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Second Section 

Chapter 1: Empires and international society from 1500 to 

1914 

Chapter outline 

• Europe’s imperial expansion after 1500 marks the beginning of a truly 

‘global’ system of international relations. 

• The relationships established during Europe’s imperial era (1500– 1918) 

were structured to benefit European states at the cost of non- European 

political communities, reinforcing European hegemony. 

• The independence of the United States and South America in the 18th and 

19th centuries did not diminish the hegemonic position of Europe’s great 

powers in global affairs. 

• The period of European history from 1814 to 1914 is commonly called the 

‘Long Peace’ because of the relative stability that characterized its 

international affairs. 

• British hegemony played a key role in maintaining the Long Peace 

throughout the 19th century.  

• The rise of Germany, imperial competition in the non-European world, and 

the advent of modern industrial technologies have all been cited as causes 

of the First World War. 

• The changes brought about by the First World War reshaped international 

affairs, brought the Long Peace to an end and heralded the start of the 

bloody 20th century. 
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Empires and hierarchy: Europe’s imperial expansion: 

We should be more than a little critical of the ways in which some writers have 

traditionally thought about international relations: largely through European eyes 

and mainly as something that only became seriously interesting when states 

emerged as the main actors in world affairs. IR does not begin and end with the 

rise of European states. Students of world politics must nevertheless confront an 

incontrovertible fact: that at some point between the late 14th and the 16th 

centuries, Europe – initially around the Mediterranean and later in states 

bordering the Atlantic – began to evolve in ways that changed the course of world 

history. In a very important sense, there was no such thing as a truly 

interconnected world before 1500.  

Only after the discovery of the Americas and Australasia by Europeans could we 

really start to think in such terms. As one of the great historians of world history, 

J.M. Roberts, has argued, the age of a true world history started in the 15th and 

16th centuries and continued for another 400 years, by which time European 

domination of the globe was complete. In many ways, the age of European 

imperialism marked the birth of global international relations. 

The sources of Europe’s dynamic expansion after 1500 have been hotly debated. 

Some explanations are technical: from Europe’s medieval agricultural revolution 

to Renaissance innovations in shipbuilding and navigation that made oceanic 

travel more reliable. Other explanations are economic, attributing Europe’s 

conquests to the rise of capitalism. According to historians like Eric Hobsbawm, it 

is no coincidence that Western Europe began to outperform other regions and 

push outwards just as feudalism began to break down at home and capitalism 

began to rise in its wake. Whatever the reasons, it is fair to say that after 1500 the 

states of Western Europe no longer waited for things to happen to them. Instead, 

they went out to make things happen to others. 

Significantly, few Europeans of the era opposed imperialism. Even liberals and 

socialists were counted among imperialism’s supporters, arguing that there was 

something distinctively progressive about an economically and culturally superior 

Europe helping those less fortunate to join the modern world. Whatever, the 
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reasons behind it, European imperialism was the driving force behind the creation 

of today’s global international society.  

The assault on the world by Europe’s rising states had, by the late 19th century, 

created European world hegemony. There was opposition – first when the 13 

American colonies defeated and expelled the British Empire in the late 1700s, and 

again when most of Latin America expelled the Spanish and the Portuguese 

empires in the 1800s. However, these challenges did not upset Europe’s global 

dominance. The USA made its revolution in the name of European – even English 

– ideals, and only welcomed immigrants from Europe into the ‘New World’ until 

the 20th century. In Latin America, liberation from Spain and Portugal did not lead 

to the end of Europe’s influence over the continent. Indeed, its revolutions left 

the old European ruling classes of Latin America intact and allowed states like the 

USA and the UK to become even more deeply involved in regional affairs than 

they had been before the expulsion of Spanish and Portuguese power. 

Dynamic imperial and commercial expansion made Europe the Centre of the 

world by 1914. This revolutionary transformation did not occur without a great 

deal of organized violence, initially directed against those who were being 

subjected to European rule and later directed against competing European 

powers. 

Finally, we can say that:   

• Europe’s imperial expansion after 1500 marks the beginning of a truly ‘global’ 

system of international relations. 

• The relationships established during Europe’s imperial era (1500– 1918) were 

structured to benefit European states at the cost of non- European political 

communities, reinforcing European hegemony. 

• The independence of the United States and South America in the 18th and 19th 

centuries did not diminish the hegemonic position of Europe’s great powers in 

global affairs. 
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From the Long Peace to the First World War 

The extended period of international competition from 1500 to 1814 continues to 

fascinate IR scholars. Many of the discipline’s most important concepts such as 

balance of power derive from this extraordinarily turbulent period. Following the 

defeat of Napoleonic France in 1814, however, something equally extraordinary 

occurred: a form of ‘great power’ peace broke out on the European continent. 

This lasted – with a few interruptions – until the outbreak of the First World War 

in 1914.  

Different explanations have been advanced to explain this period of relative calm, 

often referred to as the Long Peace. These have ranged from the diplomatic 

efforts of the major powers at the Congress of Vienna through to war weariness – 

a believable hypothesis given that at least five million died across Europe 

between 1789 and 1814 – to the notion that, whatever else might have divided 

them, the great powers after 1814 shared some common values and interests 

that drove them to resolve most of their differences through diplomacy rather 

than through costly wars. 

How long the 19th century’s Long Peace might have lasted became a hypothetical 

question when it collapsed at the start of the First World War in 1914. Several 

different schools of thought exist to explain this development. One sees the First 

World War as an inevitable consequence of changes in the European balance of 

power following the unification of Germany in 1871 and its rapid emergence as a 

serious economic and military challenger to British hegemony. This remains a 

commonly held view in IR, and is still important insofar as the rise of new powers 

tends to increase tensions between existing great powers. The rise of states 

makes this a worrying observation. 

 Other writers and students of IR have broadened this thesis by arguing that 

Germany’s less-than-peaceful rise on the back of Prussian Chancellor Otto von 

Bismarck’s three wars of German unification (against Denmark in 1864, Austria–

Hungary in 1866 and France in 1870) made armed conflict between Europe’s 

states more likely by showing that war was an effective means by which to reach 

political goals. 
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Finally, there are some in IR who insist that the Long Peace was only possible so 

long as military technology remained relatively primitive. The Industrial 

Revolution brought with it new naval technologies, improvement in munitions 

and a rapid acceleration in the destructive capacity of arms. It changed the way 

states fought wars, making new forms of war more and more destructive.’ 

 This materialist theory claims that technology made war far more likely because 

it forced states into arms races as one state after another began to invest in these 

new weapons of death. Arms racing may not fully explain what finally happened 

in 1914. However, the rapid build-up of modern military technology in a world 

where war was still regarded as an effective route to political goals made armed 

conflict more likely, increasing the insecurity of states both great and small. 

 

The First World War 

Some have even wondered whether the First World War need ever have 

happened at all. This approach – going under the broad heading of counter-

factualism – makes one major theoretical claim: that just because things happen 

in international affairs does not mean that they are inevitable. Even as we look for 

the causes of certain events, we need to remain sensitive to the fact that we are 

doing so after the events in question have already happened. Inevitability only 

exists in retrospect, and any claim that history had to unfold as it has should be 

viewed with a highly skeptical eye. This issue has been raised in relationship to 

the First World War by Niall Ferguson, whose thoughts on the First World War 

have been especially controversial. 

The First World War marked the end of one epoch in world politics and the 

beginning of another. As we saw in the first chapter of this subject guide, the First 

World War was only the first of three great conflicts that came to define the 20th 

century.  

In many ways, however, it was the most significant, not because it was the 

bloodiest – the Second World War lays claim to that dubious distinction, or the 
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longest – the Cold War was 10 times as long, but because of the dramatic changes 

that it left in its wake. The list of these changes is long: the outbreak of the 

Russian Revolution of 1917 and the creation of the Soviet Union on the bones of 

the old Russian empire; the emergence of the United States of America onto the 

world stage; the shift of financial and economic power from London to New York; 

the break-up of the Austro–Hungarian and Ottoman empires in central Europe 

and the Middle East; the first major stirrings of nationalism in Europe’s overseas 

empires; a bitter sense of betrayal in Germany that helped to bring Hitler to 

power 15 years later; new opportunities for Japan to expand its holdings in Asia; 

and a disastrous economic legacy that made it nearly impossible to restore the 

health of the world economy.  

The First World War unleashed a series of changes that brought the age of 

European global hegemony to an end and ushered in the world we know today. 

The First World War, more than any other event, was the midwife of modern 

international relations. 

We can summary this: 

• The period of European history from 1814 to 1914 is commonly called the 

‘Long Peace’ because of the relative stability that characterized its 

international affairs. 

• British hegemony played a key role in maintaining the Long Peace 

throughout the 19th century. 

• The rise of Germany, imperial competition in the non-European world and 

the advent of modern industrial technologies have all been cited as causes 

of the First World War. 

• The changes brought on by the First World War fundamentally reshaped 

international affairs, brought the Long Peace to an end and heralded the 

start of the bloody 20th century. 
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Chapter overview 

• Europe’s imperial expansion after 1500 marks the beginning of a truly 

‘global’ system of international relations. 

• The relationships established during Europe’s imperial era (1500–1918) 

were structured to benefit European states at the cost of non-European 

political communities, reinforcing European hegemony. 

• The independence of the United States and South America in the 18th and 

19th centuries did not diminish the hegemonic position of Europe’s great 

powers in global affairs. 

• The period of European history from 1814 to 1914 is commonly called the 

‘Long Peace’ because of the relative stability that characterized its 

international affairs. 

• British hegemony played a key role in maintaining the Long Peace 

throughout the 19th century. 

• The rise of Germany, imperial competition in the non-European world, and 

the advent of modern industrial technologies have all been cited as causes 

of the First World War. 

• The changes brought on by the First World War reshaped international 

affairs, brought the Long Peace to an end and heralded the start of the 

bloody 20th century. 
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Chapter 2; the short 20th century from 1919 to 1991 

Chapter synopsis (outline) 

• The ‘short’ 20th century describes the tumultuous period from the 

beginning of the First World War in 1914 to the end of the Cold War in 

1991. 

• The end of the First World War ushered in new ideas to the field of 

international politics, including self-determination – the right of a political 

community to decide its own political future. 

• By the end of the Second World War, the great European powers of the 

19th century had been surpassed by the rise of two new superpowers: the 

United States of America and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). 

• International relations often describe an international society according to 

its polarity – a condition defined by the number of great powers that 

dominate a system: 

o A society with three or more great powers is multipolar. 

o A society with two great powers is bipolar. 

o A society with a single great power is unipolar. 

• The Cold War was an era of bipolarity, in which the world divided into 

opposed blocs of states centered on the USA and the USSR. 

• In a world of independent states, shared problems are dealt with through 

mutually agreed rules and organizations associated with global governance. 

• The United Nations is an intergovernmental organization (IGO) whose main 

purpose is to protect the sovereign independence of its member states. 

• Unlike the League of Nations that preceded it, the UN balances the 

independence of its member states against the need to sanction and stop 

threats to international peace and security. 
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Self-determination and the decline of imperialism 

The First World War is a watershed event in international relations – an event 

that marks the end of one era and the beginning of another. The war and the 

peace treaties that ended it were directly responsible for bringing about the 

Russian Revolution and the establishment of the Soviet Union, for dissolving the 

multinational Ottoman and Austro–Hungarian empires, for humiliating a defeated 

Germany, for disappointing nationalist aspirations in Italy and Japan, and for 

weakening the financial and military capabilities of the two remaining great 

powers on the European continent – France and Great Britain.  

The United States had become a world power during the war, culminating in 

President Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points – his plan to achieve a just and 

lasting peace settlement. Eight of the fourteen points dealt with specific territorial 

disputes between warring states. Five introduced, rules and practices into 

diplomacy that President Wilson hoped would be the basis for a new kind of 

international relations. These Five new norms were: treaties or agreements 

arrived at through open and public diplomacy instead of the secret ones that 

predominated before the war; freedom of the seas; free trade; education of 

armaments; and the adjustment of colonial claims based on the principles of self-

determination.  

Wilson’s final point called for the creation of a new organization – later the 

League of Nations –high would protect the sovereignty of states great and small. 

Self-determination took hold in many colonial capitals, responding to the idea 

that governments need to represent the political will of the peoples they govern 

or risk losing their legitimacy. It was this idea of self-determination more than 

anything else that signaled the coming end of imperialism. As colonial peoples 

began to call for their own independent governments, the hold of imperial states 

over their far-flung territories declined. Furthermore, the weakening of great 

powers like France and Britain by the profligate bloodletting and expenditure of 

1914–1918 limited their ability to suppress calls for independence. 
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This dialectic process, in which the opposing ideas of imperialism and self-

determination battled for supremacy, culminated in the decades following the 

Second World War (1939–1945) with the widespread collapse of European 

imperial power and the achievement of sovereignty by dozens of new states.  

In its place rose a new order dominated by two states – the USA and the USSR – 

whose power was so inflated by political, economic, technological, military and 

social influence that a new term had to be invented to describe them: 

superpowers. 

 

We can outline these changes: 

• The ‘short’ 20th century describes the tumultuous period from the beginning 

of the First World War in 1914 to the end of the Cold War in 1991. 

• The end of the First World War ushered in new ideas to the field of 

international politics, including self-determination – the right of a political 

community to decide its own political future. 

• By the end of the Second World War, the great European powers of the 19th 

century had been surpassed by the rise of two new superpowers: the United 

States of America and the USSR. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



International Policy 4th year 2020-2021 Hogr Ibrahim Hakeem 

13 
 

Power and polarity from 1919 to 1991: from multipolarity to bipolarity 

The years between the First and Second World War were dominated by 

international relationships between a large number of great powers: Britain, 

France, the United States, Japan, arguably Italy, and later, Germany and the 

Soviet Union. As you will see throughout this subject guide, one way to think 

about international relations is to describe the world in terms of how many great 

powers coexist in international society. 

There is some logic behind this simplistic assumption. Powerful states can use 

their influence to shape the norms, rules and practices that influence 

international behavior. In a society divided between two great powers, small 

states will probably be drawn into one camp or the other – splitting the world into 

competing blocs with their own preferred norms, rules and practices. 

The distribution of power within an international society is referred to as its 

polarity, and normally falls into one of the three following conditions: 

1. A society with three or more great powers is called multipolar. 

2. A society divided between two great powers is called bipolar. 

3. A society dominated by a single great power is called unipolar. 

In 1945, every other great power – winner and loser alike – was severely 

weakened by years of war that had left them in ruins. This included the USSR, 

which had emerged from the Second World War with the world’s most powerful 

army. The USA, meanwhile, had never been in better economic and military 

heath, USA also possessed the world’s only atomic bombs – weapons of mass 

destruction that gave it an absolute military advantage over all other states until 

the USSR exploded its own atomic device in 1949. 

The outcome of this process led to what British writer George Orwell (1945) and 

US columnist Walter Lippmann (1947) called a Cold War. This new kind of war was 

conducted in a bipolar world where power was left in the hands of two 

superpowers armed with nuclear weapons 

 



International Policy 4th year 2020-2021 Hogr Ibrahim Hakeem 

14 
 

Finally we can mention that;  

 

• International relations often describe an international society according to its 

polarity – a condition defined by the number of great powers that dominate a 

system. 

• The Cold War was an era of bipolarity, in which the world was dividing into 

opposed blocs of states centered on the USA and the USSR. 

 

Global governance: building international organizations in a world of 

sovereign states 

The First World War (1914–1918) led to a desire among statesmen and citizens to 
create a new kind of organization to maintain peace and security without the use 
of force. This meant the creation of an organization for global governance that 
could establish rules and practices for the sovereign states of the world to follow 
in their dealings with one another. It is important to differentiate global 
governance from global government. 
The result of the push for global governance following the First World War was 
the League of Nations. Founded in 1920 and based in Geneva, the League had a 
chequered history. It managed to survive the 1920s, doing much good work in the 
process. However, it contained flaws that could not be overcome. 
First, it did not include the United States of America – which refused to join after 
the Paris Peace Conference – nor the USSR – which was excluded on the grounds 
that it was considered a rogue state.  
Second, the League did nothing to deal with the grievances of states like Italy, 
Japan and Germany, who felt cheated or betrayed by the post-war settlement. 
 
Nevertheless, lessons had been learned and some of the same mistakes were 
avoided in the League’s post-war successor – the United Nations. The United 
Nations (UN) differed from the League in several respects. Its original 
membership included both the USSR and the United States. It formally recognized 
the privileged position of the five great powers in international society in 1945 – 
the United States, the USSR, the United Kingdom, France and China.  
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Designed to ‘save succeeding generations from the scourge of war’, the 
organization continued to grow as new states were created through 
decolonization and new UN agencies were created to deal with new international 
issues. 
After all, the UN is an intergovernmental organization (IGO), organized by and for 
the sovereign states that make it up. Without their permission, there is little the 
UN can do to address the world’s problems. 

 
 
 

As a conclusion we say that: 

• In a world of independent states, shared problems are dealt with through 
mutually agreed rules and organizations associated with global governance. 

• The United Nations is an intergovernmental organization (IGO) whose main 
purpose is to protect the sovereign independence of its member states. 

• Unlike the League of Nations that preceded it, the UN balances the 
independence of its member states against the need to sanction and stop 
threats to international peace and security. 
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Chapter 3: The post-Cold War world 
 

Chapter outline  

• The decade following 1991 was one of US unipolarity. 

• Between 1991 and 2001, US foreign policy focused on multilateral global 
governance, including the establishment of the WTO and the expansion of the 
EU and NATO. 

• Democratization was a key goal of US foreign policy in this period. 

• Following 1991, European states of the former Soviet bloc joined IGOs like 
NATO and the EU, while multinational states broke up into their component 
nations. 

• The Communist states of Asia took steps to avoid the fate of the USRR by 
opening their economies to the global capitalist system while maintaining their 
authoritarian domestic political systems. 

• Europe’s largely successful transition away from bipolarity has been helped by 
the continent’s shared sense of identity and the strength of the EU and NATO. 

• The end of the Cold War brought widespread change to the global South, 
including a widespread movement towards liberal economic policies and 
several examples of state collapse. 

• The War on Terror has changed the rules of international society, increasing 
the likelihood of great power intervention. 

• US foreign policy after 9/11 shifted from multilateralism to unilateralism, 
undermining norms associated with non-intervention, state sovereignty and 
territorial integrity. 

• The US fight against violent non-state actors, including terrorists, has allowed 
it and other states to adopt behaviors that were previously against the rules of 
international society.  

 

The end of the Cold War ushered in a new era of international relations. The 
United States of America ascended to dizzying heights of power after 1991, 
achieving a level of hegemony never seen before in international society. As the 
only superpower left on the planet, the USA had immense influence over the 
norms, rules and practices of international society – influence that it used to 
remake IR in its own image. 
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Some states used the two decades that followed 1991 to establish themselves as 
rising powers in international society. Others found themselves torn apart by civil 
wars when their governments proved unable to contain the national aspirations 
of their populations. The Russian Federation, the main successor state to the 
USSR, went through a decade of decline before starting to rise again on a tide of 
oil and gas. 
 

The USA’s unipolar moment: 1991–2001 

When the USSR collapsed into its 15 constituent republics, the United States of 
America was left as the world’s only superpower. Although several other states 
possessed nuclear weapons (including the four members of the P5) and others 
also had highly competitive economies (including Japan and a newly united 
Germany) no state could match the USA for its influence across the political, 
economic and socio-cultural sectors.  

 
 

Its military was the most advanced, its economy was by far the largest, and its 
cultural industries filled movie screens and bookshelves around the world. 
Despite these massive advantages, the USA was remarkably restrained in its use 
of power during the first decade after the end of the Cold War. 
With only a few exceptions, its foreign policy focused on multilateralism as the 
preferred method of conflict resolution and problem solving – building alliances 
and broad coalitions even when it could have taken unilateral steps to address its 
international goals. 
 
The United States used its influence in the 1990s to push several goals; 

1. The first was the spread of capitalism – its preferred means of economic 
organization. With this goal in mind, the US government supported the 
creation of the World Trade Organization (WHO). It also used economic aid 
as a lever to remake developing states in Washington’s image by forcing aid 
recipients to sell off owned assets, remove government barriers to 
international trade and investment, and allow markets rather than 
governments to set prices and wages. 

2. Finally, the USA encouraged its allies to form more robust international 
organizations, supporting the eastward expansion of the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) and the European Union (EU).  
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3. The 1990s also saw the USA encourage states to accept democratic forms 
of government. For reasons closely associated with Liberal IR and 
democratic peace theory. The US leadership believed that the spread of 
democracy would make the world a safer and more prosperous place.  

 

Great powers in post-Cold War international society 

The communist world after communism 

 
The immediate consequences of the end of the Cold War were felt first in 
communist states and varied widely from place to place. Some communist 
governments simply collapsed, most obviously the people’s republics of Eastern 
Europe that had been set up by the USSR in the wake of the Second World War. 
The initial breakup of the multinational Soviet Union generated a series of 
complex challenges. The Russian Federation emerged from the collapse of the 
USSR, with the majority of the latter’s territory and population, as well as the 
Soviet seat on the UN Security Council and its nuclear arsenal. For most of the 
1990s, it looked as if Russia was moving into the Western camp. 
 
In this sense, they are buffer states – states that exist between two rival 
international groups. This makes them vulnerable to international rivalry brought 
on by competition between the groups that border them.  The states that 
emerged out of the USSR do not conform to the model of the pure nation state, 
which sets the stage for civil conflicts as different national groups use self-
determination as a legal weapon to oppose the state that rules them. 
The communist states of East Asia watched the collapse of the USSR with 
considerable concern. Not wanting to lose power themselves, their leaders chose 
a different path from the glasnost and perestroika of the late Soviet Union. 
Instead, many communist states reasserted authoritarian control over their 
people and territory.   
 
This is most obviously true in the People’s Republic of China (PRC), where the 
Chinese Communist Party crushed a student-led democracy movement during the 
bloody suppression of protests in Tiananmen Square, Beijing in 1989. 



International Policy 4th year 2020-2021 Hogr Ibrahim Hakeem 

19 
 

The PRC is unquestionably the most important of these semi-integrated states. 
The 20 years since the end of the Cold War have witnessed the PRC’s emergence 
as a great power. It now boasts the world’s largest economy. 
The PRC’s rise has been the main driver behind the many alliances formed 
between Asian states and the USA, which was once viewed very negatively in the 
region.  
 

Europe 

Although the end of the Cold War produced deeply ambiguous results in many 
parts of the world, its effects were generally positive for the states of Europe. 
After all, Europe had been a bloody battlefield for much of the past 500 years. In 
the 20th century alone, it was the main front in two world wars and the 
prolonged existential crisis of the Cold War. Many of the ‘Realist’ IR thinkers of 
the Cold War predicted that it would quickly return to its old, warlike ways. 
Germany did not start acting like the Germany of old as some thought it must in 
order to balance US hegemony. Instead, the new Germany became one of the 
USA’s most important allies and was the driving force behind the integration of 
Eastern Europe into NATO and the EU. 
 

How and why did Europe manage the transition out of Communism with 

such success? 

1) The first involves identity. For decades after the Second World War, the 
peoples of Eastern Europe were compelled to live under the control of 
states that did not represent their political communities. Many saw the 
people’s republics set up after the Second World War as Soviet puppets. 
This alienated Eastern Europeans from the USSR and gave their admiration 
for the West more political justification. When the Cold War finally ended, 
former Soviet satellite states saw their realignment with the West as a 
return ‘home’ to Europe – from whose institutions they had been 
separated since 1945. 

2) The second reason given for Europe’s successful transition is the strength of 
its organizational embodiment: the European Union. By the time the 
European Community (EC) became the European Union (EU) in 1992, it had 
the support of the overwhelming majority of Europeans, who associated 
their prosperity and democratic rights with the existence of an integrated 
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Europe. Regardless, the organization played an enormous role: holding the 
European states together at a time of great turmoil and facilitating the 
economic and political transition of the post-Communist east. 

3) Finally, a third argument can be made that Europe was especially fortunate 
in that it is home to the world’s most successful collective security alliance: 
NATO. NATO was critical in holding the West together through the Cold 
War and in helping Europe negotiate its way through the security problems 
that followed 1991. However, as the Cold War gave way to the 1990s, one 
thing became abundantly clear: the USA remained an indispensable part of 
Europe’s security architecture. 

 

International society and the war on terror 

 
The attacks on New York’s World Trade Center and Washington’s Pentagon on 11 
September 2001 changed the way that the United States used its position in the 
unipolar international society of the day. This was partly due to the perceived 
nature of the threat facing the USA immediately after the attacks. The war on 
terror that ensued could not be fought like any other interstate war. 
The most important change brought about by the war on terror was increased 
intervention in states’ domestic politics by the great powers. Prior to 2001, the 
United States was reluctant to deploy its armed forces into conflict areas in the 
Middle East and Central Asia. Although some international organizations have 
been involved in the Afghan war, including the United Nations and NATO, it was 
initially an Anglo-American operation without the legal authority normally 
provided by the UN Security Council. This set a precedent for later US and allied 
action, most notably the 2003 invasion of Iraq. 
The impact of this change is magnified by the USA’s hegemonic position in 
international society. As discussed earlier, unipolar international societies tend to 
mirror the behavior of their most powerful actor.  
At the same time, the rise of interventionism and the decline of respect for state 
sovereignty have had knock-on effects for other rules of international society, 
particularly respect for the territorial integrity of sovereign states. 
The war on terror has also influenced IR by forcing states to adopt new strategies 
to fight the influence of non-state actors in international society. For now, let’s 
focus on those non-state actors who exist outside of international and domestic 
legal systems. These include terrorists, transnational criminal gangs and guerrillas. 
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Each of these groups suffers from a gross power disadvantage when compared to 
the states they oppose. 
 

Chapter overview 

• The decade following 1991 was one of US unipolarity. 
• Between 1991 and 2001, US foreign policy focused on multilateral global 
governance, including the establishment of the WTO and the expansion of the EU 
and NATO. 
• Democratization was a key goal of US foreign policy in this period. 
• Following 1991, European states of the former Soviet bloc joined IGOs like 
NATO and the EU, while multinational states broke up into their component 
nations. 
• The communist states of Asia took steps to avoid the fate of the USRR – opening 
their economies to the global capitalist system while maintaining their 
authoritarian domestic political systems. 
• Europe’s largely successful transition away from bipolarity has been helped by 
the continent’s shared sense of identity and the strength of the EU and NATO. 
• The end of the Cold War brought widespread change to the global South, 
including a widespread movement towards liberal economic policies and several 
examples of state collapse. 
• The war on terror has changed the rules of international society, increasing the 
likelihood of great power intervention. 
• US foreign policy after 9/11 shifted from multilateralism to unilateralism, 
undermining norms associated with non-intervention, state sovereignty and 
territorial integrity. 
• The US fight against violent non-state actors, including terrorists, has allowed it 
and other states to adopt behaviors that were previously against the rules of 
international society. 
 

 
 


