), however, waS not 

retained as part of the canon of IR. For various reasons. 

not least the chilling political climate associated ,,!itb 

the cold war in the West, anti-colonial and p ostcOJIY 

nial thinking did not receive much attention on its C)\1'\t 

terms in the field of IR until the 1990s. At most, people 
were familiar with dependency theory and co nvell' 
tional accounts of de colonization such as that of !-ledJ 
Bull (1984). However, following work in the 1990S.b. 

Roxanne Doty (1993), Sankaran Krishna (1993), $lbJ 

ovOgui (.1996), and Pbillip Darby and .}. Paolini 

~~94). postco~onial and cleco.loniaJ approac h e s began 

I flourish in the field from the 2000 onwards. 
to 

~1.5.1 International relations theory 

m II}' 0 I' liJle of attack WII on onvenli oa l 
Olle 

"JJati na] Relations theory. Scholars such as 
101 ... 
'r! hl13 (2001) argued th:lt 1R theory ab tl'acted too 

~UGI1 from reality wh n.it t.reated tate < independent 

nits and. only wrote about the Western states. This 

UOilbJed IR cholal'ship to depict the nineteenth cen­

t va a 'Hundred Years' Peace' in the .international 
(Pf, ' 

lem, for example, completely ign ring the dynamics 

ofllJ11pire. It also allowed a view of internationa l Jaw 
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that saw it as part of the civilizing influence of the West 

(Grovogui 1996). By contrast, viewed from the perspec­

tive of colonized peoples, the nineteenth century was 

anything but peaceful, involving the violent, sometimes 

genocidal, suppression of resistance to imperial con­

trol. Instruments such as international law and trade 

were not developed because the West was naturally 

civilizing, but because it was attempting to assert sov­

ereign rule over non-European spaces on sea and land . 

From this perspective, International Relations theory 

was part of the problem of imperial violence, allowing 

Western intellectuals to sanitize and limit their under­

standing of international order through selective for­

getting, especially the forgetting of commitments made 

by colonizing powers (see Case Study 11.2). 

e Study 11.2 I ndigenous peoples between the 'domestic' and the 'international' 

:Anti-pipeline protesters hang protest signs on a blocked 

train in solidary with the Wet'suwet'en nation 
Cl Puffin's Pictures / Alamy Stock Photo 

Our common impression of the modern nation-state in 

International Relations is of a territorially bounded, fully sovereign 

entity containing a group of people (i.e. a 'nation') who are citizens 

ofthe state, governed by a single set of laws. 'Western' states are 

often seen to express these norms or expectations most fully. 

However, many Western states, including Canada, the United 

States, Australia, and New Zealand, are 'settler states', meaning 

that they were built on territories expropriated from indigenous 

peO~tes (see Box 11.3). Although the process of colonization vio­

lently and negatively impacted the presence of indigenous peo­

ples, they were not fully eliminated, and continue to exist and 

serr' Organize within and between settler slates (Lightfoot 2021). 

For example, the Haudenosaunee Confederacy (known to set­

Uers as the Iroquois) is a political federation of five nations-the 

MOhawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, and Seneca-whose 

lIlembers are located across the borders of the settler states of 

Canada and the United States, and which dates back to 1142 in 

SOme records. Extremely powerful, particularly during the sev­

~teenth and eighteenth centuries, it is widely understood that 

C e structures of shared decision-making and democracy in the 

onrederacy influenced the drafters of the settler US Constitution. 

However, as colonization expanded, the power and land of the 

Haudenosaunee was challenged both militarily and politically. 

Nonetheless, various treaties were signed by the settler govern­

ments with both the Confederacy and member nations which 

recognized their sovereignty and their land rights in perpetuity, as 

well as their rights to pass through territories separated by the set­

tler border. But despite these treaties, the acquisition of indigenous 

land has continued, albeit in a highly contested way, over the cen­

turies. Indigenous peoples affirm in many areas that territories are 

'unceded'-i.e. that their settlement was never legally agreed. 

In 2007, after several decades of negotiation, the UN 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) was 

adopted by the General Assembly. Although the US, Canada, 

New Zealand, and Australia initially opposed the resolution, they 

later came to adopt it and in principle incorporate it into law. 

The Declaration affirms the right of collective self-determination 

for indigenous people, their land rights, their cultural rights, their 

rights to custodianship of their children, and so on. Alongside 

historic treaty rights, indigenous law, and international human 

rights norms, the Declaration now forms part of the international 

and national legal infrastructure which is supposed to ensure the 

rights of indigenous peoples. 

Canada has recently attempted a reconciliation process 

between settlers and indigenous peoples to recognize the vio­

lence and dispossession that has attended their relationship over 

time, such as the forcible enrolment of indigenous children in 

violent residential schools over more than a century and the dis­

appearance and abuse of indigenous women and girls. However, 

the Canadian government continues to support fossil fuel and 

mining companies in their use of indigenous land and water sup­

plies, even though indigenous peoples have highlighted its ille­

gality and severe health and environmental consequences. 

Question 1: Should relations between settler colonial states and 

indigenous peoples be understood as a form of 'international 

relations'? 

Question 2: How do indigenous practices of sovereignty-making 

change how we understand sovereignty? 
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Other scholars further developed the idea that 
Eurocentric or colonial thinking was a constitutive part 
of Western IR theory, and even forms of 'critical' theory 
(Gruffydd Jones 2006; Hobson 2012; Sabaratnam 2013). 

They argued that many theories created a mythologized 
image of the West (either positive or negative) which 
was then the only focus of attention in developing the 
theory. This persistent tendency to look 'inwards', to 
have a stereotyped understanding of the West, and to 
ignore the rest of the world (except as areas where the 
West might project power) meant that IR had a limited 
understanding of the world. These tendencies sustain a 
white-racialized positioning in IR theory (Sabaratnam 
2020). Many postcolonial and decolonial scholars in 
IR have suggested alternatives. These include taking 
an approach to historical development which incor­
porates non-Western political, economic, and military 
formations (Bhambra 2007; Zarakol 2010; Phillips and 
Sharman 2015), studying the thought, perspectives, 
and practices of people and scholars outside the West 
(Shilliam 2010, 2015; Tickner and Blaney 2012, 2013; 

Persaud and Sajed 2018), imagining different geograph­
ical starting points for analysis (Ling 2002, 2013; Laffey 
and Weldes 2008; Acharya 2014b; Niang 2018), and 
widening our understanding of where 'politics' takes 
place (Agathangelou and Ling 2009). These different 

mechanisms can help widen perspectives and histo . 
cal understandings. The similarities and djfferenel'j· 
between postcolonial and decolonial approaches co: 
pared to other approaches in IR are given in Table 11.1. 

11.5.2 Alternative takes on mainstream 
issues 

A second aspect of research has been to study speciftc 
'traditional' issues in world politics through POstel). 
lonial and decolonial approaches. A significant early 
work in this vein was Roxanne Doty's book Imperial 
Encounters (1996) on US foreign policy. Most cOQ. 

ventional views of US foreign policy in IR at the tilllt 
were either realist or liberal, with some looking at 
bureaucratic elements in foreign policy-making. IDoty. 
however, demonstrated, using a form of discoufIt 

analysis, that aspects of US foreign policy, as well as 

that of Britain, were enabled by imperial, racialized 
representations of the Philippines and Kenya. Thew 
representations were a critical factor in enabling spe. 
cific foreign policy options to be pursued. In a related 
vein, Mark Laffey and Jutta Weldes (2008) examille 
the Cuban Missile Crisis from the perspectives of ' 
Cuban participants, rather than those of the US 'aod 
Soviet strategists. Seen in this light, the missile GrUiI 

Table 11.1 Similarities and differences between postcolonial and decoloniallR compared to other IR theories 

Theory 

Realism 

Liberalism 

Marxism 

Feminism 

Constructivism 

Poststructu ral ism 

Similarities 

Agree on the self-interested character of elites and 

states, and the centrality of power 

Agree that cooperation is possible and durable 

Agree in general that capitalism is a major 

organizing structure in world politics and that its 

tendencies are exploitative and immiserating 

Agree that patriarchy is a major element in 

structuring international politics 

Agree that the world is 'socially constructed' in 

important ways-particular images produce political 

possibilities (for example, portrayal of Muslims as 

violent/ irrational) 

Agree with critique of knowledge and power as 

being always intertwined, and the idea of meaning 

as being intertextually produced 

Differences from this theory 

Emphasize system as hierarchical and imperial 

than anarchic and sovereign, and power as much 

more multifaceted 

Emphasize that cooperation is only generally 

states considered 'developed'/'civilized' for the 

purposes of securing their privileges 

Emphasize roles of racialization and colonial 

expansion in determining the character and oat1:etllj. 

of exploitation (such as enslavement of Africans, 

conditions for workers in Asia) 

Emphasize (as many feminists do) that gender 

intersects with race, class, and nationality in 

producing structures of power/entitlement 

Emphasize the asymmetric, colonial, and 

character of these constructions 

Emphasize the material as well as discursive 

of oppression, exploitation, and violence, pluS .111' 
importance of strategic essentialism in advanCing 

critical claims (rather than only deconstruction) 

. oot a urpri ing example f nu lear brink manship, 
is. 'I. ' f ut filther Its causes aTe een 111, tl1e en es 0 at tempts 
b de by the US in the 1950s and 1960s to de tabilize 
J113 
he c uban govenul1ent. 
I 'fhe utility of postcolonial and decolonial appr ache 

world politics became more pronounced in light of 
%e terrorist attacks in the US on 11 September 2001 

d the global war on terror that ensued. Following 

:ese attacks, conservative and liberal US intellectuals 
actively encouraged the US to see itself as a benevo­
lent kind of empire and to embrace the assertion of its 

olver in different spaces. Leftist intellectuals, how­
~r, attacked the US for its imperialist policy towards 
IM Middle East, which they considered illegitimate, 
,ritiCizillg the 2003 invasion of Iraq in particular. 
Po tcolonial and decolonial scholars were, however, 
able to contextualize US policy in a longer historical 
ittucture of imperial and colonial power in Iraq and 
IJghanistan (Gregory 2004; Khalili 2012; Manchanda 
2017), demonstrating the significance of those relations 
10 the kinds of decisions made about the region, includ­
ing the techniques of counter-insurgency (see Case 

Study ILl). 

11 .5.3 Retrieving the (formerly) colonized 
as subjects of I R 

It. third area of research paid attention to the histories, 
ideas. and practices of (formerly) colonized peoples 
around the world. This aimed both to deal with the 
problem of their neglect in the discipline, as well as 
\0 demonstrate the alternative possibilities for politics 
that could be understood within them. A significant 
body of decolonial work in this area has been pro­
duced by Robbie Shilliam (2006, 2011, 2015; see Ch. 
IS}1 who examines the political thought and practice 
of the descendants of enslaved Africans around the 
world. This examination reveals alternative forms of 
SQ~ereigllty. rights, solidarity, and justice which are 
lllontive to histories of colonial violence and the pos­
sibllilie of rethinking the 'human'. The work serves as 
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a counterpoint to liberal narratives that see ideas for 
emancipation, rights, and solidarity as fundamentally 
Western in their origins and orientations. 

Other work in the field has emphasized the ways in 
which postcoloniallcolonized subjects present alterna­
tive ways of thinking about international issues (this 
is similar to 'border thinking'; see Section 11.4.7). For 
example, Rahul Rao (2010) has looked at Third World 
cosmopolitan isms as a series of creative responses to 
the twin problems of nationalism and imperialism. 
For Rao, these thinkers demonstrate that it is possible 
to address conundrums in international ethics usually 
posed as an opposition between the domestic and the 
international (see also Gruffydd Jones 2010; Jabri 2012). 

More widely, postcolonial and decolonial scholars have 
thought about how starting with the perspectives and 
worldviews of the colonized can build alternative forms 
of theory and structural analysis about world politics 
(Blaney and Tickner 2017; Sabaratnam 2017). 

Key Points 

• Colonialism and empire were central to the early discipline 

of IR, particularly among African-American thinkers such 

as Du Bois and the Howard School, but were later ignored 

by the central traditions in the field , 

• The cold war environment meant that criticisms of the 

West were often suppressed because of a real or imagined 

relationship with communism, which had a chilling effect 

on the development of I nternational Relations as a field of 

study. 

• Postcolonial and decolonial scholarship in international 

relations has been growing steadily since the 1990s 

alongside other critical traditions, with an increasing 

presence of scholars with heritage in the Global South. 

• Postcolonial and decolonial scholarship has challenged 

mainstream IR theory in terms of its fundamental 

categories and assumptions, developed alternative 

readings of particular issue-areas such as war and security, 

and paid attention to the political thought of (formerly) 

colonized people as a basis for analysing global order. As 

such, it offers many alternative perspectives from which to 

view central problems in the field, 

11.6 Decolonization: the struggle continues? 

I1 is an . . 
COl . mterestmg historical fact that the rise of post-

olllal and d I . I ' ~ha eco oma approaches has contmued, and 
!ties P even grown, several decades after many coun­
turo sUcce sfu lly claimed political independence from 

pe an empires. This has coincided with the fall of 

many leaders associated with decolonization struggles, 
either through death or a political fall from their image 
as liberator (such as Robert Mugabe in Zimbabwe). It 
has also coincided with the growth of many countries 
in the Global South to positions of relative wealth and 
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power, such as China, India, Brazil, and South Africa. 

In fact some of these countries are themselves accused 

of acting in an 'imperial' manner towards others. What 

do postcolonial and decolonial approaches have to offer 

in an era of relatively decreasing Western power? 

One set of contributions reflects the continued per­

sistence of imperial relations in different aspects of 

world order. These are readily apparent when examin­

ing such diverse issues as the composition and practice 

of the UN Security Council, the debates about nuclear 

disarmament, negotiations about the environment, 

trade, and international law, the militarization of the 

Middle East, the conditions of aid and development, the 

debates around Brexit, the resurgence of extreme right­

wing views, the conduct of war, and the regimes around 

migration. For postcolonial and decolonial approaches, 

in each case the field is structured through the assump­

tions of Western superiority and rationality developed 

during the colonial period, and through forms of col­

laboration among formerly imperial powers. 

Moreover, the conceptual tools developed by postco­

lonial and decolonial approaches may also be critically 

applied to the behaviour of non-Western governments. 

For example, farmers' movements and Green move­

ments in Brazil have criticized the alliance between 

their own governments, foreign governments, multi­

national corporations, and Western-dominated inter­

national organizations for the state of environmental 

policy and food policy. For these groups, all mem­

bers of these alliances are complicit in a form of neo­

colonial management of land across the world. 

Relatedly, an explosion in anti-racist movements 

and activities across the world has also generated 

more interest in the global and historical dimensions 

11.7 Conclusion 

Postcolonial and decolonial approaches consider the 

study of world politics at many different levels. At the level 

of theory in IR, they draw attention to the categories that 

are used, the way that knowledge is constructed, and the 

histories that are remembered and forgotten. For these 

approaches, International Relations has been too ready 

to ignore its imperial origins, the questions of racism and 

colonialism in the constitution of international order, 

and the ongoing inequalities that have been produced. 

Postcolonial and decolonial research has, however, sought 

to retrieve these and bring abont a more globally compre­

hensive perspective on the foundations of world order. 

of empire and colonialism. Movements such 
ill 

#RhodesMustFall/#FeesMustFall on South Afriea 
univer ity campu. es a nd #BlackLivesMatter in l~ 
United States have inspired Illany studenls across' th 
g lobe to take i ue with the colonia l founda tions; 

their education and other forms of racial injustice 
oQ 

campus. The ongoing drowning of thousands of Mtddlt 
Eastern and African migrants in the M edi terranea, 

at the borders of the European Union has also dl'!\\rQ 

attention to the double standards at work in the globs,! 

human rights regime when it comes to the d ifferenee 

between white and non-white lives. 

Key Points 

• Postcolonial and decolonial approaches have remained 

popular despite the achievement of political 

independence, the fall in popularity and stature of 

anti-colonial leaders, and the rise of non-Western powers 

such as China, India, and Brazil. 

• Postcolonial and decolonial approaches seek to explain 

many features of the contemporary world order through a 

consideration of relations of imperialism and colonialism, 

which they see as persisting in global institutions, 

international trade, identities in the West, arms control, 

and other issues. 

• Increasingly, decolonization struggles have turned against 

non-Western governments for their continuation of, or 

complicity with, forms of colonial development, such as In 
the struggles over land in Brazil and education in South 

Africa. 

• There are ongoing political struggles which link their 

objectives to the overturning of imperial and colonial 

hierarchies, particularly where these relate to the unequal 

and violent treatment of people who are racialized as 

non-white in both 'international' and 'domestic' contexts. 

Historically speaking, postcolonial and 

nial approaches have emerged in a close rela 

with the political struggles for de colonization 

European rule in the nineteenth and twentieth 

turies. Many do not believe that a politically 

approach to international relations can exist per 

although there can be better and worse unde 

of what is going on in the world . Postcolonial and 

lonial approaches are generally sympathetic to 

interests in promoting a more equal world order, or 
least one in which colonialism and racism become 

powerful. 

The key intellectual challenge ahead for postco­

'al an d de 01 ni;ll approaches will be to see how 
IOlll• 
L hera lded geop Iiti cal hift in power belween tl,e 
lie t and East affect the behaviour o f states and 

~Iber inte rnational a r . Wil l new p wel' in the 

~st remember th ir s truggle fo)' decal nilal ion 

Questions 

1. Where did postcolonial ideas begin? 
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and make a new set of rules for running the world? 

Or will they conform to existing imperial patterns 

of power and domination? Either way, postcolonial 

and decolonial approaches will have much to offer 

the understanding of world politics for some time to 

come. 

2. What are the main differences between postcolonial and decolonial approaches? 

3. Is there a difference between the ideas that influence political activists involved in 

decolonization struggles and the academic approaches to decolonization? 

4. Is it fair to say that International Relations is a colonial discipline? 

5. Is it possible to 'decolonize' International Relations? 

6. Who are the main driving forces behind 'decolonizing' the field? 

7. Does neo-colonialism present the same ethical problems as formal colonialism? 

8. Can we separate the effects of capitalism from the effects of colonialism? 

9. 'Decolonization is not a metaphor' (Tuck and Yang 2012). Discuss with reference to 

education. 

10. With which other theories in IR are postcolonial and decolonial approaches most 

compatible? 

cv Visit the online resources to test your understanding by trying the self-test questions. 
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Chapter 12 

oststructuralism 
LENE HANSEN 

Framing Questions 

• Does language matter for international relations? 

• Do all states have the same identity? 

• Is the state the most important actor in world politics today? 

Reader's Guide 

This chapter focuses on poststructuralism, one of the 

international relations perspectives furthest away from 

the realist and liberal mainstream. Poststructuralists in 

International Relations (IR) draw on a larger body of 

philosophical texts known as poststructuralism. They 

argue that the state stands at the centre of world politics 

~nd that we should understand the state as a particular 

farm of political community. This challenges mainstream 

IR's conception of the state as a rational actor d riven by 

i\ self-help imperative and relative or absolute gains. 

Poststructuralism argues that this conception is ahistori­

ca] and that it marginalizes non- and trans-state actors, 

·stateless people, and those persecuted by 'their own' 

states. The central status that the state now has is not 

inevitable, but rather the result of political and academic 

practices that reproduce this status. Poststructuralists 

hold that foreign policies always imply a particular rep­

resentation of our and others' identities. These identities 

have no fixed meaning, but are constituted in language. 

Using the concept of discourse, poststructuralists argue 

that material 'things' only come to have meaning as 

they are represented by particular words and images. 

Poststructuralists also argue that world politics is prac­

tised not only by governments and international organi­

zations, but through popular culture including film , 

video games, and television shows. 

Visit the online resources to access an 

interactive timeline of how the discipline of 

International Relations has evolved. 
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12.1 Introduction 

Like constructivism, poststructuralism became part 
ofInternational Relations (IR) in the 1980s (see Ch. 13). 

And similar to constructivists, poststructuralists in 
IR were influenced by social and philosophical theory, 
which had played a major role in the humanities since 
the 1970s. Politically, the second cold war's domination 

of the early and mid-1980s impacted poststructuralists, 

who feared that the two blocs would destroy each other 
in a nuclear holocaust (see Ch. 4). Poststructuralists 

held that the key to the cold war lay in the enemy con­

structions that both East and West promoted. The cold 
war is now long gone, but poststructuralism is still very 
much focused on high politics (themes high on the 

foreign policy agenda, such as war, security, and the 
military), and it maintains a concern with states' con­

structions of threats and enemies. 

Poststructuralists bring a critical perspective to the 
study of world politics in two important respects. They 

are critical of the way that most states conduct their 

12.2 Studying the social world 

Because poststructuralism adopts a critical attitude 
to world politics, it raises questions about ontol­
ogy (what is in the world) and epistemology (how 
we can know what is in the world). For students of 

world politics, the most important ontological ques­
tions concern the state. Is the state the only actor that 
really matters, or are non-state actors as-or more­

important? Does the state that we know today act in 

essentially the same terms as states in the past, or are 
the historical changes so important that we need spe­
cific theories for other times and places? Are states 
able to change their views of others from hostility 
and fear to collaboration? As you have learned from 

previous chapters, there has never been a consensus 
in IR on how to answer these ontological questions. 
Realists hold that the self-help state is the essential 
unit in international relations and that its drive 

for power or security makes it impossible to move 
beyond the risk of war (see Ch. 9). Liberalists (see 

Ch. 7) disagree, arguing that states can build a more 
cooperative and peaceful international system. Both 
realism and liberalism agree, though, that the state is 
the main building block. 

Although ontological assumptions are absolutely 
central for how we think about the world, scholars and 
students often go about studying world politics without 

foreign policies and how most IR theories tell u 
study what states do. Poststructuralists disagree ,8 .1t) 

'{llh 
realism (see Ch. 9) that we should see the state as 
self-help actor or as a unit that stays the same throu I 

history. Rather, the state is a particular way of 11 1lq gb 
standing political community-that is, who We ~. 
trust and who we feel we have something in COI11I:: 
with (see Ch. 31). Likewise, if the international ~ 
tern is anarchic , it is because states and other 
reproduce this system, not because it is a given, 

and for all. Poststructuralism wants us' to take serj. 
ously what existing policies and theories exclude 
marginalize, and it tells us to think critically about 

we construct the world. To poststructuralists, there; 

no objective yardstick that we can use to define Ihrea 
dangers, enemies, or underdevelopment. We need 10 

investigate how constructions of the world, and lhe: 
people and places in it, make particular policies t!eJ'G 

natural and therefore legitimate. 

giving ontology much thought. That is because it 
into view only when theories with different on 
assumptions clash. As long as one works within the 
paradigm, there is no need to discuss one's basic assump­
tions, and energy can be devoted to more specific qu 
tions. For example, instead of discussing what it requi 
to be a state, one tests whether democratic states a 
more or less likely to form alliances than non -demotlra1ll: 

ones. One of the strengths of poststructuralism has b 
to call attention to how much the ontological aSS lll)1p" 

tions we make about the state actually matter for how 
view the world, and for the more specific explanation 

world politics that we formulate. 
Poststructuralism also brings epistemology 

questions of knowledge-to the fore. As with on 
the importance of epistemology is clearest when I 

ries clash over which understanding should be 
Mainstream approaches adopt a positivist 
They strive to find the causal relations that 'rule' 

politics, working with dependent and independent 
abies. In the case of democratic peace theory, for 
pie, this implies a research agenda where the j 

of state type (democratic/non-democratic) on 
policy behaviour (going to war or not) can be 

1' 1' systematically (see Chs 7 and 15). Po t trucl ura IS 

contrast, embrace a post-positivist epistemology· 

SOX 12.1 Causal a:nd constitutive theories­

the example of piracy 

causal and constitutive theories produce different research 

uestions, and thus create different research agendas. Taking 

!e example of contemporary piracy, a causal theory might 

k' 'what explains variation in the level of piracy in different 

~a~es in the Global South? Is the cause economic deprivation , 

military capabi lities, or failed political structures?' A constitu ­

live theory asks instead: 'which activities are being included 

\~hen governments define piracy? And do such definitions 

constitute military measures as legitimate policy responses ?, 

argue that the social world is so far removed from the 

hntd sciences where causal epistemologies originate that 
we cannot understand world politics through cause­
dfe~( relationships. Compared to constructivists, who 

Adopt a concept of causality as structural pressure, post­
Slructurali ts hold that causality conceptualized as such 
. inappropriate, not because there are no such things as 
structures, but because these structures are constituted 

t\irough human action. Structures cannot therefore 
be independent variables (see Box 12.1). Constitutive 
theories are still theories, not just descriptions or sto­

ries about the world, because they define theoretical con­
(l!pIS, explain how they hang together, and instruct us on 
haw to use them in analysis of world politics. Thus it is 
not easier or less rigorous to develop non-causal, consti­

tutive theories; it is just different. 
The distinction between causal and non-causal theo­

ries is also captured by the distinction between explana­

tory theories and constitutive theories. As you read 
through the literature on world politics, you will encoun­

!er other labels that point to much the same things, 
with causal-constitutive, explanatory-constitutive, and 
foundationalist- ant i-foundationalist being the most 

common ones. Foundationalists hold that we can say 
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whether something is true or not if we examine the facts; 
anti-foundationalists, by contrast, hold that what counts 
as 'facts' and 'truth' differ from theory to theory, and that 
we cannot therefore find 'the' truth. Different IR theories 
take different views on whether we can and should agree 
on one set of facts, and thus on whether we should adopt 

a foundationalist position. Explanatory, positivist theories 
are usually foundationalist, and constitutive, non-positivist 
theories are usually anti -foundationalist. Because poststruc­
turalism argues in favour of a constitutive, post-positivist, 

anti-foundationalist position, it is seen as one of the most 

alternative approaches in IR. 
Epistemology is also important at a more concrete 

level of analysis, because one's epistemology leads one 
to select different kinds of 'facts' and to treat them 
differently. To take the example of ethnic war, realist 

and liberal analyses look for the factors that explain 
why ethnic wars occur. Here, the relevant facts are 

the number of ethnic wars, where and when they took 
place, and facts we hypothesize might explain them: for 
instance, forms of government or economic capabili­

ties . Poststructuralism, by contrast, asks what calling 
something an 'ethnic war' implies for our understand­
ing of the war and the policies that could be used to 

stop it. Here, the facts come from texts that document 
different actors' use of 'war labels'. 

Key Points 

• Poststructuralists raise questions about ontology and 

epistemology. 

• Poststructuralism is critical of statism and of taking the 

anarchical system as fixed and timeless. 

• Poststructuralism adopts a constitutive epistemology. 

• What cou nt as facts depends on the ontological and 

epistemological assumptions a theory makes. 

12.3 Poststructuralism as a political philosophy 

~ mentioned in the Introduction, IR poststructural­
l\ bring philosophical ideas and concepts to the study 
af world politics. Some of the leading post structuralist 

~hilOsOPher were French, and many of their ideas about 

,~ntity, power, and conflict developed in the context of 

". decolonization of the French empire, especially the 
.... at of Algerian independence. Poststructuralist concepts 
"'n beq . "'Ilh Ulte complex and hard to explain, but let us begin 
d' four of them that have been particularly influential: 
lScourse. deconstruction, genealogy, and intertextuality. 

12.3.1 Discourse 

Poststructuralism holds that language is essential to 

how we make sense of the world. Language is social 

because we cannot make our thoughts understandable 

to others without a set of shared codes. This is cap­

tured by the concept of discourse, which the promi­

nent French philosopher Michel Foucault defined as a 

linguistic system that orders statements and concepts. 

Foucault introduced his concept of discourse in the 

181 



182 LEN E HANSEN 

late 1960s, in part as a critique of Marxist theories that 
privileged economic structures. This, to poststruc­
turalist theorists like Foucault, overlooked the way in 
which humans use language to make sense of the social 
world in ways that are not determined by the economy. 
Politically, language is significant because politicians­
and other actors relevant to world politics-must legiti­
mate their foreign policies to audiences at home and 
abroad. The words we use to describe something are 
not neutral, and the choice of one term over another 
has political implications. To take an example, if what 
happens in a place is described as 'a genocide', there 
is a strong moral pressure on the international com­
munity to 'do something', but not if what happens is 
described as 'tribal warfare'. 

As this example demonstrates, poststructuralism 
understands language not as a neutral transmitter, but 

as producing meaning. Things do not have an objective 

meaning independently of how we constitute them in 

language. This does not mean that things do not happen 

in the real world-for instance, if someone fires a loaded 

gun at you, then you will get hurt. But it does mean that 
there is no given essence to 'a thing' or 'an event': is the 

shooting an accident, an attack, or divine retribution for 

something bad you did? The possible meanings that can 

be assigned to a specific event thus depend on the dis­

courses that are available. For example, we might attri­

bute an illness such as a heart attack to either our lifestyle 

(how we eat, live, drink, and exercise), or to our genes 

(which we cannot do much about), or to divine punish­

ment. Using the concept of discourse, we can say that 

heart attacks are constituted differently within a 'lifestyle 

discourse~ a 'genetic discoltrsc' and a 'religious di COUr 

Ea h discourse provides different views of the body, "'h~ 
can be done to prevent di ase, and thu what POlicies 
di 'ca c prevention should be adopted. Post lntclllrali Of 
stress that discourses are not the same as ideas, and (~ 
materiality or 'the real world' is not abandoned (see 13 
12.2). To take materiality seriously means, for exall1p~ 
that advances in health technologies can change the IV~ 
that discourses construct those afflicted by heart <ltiaeks 
or other diseases such as cancer or HIV / AIDS. Video and 
photography can also be understood as a way of co01n1\1_ 
nicating the materiality of what is taking place at a given 
point in time (see Case Study 12.1). 

Box 12.2 Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mou 
on the materiality of discourse 

The fact that every object is constituted as an object of dis­

course has nothing to do with whether there is a world external 

to thought, or with the realism/idealism opposition. An earth­

quake or the falling of a brick is an event that certainly exists, In 
the sense that it occurs here and now, independently of my will. 

But whether their specificity as objects is constructed in terms of, 

'natural phenomena' or 'expressions of the wrath of God', depends 
upon the structuring of a discursive field. What is denied is not 

that such objects exist externally to thought, but the rather dif­

ferent assertion that they could constitute themselves as objeck 
outside any discursive condition of emergence ... we will affflin 

the material character of every discursive structure. To argue the 
opposite is to accept the very classical dichotomy between an 
objective field constituted outside of any discursive intervention, 

and a discourse consisting of the pure expression of thought, 

(Lac/au and Mouffe 7985: 708; emphasis in originaQ 

Case Study 12.1 Discourses, images, and the victory of the Taliban regime 

A United States Air Force plane taking off from Kabul 

airport, Afghanistan, August 2021 
© Verified UGC via AP 

On 16 August 2021 a short video caught the world's atten' 
tion. It showed dramatic scenes of people hanging onto a plane 

belonging to the United States Air Force as it took off from 1I)e 
airport in Kabul, the capital of Afghanistan. At the end of U1e 
video, at least two people could be seen falling to their deaths. 

As the Taliban regime had taken control of Afghanistan, and at 
a faster pace than anticipated, many Afghans were trying to n~ 
the country. The airport in Kabul, still under American cont~l. 
became the place to get out. 

The video from 16 August was a particularly striking example 

of the videos and photographs that were documenting evetlts 
at the Kabul airport. Those images provided a way of represent· 

ing 'Afghans' not as a general, abstract group of people, but as 
living human beings. The images from the airport also shOwed 

that the American exit from Afghanistan was hurrie~, Ch~O~ 
even. As such, they were a challenge to dominant Amencan a 

tern- discourses which normally constitute their armies as 
'lies d . I F I' h . . g powerful an In contro , rom a poststTuctura I~t t eorefl-
!Jelll 

I perspective, images can play central roles in supporting and 
,a f ' I' d' estiOning orelgn po ICy Iscourses. 
QIlLaler on the Sat11e day, President Biden gave a long speech 

the situation in Afghanistan (Biden 2021a). He described the 

Oil (Ies as 'gut-wrenching', particUlarly for those Americans who 

5~ spent 'time on the ground working to support the Afghan 

h:ople: Biden echoed a general discourse in Western media 

P hich constituted the images as showing how truly desper­

~e Afghans were to get out of Afghanistan and how lTluch they 

;eared the incoming Taliban regime. Some asked whether the US 
and other countries should be leaving Afghanistan, handing over 

the country to a regime which had terrorized the population 20 

years earlier. 
This was not the discourse that Biden adopted. He was ada­

mant that leaving Afghanistan was the right decision. As the 

resident of the United States, Biden held that his goal was 

~o pursue the 'only vital national interest' of America-that is, 

'preventing a terrorist attack on American horneland'. Looking 

back on past policies, Biden argued that the US should not 

have attempted to conduct 'nation-building' in Afghanistan, 

What was happening in Afghanistan right at that moment was a 

product of Afghan political leaders fleeing and Afghan military 

~ 2.3.2 Deconstruction 

[0 see language as a set of codes means that words (or 
signs) make sense only in relation to other words. We 
~annot know what 'horse' means unless that word is 
Gonnected to other words: 'animal', 'furry', 'hoofed', 

and 'fast'. Moreover, we know what something is only 
by comparing it to something it is not. A 'horse' is not 
'human', 'feathered', 'legless', or 'slow'. To see language 

as connected signs underscores the structural side of 

poststructuralism (see Box 12.3). 

What differentiates poststructuralism from struc­
turalism (or more precisely structural linguistics) is 
Ihat poststructuralism sees sign structures as unsta­
ble because connections among word are never given 
once and for all. To take the 'horse', it might be 'an 

~imal', but in many iluations it is seen as more 
human' lhan 'real animal' such as 'pig , or (worms'. 
Its (animalness' is itself unstable and given through 
Other ign at " given time and place. This might at 
~rst seem quite far removed from world politic, but 
11 tell liS that the ways we de cribe vents places, 
peoples, and tate aIe neither neutral nor given by 
lhe tl . 
p Hngs themselves, Por example, in 2002, when 
/'I)sident Ge rge W. Bu h poke about an 'axis of 

"'il' threatening the W ter~ world. thi implied a 
radical difference bet'''Ieen the US and the countr ies 

Chapter 12 Poststructuralism 

forces 'not willing to fight for themselves' even though America 

had provided them with 'every tool they could need'. American 

troops should not, in short, 'fight on endlessly in another . .. 

country's civil war'. 

Protecting the rights of Afghan women and children played a 

central role when the West intervened in 2001 (Shepherd 2006). 

Because of the traditional constitution of 'women and children' 

as subjects worthy of protection, they figured strongly in discus­

sions in August 2021 of how the international community should 

respond to the return of the Taliban regime (see Section 17.5). 
What was noteworthy in Biden's speech was that he made a brief 

reference to his continued support for 'the Afghan people' and 

the basic rights of 'women and girls', but only a vague gesture 

co 'diplomacy, our international influence, and our humanitarian 

aid' as ways to protect such rights. 

Question 1: What theory/theories of world politics is Biden artic­

ulating in his speech? 

Question 2: What is the relationship between the following sub­

jects in Biden's speech: 'Afghan political leaders', 'Afghan forces', 

'the Afghan people', and 'Afghan women and children'? Is it pos­

sible to identify an unstable relationship between some of these 

subjects? 

Box 12.3 'Postmodernism' and 
'poststructuralism' 

Poststructuralism does not mean 'anti-structuralism', but a 

philosophical position that developed out of structuralism 

... , a position which in many ways shares more with structur­

al ism than with its opponents. 
(Wcever 2002: 23) 

'Postmodernism' refers to a historical period (usually after the 

Second World War) and also to a direction in art, literature, 

and architecture; it is used to describe new empirical phe­

nomena such as 'postmodern war' [see Ch. 14J. In contrast, 

poststructuralism refers to a body of thought that is not con­

fined to a specific historical period. Poststructuralism and 

postmodernism are often conflated by non-poststructuralists 

in International Relations. 
(D. Campbe/l 2007: 277 - 7 2) 

(Iraq, Iran, and North Korea) claimed to make up 

this axis. 
The French philosopher Jacques Derrida's theory 

of deconstruction posits that language is made up of 
dichotomies, for instance between the developed and 
the underdeveloped, the modern and the pre-modern, 
the civilized and the barbaric. These dichotomies are 
not 'neutral', because in each case one term is supe­

rior to the other. There is a clear hierarchy between the 
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developed-modern-civilized on the one hand and the 
underdeveloped-pre-modern-barbaric on the other. 
Deconstruction shows how such dichotomies make 
something look like an objective description-for 
instance how developed a country is-although it is in 
fact a structured set of values. Poststructuralists dis­

agree on whether one might describe deconstruction as 
a methodology (see Box 12.4), but agree that a central 
goal is to problematize dichotomies, show how they 

work, and thereby open up alternative ways to under­
stand-world politics. 

12.3.3 Genealogy 

Genealogy is another of Foucault's concepts, defined 

as a 'history of the present'. Foucault drew on earlier 
writings on genealogy by the late-nineteenth-century 

German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. Nietzsche­
and Foucault-held that a key element of the European 
tradition is to speak of history as having clear begin­
nings and endings. This, however, makes a far too 

homogeneous story out of what are in fact gradual, 
contested, and often forgotten histories. A main aim of 
genealogy in the tradition ofNietzsche is to draw atten­

tion to the politics that are involved in making history 
look a particular way. Genealogy starts from some­
thing contemporary, say climate change (see Ch. 24), 

Box 12.4 Views on poststructuralist 
methodology 

Poststructuralists differ in their assessment of whether a post­

structuralist methodology is possible and desirable. 

Lene Hansen holds that 

Many of the methodological questions that poststructuralist 

discourse analysis confronts are those that face all academic 

work: what should be the focus of analYSis?, how should 

a research design be built around it?, and how is a body of 

material and data selected that facilitates a qualitatively and 

quantitatively reliable answer? Poststructuralism's focus on dis­

courses as articulated in written and spoken text calls in addi­

tion for particular attention to the methodology of reading 

(how are identities identified within foreign policy texts and 

how should the relationship between opposing discourses 

be studied?) and the methodology of textual selection (which 

forums and types of text should be chosen and how many 

should be included?). 

(L. Hansen 2006: 2) 

Others, including Rita Floyd, are more sceptical, holding that 

'Derrida would have been fundamentally opposed to even the 

possibility' (Floyd 2007: 216). 

and asks two questions: what political practices I. 
11C\\'t 

formed the present and which alternative under lall 

ings and discourses have been marginalized and oft d. 

forgotten? A genealogy of climate change might Slll~ 
by asking who are allowed to speak and make decisio 
at events such as the United Nations Climate CI.la IQ ( IIg 
Conferences. Then it asks what constructions of 'th 

climate' and 'global responsibility' are dominant, an: 
how these constructions relate to past discourses. n 
looking into the past, we see alternative ways to co Y 

IJ. 
ceptualize humans' relationship with ' the climate' an4 
gain an understanding of the discursive and materia) 
structures that underpin the present. 

12.3.3.1 The concept of power 

The concepts of genealogy and discourse point u 
towards Foucault's conception of power. Power, 10 

Foucault, is 'productive': it comes about when di 

courses constitute particular subject positions as lhe 
'natural' ones. 'Actors' therefore do not exist outsidt 

discourse; they are produced through discourse and 

need to be recognized by others. We can see such actor­
recognition processes unfold when oppositional move­

ments challenge existing governments, as occurred 
during the Arab Spring, making the question of who 
represents 'the people' become crucial. It is also an 
instance of power when states and institutions e tab­
lish themselves as having the knowledge to govern a 
particular issue. Knowledge is not opposed to power­

as in the classical phrase 'speaking truth to power'­
but is integral to power itself. As a concrete example. 
take the way Western scholars have 'gained knowl­
edge' about non-Western peoples by describing thlllll 

as inferior, backward, underdeveloped, and sometilll 

threatening. This takes for granted that a foreign iden­
tity exists and that it can be studied (see Ch. 11). Mott 
broadly, to speak from a position of knowledge is I 

exercise authority over a given issue. 
Poststructuralists in IR have also picked up one rJ 

Foucault's more specific conceptualizations of power. 
that of 'biopower'. Biopower works at two levels: .. 

the individual level we are told to discipline and con­
trol our bodies, and at the collective level we find Ih­
governments and other institutions seek to Illana, 

whole populations (Epstein 2007). A good example rJ 
biopolitics is that of population control, where stales 
have promoted such 'body-disciplining' practices 
abstinence from sex before marriage and use of contra­

ceptives in an attempt to reduce the number of bit.11IS 

or prevent particular groups of women from get tlnS 

nont. Practices targeted at the individual are built 
f eg 

lcl the idea that there is 'a' population that can be 
(Oll! . . 

J died and steered in a particular direction. 
st

ll

n is clear that poststructuralism's concept of power 

CS beyond that of realism, which defines power as 

~3lerial capabilities (see Ch. 9). Compared to con­
'ctivistn. which also considers knowledge and 

5!rtl 
jJ8ptil iCS (see Ch. l3), poststructuralism looks more 

itically at how actors get to be constituted as actors in 
~e first place. One of the key issues in the discussions 
I r po tsl rllcturaUsm as an approach to international 
C)\1! 
I~tion is whether it provides a good account of th~ :y that materiality and power impact world politics 

(sce Opposing Opinions 12.1). 

12.3.4 Intertextuality 

]he theory on intertextuality was developed by the 
semiotic theorist Julia Kristeva. It argues that we can 
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understand the social world as comprised of texts. This 
is because texts form an 'intertext' -that is, they are con­
nected to texts that came before them. In some situations 
this is self-evident. Take, for example, declarations made 
by international institutions such as the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO), the European Union 
(EU), and the United Nations, which quote previous 

declarations and perhaps statements by member coun­
tries. But intertextual relations are also made in more 
abstract ways. For example, to say that 'the Balkans' is 
filled with 'ancient hatred' is to draw on a body of texts 

that constitutes 'the Balkans' as pre-modern and barbaric. 
Intertextuality might also involve images, or interpreta­

tions of events that are not exclusively written or spoken. 
For instance, when presidents meet in front of television 
cameras expressing their commitment to solve interna­

tional crises, we look not just at what is said but at what 
having such a meeting signifies. The presidential press 
conference is, in other words, an important 'sign' within 

Opposing Opinions 12.1 Poststructuralism provides a good account of the role that materiality 
and power play in world politics 

For 
Material objects get their meaning through discourse. Taking 

die hard case of nuclear weapons, it clearly matters which coun­

lIy has them: some countries are considered 'safe' owners, others 

lie not. For example, it is impossible to understand policies that 

seek to prevent Iran from gaining nuclear weapons without an 

analysl s of how 'Iran' is represented in discourse. 

Discourse is a form of power. Representations of states, institu­

tions,and other actors in world politics are not neutral descriptions 

that describe the world as it 'really is'. For instance, to constitute 

lI1igtants drowning as they seek to cross the Mediterranean Sea as 

i'tragedy' provides a different representation than to constitute 

lUch deaths as a product of 'Fortress Europe'. 

foreign policies are justified through historical discourse. 
Foreign policy discourse is saturated with references to history, for 

tl!al11ple to 'we' as the legitimate inhabitants of a given territory. 

Such historical claims are also practices of power and often deeply 

pollliclzed. For example, the Russian government has pointed to 

the history of Crimea as supporting its 'return' to Russia in 2014. 

Against 

Material objects exist and matter independently of discourse. 
Poststructuralists overly emphasize representations in language; 

this causes them to overlook the importance of non-linguistic 

factors. For example, there is a real threat that rising sea levels 

will eradicate small island states such as Tuvalu, independently of 

whether the th reat is talked about or not. 

Discourses may overlook structures of power. Poststructuralism 

misses differences in material power that are not put into lan­

guage. For instance, gender-based violence is often not articu­

lated by those subjected to such violence. 

Not all of history is constructed. Although history might be 

contested from time to time, we should not dispense with the 

idea that objective historical facts exist. For example, it is a fact 

that around 8,000 men and boys were killed by Bosnian Serbian 

forces at Srebrenica in July 1995. 

1 Do you agree with critics that poststructuralism cannot be used to understand the materiality of issues such as nuclear weapons and 
climate change? 

2 What forms of power are most significant, in your view? What are the strengths and weaknesses of poststructuralism when analysing 
those forms of power? 

3 What role do historical facts-and representations of historical facts-play in the relationship between Russia and Ukraine, for exam­

ple? What Can you add to the debates over poststructuralism based on this case? 

CV Vis it the online resources to discover pointers to help you tackle these questions. 
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the larger text that defines diplomacy. Intertextuality also 
implies that certain things are taken for granted because 
previous texts have made the point so many times that 
there is no need to state it again. If you read through 
NATO documents from the cold war, you will find that 
they might not necessarily mention the Soviet Union all 
that much. That is because everyone at the time knew that 
NATO's main purpose was to deter the Soviet Union from 
attacking members of NATO. Working with intertextual­
ity, we should therefore ask ourselves what a given text 
does not mention, either because it is taken for granted or 
because it is too dangerous to say. 

At the same time that intertextuality points to the 
way in which texts always 'quote' past texts, it also holds 
that individual texts are unique. No text is a complete 
reproduction of an earlier one. Even when one text 
incorporates another by quoting it in full, the new con­
text modifies the older text. This is of Significance to the 
study of world politics because it underscores the fact 
that meaning changes when texts are quoted by other 
texts. Take the Muhammad cartoons that were printed 
by the Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten in September 
2005. They have now been reproduced by many other 
newspapers and on the internet, and many different 
interpretations have been offered. If you look at the 
cartoons today, you cannot therefore 'read' them in the 
same way as when they were first published. 

12.3.4.1 Popular culture 
The argument that we should understand world poli­
tics through the lens of intertextuality has prompted 
poststructuralists to look at forms of text that are not 
normally discussed by IR theories. James Der Derian 
has studied the intertext of popular spy novels, journal­
ism, and academic analysis (Der Derian 1992). Others, 
including Michael J. Shapiro (1988, 1997) and Cynthia 
Weber (2006), analyse television shows, film, and pho­
tography. Poststructuralists hold that there are several 
reasons why we should pay attention to popular cul­
ture. For one, states take popular culture seriously, even 
if it is 'just fiction: In 2014, the American comedy The 
Interview, which features an assassination plot against 

North Korean leader Kim Jong Un, became the S b 
ject of North Korean government protest and hac~ . 
against Sony Pictures, the company that produced ~ 
movie. Another reason why we should take pOPl,t1 
culture seriously-and why states do tOo-is that fil ill 
television, music, and video are watched and listell~ 
to by millions of people across the world. As the WOrld 
has become increasingly globalized, popular culture 
can spread quickly from one place to another and n 
media technologies, such as smartphones, Pacebook, 
and Twitter, have fundamentally changed who can Pro. 
duce the 'texts' of world politics. Think, for e.'<ampl(!, 01 
the photos showing inmates being abused by American 
guards working at the Iraqi prison Abu Ghraib, which 
caused a global uproar in 2004, and the videos of beh~<\d_ 
ings that circulate on the internet today. Finally, popull.t 
culture provides us with complex, critical, and thought_ 
provoking visions of world politics. For example, films 
made about the Vietnam War such as The Deer HI/111ft 
and First Blood (the first of the Rambo movies) helped 
generate debate over the war itself and the traumas faced 
by returning soldiers. Another example is the Widely 
acclaimed graphic novel Persepolis by Marjane Satrapl, 
which shows what it was like growing up in Iran durinl 
and after the revolution in 1979. 

Key Points 

• Four concepts from poststructuralist philosophy have been 

used to produce new knowledge about world politics: 

discourse, deconstruction, genealogy, and intertexlualilY. 

• To look at world politics as discourse is to study the 

linguistic structures through which materiality is given 

meaning. 

• Deconstruction argues that language is a system of 

unstable dichotomies where one term is valued as 

superior. 

• Genealogy asks which political practices have formed the 

present and which alternative understandings and 

discourses have been marginalized and forgotten. 

• Intertextuality holds that we can see world politics as 

made up of texts, and that all texts refer to other texts yet 

each is unique. 

12.4 Deconstructing state sovereignty 

Poststructuralists use the four key concepts (dis­
course, deconstruction, genealogy, and intertextu­
ality) to answer the 'big questions' of IR. What is 
the status of the state? Is the international system 

doomed to recurring conflicts and power pal 
as realism holds? Or is it possible to move 
more cooperative arrangements, as 
argues? 

~Z.4.1 The inside-outside distinction 

tstruct Ll ralists a.gree wit h reali . ts that Ihe state is 
POSolut ely entra l to world poliLi s. Yet, in contrast 
j\>Srealists, who take th tate foJ' granted, po t 'lrtlC-
III ' 

taHst decol1 truet the rol th sta te pJay in w rid 
1~llljCSaS "JclI as in lhe academic field oflR. Arguing 
;~nt the state is not 'a unit' that has the same essence 
.(oss time and space, R. B. J. Walker (1990) holds 

:at the state is a particular way to organize political 
(OnlOlUnity. The question of political community is of 
IIllilasl importance to national as well as international 
roliticS because it tells us why the forms of governance 
Ihut are in place are legitimate, who we can trust, 
who we have something in common with, and who 
lit should help if they are under attack, suffering, or 
hungry (see Ch. 31). The significance of political com­
nlwlit)' is perhaps most striking when states fall apart 
JIId separate into new states, such as happened with 
the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia in 
\he 1990s, and more recently with Sudan. Such pro­
cesses involve reconstruction of who 'we' are and an 
idta of how new collectives differ from those who were 
pari of the old state. 

The sovereign, territorial state's unrivalled posi­

\iPJI as the unit of political community in contempo­
flry world politics resulted from a series of events and 
prooesses that began with the Treaties of Westphalia 
\$« Ch. 3). Walker tells us that this transition from 
the medieval to the modern state system is important 
because it shows us two different ways of organiz­
IllS political community. In the medieval world there 

re so-called overlapping authorities. This means 
that religious and political authorities-the Pope and 
the emperor and those below them-were interwoven, 
and there was no single institution that could make 
IQVcreign decisions. This changed with the Treaties of 
~Vestphalia as states became the sovereign authorities 
IIHheirown territories and in relations with each other. 
III terms of relations among people, the medieval world 

~rk~d according to what Walker calls a principle of 
.Icrnrchica l subordination'. Hierarchical subordina­
~n assigns each individual to a particular position 
III o· ' 
IItx (Iely. At the top were the Emperor and the Pope, 

tQdl came the bishops and the kings, then the priests 
0Iv lOcal nobility, and at the bottom were those who 
~ ned nothing and who had no rights. The Treaties of 

stph I' Iba a la began a process whereby people became 
re clos 1 l' R.t.,. I e y ll1ked to states, and after the French 
:0 ltlion each citizen had the same status. This did 
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not mean that all individuals were citizens or that all 
citizens had the same amount of wealth, education, or 
property, but there was no longer anything in a per­
son's nature, as with the principle of hierarchical sub­
ordination, that made him or her inherently superior 
or inferior. 

State sovereignty implies, in Walker's words, a divi­
sion of the world into an 'inside' the state (where there 
is order, trust, loyalty, and progress) and an 'outside' 
(where there is conflict, suspicion, self-help, and anar­
chy). Walker then uses the principle of deconstruction 
to show that the national-international distinction is 
not simply an objective account of how the 'real world' 
works. The distinction is not maintained by something 
that is externally given, but rather by the way in which 
the two sides of the dichotomy reinforce each other: we 
know the international only by what it is not (national), 
and likewise the national only by what it is not (the 
international). The world 'inside' states not only differs 
from the international realm 'outside'; the two are con­
stituted as each other's opposition. The inside-outside 
dichotomy is stabilized by a long series of other dichot­
omies, including those of peace and war, reason and 
power, and order and anarchy (see Fig. 12.1). 

Poststructuralists have shown how the inside­
outside dichotomy, which like all dichotomies is inher­
ently unstable, is held in place by being reproduced 
again and again. For example, the Covid-19 pandemic 
illustrates how state sovereignty is reinforced and also 
challenged (see Case Study 12.2). States reproduce 
state sovereignty, and so do academic texts. For exam­
ple, Richard K. Ashley points to realism's' double move' 
(Ashley 1987: 413-18). The first move is to assume that 

Inside-the state ....-.. Outside-the international 

Order ~ Anarchy 

Community ~ Difference 

Reason ~ Power 

Trust ~ Suspicion 

Progress ~ Repetition 

Cooperation ~ Self-help 

Law ~ Capabilities 

Peace ~ War 

Figure 12.1 The inside-outside dichotomy and its 
stabilizing oppositions 

187 



188 LENE HANSEN 

Case Study 12.2 Covid-19/ state sovereignty, and vaccines 

Covid-19 vaccination campaign in South Sudan 
© Andreea Campeanu / Stringer / Getty Images 

The Covid-19 virus which was first detected in Wuhan, China, 

became a global pandemic in 2020. Many countries closed their 

borders and adopted large-scale societal lockdowns. The termi ­

nology of the pandemic as coming in 'waves' was used to identify 

the rises and falls in the numbers of infections and deaths. The 

introduction of the first vaccines at the end of 2020 was consti ­

tuted as a landmark event in combating the virus. The discovery 

of new mutations of the virus then constituted other landmark 

events raising concerns about the effectiveness of vaccines. 

A central question from a poststructuralist perspective is 

whether Covid-19 reinforces or challenges state sovereignty. Was 

the pandemic constituted as calling for 'national communities' to 

be protected, or were there articulations of 'global responsibility' 

too? Travel restrictions can be seen as states (re)turning to a clas­

sical conception of state sovereignty. The calls for citizens abroad 

to 'return home' and foreign ministries assisting such returns can 

also be interpreted as based on a traditional understanding of 

who belongs to the national community. As the vaccines were 

introduced, countries who had access to vaccines prioritized 

their own populations. 

we can only understand 'community' in one way: the 
one we know from domestic politics. When we think 
of 'international community', our understanding of 
this concept is built on what we know from the state. 
The second move consists of arguing that such a com­
munity is possible only within the territorial state. The 
harmony, reason, and justice that are possible within 
states cannot be extended to the international sphere, 
as this is fraught with anarchy, recurring warfare, and 
power politics. 

12.4.2 The strength of state sovereignty 

When poststructuralists write about the inside­
outside dichotomy, however, they are not claiming that 

But it is also possible to see aspects of the Covid-19 pand~ml 

that challenge state sovereignty. The way in which the VII~ 
spread is a strong indication of how many people actually mo~ 

across borders every day. In late November 2021, for example 

many countries stopped flights from Southern Africa in I'espon • 

to the Omicron mutation. In spite of this action, Omicron was d~ 
covered within days in countries across Europe, North Am~rica. 
South America , Asia, and Australia. 

The distribution of vaccines has also taken place WII~;" 

international frameworks that show that states might notJusl 

be concerned with their own populations. The main Such 

framework is COVAX, which was set up to create 'global equl. 

table access to COVID-19 vaccines'. As stated on the World 
Health Organization (WHO) website, with a fast-mOVing 

pandemic, 'No one is safe, unless everyone is safe' (Wl1e 
2021 a). By 29 November 2021, as the world's COncern cen. 

tred on Omicron, a joint statement by COVAX, the Afril:an 

Vaccine Acquisition Trust (AVAT), and the Africa Centres for 

Disease Control and Prevention reported that COVAX an4 
AVAT had distributed over 90 million doses to African CO\ln. 
tries (WHO 2021 b). The statement held that more donations 

were needed for Africa to reach the recognized 'global goal 

of immunising 70% of the African population' and that both 
the quality and the shelf life of the donated vaccines had 10 

improve. This, in short, gave the impression that even though 

wealthier countries were providing vaccines to those in n·eed. 

they were doing so when they had doses to spare, not on a 

continuous basis. 

Question 1: Does the statement 'no one is safe, unless everyore 

is safe' challenge state sovereignty? Is there a way to respond ID 

Covid-19 that emphasizes global ethical responsibility? 

Question 2: Is the representation of Covid-19 as a pandemic the 
same today as in 2020-1? Has there been a strengthening of slate 

sovereignty or not? 

the world works neatly in that way. There are pJen 
of states where domestic politics does not follow the 
description of the 'inside' as one of progress, reasoA 
and justice, yet the national-international dicho'tO 
still manages to govern much of world politics. MOle 
critically, we might say that the success of the insid 

outside dichotomy is shown by how well it Hen. 
numerous ' facts' and 'events' that should L1 11der~l: 
it. For example, we can see the national- in terMlJj) 

· · le.rV~ dichotomy at work when states choose not to Ul . 

in other states that are persecuting their 'own' citi1-

despite increased invocation of the 'right to pr.ol 

principle in recent years. 'pI 

One of poststructuralism's strengths is that it ~Q:'­
to how state sovereignty is often both queslIO 

J supported. For instance, the 9/ II attacks and the 
~f1l' 
'liar on terror underm ined state sov~re ign t y at the 

me (ime that Western states saw them through the 
S1l 5 of state-ba ed l rritorialily: 'A medcan soil ' was 
lell d d I rI' I'b . . Af I . t( tlcke an t l e a I an rcgullc In g 1,U11 tan wa 
~ Id responsible for what happened 0 0 ' its' territory. 
U~fore we declare the inside-outside distinction dead 
nd gone, we should therefore take its flexibility and 

r\! ilience into account. 

12.4.3 Universal alternatives 

postS(fllClLll'alist warn that although our deconstruc­
lion of state sovereignty makes it look less like an objec­
IMl fact, it is not easy to transcend, nor can it be replaced 
b)' a 'global community'. As R. B. J. Walker puts it, 'The 
Sl\lte is a political category in a way that the world, or the 
globe. or the planet, or humanity is not' (Walker 1997: 
72). To engage a dichotomy is not simply to reverse the 
bierotchy between its terms (that is, replace 'the state' 
I\llIh'the global'), but rather to rethink all the complex 
dichotomies around which it revolves. If we leave the 
late in favour of the global, a crucial question becomes 

ho\v to prevent a return to the model we know from the 
medieval world-that is, one of a global community 
where individuals are ranked and given different value. 
Post ·tl'tlcturali ts hold that claims to 'global', 'universal' 
solution, always imply that something else is different 
and 'particular'. And that which is different is almost 
alWays in danger of being forced to change to become 
like the universal. Poststructuralists are therefore scepti­
c;jJ of idealists or liberals who advocate universal prin­
dple , but who overlook the power involved in defining 
..'hnt is the 'universally' good and right (see Ch. 32) . 

The dangers-and power-of universal discourse 
arc demonstrated by the discourse of Western gov­
~rnll1eJlts with troops in Iraq and Afghanistan in the 
mid- and late 2000s (see Ch. 7). In this discourse, 

12.5 Identity and foreign policy 

Pos~ lructura lists have also moved from the gen­
~I'aJ study of state sovereignty to ask how we should 
Understand foreign policy. In traditional foreign policy 
lnalysis. foreign policies are designed to defend the 

::.e ,(security policies), help it financially (economic 

III 
ICles). or make it do good in the world (develop-

elll pI" ) Ihet . 0 lCles . By contrast, poststructuralists hold that 
e IS no stable object-the state-from which foreign 
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'fighting terrorism ' sought to defend 'freedom', 
'liberty', 'security', and 'democracy' (see Ch. 29). 
Although this might at first sound unproblematic­
even appealing-the problem is that this set of univer­
sally good categories is spoken and defined not by a 
truly global voice, but by a particular set of states. The 
good 'universal' categories were aimed at those who 
were not-yet or ever-part of that universal project, 
and this universalist discourse reinforced 'the West' 
as the only entity that could define 'real' universalism. 
To many, and not only poststructuralists (see Ch. 11), 

this echoes the time when the colonial West had the 
power, right, and 'obligation' to define what was good 
for the rest of the world. 

Poststructuralism's critique of universalism shows 
that although poststructuralists are critical of realism, 
they agree with realists that we should take power and 
the state seriously. Many poststructuralists see much 
of value in classical realism because it is historically 
sensitive and concerned with the big political and nor­
mative questions of world politics. On the other hand, 
they criticize neorealism for its ahistorical view of the 
state, its reification of the international structure, and 
its positivist epistemology. 

Key Points 

• State sovereignty is a practice that constitutes identity and 

authority in a particular manner. 

• Poststructuralists deconstruct the distinction between the 

national and the international by showing that the two 

terms stabilize each other and depend on a long series of 

other dichotomies. 

• The global is not a political category like the state, and 

therefore cannot replace it. 

• Poststructuralists warn against the danger of universalist 

discourse because it is always defined from a particular 

position of power. 

policies are drawn, but that foreign policies rely on and 
produce particular understandings of the state. Foreign 
policies constitute the identity of the Self through the 
construction of threats, dangers, and challenges-that 
is, its Other(s). As Michael T. Shapiro puts it, this means 
that the politics of representation is absolutely crucial. 
How we represent others affects the representation of 
our selves, and this representation is decisive for which 
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foreign policies we choose (Shapiro 1988). For exam­
ple, debates in the EU over whether Turkey should be 
accepted as a new member centre on judgements about 
whether Turkey is a European cO\lntry and whether it is 
possible to be European and Muslim at the same time. 

The way in which EU countries answer these ques­
tions has implications not only for the construction of 
Turkey's identity, but for that of Europe's. Foreign poli­
cies are thus not protecting a given and fixed identity, 

but rather are discourses through which identities are 
(re)produced. 

12.5.1 Identity as performative 

Theoretically, poststructuralism conceptualizes 
identity as relational and performative. The con­

cept of performativity comes from Judith Butler: it 
holds that identities have no objective existence, 

but rather that they depend on discursive practices 
(D. Campbell 1992). Identities are socially 'real', but 
they cannot maintain their 'realness' if we do not 

reproduce them. Because identities have no existence 
independently of the foreign policies that produce 
and reproduce them, we cannot say that identities 
cause foreign policy. To take the example of the EU 

and Turkey, there is no objective European identity 
that can be used to arbitrate a decision on Turkish 

membership. Rather, it is through debates over 
Turkey's membership application that European 
identity is being defined. Does this mean, then, that 

foreign policies cause identities? No, because foreign 
policies are at the same time made with reference to 
understandings of identity that are to some extent 
already in place. In the case of the EU, the discourse 
on Turkey does not start from scratch, but with his­

torically powerful constructions of Europe as white, 
Christian, civilized, and modern. In short, identities 
are simultaneously a product of and the justification 

for foreign policies. If we go back to the discussion 
of epistemology at the beginning of this chapter, we 
see that we cannot theorize the relationship between 
identity and foreign policy in causal terms. Instead, 

this is a constitutive relationship (see Fig. 12.2). This 
also means that poststructuralism theorizes identity 
differently from liberalism. As you may recall from 
Chapter 7, liberalists incorporate identity, but hold 

that it might determine a state's outward orienta­
tion. According to this account, identity has a causal 
impact on foreign policy. 

Identity Foreign policy 

Figure 12.2 The constitutive relationship between identity 
and foreign policy 

Probably the most important development of a 

performative theory of identity and foreign pOlicy. 
is David Campbell's Writing Security: United States 
Foreign Policy and the Politics of Identity, first pub­

lished in 1992. Campbell takes a broad view of what 
foreign policy is and distinguishes between 'Foreign 
Policy' (the policies undertaken by states in the inter­
national arena) and 'foreign policy' (all those discur_ 
sive practices that constitute something as 'foreign' 

in relation to the Self). 'Foreign policy' might jusl 
as well take place within states as between them. It 
might, for instance, involve gender and 5eKl!t~ 1 rela. 

tions, as when women are deemed unfit to participate 
in the military because they lack the proper 'mind­
set' (and thus would be dangerous for male soldiers to 
fight alongside), or when homosexual or queer people 
are described as alien to the national sense of self. By 

looking not only at Foreign Policy, but also at 'foreign 

policy', poststructuralism casts light on the symboli 
boundaries that are constituted within and across 
states. 

Much of poststructuralist scholars' concern has 
focused on what Campbell calls the 'discourses ot 
danger'. Because such discourses work with very cleap 

dichotomies, it is easy to see how the Other defines 
the Self. Yet poststructuralism also investigates th056 
identities that are not so radically different from 
the Self. Beyond the simple construction of Self­

radical Other, more complex identity constellations 
exist that can involve several Others. Such otheres 
might threaten each other rather than the Self and 
be constituted by different kinds of otherness. One 
case that highlights such more complex constella­

tions is the war in Bosnia in the 1990s, where one 
Other (Bosnian Muslims) was threatened by anothe~ 
Other (Bosnian Serbs). This challenged the inter­
national community to undertake a humClnHaria rl 

intervention (see Ch. 33). Poststructuralists haV~ 
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Case Study 16.2 Globalization and child labour 

The United States Department of Labor (2020) confidently esti­

mates that there were some 152 million children in child labour 

across the world in 2020, wi th 73 million children engaged in 

hazardous child labour. It estimates that 25 million adults and 

children are working in conditions of forced labour. It identifies 

155 goods from 77 countries as being produced using forced or 

child labour, and its list of suspected goods is longer. 

Unfortunately, it is entirely likely that we will all at some 

point have garments in our wardrobes made using forced or 

child labour, eat food whose ingredients were produced using 

forced or child labour, or conduct our working and personal 

lives using computers, mobile phones, and other electronic 

devices produced by adults and children working in these 

conditions. 

This might surprise you, given that there has been so much 

attention in recent years to corporate social responsibility and 

government legislation to outlaw these worst forms of labour 

exploitation. But forced and child labour remain persistent prob­

lems, with many root causes. The sheer scale and complexity of 

GVCs mean that 'traceability ' remains a challenge, even for well­

intentioned firms and consumers, but with obvious possibilities 

for those firms, factories, suppliers, or producers inclined to take 

advantage. The globalization of production has been motivated 

in many sectors by the search for lower labour costs and more 

permissive regulatory environments. Government legislation 

around the world can be inadequate, or poorly enforced even 

where decent legislation is in place. In countries such as India, 

their global mobility as a means of generating opportu­
nities for themselves. Their mobility oils the wheels of 
global economic activity in sectors as diverse as com­
merce, finance, education, and medicine. At the other 
end of the spectrum is the kind of global labour force 
described in Section 16.4.2, where migrants are dis ­
proportionately represented in the low-paid, low-skill 
parts of global production, or in sectors supplying ser­
vices to the more privileged, professional parts of soci­
ety, including 'lifestyle' services such as domestic work. 
Such patterns of migration connected with domestic 
service are global, and include as examples the move­
ment of workers from the Philippines to Hong Kong, 
Mexico to the United States, Nicaragua to Costa Rica, 
or Indonesia to the United Arab Emirates, as well as 
movement within countries. 

The realities of precarious employment are magni­
fied by the particular vulnerabilities of migrant work­
ers. Migrant workers often lack the power to engage in 
political action concerning wages and working condi­
tions, and they do not possess the rights and entitle­
ments associated with citizenship or residency. Laws 

households-where much child labour takes place- rerl1ai 

excluded from legislation which focuses on factories and Othe~ 
kinds of workplaces. Multidimensional poverty-on the Scale We 

have documented in this chapter-remains an important drlv. 
ing force in determining the incidence of child labour. And child 
labour is strongly inter-generational, associated as it is with the 

deprivation of rights to education for many children, especiall 
girls (N. Phillips 2013; Phillips et al. 2014). y 

It is tempting to see child labour as a problem that is concen. 

trated in areas of the world or sectors of production that are less 

integrated into the global economy-that it is a problem of '1'101 

enough' globalization, and the presence ofTNCs is more likely \0 
make a difference, even if only driven by reputational and brand. 

ing concerns. It is tempting to see it as a problem of'tradlliol'lat 

practices in society that will be eradicated as the globalization 

process advances across the world. But it is clear that this WOuld 
be an optimistic view. Child labour is not caused by globalll;1. 

tion alone, but globalization has not eradicated child labour, al)d 

GVCs are associated with the conditions in which child l abou~ 

can persist and even flourish. 

Question 1: Is it surprising to you that child labour persists in the 

contemporary global economy? 

Question 2: What role can consumers play in addressing child 

labour, and what are the limits to consumers' ability to bring 

about change? 

governing immigration or internal movements often 
act to strip workers of labour or welfare protection 
and constrain their ability to seek satisfactory work· 
ing conditions by changing employers. These laws can 
also provide mechanisms for employers to manipulat 

workers, particularly if they are undocumented, uch as 
the threat of denunciation to immigration 3utborilie . 
The global migrant labour force is strongly a odnted 
with economic need and the requirements of supporl· 
i ng families at home. 

In one sense, this suggests that migrant workers arc 
among the losers from globalization. The deregula• 
tion of labour markets, the power of private firms, the 
retraction of welfare and social protection under neO' 
liberalism, the demand for abundant and cheap lauour 
in global production, and the massive accumulation rJ 
wealth in some sections of society-all have fuelled: 
situation in which many migrant workers have foull 
themselves at the sharp end of globalization. An alt~~' 
native viewpoint would argue that increased possibll~ 
ties for mobility under globalization have presell1e 

.. cl' n bellI!( opportumtles 10r peop e to mIgrate to ear 

lieS achieve better levels of education, and enhance 
~~tJ ' ai r social mobility. Clearly, much depends on how 

~:igr:l Ll n is ~overne~ in the globa~ political.e~onomy, 
rlicu larly 111 relatIOn to workll1g conditIOns for 

rA'SI'a nt workers and the kinds of government policies 
nU ' 

t govern immigration or the movement of people. 
Iha I h . . . conversely, an IPE lens revea s t at migratIOn IS 

~'e.l f a driver of globalization. This is not just in an 
) nom ie sense, relating to the construction of a highly 

ne~ ible global labour force, or the supply of gl~bal talent 

P
articular industries. Migration also has Important 

W . 
. ,~Ilcations for the global economy, because lllcreas-
1nl,.. 
. g levels of global migration are associated with vast 
10 

Key Points 

IPE is concerned with the distribution of power and material 

resources in the global political economy, and lively debates 

centre on who wins and who loses from globalization. 

• Globalization has been associated with a dramatic widening 

of inequality, between and within countries, and between 

and within social groups. 

16.5 The future of globalization 

As a historical process, globalization has not unfolded in 
~linear fashion, and the trajectory of globalization out­
lined in Section 16.3 included many twists and turns. 
In the early 2020s, we have arrived at a point where we 
are once again questioning the future of globalization, 
\\1111\ the world shaken by the Covid-19 pandemic, and 
aRcr a decade when anti-globalist, nativistic, and popu­
list strains of politics have gained ground in countries 
as diverse as the United States, Brazil, Hungary, the 
Philippine , France, and the United Kingdom. Across 
Ihe world, as well, left-leaning politics have long been 
char\lcterized by a questioning of the value of globaliza­
tion, given all of its uneven social and economic conse­
qUell • as we have outlined in this chapter. Does ,this 
Oleau that the process known as 'globalization' has now 
~ln aground? 

This conclusion is probably premature. We should 
be Wary of basing sweeping assumptions about the his­
IOrical significance of change on recent turns of events. 
I~ rernains to be seen whether the system of globaliza­
h011 will hold, so to speak, and withstand this moment 
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flows of money through global and national financial 
systems. Officially recorded remittances to the develop­
ing world-the sums of money that migrants send home 
to their families-stood at $540 billion in 2020. After a 
long trend of very significant growth, this figure was 
only $8 billion less than in 2019, defying predictions of 
a downturn as a consequence of the Covid-19 pandemic 
(World Bank 2021a). Finally, migration has important 
cultural implications. Particularly in the world's 'global 
cities' (Sassen 2001), migration has played an impor­
tant part in some of the dramatic cultural changes that 
we associate with globalization, and consequently the 
emergence of new political dynamics across the world . 

• Labour exploitation underpins the generation of wealth and 

profits in the global political economy. 

• Migration has become truly 'global' in its scope, associated 

with the movement of highly paid profeSSionals at one end 

of the spectrum, and low-paid, low-skill workers at the other. 

• Migration is itself a driver of globalization, in both economic 

and cultural terms. 

of resurgent nationalism, increased inwardness as we 
have come to terms with a pandemic, and the manifest 
consequences of rising inequality. Much also depends 
on what we mean by 'globalization'. We can legitimately 
distinguish between globalization as a historical pro­
cess and its current neoliberal incarnation. It might be 
valid to conclude that neoliberal globalization is under 
significant strain: indeed, we have been talking about 
the exhaustion of the neoliberal model for some time. 
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But this model is not the only possibility. As we 
have seen, while it does not conform with the neolib­
era I development model, the rise of China remains 
premised on a particular vision of globalization-and 
indeed is marked by a globalist outlook. It may be that, 
rather than witnessing its demise, we are in the process 
of shifting to the next phase in the historical evolution 
of globalization, one perhaps shaped more by China 
and the rising powers than by the United States and 
other Western powers. Yet we do not know what this 
alternative model will look like, nor how politically and 

economically acceptable it would be. 
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It may also be that the forces of globalization are 

now so powerful-centring on the enormous weight 

of financial and non-financial corporations-that the 

status quo will be maintained despite a prolonged 
period of turbulence. The 2008 financial crisis was 

widely expected to usher in significant change in the 

way the global political economy is governed, especially 

in relation to financial regulation, but this did not prove 

to be the case. Our current model is clearly resilient. 

An alternative scenario is that the nationalist impe­

tus could prevail, as the values of internationalism and 

Key Points 

In the early 2020s, we have arrived at a point where we are 

once again questioning the future of globalization. 

We should be wary of putting too much weight on current 

and recent events in predicting the future of globalization. 

16.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has introduced the rich resources that IPE 

offers for understanding globalization. It has empha­

sized that IPE is a tremendously diverse field, encom­

passing a range of theoretical and methodological 

traditions and an expansive terrain of empirical inter­

ests. Debates about the nature and consequences of 

globalization continue to rage in IPE, and this chapter 

has captured some of them by focusing on two areas of 

contestation: what drives globalization, and who wins 

and loses from the processes associated with it. 

What will the future of IPE hold? No doubt, the 

lively debates-and disputes-among different parts 

of the field will continue to thrive. Diverse theoreti­

cal preferences and different methods of analysis will 

Questions 

globalism are overwhelmed once again by reactj 
populist politics. As perhaps its most visible eXe 0011 

former US President Donald Trump remai n mplilt, 
out of office-a potent political force, tapPin-""':"tn 
a strain of political and popular sentiment th

g 
IIlItj 

. ~h 
gamed ground across a range of countries. At the .. 
least, to avoid this scenario, there will need to b "err 

. . e a col'\. 
vmcmg response to the crushing inequalities in 

global political economy which we have touched OI1~ 
this chapter. .. 

• Nevertheless, the current neoliberal model of globali~atlon ~ 

clearly under significant strain, and it is not yet clear what th 
future will hold. f 

continue to vie with one another for greater p'lItch~ 

on the subject matter of IPE. When these debates art 

conducted in the spirit of open exchanges of perspec­

tive and view, they are hugely valuable in advancing the 
field and enriching the work that goes on within it. But 

greater dialogue among different schools of IPE, and 
more productive combining of different perspecti 
are also desirable and important: starting with the big 

questions, and then bringing a range of theoretical per­

spectives and methods to bear on the task of all w.erins 
them, can only enhance the breadth and depth of out 
understanding. After all, much is at stake in Llllder­
standing how the global political economy works, and 
in whose interests. 

1. What are the key differences among the major theoretical perspectives in I PE, and where, if at 

all, do they share common ground? 
2. What were the characteristics of the post-war international economic order, and what were 

the reasons for its eventual breakdown in the 1970s? 

3. What are the main characteristics of neoliberal globalization? 
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4. How are the driving forces of globalization understood in IPE, and which explanations do you 

find most compelling? 
5. Are ideas as important as material resources and institutions in shaping the global political 

economy? 
6. What do we know about the consequences of the rise of China for the global political 

economy? 
7. How can we explain the vast increase in global inequality since the 1 980s, and what have 

been its consequences? 
8. Why is labour exploitation such an endemic feature of the global political economy? 

9. What is the relationship between migration and globalization? 

10. Are we witnessi ng the death throes of neoli beral globalization? 

cv Visit the online resources to test your understanding by trying the self-test questions. 

Visit the online resources to apply theory to practice and take part in the simulation 

'Negotiating with China'. 
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Gender 
PAUL KIRBY 

Framing Questions 

• What are the different ways in which gender shapes world politics today? 

• Do men dominate global politics at the expense of women? 

• Should international gender norms be radically changed? How? 

Reader's Guide 

This chapter is about the power of gender in global 

politics. Gender influences everything from national 

security to pop culture, the international economy 

to United Nations missions. Gender is not restricted 

to a single set of issues, and it does not refer only 

to women. The chapter begins by explaining how 

gender is usually defined, what gender scholars and 

feminists study, and how they contribute to and 

challenge the discipline of International Relations. 

The chapter then introduces the contrast between 

masculinity and femininity before examining the 

impact of gender in three spheres: (1) global politics, 

from the participation of women in decision-making 

to the very idea of the state; (2) global security, from 

the distinction between combatant and civilian to 
women's involvement in political violence; and (3) 

the global economy, from transformations in the dis­

tribution of work to hidden forms of domestic and 

reproductive labour. 

11 Introduction 
1 . 

def structures our existence in the most intimate 
G~ . d d . . Bow we expenence an express gen er 1S msep-
"'J)~l~ from our personhood, our individuality, and 

tf3
r 

interactions with others in families, classrooms, 

~rkplace • and cultures. How gender is understood 
'iall),-how, in other words, we are allowed to do 

~der-det rmines who it is possible for us to become. 

'nd yet gender was long neglected by the discipline of 
ternational Relations (IR), seen as irrelevant to world 

1II 1i1iC. proper, the province of other social sciences. 

~lll' the inter-war period usually seen as the origin 
of the discipline onwards, feminists have been writing 

Jhout gender and practising politics (see Ch. 10). It is 
ill primarily feminists who study gender, although 
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there are also scholars who adopt a gender focus and 
do not describe themselves as feminist, as well as schol­
ars who might think of themselves first and foremost 
as constructivists, Marxists, or liberals (among other 
options) but who incorporate gender in the framing of 
research questions or their choice of variables. Although 

not all scholars adopt a gender perspective, every con­
ceivable topic in IR has a gender dimension. Whether in 
diplomacy or social movements, international courts or 
terrorist networks, financial markets or theatres of war, 

there are norms of gender at work. These very often 
result in disparities between men and women. But to 

understand how gender structures global politics, we 
must first unpack some fundamental concepts. 

17.2 Sex and gender in international perspective 

Our world is divided, almost equally, into men and 
,,'Omen. This much appears obvious. With the excep-
110)\ of intersex conditions-when a person is born 
with characteristics that are not clearly designated as 
IIIlIle or female-practically everyone is identified (by 
medical practitioners, parents, and family) as a boy or 
agirl within their first minutes oflife, and indeed often 
before their birth. It is usually impossible to leave hos­

pilal without a birth certificate, so designation as one 
or other side of this binary (male or female) becomes a 
precondition for official recognition as a person. This 
6~t attribution of a given, permanent, biological iden­
Ilty conventionally follows us throughout our lives. 

We grow up from boys and girls into men and women. 

d difference becomes more pronounced during 
PUberty and, for very many people, capacities that stem 
fmm primary sexual difference (such as the ability to 

becollle pregnant) become crucial aspects of their adult 
selve . Because men and women have some differing 

phYSical characteristics, it is easy to think of cultural, 
~al, economic, and political asymmetries between 

them as stemming from an original biological division. 
But these common places about gender inequality 

re mistaken. When we think about appropriate ways 
~~arn . an or woman we are not obeymg the rules of 
k "eUe . but those of society. Masculinity and feminin­
l~ are granted a certain range of permissible values, 
fn We all learn those values as a precondition for flu-

l SOcial functioning. Feminists and scholars of gender 

have often distinguished sex (biological characteristics, 
primarily genital and reproductive) from gender (the 
social codes that express masculinity and femininity). 
But this distinction may in turn be challenged, since 

what we understand as the original division between 
male and female is also historically variable, shaped 

by sexist assumptions, and transformed by new forms 
of medical and biological categorization (Rubin 1975; 

Butler 1993; Repo 2013). The crucial point is that, 
although our sexual inheritance is in some sense an 
element of who we are, it is the expression and con­

testation of our gender that establishes our recognized 
personhood. Gender has for this reason been called 'the 

social institutionalisation of sexual difference' (Okin 

1998 [1991]: 116) and 'a socially imposed division of the 
sexes' (Rubin 1975: 179). Gender studies is so often con­
cerned with the distinction between men and women 

because this is a basic way in which societies manifest 
gender codes. But it is far from the only way, and the 
precise meaning of 'man' and 'woman'-as well as the 

spectrum of non-binary identities-are today at the 
heart of gender studies. Understanding gender means 
analysing how masculinity and femininity are socially 

constructed and experienced, while always being con­
scious that they are not reducible to the dichotomy of a 
sex binary. 

The feminist Kate MiIlett argued that gender deeply 

shapes temperament (our personality and how we display 
it), role (what kind of activities we are assigned, or are 
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deemed appropriate for us), and status (our importance 
and influence with others) (MilIett 2000 [1969]: 26). 
From private to public, gender is a manifestation of 
political power because it affects who gets what. Norms 
and practices of gender result in reward, privilege, cel­
ebration, and comfort, or conversely in shame, rejec­
tion, expropriation, and exclusion. Society is organized 
in relation to, and stratified by, gender. 

Whatever physical differences may exist on average 
between men and women are elaborated by structures 
of gender, which can both extend and limit initial ten­
dencies. Across the world, gender norms influence 
whether a child is born or aborted; what kind of food 
people eat as they grow; how they develop and use their 
muscles and limbs, and hence how they move and com­
port themselves; what interests they are encouraged to 
pursue; who they are allowed to befriend; what they 
are allowed to wear; where they can go to the toilet; 
how they are encouraged to speak and act in company; 
what kind of education they enjoy (if they are permit­
ted education at all); what work they are given in the 
home; what they are expected to provide financially 
for their family or community; their responsibilities 
as citizens; whether they are recognized by the state 
as having a gender at odds with that assigned at birth; 
when and how they can be seen in public; whether they 
are allowed to drive cars; what sporting events they 
can compete in, or attend; whether their sexual ori­
entation is celebrated, permitted, or even recognized; 
who they can marry, partner, or enjoy intimacy with; 
how they worship; how and when they are allowed to 
use violence in everyday life; how and when they will 
be expected to use violence in service of their commu­

nity; whether they fight in the name of their state or 
nation; the commemoration (if any) of their sacrifice; 
whether they are expected to use their body for other 
ends (such as to produce children); whether and how 
they are written about in history books; and what oth­
ers will assume about their motives and identity after 
their death. 

Crucially, the meaning of gender behaviour var­
ies according to time and place. In some moments 
it appears fixed and practically without challenge, 
while in others it may be highly contestable and fluid. 
Consider the ideal of leadership. In recent history, to 
speak of a leader has usually been to speak of a cisgen­
der man, and of characteristics (rationality, strength, 
courage) strongly associated with masculinity. By any 
reasonable measure, male leaders continue to dominate 
global politics (see Box 17.1). Highly successful women 

are compelled to work with or against maSCUline 
St~1\. 

dards. In the 1970s Margaret Thatcher, who Went 0 

become the first female prime minister of the U ~ to 
tll~ 

Kingdom, took coaching to lower the pitch of h 
voice. Nothing changed in the quality of her l1lind ~ 
her political ideology, but approximating 'masclIli; 
speech helped her overcome the negative COllnotatio 
of femininity (such as emotionality and shri llness) ~ 
the minds of the electorate. Other female leaders ~ 

, sU'tl 
as Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi and lsra 
Prime Minister Golda Meir, were also seen in their 
time as expressing manly characteristics. Meir \ 

even referred to as 'the best man in the gOVcrn tnent'~ 
then Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion when she \\'16 

Minister of Foreign Affairs. 

Of course, gender does not work in isolat ion. Al 
every point, gender combines with other struclU 
of power such as race, class, or nation (see Chs 18. 16; 
and 31). What opportunities and obstacles individ 
face, what freedom and violence, depends not just CIII 
their gender, but on many other factors. The interl(, 
tion of different structures of power mean that thete 
are always multiple and complex positions of politQ 
authority, subordination, and resistance to consider. fa 
some guises, feminism has stressed that all women 
excluded and exploited by patriarchy (at its 
the rule of men) in much the same way. Others 

Box 17.1 Gender and political leade 

• Number of women national leaders (heads of state or 

government) out of 1 93 states: 24 (12 per cent) 

• Percentage of women in parliaments (global average, 

2021): 26 per cent 

• Highest percentage of women in parliament (2021): 
Rwanda, 56 per cent 

• Lowest percentage of women in parliament (2021): 
Micronesia, Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu, Haiti , 0 per 

Source: Data on women as heads of state or government 
from UN Women (202 1 b), correct as ofJ September 

Where the same woman is both head of 90vernment.and 
of state this has been counted as a single positiOn. Only 

heads of state are included. Data on percentage 
parliament taken from the Inter-Parliamentary Union 

correct as of 6 December 2021. A 'parliament' ls treated 
percentage across lower and upper chambers 

bicamerallegislaWe 

. and sexism, gender alone cannot account for 
~ I S rT1 

f# I happens to those also marked as part of a deni-
.. -It

ll 
cl racial group. The feminist and legal scholar 

(ilta . 
~: lberJc Crenshaw observed such a process at work 111 
~I~dhe court system in the United States treated claims 
lID discri mination. When a group of Black women were 
rI d froIll their jobs at the car manufacturer General 
6ft r in the late 1970s, it was ruled that they could 
)\0

10 h h b . f . Id · . . . 'ng a case eit er on t e as IS 0 raCla lscnm111atlOn 
\ttI JCual discrimination, but not both. Yet the wom­or se 

's claiIll was that they had been dismissed on both 
ell unds: not just as women (since white women contin­
~ to be employed) and not just because of anti-Black 
jlCi nl (because Black men were still eligible for some 
jObs). Because domination could not be understood by 
reference to just a single axis of power, Crenshaw argued 
dlat those committed to redressing injustice needed to 
dlink of combined harms and their intersectionality 

tcrcJlshaw 1989). 
1Illerse tionality can be observed in global politics 

III the contrasting degrees of security for citizen and 
\I1lmigrant women accessing domestic violence shelters, 
ID th.e homophobic policies that prevent male survivors 
ofsexual violence from seeking medical help in refugee 
fdtlngs, and in the relatively privileged position of white 
iminists writing from universities in the Global North 

(Crenshaw 1991; Sivakumaran 2005; Ackerly and True 
!llO). So gender matters because the masculine/femi­
nine categorization is key to the operation of political 
power\ but it is at the same time a distinction traversed 
by other hierarchies. The gendered histories of dis­
aimination. violence, education, empowerment, trade, 
diplomacy, democracy, and love (to name but a few) 

17.3 Global gender relations 

Patriarchy is one possible way of describing gender 
. hues, but there is disagreement as to the term's preci­
~n and application. It has been argued that patriarchy 
IS too static an idea to describe the diversity of gender 

"'.tions, and that it does not sufficiently incorporate 

:tlons of intersectionality. One recurrent issue in the 
ate has been about how best to characterize men's 

flJleriences of gender. While many consider feminism 

ilia pat.ible with a subtle and critical analysis of men and 
~Uhnities, others have suggested that feminism is 
Q eted by its historical focus on women's experiences ::S 1996). Scholars who do not identify as feminists, 

o see feminism as primarily an activist rather than 
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Box 17.2 Becoming gendered 

In the famous words of French feminist philosopher 5imone 

de Beauvoir: 

One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman. No bio­

logical, psychological, or economic fate determines the 

figure that the human female presents in society; it is civili­

zation as a whole that produces this creature, intermediate 

between male and eunuch, which is described as feminine. 

(de Beauvoir 7997 (7 949]: 295) 

are global. They take place across physical borders, in 
the interaction of different political communities, and 
in the imagination of the foreign and the familiar. Hence 
the adaptation of the feminist slogan 'the personal is 
political' to 'the personal is international' (Hutchings 
1994; Enloe 2014 [1989]). Gender is personal, political, 
and international (see Box 17.2). 

Key Points 

• Gender is more than biological sex, against which it is 

often contrasted. Gender usually refers to the social codes 

that express ideals of masculinity and femininity. 

• Just because gender is constructed does not mean it is 

imaginary. It has the force of a fact because we behave as if 

it is a fact. 50 gender also includes the practices and 

behaviours that express and enforce social codes. 

• Gender is a structure of power because gender norms and 

gendered behaviours are the means by which some 

people receive benefits, while others suffer harms. 

• Gender does not exist in isolation. It intersects with other 

forms of power in complex ways. 

a scholarly identity, describe their work with such terms 
as 'gender studies', and 'critical masculinity studies'. The 
field of gender studies, as its more neutral name implies, 
is less likely to consider explicitly political questions of 
emancipation, and somewhat less likely to focus on the 
experiences of women alone, even though gender schol­
ars may frequently identify patterns of power and domi­
nation, and even though there are feminist scholars who 
study men and masculinities in great depth. In short, 
while all feminists study gender, not all scholars of gen­
der are feminists, or feminists of the same tradition. 

Because gender is organized through diverse, mal­
leable, and contested social norms, it is best understood 
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not as the property of specific persons but as the inter­
action of concepts and practices in context. Ideas about 
gender, and alternative ways of organizing gender 
roles, come into contact with one another across bor­
ders. In any given social situation, 'masculinity' and 
'femininity' are clusters of social codes that exist in 
relation to each other. It has often been observed, for 
example, that being masculine is not so much about 
an exacting list of features as it is about appearing 
suitably not f eminine. On this account, gender is not a 
fi xed essence, but the meaning given to behaviour, the 
continual counterposing of masculinity and feminin­
ity. Given the importance of intersectionality, we can 
expect different groups of women to be attributed vari­
ous characteristics in gendered terms. These might be 
ideas of motherhood, sexual availability, intelligence, 
vulnerability, suitability for domestic work, and so 
on, all cast in relation to a series of contrasting ideas 
about masculinity. Yet masculinity is not just or always 
the dominant side in an equation with femininity. 
Masculinity is also a way to understand the relation­
ships of power that exist among men, and some of the 
ways in which gender norms can harm them. 

In the succinct phrase of Terrell Carver (1996), 

gender is not a synonym for women. Men both have 
and perform gender. The most widely adopted frame­
work for understanding how masculinities regulate 
the behaviour of men is that of hegemonic masculin­
ity (Connell 2005). In developing this concept, R. W. 
Connell argued that in any gender regime, there will 
always be a version-an ideal-of masculinity that is 
dominant in so far as it represents the qualities that 
most men (and many women) celebrate. Because its 

elevated status is given value according to a kind of 
social consensus, this version of masculinity is called 
hegemonic. Although, like all gender constructions, 
the exact shape of hegemonic masculinity depends on 
context and historical period, a stereotypical exam­
ple of hegemonic masculinity from the last decades 
might include traits associated with heterosexuality or 
straightness, whiteness, athleticism, wealth, rational­
ity, fatherhood, military service, and patriotism (see 
Box 17.3). And hegemonic masculinity travels. To take 
just one contemporary manifestation, religious or cul­
tural groups opposed to homosexuality or queerness 
collaborate across borders to influence domestic poli­
tics, as do movements for greater LGBTQI rights (Rao 
2014). In this sense, ideas of masculinity and femininity 
flow, cascade, and fail in international society, just like 
ideas of national security, human rights, or financial 

Box 17.3 What is masculinity? 

While men may think that genitals are literally and sYmb 

cally central to masculinity, they are mostly not on dISp~U. 
and not that often tested or inspected. Rather they are rl1e av. 
referenced through attire, metaphor, and bravado, Thus feIy 

I, , I k f ' fl1as. cu Inlty not on y wor s to con er power on men over wo 

b I I, ' d' d' 'd I 'llen ut a so to empower mascu Inlze In IVI ua s and groups Ov • 

feminized ones, and to create power hierarchies of men 0 er 
men, as well as some masculinities over others. ver 

governance (Picq and Thiel 2015). Indeed, gender 
always to some degree a part of ideas such as 
security, human rights, and financial governance. 

Almost no actual men fit every aspect of the 
monic masculine ideal. It is something that is , 
to, a mirage. Hegemonic masculinity is d istin 
able from other forms of masculinity that exist in 
same gender system. Complicit masculinities are 
that benefit from association with the 
model even if they are not themselves dom inant. 
example, men might praise the symbols of the 
and express strongly pro-military opinions, 
being able to pass military fitness tests 
Subordinate masculinities are subject to mockery, 
missal, or discrimination in relation to the .I1e1~e11'1OIIl 

ideal , seen as its opposite. Men who exhibit the 
teristics of subordinate masculinity are excluded, 
unlikely to reap the full benefits of membership in 
groups. Until recently, homosexuality was CClI:1SlClefl:\l1 

subordinate form of masculinity in societies that 
formally or informally discriminated against gay 
queer men (as many continue to do). Finally, 
ized masculinities are those that are denied the 
of the hegemonic ideal because they overlap with 
structures of exclusion. Immigrant or minority 
may be recognized as having some of the altr 
hegemonic or complicit masculinity in the sociel)' 
have emigrated from or in the minority group 
they are a part, but they will not be accepted into 

privileged circle of men so long as their . 
seen as a threat to national, racial, or communal 
ties. The place of masculine identities fluctuates in 
based on the political structure of a society. 

Just as 'women' is not a unified category, but 
be subdivided according to different located 
ences of gender and intersections, so too m 
refers to a variety of temperaments, roles, and S 

to the extent that many scholars, such as 

05). Carver (2014), and Hooper (1998), refer to 
(lO ulinl ties in the plural. As the example of sub 01'­

jIIu::e masculinities suggests, expressions of sexuality 
di.f1 central role in distinguishing gender status. In 
pia)' arespects social attitudes to both heterosexuality 
SOl'1l1! 

cl homosexuality have changed conSiderably across 
JI1 world in the last hundred years. Relevant changes 
.he .' • G1Llde shIfts 111 the legal status of same-sex or queer 
~nti01aCy (often towards decriminalization, but some­
In s towards criminalization); the growth and spread 
dJlle 
rJgay rights and LGBTQI social movements; fears over 
Ihe influence of homosexual or queer behaviour in 
smue religious, cultural, and political constituencies; 

• Gender studies is not the same as feminism, although they 

are closely related historically and conceptually, 

Gender is relational . The meanings of masculinity and 

femininity are not fixed, but established in interaction and 

contrast with each other, 

17.4 Gendering global politics 

Recall the stark disparity in the proportion of women to 
men in positions of political leadership found in virtu­
.uy every country. According to the latest available data 
&om the Inter-Parliamentary Union, in only five coun­
trieS do women account for 50 per cent or more of the 
IIpresentalives in the lower or single chamber (Rwanda, 

Cuba,Nicaragua, Mexico, and the United Arab Emirates) 
OnIer-Parliarn ntary Union 2021). On a common under­

Qding of what it means to holds power, it is therefore 
dear that politics is gendered. Overturning the histori­
CU exelu iOll of women from the political process has 

a central theme in decades of feminist scholarship 

ICkn rand Honneth 2003). This inequity has also been 
argl Owledged repeatedly by states in the highest forum 

I obal governance: the United Nations (see Ch. 21). 

aI nb 1975 in Mexico City, following mobilizatio~ by 
? nl coalition of feminist civil society, the United 
lOlls c 

onvened the first World Conference on 
Clll1cll ffi" ) an 0 cIa 1 mtergovernmental summit to 

Ollfd to the multiple dimensions of gender exclu­
rom d' a:-t luerences in wages and economic auton-
o women's role in achieving peace. It established a 
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greater recognition of a diversity of norms of homo­
sexual masculinity and femininity, as well as growing 
awareness of genderqueer, transgender, and non­
binary identities; diversification in media depictions 
of LGBTQI lives; changes in attitudes towards pre­
marital sex in heterosexual or straight relationships; 
and a decline in racist beliefs about miscegenation. 

In recent years, 'populist' right-wing movements from 
Hungary to Brazil to the United States have arrayed 
themselves against trans rights, seeking to frame trans 
people as a threat to the family, Western civilization, 
and even feminism itself (Ahmed 2016; Korolczuk and 
Graff 2018). 

• Gender is multiple, It means more than 'male' or 'female'; 

there are always various possible ways of being masculine or 

feminine, depending on the gender order in place, 

• Gender changes over time, at least in part due to political 

struggles over what it means and should mean, 

special United Nations Development Fund for Women 
(UNIFEM, subsequently amalgamated with other enti­
ties to become UN Women). 

Mexico was followed by conferences in 1980 in 
Copenhagen and in 1985 in Nairobi, the latter since 
dubbed the 'birthplace of global feminism' due to the 

number of non-governmental organizations present 
and the global collaboration among feminist groups. 
The World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 

gave its name to the Beijing Platform for Action, a list 
of demands for women's inclusion which serves as a 
benchmark of progress to this day. Five years later, the 
UN Security Council passed Resolution 1325, seen as 
a breakthrough because it finally raised a cluster of 
issues-participation in deciSion-making and con­
flict resolution, the inclusion of a gender perspective 
in peacekeeping and humanitarian contexts, and the 
prevention of violence against women and girls-at the 
highest level of international politics. The successful 
passage of Resolution 1325 inaugurated what is now 
known as the Women, Peace and Security (or WPS) 
agenda (see Davies and True 2019). 
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By the early 2020s, there were ten Security Council 

resolutions in the WPS series, each reiterating or 

deepening the commitment to gender equality and to 

ending conflict-related sexual violence. However, the 

results of gender mainstreaming are open to debate. 

While significant strides have been made in some 

areas (such as extending primary education, reducing 

infant mortality, and following up the treaty obliga­

tions of the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Discrimination Against Women) (see Box 

17.4), progress has been slow in many others. There is 

also a sense that an early stress on multiple aspects of 

women's exclusion (including measures of economic 

Box 17.4 Gender milestones in global 
governance 

1975: The first United Nations World Conference on 
Women is held in Mexico City. 

1976: UN 'Decade for Women' begins. 

1979: The UN General Assembly adopts the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW). 189 states would go on to become 
parties to the Treaty. 

1980: Second UN World Conference on Women, 
Copenhagen. 

1985: The third UN World Conference on Women, held in 
Nairobi, closes and reviews the UN Decade for Women. 

1995: The fourth UN World Conference on Women, held 
in Beijing, puts forward the Beijing Platform. 

2000: The UN Security Council passes Resolution 1325, 

inaugurating the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) 
agenda. 'Beijing + 5' meetings are held in New York. The 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) include specific 
gender-related goals to be achieved by 2015. 

2008-19: Nine more Security Council resolutions are 
passed, extending the WPS agenda. 

2014: The United Kingdom hosts the Ending Sexual 
Violence in Conflict summit in London. UN Women 
launches the #HeForShe campaign to encourage men to 
support gender equality. 

2015: Countries follow up the MDGs with Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), including the achievement of 
gender equality. 

2020: The UN Security Council fails to pass a new WPS 
resolution on the twentieth anniversary of the first, due to 
opposition to a Russian draft widely seen as undermining 
women's rights. 

and political equality) has been eroded in favo 
. . Ur Of 

narrower agenda of vlOlence preventIOn in confl' ~ 
Ictsc tings, which has the effect of continually casting \ I. 
\101»1>0. 

in the role of victims to be saved rather than as -" 

participants alongSide men (Kirby and Shepherd ~qUal 
(see Case Study 13.2). The legacy of UN activisllt 

01
6) 

also been criticized for its simplistic op rati( fl al ' ~as 
( Izalzora 

of gender as a male/female dichotomy without aU 
. hi" f d den. tlOn to t e comp eXltles 0 gen er an sexual identit . 

Whatever their impact, these policies are vid.e l. 
of the much greater visibility of gender issues in glo~ 
Politics compared with even a few decades ago rn. 

. !Ilere' 
no area of international political life where gender d' 
paritie.s do not feature, and at the sa~ne time no. level : 

analYSIS IS free of gendered associatIOns . And it is ~ 
sible to trace this gendering of politics even in the ~ . 
unit of analysis ofIR: the state itself. Slc; 

The modern nation-state is more than a territo­

rial unit of rule, dividing those within it and 1111dtr 

the nominal protection of its government 'fralll 
those without. The very idea of the nation-state 

thoroughly gendered. The frontispiece of Thomas 

Hobbes's Leviathan-perhaps the most famous trea. 

tise on the state in all of political theory-show 

the body of the sovereign as male, comprised of 
the people, all apparently also male (Carver 2014) 

A masculine symmetry is thus established betwcea 

the aggregate of male citizens, an individual 11l~le 
king, and a 'male' political entity (the state). In addi­

tion to such depictions, the very language for describ­

ing what happens within a state ('domestic') is 

reflection of the division between public and ptiVlllt 

space, and a long tradition in which male citizens 

inhabit the public realm while women and childrea 
are located in the home. 

Yet the representation of the nation is not exclnsivcl1 
masculine. Queens have Similarly stood symbolicallT 

for the whole political community and commanded 

accordingly (Towns 2010). The nation appears h' · 

torically as both Fatherland and Motherland, ,gath­

ering legitimacy in affinity with the family unit and 

thereby naturaliZing political hierarchy (Collins 1998). 
Gendered metaphors of loyalty to the state vary, but 

femini t political theorist Jean Bethke Elshtain I 
argued that they tend towards one of two gender~d jd~ 
also The first i~ 'the beautiful soul', an image ~f vl.rg~:d­
womanhood 111 need of protection from foreign 111\ 0/1 
ers. Men, by contrast, are encouraged to take on the r 

'the just warrior', who goes to war in defence of the 

~ land (Elshtain 1995 [1987]). Everyone negotiates 
b ille ' , 

dered loyalty to the state. 

fJl,AlthOUgh this stark binary betwee~ warrior men 

d dornestic women may appear antIquated , states 

,11 t' 'IUe to represent themselves, and to be imagined 
'11n 11 
I their populations, in gendered terms: as having 

by 'n kind of ideal citizens and ideal values. The 
t~rtal 

et of the strong nation is stereotypic ally mascu-

\10 Y JllU cular and heterosexual-and colonialism, 
lil1e-

pat ' Ion revolution, and national interest are fre-
OCcu • ' 
u~ntly conceptualized through metaphors of manly 

~Slance, feminine submission, and heterosexual 

\'itllity (c. Weber 1999). Strategies of foreign policy, 

alfhough obviously carried out by complex combina­

tions of institutions and agents, have always been eas­

~f represented by gendered figures . This is obvious 

in the visual shorthands of political caricature, as in 

an example from Puck magazine in Fig, 17.1 which 

dllPicts the 1898 United States intervention in Cuba. 

population in apparent need of defence are shown in 

feminine form, while their defenders (or pretenders to 

defence) appear upright and stereotypically masculine. 

lhe aggressors, unsurprisingly, express the less attrac­

til'e features of subordinate or marginal masculinity, at 

least so far as the intended audience for the caricature 

W$ concerned. 

Since the project of state-making depends so heavily 

on an idealized gender order, the existence of LGBTQI 

people with a different understanding of the nation can 

be deeply unsettling (Berlant and Freeman 1992). Their 

desire either to enter areas of public life from which they 

have previously been excluded, or indeed to reshape 

!lalional politics to better include their interests, are 

conSistently resisted in many different countries. 

Governments regulate sexuality and gender identi­

ties in part because they see dissident sexualities as 

~ threat to social cohesion. As late as 2010, the United 

lares prevented non-citizens living with HIV/AIDS 

froln entering the country, a ban reflecting historical 

~omophobi.a and deeply linked to fear of contamina­

~IOIl from sexual others, not just of the individual bod­

~s of Vs citizens, but of the 'body' of the state itself 

1Ftolvd 2014). Indeed, the very mechanisms of border 

PaSsage are gendered. In most countries, it is neces­

~r)' to state one's gender (male or female) for any offi­

tllll form. Until very recently, states have simply been 
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Figure 17.1 'Save me from my friends': illustration from 
Puck magazine 
Source: Puck magazine, 7 September 1898. Image courtesy of Library of 

Congress. 

unable to recognize the existence of persons whose 

gender identity does not conform to a binary choice (in 

some countries-such as Nepal and Germany-there is 

now a third gender category on passports). For trans 

persons, winning recognition by the state is a chronic 

struggle, heightened whenever crossing international 

borders (Currah and Mulqueen 2011). 

Official systems of discrimination on the basis of 

sexuality or gender identity, although implemented 

domestically, reflect the global politics of gender. A sig­

nificant percentage of anti-sodomy laws in existence 

today are colonial laws retained by newly independent 

nations (Human Rights Watch 2008). Comparative 

research suggests that Britain's former colonies are 

more likely to criminalize homosexuality today than 

the ex-colonies of other powers (Han and O'Mahoney 

2014). The analysis of which 'cultures' are homopho­

bic is therefore inseparable from an understanding of 

international patterns of dominance and resistance 

in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It has even 

been argued that the term 'homosexuality' cannot be 

understood in isolation from imperial history (Massad 

2007). Some countries that now pride themselves on 

tolerance and gender equality justify their military 

actions on the grounds that they are more civilized 

than their enemies. In recent years, the combination 

of gay rights discourse and militarism in the US and 

its allies' invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq has been 

termed homonationalism (Puar 2008). Gender and 

sexuality thus shape the politics of violence as much as 

they do the politics of everyday life. 
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Key Points 

• Gender structures how we think of international politics, 

right down to how we represent states, their rulers, citizens, 

and defenders. 

• Gendered rules also shape basic elements of international 

politics, such as border crossing. 

• Gender inequality is a major topic of contemporary political 

debate, and many international organizations are officially 

dedicated to taking a gender perspective seriously. 

17.5 Gendering global security 

The discipline of International Relations has usually 
seen national security in abstract terms: states with 
different levels of military, economic, and political 
power interact as separate entities. In the conventional 
reading, war is the result of state leaders seeking to 
maximize their relative power in the international sys­
tem; exploiting the opportunity provided by a weaker 
party; miscalculating their national security interests; 

• The international community has committed to acting on 

gender inequalities through treaties: world conferences, UN 

resolutions, and speCialist organizations, but significant 

debate exists about the degree of progress and which 

inequalities are the most pressing. 

succumbing to the undue influence of domestic inter. 
est groups; acting as part of a collective security agree. 
ment; or some combination thereof. Gender scholaq 
are not, on the whole, interested in such hypotheses, 
Instead, they ask questions about what role masculin­
ity and femininity play in the practice of war (see C 
Study 17.1), who counts as participants in war, and how 
to conceptualize war and security. 

Case Study 17.1 The Kurdish Yekineyen ParastineJin (Women's Protection Units) 

YekTneyen Parastine Jin fighters 
© Kurdish Struggle / Flickr 

Women have been active participants in political violence in 

numerous conflicts. Close to a million women fought as partisans 

or in the Soviet army during the Second World War (J. Goldstein 

2001: 65). Women have since been guerrillas in the El Salvadoran, 

Peruvian, and Sri Lankan civil wars, suicide bombers in Lebanon, 

and combat troops in the US army (see, e.g. Kampwirth 2004; 

Mackenzie 2012). Female fighters were again present-and argu­

ably visible as never before-in the multi-fronted war against the 

so-called Islamic State from the mid-2010s on. 

During the internationalized civil war in Syria, an autono­

mous Kurdish polity was established in the north of the country 

across three cantons known as Rojava. The area has been called 

a 'stateless democracy', sign ificantly associated with the Partiya 

Yekltiya Demokrat (PYD, or Democratic Union Party). The revo­
lutionary politics of Rojava emphasize gender equality as int~graI 

to Kurdish independence, contrasting sharply with the 

misogyny and sexual violence of the parallel state-buildingoftht 

so-called Islamic State (Kaya 2020; ~m~ek and Jongerden 2021: 

1034-40). 

From 2013 mostly Kurdish women warriors organized sepa­

rately as combat units, known as the Yeklneyen Parastine Jfn 
(YPJ), fighting alongside the mixed but majority-male People's 

Protection Units (YPG) (Szekely 2020: 415-16). Their strength hat 
been estimated to be as high as 24,000 fighters (Macintyre 2021~ 
The YPJ attracted volunteers from abroad, drawing comparl$9l1S 

with the International Brigades of the Spanish Civil War, and were 
heavily profiled in Western media, including in a photo essay for 

the magazine Marie Claire (Griffin 2014). Their celebration as 1bad­

ass' has also been taken as reflecting a shallow voyeurism that 
did less to recognize Kurdish women's political agency than to 
flirt with Orientalist tropes (Toivanen and Baser 2016; ~m~ek and 
Jongerden 2021). At the same time Kurdish independence 

have courted international attention to build diplomatic and 

tary support for Rojava, and states like the United Arab I:mllfll"~"1 

have publicized the role of women in their own militaries to 

thei r opposition to the so-called Islamic State (Szekely 2020). 

Question 1: What does women's participation in political 

tell us about gender norms? 

Question 2: Are propaganda representations of women flgh!e/f 

as important as their military successes in contemporary war? 

'!he stereotypical representation of the soldier is that 
an and warrior identity is often included as an 

cl" 1'011 ~f hegemonic masculine ideals. Gender and 
(lefl1CI 

.' is! scholars widely accept that masculine ideals 
~I1'~storically central to the training of warriors (see 
pt osing Opinions 17.1). Military training regimes 
~PPllell t lY stress the loss of feminine qualities and the 
ift<I

h 
lcerneJ1t of masculine-even hyper-masculine­

tI1 31 

(Belkin 2012). Constructions of military mas­
oP~ 

I. I'ty are thought to be so important because good 
lOin 

Chapter 17 Gender 

soldiering is not the natural behaviour of biological men, 
but involves a series of capacities (to cooperate in a unit, 
to obey orders, to respond effectively to danger, and to 
kill) that have to be made. In addition to denigrating 
feminine characteristics, some professional militaries 
have only recently allowed openly gay people to serve. 
Most famously, the US military long operated a policy 
known as 'Don't Ask, Don't Tell' (DADT), for fear that 
sexual orientation would undermine the armed forces 
and therefore potentially threaten the survival of the 

Opposing Opinions 17.1 War is inherently masculine 

Historically, virtually all soldiers have been male. Women 

llavevery rarely contributed to combat forces in sign ificant num­

belS. This is true over great periods oftime and across many soci­

elJe5 that differ in other respects, strongly suggesting that there 

15 something that closely bonds men, masculinity, and war, for 

gQOd or ill . 

Male physiology is well suited to war. Men are on average 

pIIyslcally stronger than women; they are also differently wired. 

Testosterone and other hormones associated with violence are 

higher in men than women, and moreover are highest at the age 

whell professional armies recruit most heavily-roughly between 

16and 30 years old (J. Goldstein 2001 : 143-58). The combination 

ofgreater physical aptitude and evolutionary heritage creates a 

permanent bond between men and violence. 

the military is a special kind of institution. Even if historical and 

ological considerations can be overcome, the armed forces serve 

ldlstinctive social function. The task of the military is not to repre-

1III1ta popUlation fairly, but to protect it effectively. Militaries work 

best when they are made up of units of men ('the band of broth­

IB') prepared to make great sacrifices for each other. Regardless of 

whether women have the ability to serve on equal terms, preserv­

Ingmilltary cohesion must be the pre-eminent consideration, even 

' that means indulging the prejudices of male soldiers. 

Against 

The historical record is neither neutral nor exhaustive. 

Women soldiers may be relatively rare, but it does not follow that 

only men can wage war. Close to 300,000 women served with the 

US military in the Afghanistan and Iraq wars alone (MacKenzie 

2012: 32), and many more were involved in combat-officially, 

unOfficially, and in disguise-throughout the twentieth century 

(see Baker 2018). There are many examples of women warriors 

which disprove a universal rule (Alpern 2011; Mackenzie 2012; 

Ortega 2012; Darden, Henshaw, and Szekely 2019). Where 

women have been formally forbidden from joining armies, their 

absence from battle does not prove that they cannot be effective 

soldiers. They have simply not been given the chance. 

Assumptions about the violent nature or physical superior­

ity of male bodies are deeply flawed. Testosterone does not 

play an uncomplicated or unmediated role in enabling violence. 

Women are only now being allowed into the most gruelling train­

ing courses; it is misleading to extrapolate from the failings of a 

few innovators (the first women to ever attempt courses of this 

kind) to a judgement of women's physical capabilities in general. 

Male bodies fail too, and female soldiers have already completed 

many advanced military training programmes. 

Militaries are complex institutions undertaking complex 

missions. Many military tasks are better suited to intelligence and 

situational awareness than to raw physical strength. Professional 

militaries have integrated women on a greater scale in recent 

decades precisely because women offer skills that their male col­

leagues may lack (Azarbaijani-Moghaddam 2014; Dyvik 2014). 

Studies have shown that the hyper-masculine culture distinctive 

of modern militaries may in fact hamper cohesion and reduce 

mission effectiveness. Diverse militaries are stronger militaries. 

How much should the long history of war matter in deciding who can take on what roles in modern militaries? 

2 Do new military gender roles suggest that war in the future will be very different from the past? 

J W~at role do you think physical characteristics should play in deciding who fights? 

Visit the online resources to discover pointers to help you tackle these questions. 
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