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Preface

The study of international politics has become truly global in 
nature and scope as the world stands politically organized in 
nearly 200 nation states at the beginning of the second decade 
of the 21st century. The globalization of political economies and 
the ‘internationalization’ of the nation state system is the most 
characteristic feature of the 21st century. 

As economies integrate in this age of globalization and 
advanced communication technologies bring the world closer, the 
youth of today have not necessarily inherited a safer world than 
we lived in. Poverty, hunger, war, inequality and environmental 
degradation are what they have to cope with as the challenges of 
tomorrow. We have to address these issues as truly global citizens 
need to in order to understand the world we live in. Just as the 
Second World War ushered in a new age in world politics, even 
in the post–Cold War era, the rules of world politics are evolving 
and being rewritten in some ways. Relations among states remain 
pivotal to world politics, but transnational and supranational 
actors also have a significant impact on the global system. Power is 
an important variable, but economic forms of power predominate 
today in real terms; its military forms remain important as 
symbols of notional value. Global telecommunications and 
multinational businesses integrate economies, as terrorism and 
conflicts—especially intrastate—undermine state sovereignty 
from within and without. Multilateralism coexists with trends 
towards regional cooperation, and the European Union has 
pioneered an archetype of cooperation which may remain a role 
model for others to follow. All these changes have had an impact 
on the theories and practice of international relations, expanding 
the scope of the discipline by introducing new approaches to the 
study of the subject.

The East–West schism has given way to the North–South 
gap and other inequalities between the states of the South. The 
information revolution continuously has an impact on the multi-
state system, in terms of access to knowledge. Civil society is 
much better informed today of the impact of military spending 
and the need for ‘peace dividends’. The concept of ‘security’, like 
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the concept of ‘development’, has undergone a sea change—the 
military dimension of security is considered just one aspect of 
the problem; the focus of state policy has now moved on from 
providing physical security to its citizens to encompassing all 
aspects of human survival and well-being. The concept of ‘human 
security’ is a major innovation in international relations, which 
shifts the notion of security from a state-centric standpoint to a 
citizen-centric perception, thereby enabling a truly transformatory 
synthesis in the discipline of international relations.

There is much that is ‘classical’ in interstate relations that 
symbolizes continuity amidst big changes, but the small 
transformations—social, economic and political—sometimes result 
in more substantive transitions in world politics, making the writing 
of a textbook a huge challenge. This book is an attempt to provide a 
road map that can orient the student to the main concepts, theories 
and issues in world politics today, necessitating explorations in 
‘new theorizing’—making the study of global politics a much more 
exciting and absorbing project than ever before.

Every textbook has a target audience. We hope this book will be 
used by all the students who read ‘core’ courses of international 
relations and global politics in Indian universities and others 
who may be peripherally interested in the subject. For us in the 
Department of Political Science, Jamia Millia Islamia, it was truly a 
labour of love and commitment to our students when we decided 
to undertake a collaborative enterprise of this kind. It is our second 
departmental publication and our first textbook. Personally, as 
the editor of this book, I owe some more specific debts which need 
to be acknowledged. I thank each of my colleagues for the time 
and energy spent writing the articles assigned to them. The long 
discussions I had with each of them individually, and sometimes 
collectively, led to an ‘intellectual bonding’ that I hope will result 
in more such departmental endeavours in future. Every chapter of 
the book had a dual mandate—it needed to be ‘student friendly’ 
in terms of its handling of the theme and, at the same time, would 
bear each author’s independent opinion on every issue. 

Whether this multi-authored book has fulfilled this dual 
mandate, only our readers can tell us. We await their verdict 
with patience. My special thanks to SAGE Publications and their 
representatives for their untiring efforts to put this book together 
within stipulated deadlines. 

Rumki Basu



Introduction

International relations (IR) today refers to both an academic 
discipline and the field of activity that deals as much with relations 
between and among states as with transnational global actors, 
problems and issues. As an activity, diplomacy is as old as recorded 
history, but as an academic field of enquiry, IR’s lineage can be 
traced to 1919 when the University College of Wales, Aberystwyth 
in England, created its Department of International Politics, 
followed by the establishment of a Department of International 
Relations in early 1920 at the London School of Economics. As 
an activity, IR refers to the sum total of relations (cooperative 
and conflictual) among states based on the principles of foreign 
polices of nations. As an academic discipline, IR initially focused 
on the study of political and diplomatic, much later commercial, 
relations among sovereign states. As an academic field, IR—an 
offspring of political science and history—was denied the status 
of an independent discipline till almost the advent of the Second 
World War. During the interwar period, studies in IR were 
largely devoted to the ‘normative’ and the ‘Utopian’ pursuit of 
preserving order and the rule of law in what was considered a 
largely anarchical and self-regulated international system of 
sovereign states.

A distinction between the two terms, international relations 
and international politics, came to be made increasingly in 
the post–Second World War period. Hans Morgenthau, the 
great Realist thinker, believed that the core of IR lies in the 
study of politics between and among nations. It is the study of 
the continuous processes by which states adjust their national 
interests to accommodate those of other states. Power is the means 
through which nations promote their national interest; therefore, 
international politics is a struggle for power. IR covers wider 
ground, inclusive of varied relationships between sovereign 
states. The study of international politics is narrower in scope, 
dealing with conflict and cooperation among nations, essentially 
at the political level.
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The nature of IR underwent tremendous changes in the post–
Second World War period. Traditionally, the universe of IR had 
been Eurocentric with interstate relations being conducted by 
diplomats with a great deal of secrecy. Diplomatic negotiations, or 
even their outcomes, were not treated as knowledge for the public 
domain. Since the post–Second World War period, there has 
been a democratization of the foreign-policy-making processes, 
with public opinion playing an increasing role in governmental 
decision-making. With the revolution in modern communications, 
travel and connectivity, the nature of diplomacy has also changed. 
Today, heads of state and foreign ministers personally establish 
contact with each other, marginalizing the role of diplomats and 
ambassadors to a great extent.

Second, in the post-1945 era, Europe ceased to be the hub of 
international politics, with its economies in shambles and most 
of the countries having succumbed to war fatigue. The nature 
of war changed with the beginning of the nuclear proliferation. 
The erstwhile ‘balance of power’ concept was replaced by the 
notion of ‘balance of terror’, referring to the uneasy peace being 
maintained by both the superpowers, the USA and the USSR, 
with the knowledge that nuclear confrontation would mean 
complete destruction. Being the first country in the world to 
possess nuclear weapons, the USA emerged supremely confident 
from the Second World War, ready to shed its earlier isolationism 
and assume a leadership role in global politics. The Soviet Union, 
despite its severe war losses and dented economic conditions, 
was no less determined to retain and extend its role in world 
affairs, especially in Eastern Europe. It was the emerging mistrust, 
arms race, hostility and competition for power between the two 
emerging superpowers that quickly produced an ongoing bipolar 
power struggle, which remained the central issue in international 
politics for the next 30 years and was referred to as the ‘Cold War’. 
This Cold War was led by the two superpowers representing 
ideologically and militarily two power blocs heading rival military 
alliances. While Western Europe, including the UK, joined the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), headed by the 
USA, the East European countries were bound by the Warsaw 
Pact. There were a group of non-aligned countries, led by India, 
Egypt and Yugoslavia, who were not aligned to either of the two 
rival blocs. They remained the ‘third force’ in world politics, 
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and the majority of these countries were the newly independent 
developing countries referred to as the ‘Third World’.

Another very important development of the second half of 
the 20th century was the phenomenon of decolonization, which 
resulted in a large number of former colonies of European powers 
attaining independence; decolonization was a continuing process 
in world politics from the 1950s to the 1980s. The former colonies 
of the European powers, including India, have now become part 
of a multipolar world of nations on the global stage. The United 
Nations was created in 1945, envisioning that it would truly 
become a global organization where every independent state in 
the world would be represented. The total number of UN members 
has gone up from 51 in 1945 to 193 at present. This makes world 
politics truly global in its nature and scope.

With the development of military alliances, a number of regional 
organizations also came into being, such as the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Organization of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC), South Asian Association for 
Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and Organization of African Unity 
(OAU), with the sole purpose of enhancing the development of 
trade, security and political cooperation at the regional level. For 
instance, efforts towards the integration and emergence of a more 
unified Europe started with the creation of the European Coal and 
Steel Community and culminated into today’s European Union 
(EU). The European experiment went through a laborious process 
of deepening and broadening to include more countries and 
functions from 1951 to 2004. The EU is an interesting experiment 
in terms of conventional sovereignty rules. Its member states have 
created supranational institutions (the European Court of Justice, 
the European Commission and the Council of Ministers), which 
have decision-making powers that can undermine the juridical 
autonomy of its individual members. The European Economic 
and Monetary Union created a central bank that now controls 
monetary affairs for three of the union’s four largest states. The 
EU has emerged as a colossus, next only to the USA, in terms of 
economic power and status. 

During the Cold War period, both the superpowers, which never 
ever faced each other’s armies directly in the battlefield, began a 
relentless arms race, claiming that ‘security’—both national and 
global—lies in military power and that rearming was necessary to 
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balance the other’s stockpile of armaments which posed a threat 
to world peace. The military standoff between the nuclear powers 
brought about a truce between them—balance of terror—when 
they fought proxy wars on Third World territory. No part of the 
world, therefore, was a conflict-free zone and at least more than 
150 local wars have been fought (though geographically contained 
and limited to conventional weapons) by small and medium-level 
powers on diverse issues.

Another legacy of the pre-globalization period is the growing 
gulf between the world’s rich and the poor; both interstate and 
intrastate disparities having widened during the Cold War period. 
In the world’s southern hemisphere—often referred to as the Third 
World—one finds the world’s lowest human development indices, 
poverty, disease and low standards of living. The governments of 
these underdeveloped and developing countries struggle to raise 
their countries from debt, poverty and poor governance, all of 
which make them politically volatile and vulnerable to foreign 
intervention and militarization. Nearly every war fought since the 
Second World War was fought in the Third World, with weapons 
supplied by industrialized countries.

The International System: A Profile of States

The history of IR is often traced back to the treaty of Westphalia of 
1648, through which the modern state system evolved gradually. 
States are the most important actors in IR. Westphalia encouraged 
the development of the nation state and the institutionalization of 
diplomacy and militarization. The modern international system 
was finally consolidated in the post–Second World War period 
with the decolonization of a large number of Asian, African and 
Latin American countries in the Cold War era. It is only in the 
last 200 years that the idea of nationalism evolved—which has 
come to mean that a group of people sharing a sense of national 
identity, including a language and culture, can claim a state of 
their own. Most large states today are nation states. But since the 
Second World War, as the decolonization process unfolded, much 
of Asia and Africa disintegrated into many new states, not all of 
which can be considered nation states. A major source of regional 
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conflict since the Second World War has been the frequent 
mismatch between emotionally perceived nationhood and actual 
state borders. When people identify with a nationality their parent 
state government does not represent, they may have to fight to 
form their own sovereign state. Sub-state nationalism is only one 
of several destabilizing trends in the present international system. 
The independence of former colonies and, more recently in the 
post-1990s period, the breakup of large multinational states (the 
Soviet Union, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia) into smaller states 
have increased the number of new states in the world system. 
There were 193 member states of the UN in 2011.

The international system is the sum total of relationships 
among the world’s member states structured according to certain 
set rules and patterns of interaction. The rules include terms of 
membership of the system, rights and responsibilities members 
have and actions and responses that occur between states. 
International institutions and international law form a vital part 
of contemporary IR. A lot of interaction at the system level is 
governed by the rules made by the UN and its agencies. Apart 
from the UN, there are a number of international legal bodies such 
as the International Court of Justice (ICJ), International Tribunal 
for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS), United Nations Human Rights 
Council (UNHRC) and the European Court of Human Rights 
(ECHR); regional organizations such as the Organization of 
American States (OAS), EU, SAARC and ASEAN; and international 
economic organizations such as the World Trade Organization 
(WTO), World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
which influence the making of rules in the international arena.

Who are the actors in IR? The actors in IR are the world’s 
governments. They are decisions and acts of governments in 
the international arena (e.g. foreign policies) that are included 
in the study of IR. However, in today’s age, state actors would 
include individual leaders, citizens and bureaucratic agencies in 
foreign ministries of different states. Non-state actors have also 
proliferated in number with specific areas of concern and activity. 
Sub-national actors with a base in one state can develop activities 
which profoundly affect the policies of that state in other states 
or which bypass the state machinery completely. Supranational 
actors (of which the European Union is the best example) can 
in particular functional areas override the authority of the state 
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to implement policies which may curtail state sovereignty in 
those spheres. Transnational actors, headed by the multinational 
corporations (MNCs) can establish operations with a multinational 
base, acquiring the ability to carry on their activities across state 
boundaries on a large scale. Therefore, the international system 
has ‘mixed actors’, creating the potential for a multitude of 
coalitions and balances.

In International Politics, the words ‘state’, ‘nation’ and ‘country’ 
are used interchangeably, usually to refer to the policies and 
actions of governments. In reality, state decisions are the result of 
complex internal processes and the interplay of multiple domestic 
pressure groups and interests. The most important actors in 
the international system, however, are still states. The citizens 
inhabiting a state constitute civil society to the extent that it has 
developed participatory institutions of social life. The size and 
wealth of states vary enormously as do their political regimes. 
China is the world’s most populated state on earth and there are 
microstates with populations less than a lakh. About 20 states 
hold three-quarters of the global wealth and these are important 
actors. States vary hugely in their national incomes and activities, 
from the $15 trillion US economy to the economies of some 
microstates which have an income of not more than $500 million. 
The US alone accounts for one-fifth of the world economy. The 
larger states possessing military, economic and nuclear strength 
are called ‘great powers’. The current international system is often 
referred to as being multipolar, with a few great powers sharing 
similar degrees of power and status. Other IR critics refer to our 
international system as unipolar, considering the USA to be the 
world’s only superpower in the post–Cold War period, with no 
other country having the countervailing economic, military or 
nuclear strength to match US power in the global arena.

Post–Cold War Developments

By the late 1980s (between 1989 and 1999), the Soviet leader 
Gorbachev’s perestroika (‘opening up’) eventually came to reject 
communism as an ideology, arriving at the conclusion that a 
fresh beginning was required if the Soviet Union was to keep 
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pace with the economies of the West. All the communist parties 
in East Europe gave up their hold on power gradually, and 15 
different nations emerged after 1991. The Soviet army withdrew 
from Eastern Europe, and a number of nuclear arms reduction 
agreements came to be signed between the USA and the USSR. 
Thereafter, a number of new members, such as India, Pakistan, 
Israel, North Korea and Iran, joined the growing club of new 
‘nuclear’ nations. Communist China opened up its economy to 
adopt many aspects of a capitalist system, playing a stronger 
role in East Asia as well as in the global economy. As the two 
superpowers made peace, their old antagonists of the Second 
World War began to reassert themselves. Germany did so after 
its reunification in 1990, becoming the largest economic power in 
Europe. Germany has now devoted itself to the integration of the 
nation into the European Union.

Japan’s reassertion into international politics was uneven after 
its disastrous defeat in the Second World War, when it abandoned 
militarism in favour of pacifism; the nation was happily pursuing 
economic growth under the US defensive and diplomatic umbrella 
during the Cold War period. In the post–Cold War period, Japan 
is playing a substantive role in the global economy, after funding a 
portion of the Gulf War and participating in the UN peacekeeping 
operations in Cambodia. Japan’s initiatives in the global arena 
are largely restricted to economic activity. In the 1980s, Japan’s 
economic miracle was imitated first by the East Asian Tigers 
(South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore) and later in the 
1990s by the Southeast Asian countries (Thailand, Malaysia and 
Indonesia), which joined the list of the world’s fastest-growing 
economies. China and later India registered high growth rates 
after their conversion to market economies in the 1990s.

When the post–Cold War period led to paradigmatic changes, 
IR theorists started talking of a New World Order. In the post-
globalization period, since the 1990s, power has come to be 
measured by new indices and top priority has been given to 
economic power, based on wealth, trade, technological innovation 
and influence in the international financial system. Although 
security and defence issues remain important, military power 
is now perceived as only one element among many sources of 
strength and influence. A new concept, that of ‘human security’, 
has emerged, shifting the notion of security from a state-centric 
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vision to a citizen-centric one. National power is now measured 
not only in terms of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of a nation 
but also the general well-being of its citizens, measured by its 
human development. After the 1980s, the world witnessed a new 
stage in the industrial revolution, a shift away from the iron and 
steel–based ‘core’ industries to knowledge-intensive industries 
and the evolution of a global system of communications based on 
mass media, Internet and digital networks. This has resulted in an 
information revolution, which empowers groups and individuals 
to gain access to public information, facilitating public discourse 
and political activity among civil society groups. Diplomacy and 
transnational businesses have been completely transformed by the 
involvement of new communication technologies. MNCs as well 
as international banks and financiers have a massive impact on the 
world economic system. The world’s largest economic enterprises 
are all corporations, with transnational operations and spatially 
dispersed production centres. Many of the organizations created 
at the end of the Second World War, such as the IMF and the 
World Bank, may no longer be able to regulate the world system 
as they once did. Thus, though economic output, energy, military 
and resource factors remain central in shaping power and foreign 
policy in the 21st century, they now operate in transnational 
theatres in the post-globalization era. In the post-globalized 
international system, new trade and communication links have 
created a new world where individuals, goods, services and ideas 
are moving across national boundaries, leading to a situation 
of complex interdependence and integrating people, societies 
and economies politically, economically and financially in an 
irrevocable manner. A whole range of new issues have emerged 
in the international arena, including: (a) environmental concerns, 
such as air pollution, global warming, fossil fuel depletion 
and climate change; (b) new communication technologies and 
their global impact; (c) new patterns of dialogue between the 
economically advanced North and the ‘poor’ South group of 
developing countries; and (d) international terrorism and the 
illegal trade in arms and drugs. These are problems which cannot 
be tackled by nations acting alone. 

Global or regional instabilities in stock markets, currency 
markets and international financial system are due to the absence 
of a substantially self-regulating equilibrium, further leading to 
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recessionary cycles in spite of the activities of the IMF and the 
secondary role of the World Bank. Apart from some reforms in the 
IMF, no major new system of financial governance has been put in 
place. Global affairs at all levels are affected not only by the actions 
of states, governments and international organizations such as the 
UN, but also by the actions of non-governmental groups. These 
include international non-government organizations (INGOs)—
about 20,000 of them—which are now not only internationally 
recognized as observers and participants in the creation and 
implementation of international treaties by the UN, but are also 
known for internationalizing their activities, acting as ‘pressure 
groups’ in the global arena.

Other disquieting developments are ethnic conflicts (e.g. in 
erstwhile Yugoslavia, Chechnya and Rwanda), genocidal forms 
of war and the rise of international terrorism. The late 1970s saw 
the appearance of militant Islam as a global ideology, challenging 
the Liberal ideology of the West. The most dramatic manifestation 
of militant Islam was the emergence of Al Qaeda under the 
leadership of Osama Bin Laden. What had started as a civil war 
within Arab Islamic societies—militants challenging corrupt 
Westernised dictators (notably in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Iraq, 
Afghanistan and Algeria)—was transformed into direct attacks 
against the visible symbols of Western power and influence in the 
non-Muslim world.

Countries distancing themselves from bipolar camps was a 
trend visible since the days of the Cold War. Even at the height of 
the Cold War, France detached itself from the NATO; Nehruvian 
India did not want to be part of either bloc, choosing to be part of 
the ‘non-aligned group of nations’. Many communist nations—
China, Vietnam, Romania, Albania and Cuba—tended to guard 
their independence against both Washington and Moscow. This 
fragmentation only increased after the end of the Cold War. The 
Soviet Union’s East European bloc ceased to exist, and the United 
States could no longer count on a number of its allies. Most middle-
level powers had asserted their ‘independence’ in world affairs 
despite globalization-induced integration of world economies.

During the late 1990s, two conflicting global trends became 
visible. On the one hand, the ‘global village’ was becoming 
smaller and many of its citizens began to view themselves as 
members of one planet with a common destiny. On the other 
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hand, the world was becoming increasingly fragmented as 
‘sub-nationalisms’ asserted their claims to independence from 
‘mother’ countries. Rapid economic and technological changes 
were the precursors to globalization, better known as the trend 
towards ‘borderless economies’. However, an opposing trend 
seemed to be emerging in various parts of the developing world: 
a trend to preserve identities and cultures from the invasion of the 
‘global’. Localization is reflected in trends towards a demand for 
autonomy among small regions or communities within a state. It 
is found in trends towards ethnic nationalism in parts of Europe, 
Asia and Africa where small communities (such as in Yugoslavia 
and the USSR) sought to secede and retain their own identity. 
These trends have created 15 nations from erstwhile USSR and 
a pending demand for statehood in Chechnya. Sub-nationalisms 
have proved to be equally divisive in India, for example, in 
Kashmir and in the northeast. Globalization and localization 
are often coterminous trends. INGOs make local issues a global 
affair. This process is dubbed as ‘glocal’. Key players in the nexus 
between local, national, regional and global affairs are not just 
states, intergovernmental organizations and corporations, but also 
INGOs. Thousands of NGOs and civil society organizations have 
been influencing UN policies, human rights and environmental 
agendas.

The international system has undergone rapid and dramatic 
changes since the last decade of the 20th century. It has thrown 
up new challenges which no nation state can deal with alone. 
The end of the Second World War had triggered off landmark 
changes in world politics—it began the nuclear age, the Cold War, 
the beginning of decolonization and the emergence of the ‘Third 
World’. The period of the 1990s have started yet another landmark 
era in world politics—communism collapsed in the Soviet Union 
and East Europe and with it sunk the Cold War antagonisms. 
The world simultaneously became both unipolar and multipolar 
as China and India, the two largest economic powers in Asia, 
integrated into the world economy. After the Cold War, military 
power is being replaced by economic power; state actors coexist 
with non-state actors; and issues of ‘low politics’, for example, 
environmental and human rights concerns, have come to occupy 
international space and deliberative time. Policy coordination 
will remain important for the promotion of these issues and 
concerns.
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Current Developments in the Discipline

IR as a discipline focuses on the study of interstate relations, 
essentially in the political and economic domains. It also includes 
the study of interstate conflict and cooperation. Today, in the era 
of globalization with the gradual integration of world economies, 
interstate diplomatic cultural or trade relations have developed 
into subfields of knowledge. These are intimately connected with 
other global actors (such as INGOs or MNCs), social structures 
(domestic politics, economies or culture), geographical influences 
and historical legacies. As a subfield of political science, IR 
essentially embraced the study of International Politics, covering 
the entire ambit of interstate political relations and foreign policies 
of governments. Political relations among nations cover a range 
of activities from diplomacy, war, trade relations and military 
alliances to cultural exchanges.

The study of contemporary IR covers comprehensive ground, 
embracing the whole gamut of diplomatic history, the study of 
international politics, international organizations, international 
law and area studies. The focus is still on the nation state 
system and interstate relations, but the actions and interactions 
of many groups, international bodies and non-state actors are 
now included in the scope of the discipline. The scope of the 
field of IR may also be defined by the subfields it encompasses. 
Traditionally, the study of IR has focused on questions of war 
and peace—this subfield is now known as International Security 
Studies. While the study of armies, war and weapons continue to 
be the core concern of International Security Studies, conflict and 
peace studies programmes also emerged in the 1980s as areas of 
research within the security studies programmes.

In the 1970s and 1980s, international political economy (IPE) 
became an important subfield of IR. Scholars of IPE study trade 
and financial relations, international economic and financial 
institutions, North–South relations, economic dependency, 
debt, foreign aid and technology transfer. In the post–Cold 
War era, while the East–West confrontation has receded into 
history, North–South disparities and the global environmental 
debate between the developed and the developing countries 
have moved to centre stage. The study of the impact of human 
rights and the environment, non-state actors and terrorism on IR 
are other important areas of study. The wealth and poverty of 
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nations and issues of international political economy concern all 
nations—big and small. The issue of nuclear weapons may seem 
to concern only their possessors or those who may become their 
potential victims, but the issue is effectively global because the 
resultant radioactive fallout and climate change would leave none 
unaffected. Therefore, many writers of IR would prefer to use the 
term ‘world politics’ to refer to the widening scope and nature of 
the academic discipline today.

Understanding IR requires both descriptive and theoretical 
knowledge. It would be intellectually futile to merely generalize 
or draw lessons from current events. Nor would it do much good 
to formulate purely abstract theories and models without being 
able to link them with real-world practices. Perhaps, it is due to 
this complexity that scholars of IR do not agree on a single set of 
theories to explain the discipline or even on a single set of concepts 
with which to discuss the field.

People have tried to make sense of world politics, especially 
since the separate academic discipline of International Politics 
was introduced in 1919 at Aberystwyth. David Davies—the 
founder of the department and a Welsh industrialist—saw its 
purpose as being to help prevent war and conflict. For the next 20 
years, during the normative phase of the growth of the discipline, 
it was marked by a commitment to global institutional reform and 
change. This initial utopian phase of the study of world politics, 
known as ‘idealism’, was developed during the late 1930s and 
1940s, with a clear focus away from the politics of power and 
security. ‘Realism’, in contrast, looked at the world as it really 
‘is’ rather than how we would like it to be. For Realists, human 
nature is essentially selfish and the main actors on the world 
stage are states. As a result, world politics represents a strength 
for power between states, with each trying to maximize their 
national interests. At the same time, the Marxist perspective, 
based on the politics of ‘dominance and dependence’, experienced 
a resurgence with the process of decolonization in the 1950s and 
1960s and was used to interpret the experience of nation-building 
and development in the newly independent decolonized states.

The areas of divergence between these perspectives are not 
difficult to comprehend. Each perspective embodies a distinctive 
view of the relationship between the macro and the micro in the 
international arena. A view based on Realism (politics of power 
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and security) postulates a constant tension between the interests 
of states and the dynamics of the state system, which creates an 
ambience of insecurity and possible war. An approach in terms 
of interdependence and transnational relations (Liberalism) 
enshrines a view of a world as a pluralistic political system within 
which there is a constant process of mutual and multilateral 
adaptation to events. The perspective of ‘Marxism’ centres upon 
a world in which the existing economic structure conditions all 
political action and in which the actions and interests of the parts 
are reflections of the relationships built into the international 
system as a whole.

Social constructivism is a relatively new theory about world 
politics and has become increasingly influential since the mid-
1990s. Constructivism argues that we create and recreate the social 
world and, therefore, there is much more autonomy for human 
agency than with the other theories which believe that the world 
is external to the people that live in it and is, therefore, not subject 
to easy transformations. The seemingly ‘natural’ structures, roles 
and identities of world politics could, in fact, be different from 
what they currently are, and implying otherwise is a political act.

Thus, it is clear that each of the four theories focus on divergent 
aspects of world politics. Realism focuses on the power relations 
between states; Liberalism on a much wider set of interactions 
between states and non-state actors. Marxist theory stresses on 
the stratification patterns of the global political economy, and 
Constructivism on the ways in which we can develop alternative 
social structures and political processes. Different strands of 
feminist and post modernist theory also became popular from the 
1990s and beyond in International Politics.

Emerging Patterns

We remain in a period of transition. Today’s post–Cold War 
and post-globalized generation of students face a world very 
different from what their parents did at their age. Issues of ‘war 
and peace’ are increasingly becoming complex as we witness the 
transformation of both war and the global security agenda. In 
today’s world, terrorism and crime, economic growth and human 
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development, human rights and environmental protection are 
no longer necessarily ‘national’ problems, amenable to domestic 
policy solutions. They may require transnational cooperation and 
policy coordination for effective remedial action. Therefore, we are 
witnessing new forms of cooperation, as states develop regional 
and global institutions and practices to address a widening 
agenda of transnational threats to survival, besides working 
together to derive benefits from the interconnected networks of 
globalization. The growing authority of economic institutions like 
the WTO and the EU reflects a major process in global politics, 
that is, delegation of power by states to global and regional actors 
in selected financial areas.

While the end of the Cold War may mean increasing ‘peace 
dividends’ in terms of long periods of peace, prosperity, 
democracy and protection of human rights around the globe, other 
developments may be irksome. Globalization has led to rising 
inter-state or intra-state inequalities, uncontrolled migration, 
environmental degradation and increase in the illegal arms 
trade. Fear of a nuclear holocaust, a Third World War or a ‘Hot 
War’ between the two erstwhile Cold Warriors no longer seems 
a possibility, but low-intensity conflicts in Asia, Africa or Latin 
America are an ongoing reality of world politics. Identity politics 
is central to another major global process: fragmentation of states. 
Ethnic, tribal, religious and racial cleavages have exploded in 
countries such as Bosnia, Somalia and Rwanda, turning them into 
virtually ‘failed states’.

Several scholars have opined that the term ‘international 
relations’ seems obsolete, for it reminds us that ‘international’ 
matters may no longer be the dominant paradigm of global 
life; other dimensions have emerged to challenge or offset the 
interactions of nation states.

Whether changes in world politics in the post–Cold War, post-
globalized era are seminal enough to bring about transformative 
changes, comparable to the other ‘big shifts’ in world politics 
mentioned earlier, is being debated. We may live in an era of 
diminishing state authority and capacity in which sovereignty 
is being nibbled at in various ways, nevertheless, it is important 
to see that the state-centric international system coexists with 
a decentralized multi-centric system where global power and 
authority often gets shared with non-state collectivities. Second, 
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wars are now not necessarily inter-state or global or nuclear, 
but low-intensity conflicts—inter-state or intra-state—which 
dot various parts of the globe. Finally, citizens may participate 
more actively in ‘global decision-making’ today as they are more 
educated and exposed to new technologies which are informative 
and distance reducing in nature. As a result, they can understand 
their own interests and can participate directly in global politics, 
rather than remaining mute observers on the world arena. 
Security now extends beyond guarding state territorial frontiers 
to protecting the citizen from physical and material threats to 
his well-being. Security has come to mean ‘human security’, as 
national development is now measured as much by the average 
well-being of a citizen—human development—as by the gross 
national product of a nation.

James N. Rosenau, the eminent scholar of International 
Politics, insists that these changes can be labelled as a movement 
towards ‘post-international politics’ because they clearly suggest 
the decline of long-standing patterns, and at the same time they 
do not indicate where the changes may be leading. It is these 
complexities and uncertainties that make the study of global 
politics so interesting, fascinating and unpredictable today.

Despite paradigmatic changes, the globalized state still remains 
the key politico-legal institution recognized by international law 
in global politics and the physical boundaries between nation 
states still remain the critical lines of demarcation in our post-
industrial, post-globalized international system.

The book is thematically organized into four parts. Part A 
looks at some concepts of International Politics and their current 
application in IR. The state system, national interest, diplomacy, 
Neocolonialism, disarmament and arms control are old concepts 
which continue to be part of the new vocabulary of post–Cold 
War international politics and, therefore, need to be contextually 
analysed. This has been done in five chapters. Part B is a critical 
overview of the major theories of International Politics, providing 
the students with a roadmap of the entire intellectual discourse in 
the academic discipline of international politics in the post-1945 
period. Liberalism and Neo liberalism, Realism and Neo realism, 
Marxism, Feminism, Postmodernism and Constructivism are 
important theories which have been introduced in undergraduate 
courses very recently. Part B outlines these theories, their major 
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strands and exponents, with their contribution and relevance 
to the understanding of world politics today. Part C examines 
contemporary globalization and other issues like terrorism, 
human rights and the changing parameters of the global discourse 
on development, security, international organization and the 
environment. Part D is the only India-specific section that attempts 
to review the continuity and change in India’s foreign policy and 
bilateral relations in the contemporary era.

Each chapter is preceded by an abstract which introduces the 
article by a short summary of content. Every chapter provides 
an analytical overview of the issues addressed, identifies the 
central actors and perspectives, and outlines past progress and 
future prospects. Model questions and suggestions for future 
reading additionally enrich the text. Every effort has been made 
to understand the ‘new’ vocabulary debates and discourses in IR 
and global politics today.

In a textbook, some amount of selective presentation of data 
becomes inevitable. Obviously, not every political development or 
international event that occurred since 1945 can come between the 
covers of this book; the themes chosen have relevance to currently 
taught courses of IR and world politics in Indian universities.
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The Nation State System: 
National Power, Balance of 
Power and Collective Security
S. R. T. P. Sugunakara Raju

Learning Objectives

l	 To analyse the states system and to explain its evolution, characteristic 
features and contemporary relevance

l	 To comprehend the Realist concept of national power, its constituent 
elements and various methods of exercising it

l	 To examine the concept of balance of power, different methods of 
power balancing and its contemporary relevance

l	 To understand the collective security system and its working both under 
the League of Nations and the United Nations Organization (UNO)

Abstract

This chapter explains four basic concepts of international politics: the 
states system, national power, balance of power and collective security. 
The evolution, characteristic features and contemporary relevance of the 
states system are discussed here. The Realist concept of national power, 
its constituent elements and various methods of exercising national 
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power are elucidated. The concept of balance of power, different methods 
of power balancing and the contemporary relevance of the concept are 
also examined. Collective security system both under the League of 
Nations and the United Nations (UN) is examined critically. 

There are different theoretical traditions by which relations among 
different societies can be studied. The discipline of International 
Politics, from its inception, has been largely dominated by the 
Realist school of thought, even though other competing theoretical 
approaches—such as Liberalism and Marxism—have also 
significantly contributed to the field. The academic study of ‘the 
states system’ or ‘the nation state system’ is a Realist theoretical 
construction and a way of explaining international relations, 
though there are other theoretical perspectives that subscribe 
to the view that the state is the main or primary actor in world 
politics.

1.1 �Evolution and Main Features of  
the Nation State System

In the Liberal tradition, a ‘state’ is defined as a community of 
politically organized people living on a definite territory under 
a sovereign government. The state is sovereign both internally 
and externally, and has a monopoly over the legitimate use of 
force. Internally, there is nobody above the authority of the state 
who can command the allegiance of people within its boundaries. 
Externally, the state is sovereign and equal in relation to other 
states in the international community of states. Marxist and 
neo-Marxist traditions, on the other hand, regard the state as an 
institution of the capitalist class and treat the international system 
as a product of the world capitalist system. The Liberal scholars of 
international politics visualize an international society and base 
their analysis on values such as democracy, development, justice, 
freedom, human rights and human security.

The modern state system with its territorial sovereignty 
came into existence first in Europe in the wake of the Treaty of 
Westphalia, signed in 1648, which ended the Thirty Years War 
(1618–48) and by which the European princes and monarchs 
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recognized each other’s sovereignty and territorial integrity. It 
spread to the rest of the world in subsequent times. The modern 
state in Europe emerged from the medieval political climate 
of disorder, instability, autarchic and closed feudal peasant 
economy.

1.1.1 Reformation

The origins of the modern state can be traced to the period of 
Reformation. The Reformation was a protestant revolt against 
the entrenched corrupt practices and theological doctrines of the 
Roman Catholic Church. It began as an attempt to doctrinally 
reform the Catholic Church, at that time dominated by Western 
European Catholics, and to oppose false doctrines and ecclesiastic 
malpractices, especially the teaching and the sale of indulgences 
and the selling and buying of clerical offices. The reformers 
saw these practices as evidence of the systemic corruption of 
the church’s hierarchy, which included the Pope. Though the 
Reformation was a religious reform movement, it actually 
represented the assertion of political authority by secular sources 
of power, such as the kings and princes, over the spiritual and 
temporal authority of the Roman Catholic Church—which so far 
had exercised power on a pan-European scale in both spiritual 
and secular spheres of life. The European princes questioned 
and defied the universal authority and control of the Pope and 
organized political and religious authority on national lines.

The main organizing political principle in the formation of the 
modern state has been Nationalism. A ‘nation’ is defined, in the 
words of Benedict Anderson, as an imagined political community 
(Anderson, 1991: 5). From the late 18th century onwards, political 
and territorial boundaries of states came to be drawn on the basis 
of national identities, and the state transformed itself into a nation 
state. It claimed legitimacy on the grounds of nationality and 
monopolized the means of warfare. Making peace and declaring 
war had now become the exclusive domain of the state which, 
most of the time, resulted in wars.

Political organization of human societies existed even before 
the advent of modern territorial state—in the form of huge 
ancient empires and tiny city states and there were cultural and 
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commercial contacts among the ancient peoples of different 
civilizations from times immemorial. The principles of territorial 
sovereignty, independence and nationalism—in their modern 
sense—however, were not known to the ancient and medieval 
peoples. The Treaty of Westphalia may be said to have formalized 
the nation state system through its recognition that the Holy 
Roman Empire no longer commanded the allegiance of its parts 
and the Pope could not everywhere maintain his authority, even 
in spiritual matters (Palmer and Perkins, 1997: 5).

Another organizing principle and characteristic feature of the 
modern state system has been sovereign equality of states. This 
principle did not, however, mean that all the states were equal in 
their military, economic and political power capabilities but that 
they deserved formal equal treatment in the practice of interstate 
relations. It was, in that sense, a formal juridical equality of states 
rather than a substantive one. Also, even this formal legal equality 
was not extended to the non-European states and peoples. The 
Asian, African and Latin American states were at the time 
subjected to systematic plunder and exploitation through practices 
such as imperialism and colonization, while the relations among 
the European states were to be governed by rules and norms of 
international law and some form of international organization.

Some scholars have argued that the state system and modernity 
are closely related historically. In fact, they are completely 
coexistent and the state system has been a central, if not a defining 
feature, of modernity. As modernity spread around the world, the 
state system spread with it (Jackson and Sorenson, 2008: 8–9). It 
is, in fact, the emergence of the world capitalist economy and its 
requirements of global markets and raw materials that expanded 
the state system to the non-European regions and peoples. The 
growth and spread of liberal democratic ideas and values such 
as liberty, equality, fraternity and national self-determination 
also played a significant part in the development of the nation 
state system. The state system became truly global only in the 
20th century, especially after the Second World War with the 
decolonization process. The underdeveloped countries of the 
Third World achieved their political independence through 
national liberation struggles against imperialism and colonialism. 
With the emergence of a large number of former European colonies 
as sovereign nations, the nation state system has immensely 
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expanded. While there were 51 independent states that established 
the United Nations Organization (UNO) in 1945, at present the 
number of independent nation states in the international system 
has gone up to 197.

1.2 The Contemporary State System

The contemporary state system is an extension and development 
of the European state system as it developed in the late 18th 
and 19th centuries. K. J. Holsti lists the following features of the 
contemporary state system (Holsti, 1978: 73): 

1.	 The rise in the number and type of states;
2.	 The great potential for destruction by those who possess 

nuclear weapons and modern delivery systems;
3.	 Increased vulnerability of states to external intrusions, 

including subversion, economic pressures and military 
conquests;

4.	 The rising importance of non-state actors, such as 
national liberation movements, multinational corporations 
and international interest groups and political parties 
transcending national frontiers;

5.	 The predominant position of influence that has been 
achieved by the three essentially non-European states: 
Russia, China and the United States; and

6.	 The great degree of dependence and interdependence 
between all types of actors.

1.3 Globalization and the State System

According to Neo liberal thinking, globalization refers to the 
free flow of capital, trade, ideas and the like beyond territorial 
state borders without any barriers, and occurs by the process of 
integrating national economies with the global economy. In the 
wake of developments such as increasing interdependence among 
nations, spread of democracy and the rise of non-state actors such as 
multinational corporations, questions are raised about the relevance 



8  l  S. R. T. P. Sugunakara Raju

of the state system in the era of globalization. Some liberal scholars 
argue that the state’s power is declining and the power of the 
markets is ascending. Susan Strange, for instance, argues that the 
state is retreating in the face of the superior power of globalization. 
She claims that states were once the masters of the markets; now, 
it is the markets which—on many crucial issues—are the masters 
of the governments of the states (Strange, 1966: 4). Some other 
scholars believe that the technological changes and liberalization 
of international trade, production and finance have dealt a decisive 
blow to the formerly unchallenged position of the state (Kesselman, 
2007: 210). The state is losing its sovereign power in key domains: 
military affairs, control over domestic economic and social matters, 
and so on, in the wake of globalization. However, the Neo realist 
scholars reject these arguments and claim that the state still continues 
to be a primary actor in international politics. For Realists, there is no 
threat to the state and the state system will continue to be relevant.

1.4 National Power: Meaning and Elements

1.4.1 Power

Power is an important concept in international politics, especially 
in Realist discourse, with its different dimensions like influence, 
authority, force and coercion. Power is the ability to make people 
do what they would not otherwise have done (McLean and 
McMillan, 2003: 431). The concept of ‘power’ is used in the context 
of political action. Morgenthau (1991: 32), for instance, defined 
power as ‘man’s control over the minds and actions of other men’. 
Thus, political power is the mutual relation of control between 
the holders of public authority and the people at large. Therefore, 
according to Morgenthau, political power is a psychological 
relation between those who exercise it and those over whom it is 
exercised. Power is a relational concept in the sense that individuals 
or states exercise power not in a vacuum but in relation to other 
individuals or states. It is not so much the absolute power of a 
state as its power position in relation to other states that counts 
(Van Dyke, 1969: 217). George Schwarzenberger (1964: 14) defined 
power as ‘the capacity to impose one’s will on others by reliance 
on effective sanctions in the case of non-compliance’. 
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1.4.2 National Power

A nation, as Morgenthau puts it, is an abstraction derived from 
a number of individuals who have certain characteristics in 
common, and it is these characteristics that make them members 
of the same nation. What is national power? It is the power of 
certain individuals of a nation who exercise it in pursuance of the 
policies of a nation. Thus, ‘when we speak in empirical terms of 
the power or of the foreign policy of a certain nation, we can only 
mean the power or the foreign policy of certain individuals who 
belong to the same nation’ (Morgenthau, 1991: 117). According to 
E. H. Carr, national power may be divided into three categories: 
military power, economic power and power over public opinion. 
Military power is used as a last resort, whereas economic power 
is used to control markets, raw materials, investment and so on. 
Power over opinion or propaganda encompasses the building of 
national morale at home, psychological warfare abroad and the 
fight for moral leadership everywhere. However, this division 
is only for analytical purposes and as Carr (1946: 108) pointed 
out, power is in its essence an indivisible whole. Another aspect 
of national power is that it is difficult to accurately measure the 
power of states. Therefore, the contemporary structural Realists 
have introduced the concept of capabilities in the place of power. 
Kenneth Waltz, for example, suggests that the capabilities of 
states can be ranked in terms of criteria like the size of population 
and territory, resource endowment, economic capability, military 
strength, political strength and competence (quoted in Little and 
Smith [2006]).

1.4.3 Elements of National Power

There are various elements of national power. Some of these 
elements are relatively stable while some are subject to constant 
change (Morgenthau, 1991: 127).

1.4.3.1 Geography
For Realist thinkers of international politics, geography remains 
a significant factor of national power. Despite the technological 
development of modern transportation and communication 
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technology, the geographical location of a state remains a 
fundamental factor of permanent importance which the foreign 
policies of all nations must take into account. Geographical 
factors such as the size of a state, its geographical location, climate 
and weather, shape and topography and its land and maritime 
boundaries exert a considerable influence on its foreign policy 
decisions. A separate branch of knowledge, known as Geopolitics, 
has developed, explaining the relationship between geography 
and politics. Geopolitical considerations play a significant 
part in the state foreign policy making and behaviour. Halford 
Mackinder, a famous geopolitician, for instance, predicted that 
‘who rules Eastern Europe commands the Heartland (the area 
bounded by the Volga river, the Arctic Ocean, the Yangtze river 
and the Himalayan mountains), who rules Heartland commands 
the world island (Eurasia–Africa), who rules the world island 
commands the world’ (Palmer and Perkins, 1997).

1.4.3.2 Natural Resources
Natural resources that a particular country is endowed with also 
determine the national power in relation to other states. Natural 
resources constitute a relatively stable factor of national power.

1.4.3.3 Food
Self-sufficiency in food is always a source of great strength. 
Conversely, permanent scarcity of food is a permanent source of 
weakness in international politics. Countries with self-sufficiency 
in food need not worry about food for their population in times 
of crises and can pursue much more forceful and single-minded 
policies.

1.4.3.4 Raw Materials
Raw materials are important both for industrial production and 
waging a war. Control of raw materials has become absolutely 
important in both war and peace. The control of raw materials 
such as uranium, with which nuclear energy and weapons can 
be produced, can greatly enhance national power and even 
cause shifts in the relative power position of states. Nuclear 



The Nation State System  l  11

weapons have come to be regarded as the currency of power by 
states because of their superiority over conventional weapons 
and deterrence value. Another such raw material is oil. With 
the increasing industrialization of the world, particularly in the 
Western world, oil has come to assume tremendous strategic and 
political value in international politics. It is now an indispensable 
source of energy, greatly influencing the relative power of the 
nations. The oil-producing countries have gained a lot of political 
and strategic importance and power in world politics, as their oil 
is in great demand globally. Considerations of ‘energy security’ 
have become important factors in foreign policy decision-making 
of most countries.

1.4.3.5 Industrial Capacity
The mere possession of raw materials, such as uranium, coal and 
iron ore, in itself may not be enough to catapult a nation to the 
status of a major power. Industrial establishment, commensurate 
with the availability of raw materials, is also necessary to translate 
the potential power of resources into actual power by converting 
these resources into energy. In this sense, the developed and 
industrialized countries of the West have more power in relation 
to the developing countries, which are mostly agriculture based 
with a weak industrial base and lacking modern, sophisticated 
industrial and military technology. Consequently, Third World 
countries are dependent on the industrialized countries of the 
West for military and industrial technology; and this dependence 
immensely contributes to the increase in political, economic and 
military power of great powers vis-à-vis small powers.

1.4.3.6 Military Preparedness
National power is obviously dependent on military power or 
military preparedness. Military preparedness requires a military 
establishment capable of supporting foreign policies pursued. 
Innovations in military technology, quality of military leadership 
and the quality and size of armed forces are some significant factors 
which ensure military preparedness of a nation. Innovations in 
warfare technology, from time to time, immensely enhance the 
military capability of states. As mentioned earlier, nations that 
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possess nuclear weapons and the means to deliver them have an 
enormous technological advantage over their competitors.

1.4.3.7 Population
Among the human factors that determine national power, the size 
of population, national character, national morale, the quality of 
diplomacy and governance are important ones.

1.4.3.8 Size of Population
It is incorrect to say that the larger the size of population, the 
greater the power of a state. But, it is true that without a sufficiently 
large population, it is impossible to establish and run the industrial 
plants necessary for the successful conduct of modern war. A nation 
cannot be of the first rank without a population sufficiently large to 
create and apply the material implements of national power.

1.4.3.9 National Character
The existence of national character is a contested phenomenon. 
For classical Realists, such as Morgenthau, the national character 
cannot fail to influence national power—for, those who act for 
the nation in peace and war, formulate, execute and support its 
policies, elect and are elected, mould public opinion, produce and 
consume—all bear, to a greater or lesser degree, the imprint of 
those intellectual and moral qualities that make up the national 
character.

1.4.3.10 National Morale
National morale is, in the words of Morgenthau, the degree of 
determination with which a nation supports the foreign policies of 
its government in peace and war. It is expressed mainly through 
public opinion on issues of national importance. Governments can 
effectively pursue their policies both in peace and war time if the 
national morale is high. National morale reveals itself particularly 
in times of national crisis. Morale is related to ideas and ideologies 
that provide the drive to fight for a cause. Sometimes, national 
morale can be manufactured by state propaganda.
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1.4.3.11 Quality of Diplomacy
Among all the elements of national power, diplomacy is the 
most important. Diplomacy is the management of international 
relations by means of negotiation; it is the method by which these 
relations are adjusted and managed by ambassadors and envoys; 
it is the business or art of the diplomat (Van Dyke, 1969: 246). 
Quincy Wright defines diplomacy as the ‘art of negotiation, in 
order to achieve the maximum of group objective with a minimum 
of costs, within a system of politics in which war is a possibility’ 
(Ghai and Ghai, 2003: 277). Diplomacy provides direction to 
national power. The conduct of a nation’s foreign affairs by its 
diplomats is for national power in peace what military strategy 
and tactics by its military leaders are for national power in war. 
Diplomacy is the brains of national power, morale is its soul. By 
using the power potentialities of a nation to its best advantage, a 
competent diplomacy can increase the power of a nation beyond 
what one would expect it to be, in view of all the other factors 
combined. Diplomacy of high quality will bring the ends and 
means of foreign policy into harmony with the available resources 
of national power. It will tap the hidden sources of national 
strength and transform them fully and securely into political 
realities (Morgenthau, 1991: 159).

1.4.3.12 The Quality of Government
Good government is an essential element of national power. What 
is a good government then? In power terms, a government can 
be said to be good when it fulfils the following three conditions: 
First, the government has to strike a balance between the available 
national resources and the objectives and methods of its foreign 
policy. In other words, its foreign policy and goals have to 
be commensurate with the resources at its disposal so that the 
chances of success of its foreign policy are optimized. Second, 
the government has to maintain a balance between its available 
national resources in the pursuit of its foreign policy. For instance, 
to plan for a military establishment that is too big to be supported 
by the available industrial capacity, and hence can be built and 
maintained only at the price of galloping inflation, economic 
crisis and deterioration of morale, is to plan for national weakness 
rather than for power. Third, a government must garner popular 
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support for its foreign policy by all possible means, including 
marshalling public opinion behind its policies. It must also gain 
support of the public opinion of other nations for its foreign and 
domestic policies (Morgenthau, 1991: 162–68).

1.4.3.13 Techniques to Exercise National Power
States use national power through the following three methods: 
diplomacy, economic statecraft and use of military force. All these 
techniques may be used simultaneously in some cases, while in 
others any one of these may be resorted to, depending on the 
requirements of a particular situation.

1.4.3.14 Diplomacy
According to Morgenthau, ‘Diplomacy is the promotion of 
national interest by peaceful means’ (Ghai and Ghai, 2003: 277). It 
entails use of negotiations, bargaining and other peaceful means 
of influencing other states to achieve the intended outcomes. 
Diplomats use techniques such as persuasion, rewards and 
concessions, use of pressure and threat of use of force to attain 
their goals. Diplomacy could be open or secret.

1.4.3.15 Economic Sanctions
The state system is highly stratified with huge inequalities 
among states in wealth, technology, military power, and so on. 
Consequently, some states, especially the industrialized nations 
of the West, use economic sanctions both positive and negative as 
an effective means of pursuing their policies. Since the majority 
of the developing countries of the South are dependent on the 
West for economic aid and technology and trade, imposition of 
economic sanctions is often used as a method of exercising state 
power.

1.4.3.16 The Use of Force
Use or threat of use of force is central to Realist thinking on 
international politics. States generally resort to use of force if 
diplomacy and economic sanctions fail to attain the intended 
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goals. Threats of using force may be used before resorting to 
war. Despite international legal prohibition of use of force, wars 
continue to take place.

1.5 Evaluation of National Power

A constant evaluation of national power is necessary for success 
of foreign policy. Foreign policy managers must keep evaluating 
the bearing that these different elements have on the national 
power of their own nation as well as other nations at the present 
time and in future as well. The changes that may occur in these 
elements from time to time (innovations in military technology or 
changes in economic power, for example) must also be taken into 
consideration while assessing national power. While evaluating 
their own power and the power of other nations, states must keep 
in mind three things: (a) the relativity of power, which means that 
power is always relative and not absolute. When we talk about the 
power of a nation, it implies that we are talking about its power 
only in relation to the power of other nations at a given point of 
time. A change in a state’s relative power may occur even without 
a change in its actual power, simply because of changes in the 
power of other states. (b) No particular element or factor of power 
is permanent and is subject to change. (c) Overriding importance 
is not to be given to one single factor to the detriment of all other 
factors. It implies that no single factor, such as national character, 
geography or military strength, is to be emphasized too much 
while neglecting all others. Consequently, it may be pointed out 
that no single element of national power, or even a combination 
of them, may be relied upon in predicting the foreign policy 
outcomes.

1.6 BALANCE OF POWER

‘Balance of power’ is an important principle of Realist thought in 
international politics. In Realist theory, balance of power is crucial 
in maintaining international peace and stability. According 
to Realist and Neo realist approaches, international politics is 
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characterized by anarchy and self-help systems. ‘Anarchy’ refers 
to absence of central authority in a system of sovereign states. 
In other words, there is no sovereign world government at the 
international level to prevent and counter the use of force, as we 
have sovereign governments at the national level to maintain order. 
According to classical Realist thinkers, the international system 
reflects a Hobbesian ‘state of nature’, where states cannot trust 
each other for their security. Given this distrust and anarchical 
structure of the international system, states have to make their 
own efforts to ensure their security and survival through a self-
help system. However, when each state builds its own security 
apparatus, it poses a threat to the security of other states and 
gives rise to a phenomenon called ‘security dilemma’. Security 
dilemma is a situation where a state’s quest for security becomes 
another state’s source of insecurity. It is with a view to escape 
this ‘security dilemma’ that the states engage in the process of 
balance of power. The theory of balance of power is an integral 
part of the game of power politics and a fundamental principle 
of statecraft. States seek to increase their power by balancing the 
relative power of one against that of other.

1.6.1 Defining Balance of Power

There is no agreement among scholars as to the precise meaning of 
‘balance of power’. Different writers define it differently. Kenneth 
Waltz, in his work Theory of International Politics, defines balance 
of power as follows: The balance of power is what will happen 
if states take notice of their surroundings, adjust their policies to 
changes in the configuration of power worldwide and if the actual 
distribution of power is such that a balance can emerge (quoted 
in Little and Smith [2006]). George Schwarzenberger defines 
balance of power as follows: ‘In favorable conditions, alliances 
and counter-alliances and treaties of guarantee and neutralization 
may produce a certain amount of stability in international 
relations. This equilibrium is described as the balance of power’ 
(1964: 168–9).

For Martin Wight, balance of power means two things in a Grotian 
sense: First, ‘an even distribution of power’, meaning equilibrium 
in the literal sense; Second, ‘a state of affairs in which no power is 
so predominant that it can endanger others’ (Wight, 1991: 164). In a 
Machiavellian sense, balance of power, according to Wight, refers 
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to ‘the existing distribution of power; that is, the distribution that 
suits the status quo powers’ (Wight, 1991: 169). Castleagh referred 
to balance of power as ‘the maintenance of such a just equilibrium 
between the members of the family of nations as should prevent 
any one of them from becoming sufficiently strong to impose its 
will upon the rest’ (quoted in Kumar, 1967 : 239). 

According to Hans Morgenthau (1991: 187), ‘[T]he aspiration 
for power on the part of several nations, each trying either to 
maintain or overthrow the status quo, leads of necessity to a 
configuration that is called the balance of power and to policies 
that aim at preserving it.’ Morgenthau uses the term ‘balance of 
power’ in four different ways: (a) as a policy aimed at a certain state 
of affairs, (b) as an actual state of affairs, (c) as an approximately 
equal distribution of power and (d) as any distribution of power. 
He argues that 

the international balance of power is only a particular manifestation 
of a general social principle to which all societies composed of a 
number of autonomous units owe the autonomy of their component 
parts; [and that] the balance of power and the policies aiming at its 
preservation are not only inevitable but are an essential stabilizing 
factor in a society of sovereign nations. (Morgenthau, 1991: 187) 

Morgenthau describes balance of power as a universal concept—
as we can see balance as an equilibrium among component parts 
of a system existing everywhere from human body to domestic 
politics to economy and to the social system as a whole. Capitalism, 
for instance, is described as a system of ‘countervailing power’ 
(Morgenthau, 1991: 188). 

According to Inis Claude, balance of power—conceived as a 
system—refers to 

… a collection of states some of which guide themselves by a general 
principle of action: when my state or block becomes, or threatens 
to become, inordinately powerful, other states should recognize 
this as a threat to their security and respond by taking equivalent 
measures, individually or jointly, to enhance their power. (Quoted 
in Van Dyke, 1969: 220)

According to Chris Brown, the root idea behind balance of 
power is the notion that only force can counteract the effect of 
force and that, in an anarchical world, stability, predictability 
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and regularity can only occur when the forces that states are 
able to exert to get their way in the world are in some kind of 
equilibrium. Brown, however, uses the imagery of a chandelier 
to distinguish between simple and complex types of balance of 
power. The notion of a ‘balance’, argues Brown, is a rather bad 
metaphor if it suggests the image of a pair of scales, because 
this implies that only two forces are in equilibrium (simple). 
The image of a chandelier is a better metaphor. The chandelier 
remains at a level (stable) if the weights that are attached to it are 
distributed beneath it in such way that the forces they exert—in 
this case, the downward pull of gravity—are in equilibrium. There 
are two advantages to this metaphor: in the first place, it makes 
more difficult some of the more perplexing usages associated 
with the idea—it would become clear, for example, that ‘holding 
the balance is rather difficult’, while a balance ‘moving in one’s 
favour’ is positively dangerous if standing under a chandelier. 
According to Brown, this metaphor conveys the idea that there are 
two ways in which equilibrium can be disturbed, and two ways in 
which it can be re-established. The chandelier moves away from 
the level if one of its weights becomes heavier, without this being 
compensated for—if, let us say, one state becomes more powerful 
than others for endogenous reasons, for example, as a result of 
faster economic growth than other states. It also becomes unstable 
if two weights are moved closer together without compensatory 
movement elsewhere—if, for example, two states form a closer 
relationship than heretofore. Restoring stability can also take two 
forms—another weight increasing, or two other weights moving 
closer together. Put differently, disruptions are both created and 
potentially rectified by arms racing or by alliance policy or by 
some combination of the two (Brown and Ainley, 2005: 98–99).

1.6.1.1 Assumptions of Balance of Power
According to Quincy Wright, the following are the major 
assumptions that underlie the balance of power system (Brown 
and Ainley, 2005: 223–24):

•	 States are determined to protect their vital interests (such as 
independence, territorial integrity, security, and so on) by 
the means at their disposal, including war.
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•	 Vital interests of the states are or may be threatened. 
Otherwise, there would be no need for a state that wants 
to preserve the status quo to concern itself with power 
relationships.

•	 The relative power positions of states can be measured with 
a significant degree of accuracy and these power calculations 
can be projected onto the future.

•	 A situation of ‘balance’ will either deter the threatening state 
from launching an attack or permit the victim to avoid defeat 
if an attack should occur.

•	 Statesmen can and will make foreign policy decisions 
intelligently on the basis of power considerations. If this 
were not possible, the deliberate balancing of power could 
not occur. 

1.6.1.2 Basic Norms of the Balance of Power System
According to Karen A. Mingst (2001), the following are the basic 
norms of the balance of power system that are clear to each of the 
state actors that are engaged in the process of balancing:

•	 Any actor or coalition that tries to assume dominance must 
be constrained.

•	 States want to increase their capabilities by acquiring territory, 
increasing their population or developing economically.

•	 Negotiating is better than fighting.
•	 Fighting is better than failing to increase capabilities, because 

no one else will protect a weak state.
•	 Other states are viewed as potential allies.
•	 States seek their own national interests defined in terms of 

power. 

Balance of power system works only if there are a number of 
influential actors in the international system. If any of the essential 
actors do not follow the above norms, the balance of power system 
may become unstable. When alliances are formed, in the balance 
of power system, they are specific, have a short duration and are 
according to advantage rather than ideology. Any wars that do 
break out are probably limited in nature, designed to preserve the 
balance of power.
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1.7 �Conditions of Success for the Balance 
of Power System

According to Inis L. Claude, Jr (quoted in Brown and Ainley, 
2005: 243), the following conditions are necessary to maximize the 
prospects of success of balance of power. 

•	 Power should be shared by a number of states, not highly 
concentrated.

•	 Policy should be controlled by skilled professional players 
of the diplomatic game, free of ideological commitments 
and all other impediments to action on the basis of power 
considerations.

•	 The elements of power should be simple and stable; simple 
enough to permit accurate calculations and stable enough to 
permit a projection of the calculations into the future.

•	 The potential costs of the war should be sufficient to have 
deterrent value, but not so great that the threat of war 
becomes incredible.

•	 The challenges to the existing order should not be 
revolutionary. At least, the main protagonists in the 
state system should limit themselves to demands that are 
compatible with the essential pluralism of the system.

•	 There should be, if possible, a holder of the balance—a state 
that can throw its weight now in this scale and now in that.

1.8 �Main Patterns and Methods of  
the Balance of Power

According to Hans Morgenthau, balance of power on the 
international scene can operate on two main patterns—first, the 
pattern of direct opposition and, second, the pattern of competition 
(Morgenthau, 1991: 192–96). In the pattern of direct opposition, 
Nation A may embark upon an imperialistic policy with regard to 
Nation B, and Nation B may counter that policy with a policy of 
the status quo or with an imperialistic policy of its own. In the case 
of direct opposition, the balance of power results directly from the 
desire of either nation to see its policies prevail over the policies 
of the other. Nation A tries to increase its power in relation to 
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Nation B to such an extent that it can control the decisions of B 
and thus lead its imperialistic policy to success. Nation B, on the 
other hand, will try to increase its power to such an extent that 
it can resist A’s pressure and, thus, frustrate A’s policy, or else 
embark upon an imperialistic policy of its own with a chance for 
success. Thus, the pattern of balance is one of direct opposition 
between the nation that wants to establish its power over another 
nation and the latter, which refuses to yield.

1.8.1 In the Pattern of Competition

The power of Nation A is necessary to dominate Nation C in the 
face of Nation B’s opposition is balanced, if not outweighed, by 
B’s power, while, in turn, B’s power to gain domination over 
Nation C is balanced, if not outweighed, by the power of A. The 
pattern of struggle for power between A and B is not one of direct 
opposition here, but of competition, the object of which is the 
domination of C, and it is only through the intermediary of that 
competition that the contest for power between A and B takes 
place. In this instance, the independence of Nation C is a mere 
function of the power relations existing between A and B.

1.8.2 Functions of Balance of Power

The successful operation of balance of power in a situation of direct 
opposition fulfils two functions: First, this creates a precarious 
stability in the power relations of two directly opposing states. This 
stability is precarious because it is subject to continuous change and 
perpetual adjustments in line with the changes that take place in the 
relative power position of states. Second, it insures the freedom of one 
nation from the domination of another. In a situation of competition 
between A and B for domination over C, the balance of power fulfils 
the additional function, aside from creating a precarious stability 
and security in the relations between A and B, of safeguarding the 
independence of C against encroachments by A or B.

1.8.3 The Purposes of Balance of Power

Security and peace are the main purposes of balancing power. 
Though peace is often stated as the purpose, security is usually 
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the more fundamental concern. The fundamental concern is 
ordinarily the protection of vital interests of states, such as 
sovereignty, territorial integrity, and so on, for which states 
are prepared to go to war if need be. Balancing is done with a 
desire for such a distribution of power that will deter attack or 
that will permit a state to avoid defeat, if not win victory, in war. 
The prime object of balancing of power is to establish or maintain 
such a distribution of power among states as will prevent any 
one of them from imposing its will upon another by threat or 
use of violence. Ordinarily, peace is also a purpose of balancing 
of power. To deter attack by maintaining balance is to preserve 
peace. However, security is paramount and more important than 
peace (Van Dyke, 1969: 221–22). According to Morgenthau, it 
is the goal of balance of power, conceived as an equilibrium, to 
maintain the stability as well as the preservation of component 
states of the international system. In that sense, balance of power 
is status quo oriented, not tending to allow any radical changes in 
the configuration of the international system.

1.8.4 �Different Methods of Establishing and Maintaining 
Balance of Power

Various methods are employed to establish or maintain balance 
of power.

1.8.4.1 The Adjustment of Power by Domestic Measures
A state that feels threatened by the growing power of another state 
may simply bring about a growth of its own power to safeguard its 
own position. It may build up its armaments, initiate or expand an 
economic programme designed to enhance its fighting capacity, or 
develop a domestic propaganda campaign designed to stimulate 
love of country and hatred of the potential enemy. When and if 
the other state ceases to be so powerful or so threatening, these 
measures may be relaxed (Van Dyke, 1969: 232).

1.8.4.2 Alliances and Counter-alliances
Building alliances and counter-alliances has been the most 
commonly employed method of maintaining balance of power. 
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When two nations, competing with each other, can add to their 
own power, the power of other nations or if they can withhold the 
power of other nations from the adversary, they can be said to be 
following a policy of alliances. Pursuing a policy of alliances is not 
a matter of principle but of expediency. A nation will shun alliances 
if it believes that it is strong enough to hold its own unaided or that 
the burden of commitments, resulting from the alliance, is likely 
to outweigh the advantages to be expected. Generally, alliances 
are formed with the objective of serving identical interests or 
complimentary interests. Alliances are often divided into two 
kinds, offensive and defensive. While an offensive alliance seeks 
to upset the balance in favour of its members, a defensive alliance 
aims at restoring the balance in its favour. The general conditions 
for success of alliances include factors such as common interests, 
common ideologies, common economic interests, geography, 
cultural similarities and so on.

1.8.4.3 Armaments and Disarmament
The principal means by which a nation endeavours with the power 
at its disposal to maintain or re-establish the balance of power are 
armaments. The armaments race in which Nation A tries to keep up 
with and then outdo the armaments of Nation B, and vice versa, is 
the typical instrumentality of an unstable and dynamic balance of 
power. The inevitable result of arms race is a constantly increasing 
burden of military preparations, requiring huge national budgets 
and resulting in ever-deepening fear, suspicion and insecurity. It 
is with a view to avoid such situations of fear and insecurity and 
create a stable balance of power, if not permanent peace, that the 
technique of disarmament of competing nations has been devised. 
Disarmament is a technique for stabilizing the balance of power by 
means of a proportionate reduction of armaments. The Strategic 
Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) between the former Soviet Union 
and the United States is an example of competing states agreeing 
for a proportionate reduction of armaments.

1.8.4.4 Divide and Rule
This method is used by nations that try to make or keep their 
competitors weak by dividing them or keeping them divided. In 
modern times, the policy followed by France towards Germany, 



24  l  S. R. T. P. Sugunakara Raju

the policy of England towards the Indian subcontinent and the 
policy of the Soviet Union towards the rest of Europe have all 
been examples of a divide and rule policy.

1.8.4.5 Compensation
Compensation generally entails annexation or division of 
territory. Territorial compensation was a common device in the 
18th and 19th centuries for maintaining balance of power. The 
Treaty of Utrecht (1713), which terminated the War of the Spanish 
Succession, expressly recognized for the first time the principle 
of balance of power by way of territorial compensation. While 
acquiring territories, standards like the number, quality and type 
of population and fertility of the soil were used to determine the 
amount of power different nations were getting by acquiring 
territories. During the latter part of the 19th century and the 
beginning of the 20th century, the principle of compensation was 
used in the distribution of colonial territories and delimitation of 
colonial and semi-colonial spheres of influence. The nation which 
had secured spheres of influence in a colonial territory used to 
enjoy rights of using that territory for commercial, military and 
political purposes, without competition from other nations.

1.8.4.6 Intervention and Non-intervention
Intervention and non-intervention devices have been employed 
by powerful countries which are in the position of a balancer. 
Intervention may range all the way from slight deviations from 
neutrality to full-scale military participation in a major war. Non-
intervention suggests a kind of policy usually followed by small 
states and also by those great powers which are satisfied with the 
political order and can follow peaceful methods to preserve the 
balance. As Talleyrand remarked, ‘non-intervention is a political 
term meaning virtually the same thing as intervention’ (Palmer and 
Perkins, 1997: 226). 

1.8.4.7 Buffer States
Buffer states are small intermediary states which are used by great 
powers in their balancing game of power politics for their political 
military and strategic purposes. They are of great importance 
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because of their cushioning effect between great powers. They 
may be neutral or neutralized states, satellite states or dependent 
territories or they may be actively associated with one of two or 
more aggregations of power in a relatively honourable role. Great 
powers usually compete with each other for winning the support of 
the buffer states by luring them with military and economic aid.

1.8.4.8 The Structure of the Balance of Power
Balance of power is not one single system comprehending all 
nations actively engaged in international politics. It is composed of 
a number of subsystems that are interrelated with each other, but 
that maintain within themselves a balance of power of their own. 
In other words, global balance of power coexists with the regional 
or local balance of power. The relationship between these two is 
generally one of domination and subordination. If a local balance 
of power is connected more intimately with a dominant one, the 
lesser opportunity it has to operate autonomously. In the South 
Asian region, for example, there may be local balance of power 
between India and Pakistan. Similarly, in the Asian region, there 
may be regional balance of power between communist China, on 
the one side, and other liberal democratic countries such as Japan, 
South Korea and so on, on the other.

1.8.4.9 The Holder of the Balance
The holder of the balance occupies the key position in balance of 
power system, since its position determines the outcome of the 
struggle for power. For example, in a system consisting of three 
states, A and B are approximately equal in power and are so 
bitterly hostile to each other that an alliance between them is out 
of question. State C can then become the ‘laughing third party’ 
or the holder of the balance. If it supports A, both could defeat 
B, or if it supports B, the two could defeat A. Thus, the support 
of State C becomes crucial in the balance between A and B and 
determines its outcome. The holder of the balance is the ‘arbiter’ of 
the system, deciding who will win and who will lose. By making 
it impossible for any one nation or combination of nations to 
gain predominance over the others, the holder preserves its own 
independence as well as the independence of all the other nations, 
resulting in the most powerful factor in international politics.
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The holder of the balance can use its determining power in 
three different ways. First, it can make its joining one or the other 
nation or alliance dependent on certain conditions favourable 
to the maintenance or restoration of the balance. Second, it can 
make its support of the peace settlement dependent upon similar 
conditions and, third, it can in either situation see to it that the 
objectives of its own national policy, apart from the maintenance 
of the balance of power, are realized in the process of balancing 
the power of others. Britain has traditionally played the role of a 
holder of balance in relation to the continent of Europe, ‘throwing 
her weight now in this scale and now in that’ (Van Dyke, 1969: 
238). It is, thus, that Britain came to be known as ‘perfidious 
Albion’ (Morgenthau, 1991: 214).

1.9 �The Balance of Power System: An Appraisal

1.9.1 �Balance of Power as a Basis for Security  
and Peace

Balance of power as a mechanism and as a basis for peace is certainly 
inadequate. This is borne out by the fact that the theory of balance 
of power simply failed to prevent two world wars and numerous 
other major and minor wars that the modern world witnessed. 
When balance is thought of as equilibrium—or as disequilibrium 
that is unfavourable to status quo powers—it follows almost 
automatically that it would not be very reliable as a basis for 
security and peace. After all, equilibrium suggests in principle that 
the aggressor has an even chance of winning, and disequilibrium 
in his favour jeopardizes security and peace all the more. Woodrow 
Wilson may have been thinking along these lines when he described 
the great game of balance of power as ‘forever discredited’ (Van 
Dyke, 1969: 239). Both an equilibrium and a disequilibrium are 
unsafe and inadequate as bases for security and peace.

1.9.2 �Unnecessary War and the Unnecessary  
Extension of War

War plays an important role in the balance of power system. War does 
not indicate the failure of conflict resolution here—rather, war is a 
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means of conflict resolution. If other means like alliances and arms 
race fail to achieve intended outcomes, war becomes inevitable. 
Thus, balance of power politics often leads to unnecessary war and 
to the unnecessary extension of war. As balance of power requires 
estimation and prediction of relative power capabilities of other 
states, these predictions and estimations may be wrong. States 
may fear power that is not there. They may seek to counteract 
intentions that do not exist. They may enter an existing war, which 
otherwise might have been localized, because of fear for the future 
that may not be justified. When threats to the state are putative or 
supposed rather than direct and immediate, statesmen are in fact 
in a dilemma in relation to the balance of power. In the politics 
of balance of power, war does not indicate the failure of conflict 
resolution—rather, war is a means of conflict resolution.

1.9.3 The Unreality of the Balance of Power

The uncertainty of power calculations not only makes the balance 
of power incapable of practical application but also leads to its 
very negation in practice. Since no nation can be sure that its 
calculation of distribution of power at any particular moment 
in history is correct, it must at least make sure that its errors, 
whatever they may be, will not put the nation at a disadvantage 
in the contest for power. In other words, the nation must try 
to have at least a margin of safety that will allow it to make 
erroneous calculations and still maintain the balance of power. 
To that effect, all nations actively engaged in the struggle for 
power must actually aim not at a balance or equality of power, 
but at superiority of empowerment on their own behalf. The 
limitless aspiration for power, potentially always present in the 
power drives of nations, finds in the balance of power a mighty 
incentive to transform itself into an actuality (Morgenthau, 1991: 
227–28).

1.9.4 The Balance of Power as Ideology

According to Morgenthau, the difficulties in assessing correctly 
the relative power positions of nations made the invocation of the 
balance of power one of the favoured ideologies of international 
politics. Thus, different nations seek to either justify their own 
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policies or discredit those of others in the name of maintaining 
or restoring balance of power. A nation which is interested in 
the preservation of a certain distribution of power tries to make 
its interest appear as a common interest of all nations. In other 
words, states seek to serve their own selfish interests in the name 
of the principle of balance of power.

1.9.5 Balance of Power and Nuclear Weapons

For countries possessing nuclear weapons, the balance of power 
is reinforced as a deterrent to war. This is particularly true if the 
two states trying to balance each other have the capacity to absorb 
the first nuclear strike and still retaliate with a powerful second 
strike. Thus, a ‘balance of terror’ is said to have existed between 
the former Soviet Union and the United States because of their 
mutually assured nuclear capabilities. This kind of nuclear balance 
resulting from nuclear deterrence, obviously, gives a modicum of 
assurance of security and peace.

1.9.5 The Relevance of Balance of Power Today

It is generally agreed that the modern states system was multipolar 
or the balance of power system from its inception in 1648 until the 
Second World War ended in 1945. The classic case of the balance 
of power system that existed in the international system was, 
however, that of the 19th-century balance of power when there 
were five major powers, namely England, Russia, Prussia, France 
and Austria. In other words, it was a multipolar power system 
in which these five great powers were engaged in the balancing 
process and ensured that none of them became hegemonic and 
threatened international peace and stability. Thus, a period of 
general peace prevailed in Europe during the period beginning 
from 1815 to almost up to the beginning of the First World War in 
1914, though a few wars were fought during this period.

Again during the Cold War period, when the international 
system got divided into two ideologically antagonistic blocks, the 
balance of power system operated between the two superpowers 
and kept what came to be known as a ‘long peace’, though this 
peace was said to be mainly because of the nuclear deterrence that 



The Nation State System  l  29

existed between the former Soviet Union and the United States of 
America. According to John Mearsheimer, the ‘long peace’ of the 
Cold War was a result of three factors: (a) the bipolar distribution 
of military power in continental Europe, (b) the rough equality of 
military power between the United States and the Soviet Union 
and (c) the pacifying effect of the nuclear weapons (taken from 
Jackson and Sorenson [2008: 80]).

With the disintegration of the Soviet Union, the Cold War came 
to an end and the bipolar system of global power transformed 
itself into a unipolar world. The structure of the cotemporary 
international system is a unipolar one with the United States as the 
sole hegemonic power. Now, the question is what is the relevance 
or validity of the theory of balance of power in this post–Cold 
War unipolar world?

It is argued that certain developments like expansion of 
democracy, the growth of interdependence among nations and 
the rise of international institutions are necessarily promoting 
peaceful international relations and are, thereby, rendering 
Realism and its concepts, such as balance of power, obsolete. 
Michael Doyle’s ‘Democratic Peace’ theory, for example, claims 
that liberal democratic countries behave peacefully towards each 
other and the growth of such states would eventually render 
war obsolete. Similarly, issues such as increasing economic 
interdependence and globalization are also said to have made 
balancing of power among nations irrelevant. Scholars such as 
Richard Rosecrance, for instance, claimed that the ‘military state’ 
is being displaced by the ‘trading state’ in the contemporary 
world because competition for global market shares has become 
more important than territorial conquest.

Realist and Neo realist scholars, however, refute these 
arguments and contend that unipolarity is the least durable of 
all international power configurations and it will be replaced 
by multipolarity, thereby, making balance of power relevant. 
Kenneth Waltz, for instance, argues that a unipolar international 
system is not durable for two reasons. The first is that dominant 
powers take on too many tasks beyond their own borders, thus, 
weakening themselves in the long run. The other reason for the 
short duration of unipolarity is that even if a dominant power 
behaves with moderation, restraint and forbearance, weaker 
states will worry about its future behaviour.
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In the words of Kenneth Waltz, 

… as nature abhors a vacuum, so international politics abhors 
unbalanced power. Faced with unbalanced power, some states 
try to increase their own strength or they ally with others to bring 
the international distribution of power to a balance. The reactions 
of other states to the drive for dominance of Charles V, Hapsburg 
ruler of Spain, of Louis XIV and Napoleon of France, of Wilhelm 
II and Adolph Hitler of Germany, illustrate the point. Will the 
preponderant power of the United States elicit similar reactions? 
Unbalanced power, whoever wields it, is a potential danger to 
others. The powerful state may, and the United States does, think 
itself as acting for the sake of peace, justice and well-being in 
the world. These terms are, however, defined to the liking of the 
powerful, which may conflict with the preferences and the interests 
of others. In international politics overwhelming power repels and 
leads others to try to balance against it. (Waltz, quoted in Little and 
Smith [2006: 96])

Which country or group of countries is likely to bring this 
‘unipolar moment’ to an end? According to Waltz (quoted in 
Little and Smith [2006]), the candidates for becoming the next 
Great Powers and, thus, restoring the balance are the European 
Union or Germany leading a coalition, or China, Japan and, in a 
more distant future, Russia.

To the charge that globalization has undermined power and 
control of the nation state, the Neo realists retort with the argument 
that there is no evidence that globalization has systematically 
undermined state control or led to the homogenization of policies 
and structures. In fact, the Neo realists argue, globalization and 
state activity have moved in tandem. According to Neo realists, 
as a preferred form of political community, the nation state has no 
serious rival. Despite globalization, the nation state has retained 
important powers, such as monopoly control of the weapons 
of war and their legitimate use, the sole right to tax its citizens, 
and so on. Only the nation state can still command the political 
allegiance of its citizens and adjudicate disputes between them. 
And, it is the nation state which has the exclusive authority to 
bind the whole community to international law. Thus, for the 
Realist and Neo realist defenders of the balance of power theory, 
the state still remains the main actor in the international politics, 
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despite the all-powerful globalization. It is the military power of 
the states which is more important in conditioning international 
politics than economic globalization.

Scholars such as Waltz and Mearsheimer stress the importance 
of strategic capabilities in shaping the contours of international 
relations. For them, the distribution and character of military 
power remain the root causes of war and peace in international 
politics. With the end of the Cold War, the distribution of 
capabilities among states has become extremely lopsided and 
inequalities among states are growing, but not interdependence, 
as Liberals claim. The present pacification of the core of the 
international system is merely a transient stage and is likely to 
be superseded by the restoration of strategic balance among the 
great powers (Burchill et al., 2001: 97–98).

Thus, the theory of balance of power is still relevant in 
international politics, according to the Realist thinking. From 
the perspective of Realism, it can be argued that as long as the 
sovereign states system remains the central pillar of world politics 
and so long as power politics dominates the international scene, 
the Realist concept of balance power continues to be relevant. 
Another factor that makes power balancing relevant even today 
is the ideological rivalry, especially among the Great Powers. 
‘Containment of Communism’ and expansion of ‘Liberal Zone 
of Peace’ always remain the primary foreign policy goals of the 
United States and its liberal democratic allies. In this sense, balance 
of power will continue to be relevant for a long time to come.

1.10 Collective Security

Collective security is one of the methods of power management in 
the international system. It seeks to manage the ‘security dilemma’ (a 
situation in which one state’s security arrangements cause security 
threat to another state) that calls for collective and coordinated action 
by the international community or the international institutions. 
The ‘collective security system’ was devised as an improvement 
over the balance of power system which was uncertain, inadequate 
and unrealistic in the management of international security. In 
the balance of power system, international peace and stability 
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resulted from the balancing of relative power among the major 
powers of the international system, which was most of the time 
uncertain and unreliable and caused many wars. Therefore, a new 
mechanism known as collective security was put in place to fix the 
responsibility for maintenance of international peace on each and 
every state in the international system. If there is an aggression in 
any one of the states, all of them unite and collectively repel that 
aggression. All the states, whether large or small, are responsible 
for maintaining peace. Thus, the principle underlying the collective 
security system is ‘all for one and one for all’.

The elaboration of the collective security idea and its 
widespread popularity was distinctly a phenomenon of the 20th 
century. The concept of collective security acquired a special 
significance when Woodrow Wilson, the former president of 
the United States, became its most ardent exponent. To inhibit 
aggression, preponderance of power was clearly desirable. 
How could preponderance be made available as a deterrent 
without being available as an instrument of aggression? From 
the standpoint of the balance of power system, this arrangement 
was impossible. The Wilsonian concept of collective security 
purported to solve the dilemma. It postulated a preponderance 
which would be available to everybody for defensive purposes, 
but to nobody for aggressive purposes. As Woodrow Wilson 
asserted, ‘there must now be not a balance of power, not one 
powerful group of nations set off against another, but a single 
overwhelming powerful group of nations who shall be the 
trustee of the peace of the world’ (see, for details, K. P. Saksena 
[1974: 8–9]).

1.10.1 Defining Collective Security

Different writers have defined collective security differently. 
According to George Schwarzenberger, collective security may 
be defined as a ‘machinery for joint action to prevent or counter 
any attack on an established international order’ (1964: 379). Hans 
Morgenthau defines ‘collective security’ in the following way:

In a working system of collective security, the problem of security is 
no longer the concern of the individual nation, to be taken care of by 
armaments and other elements of national power. Security becomes 
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the concern of all nations, which will take care of the security of each 
of them as though their own security were at stake. If A threatens 
B’s security, C,D,E,F,G,H, I, J, and K will take measures on behalf 
of B and against A as though A threatened them as well as B, and 
vice versa. One for all and all for one is the watchword of collective 
security. (Morgenthau, 1991: 451–52) 

According to Iris L Claude Jr, collective security is a device 
for the ‘management of power’. The other devices of power 
management, according to Claude, are balance of power and 
world government. Iris L Claude Jr describes collective security as 
a hypothetical system that is an intermediate between balance of 
power and world government. It means that the control of power 
under collective security is more than what it could be under 
balance of power and less than what it could be under world 
government (Inis Claude Jr, 1962: 6–7). In the words of Charles B. 
Marshal, ‘collective security is a generalized notion of all nations 
banding together in undertaking a vague obligation to perform 
un specified actions in response to hypothetical events brought 
on by some unidentifiable state’ (quoted in Palmer and Perkins 
[1997: 241]). According to Vernon Van Dyke: 

The collective security system is universal in membership, or nearly 
so, and members are bound to spring to each other’s defense in case 
of attack. The basic principle is that an attack on one is an attack 
on all, and that the inviolability of every frontier throughout the 
world is as precious to each member as the inviolability of its own 
frontiers. (Van Dyke, 1969: 411) 

1.10.2 Assumptions of Collective Security

According to Schwarzenberger, collective security system is 
understood as a machinery designed to protect a given status quo 
against being overthrown by force or in any other illegal manner, 
and rests on some of the following assumptions (1964: 378–79). 
First, it is assumed that most members of the collective system, at 
most times, will fulfil their obligations, irrespective of the means 
available to enforce the law, and that in cases in which a state 
may be tempted to break its obligations, the background threat of 
powerful sanctions will act as a deterrent. Second, a preponderant 
body of the members of the collective system must be convinced 
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that the maintenance of status quo is in their common interest and 
justifies the sacrifices required. If adequate machinery for peaceful 
change is lacking, the strain upon any existing status quo increases 
as times go on, and the power and discontent of ‘have-not’ states 
grow. Third, the collective system must be strong enough to cope 
with any combination of powers likely to challenge an existing 
status quo. Fourth, if collective security is to be more than an 
alliance under another name, it must fulfil two conditions: (a) it 
must be an open system and (b) it must not be directed against any 
specific power. Every genuine applicant for membership must be 
welcome and every member must contract as much against itself 
as against any potential aggressor. Fifth, collective security and 
traditional law of neutrality are incompatible.

Morgenthau argues that for collective security to operate as a 
device for the prevention of war, the following three assumptions 
must be fulfilled: (a) the collective system must be able to muster 
at all times such overwhelming strength against any potential 
aggressor or coalition of aggressors that the latter would never 
dare to challenge the order defended by the collective system; (b) 
at least those nations whose combined strength would meet the 
requirement under assumption (a) must have the same conception 
of security which they are supposed to defend; (c) those nations 
must be willing to subordinate their conflicting political interests 
to the common good defined in terms of the collective defence of 
all member states (Morgenthau, 1991: 452).

The collective security ideal assumes that although wars are 
likely to occur, they should be prevented, and they are prevented 
by restraint of military action. In other words, wars will not 
occur if all parties exercise restraint. Another assumption is that 
aggressors should be stopped. This assumption presumes that 
the aggressor can be identified easily by other members of the 
international community. (In some conflicts, for example, it is 
difficult to differentiate between the aggressor and the victim 
[Mingst, 2001: 155]). Collective security proponents also presume 
that an international ‘preponderance of power’ can be created 
against potential aggressors by uniting the power of all or most 
of the nations of the international comity of nations, and that way 
war can be deterred and prevented. Collective security system 
also recognizes the need for an international organization like 
the UNO, under the command and control of which collective 
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action can be enforced and international peace and security can 
be maintained.

Thus, collective security ideal is based on certain liberal or 
utopian assumptions about war and peace. It is essentially founded 
on the liberal notion of ‘harmony of interests’ among nations.

1.11 �Collective Security and Balance of 
Power: Similarities and Differences 

1.11.1 Similarities

Collective security and balance of power are alike in purpose; 
both are defensive aiming to promote the security of states within 
the system. To some extent, they are also alike in method. Both 
depend on the manipulation or mobilization of power as a means 
of deterring or, if need be, defeating aggression. Both envisage 
the possibility of defensive war. Both envisage the continued 
existence of sovereign states that coordinate their actions against 
aggression. Both assume that states which are not themselves 
attacked will go to the defence of others in the system that are 
attacked. Both are alike in that their effectiveness is threatened by 
tremendous concentration of power in any one state.

1.11.2 Differences

Balance of power assumes that the division of states in international 
system is into competitive and hostile camps, whereas worldwide 
collective security system calls for universal cooperation. The 
alliances in the balancing system are likely to be aimed at specific 
potential enemy, whereas the universal collective security system 
has to be aimed at any state that turns out to be an aggressor. 
For either side in the balance of power system, the enemy is 
outside, whereas in a universal collective security system, the 
enemy is necessarily a member within the system. States that 
join the balance of power system agree to defend certain selected 
frontiers, whereas states that join the collective security system 
agree to defend all frontiers throughout the world. In balancing, 
the obligation is limited and advance planning can occur for 
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international coordination of defence measures, whereas in 
collective security system, the obligation is virtually unlimited 
and, since the potential aggressor is unknown, advance planning 
of common defence measures against it is impossible. A balance of 
power system permits neutrality and localization of war, whereas 
a collective security system precludes neutrality and requires that 
all join in action against the aggressor. A state seeking to balance 
has vital common interests with selected states, but not with 
all states; it may, in fact, seek safety at the expense of territorial 
integrity or political independence of some states. In other words, 
balance of power assumes conflict of interests among states. 
Collective security system assumes an integrated society of states 
with harmony of vital interests. Finally, in most respects, the 
balance of power system is simpler and easier to establish and 
maintain, whereas collective security system is complex, requiring 
relatively elaborate rules and institutional arrangements.

1.12 �Collective Security System under  
the League of Nations

Under the League of Nations, the system of collective security 
was conceived as an instrument of thwarting any attempts 
of aggression. However, because of the disagreements and 
differences among the major powers that won the First World 
War, the League of Nations could only vaguely institutionalize 
the idea of collective security, which lacked adequate provisions 
(Saksena, 1974: 10).

1.12.1 Covenant Provisions

Collective Security system was laid down under Articles 10, 11 
and 16 of the Covenant of the League of Nations. Article 10 made 
it the obligation of every state ‘to respect and preserve against 
external aggression the territorial integrity and existing political 
independence of all members of the League’. Article 11 stated the 
basic principle of collective security as ‘any war or threat of war, 
whether immediately affecting any member of the League or not, 
is hereby declared a matter of concern to the whole League’. Article 
16 laid down the obligations and responsibilities of member states. 
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Members accepted the principle that resorting to war by a state 
should be regarded, ipso facto, as an ‘act of war’ against them all. 
In response to such an act, they undertook to immediately impose 
a strict embargo on all normal personal, commercial and financial 
relations with the offending state. These weapons of economic 
strangulation were considered truly formidable; as a last resort, 
Article 16 also provided for the possibility of collective military 
sanctions, to be initiated on the recommendation of the council 
(Saksena, 1974: 10).

Article 16 of the Covenant reads:

•	 Should any member of the League resort to war in disregard 
of its covenants under Articles 12, 13 or 15, it shall ipso facto 
be deemed to have committed an act of war against all other 
Members of the League, which hereby undertake immediately 
to subject it to the severance of all trade or financial relations, 
the prohibition of all intercourse between their nationals and 
the nationals of the covenant-breaking state, and the prevention 
of all financial, commercial or personal intercourse between the 
nationals of the covenant-breaking state and the nationals of 
any other state, whether a member of the League or not.

•	 It shall be the duty of the Council in such cases to recommend to 
the several governments concerned what effective military, naval 
or air force the members of the League shall severally contribute 
to the armed forces to be used to protect the covenants of the 
League.

•	 The members of the League agree, further, that they will mutually 
support one another in the financial and economic measures 
which are taken under this Article, in order to minimize the 
loss and inconvenience resulting from the above measures and 
that they will mutually support one another in resisting any 
special measures aimed at one of their members by the covenant 
breaking state, and that they will take the necessary steps to 
afford passage through their territory to the forces of any of the 
members of the League which are co-operating to protect the 
covenants of the League.

•	 Any member of the League which has violated any covenant of the 
League may be declared to be no longer a member of the League 
by a vote of the Council concurred in by the representatives of 
all the other members of the League represented thereon.

However, despite these provisions, the Covenant was far from 
a perfect design for collective security and suffered from inherent 
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defects. For instance, in adjudging a nation guilty of having violated 
the Covenant by resorting to war or unjustifiable aggression, the 
decision of the League Council was to be unanimous. This proved 
to be a big functional difficulty in determining the aggressor.

1.12.2 �Working of Collective Security System under  
the League

Apart from the theoretical gaps in the League Covenant, other 
practical problems also contributed to the failure of the collective 
security system under the League. The failure of the United States 
to join, the rise of the Soviet Union outside the League System, 
the reluctance of Great Britain to assume international obligations 
and, later, the open defiance of Japan, Italy and Germany—all 
combined to destroy any hopes that the League would be effective 
in major international crises. From the beginning, the League 
was not sufficiently broad in membership and it never included 
all the great powers (Palmer and Perkins, 1997: 244). In major 
cases involving open defiance of the Covenant by a great power, 
the League security system proved ineffective. The two major 
crises when the collective security system was put to test were 
the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931–32 and the Italian 
invasion of Ethiopia in 1935–36. In both these cases, the League 
failed because of lack of commitment and the unwillingness to 
act in concert on the part of the member states. As the Soviet 
leader Stalin commented, ‘the non-aggressive states, primarily 
England, France and the United States … have rejected the policy 
of collective security, the policy of collective resistance to the 
aggressors and have taken up a position of non-intervention, 
a position of “neutrality”’ (Palmer and Perkins, 1997: 246). In 
the words of Inis L. Claude Jr, ‘the League experience might be 
summarized as an abortive attempt to translate the collective 
security idea in to a working system’ (Claude Jr, 1962: 155).

1.13 �Collective Security System under  
the United Nations

The failure of the League of Nations to translate the idea of 
collective security into a working system did not discredit 
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the idea itself. On the contrary, the total collapse of the world 
order produced a more vivid awareness of the need for, and a 
more resolute determination to achieve, an improved system of 
collective security (Saksena, 1974: 25). 

Unwilling to return to the balance of power system in the 
maintenance of international peace and security, the founding 
fathers of the UN wanted to create a collective security system by 
which they meant a world organization that can and will maintain 
the peace by force if necessary. There was a widespread desire to 
create a world organization with effective powers to maintain 
international peace and an improved version of collective security 
system.

1.13.1 The United Nations Charter Provisions
One of the purposes of the UN is to maintain international peace 
and security. To this end, Article 1 of the United Nations Charter 
calls for ‘effective collective measures’ for the prevention and 
removal of threats to the peace, and for the suppression of 
acts of aggression and other breaches of the peace. These 
collective security measures are elaborately laid down in 
Chapter vii, entitled: ACTION WITH RESPECT TO THREATS 
TO THE PEACE, BREACHES OF THE PEACE, AND ACTS OF 
AGGRESSION, under Articles 39–51.

Under Article 39, the Security Council is empowered to 
determine the existence of any threat to the peace, breach of the 
peace, or act of aggression and to make recommendations or decide 
what measures shall be taken under Article 41 (sanctions) and 
Article 42 (military measures) to maintain or restore international 
peace and security.

Under Article 40, the Security Council is also authorized to 
call upon the parties concerned to comply with such provisional 
measures as it deems necessary or desirable to prevent an 
aggravation of the crisis situation.

Under Article 41, the Security Council may decide which 
measures, not involving the use of armed force, are to be employed 
to give effect to its decisions, and it may call upon members of 
the UN to apply such measures. These may include complete 
or partial interruption of economic relations and of rail, sea, air, 
postal, telegraphic, radio and other means of communication, and 
the severance of diplomatic relations.
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According to Article 42, should the Security Council consider 
that measures provided for in Article 41 are inadequate or are 
proved to be inadequate, it may take such action by air, sea or land 
forces as may be necessary to maintain or restore international 
peace and security. Such action may include demonstrations, 
blockade and other operations by air, sea or land forces of 
members of the UN.

Under Article 43, all the members of the UN undertake to make 
available to the Security Council, on its call and in accordance 
with special agreements, armed forces, assistance and facilities, 
including rights of passage, necessary for the purpose of 
maintaining international peace and security.

Articles 44–46 deal with employment of armed forces of the 
member states by the Security Council. Article 47 provides for the 
establishment of a Military Staff Committee to advise and assist 
the Security Council on military measures. Under Article 48, the 
action required to carry out the decisions of the Security Council 
for the maintenance of international peace and security shall be 
members of the UN or by some of them as the Security Council 
may determine. Article 49 calls upon the member states to join 
in, according mutual assistance in carrying out the measures 
decided upon by the Security Council. Under Article 50, if any 
state is confronted with special problems due to preventive 
or enforcement measures taken by the Security Council, it can 
consult the latter for solution of those problems.

Article 51 provides for individual or collective self-defence 
rights. It is the most significant provision in the sense that it 
authorizes, though in a limited way, the use of force by the 
member states for self-defence purposes. Article 51 reads: 

Nothing in the present Charter shall impair the inherent right of 
individual or collective self-defense if an armed attack occurs 
against a Member of the United Nations, until the Security Council 
has taken measures necessary to maintain international peace and 
security. Measures taken by the Members in the exercise of this right 
of self defense shall be immediately reported to the Security Council 
and shall not in any way affect the authority and responsibility of 
the Security Council under the present charter to take at any time 
such action as it deems necessary in order to maintain or restore 
international peace and security. 
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1.13.2 �The League Covenant and the UN  
Charter Compared

Does the UN Charter provide for a better collective security 
system than the one under the League Covenant? For some, the 
provision in the Charter for enforcement action represented the 
greatest advance over the Covenant. The Charter made advances 
over the League Covenant in the following respects (Saksena, 
1974: 43–47). Unlike the League system, where both the League 
Assembly and the Council were empowered to deal with ‘any 
matter within the sphere of action of the League or affecting the 
peace of the world’ (Saksena, 1974: 43), the UN Charter explicitly 
defines the functions of the two and the primary responsibility 
of maintaining peace and security is entrusted to the Security 
Council. Under the League, the authority to determine whether 
a particular state has committed aggression or not was with each 
member state, whereas the Charter has clearly given this authority 
to the Security Council.

Obligations of the member states as defined in the Charter 
are more precise and in keeping with the principle of collective 
security than was the case under the League Covenant. The 
Covenant did not impose upon the members of the League an 
obligation to refrain from the threat of force or use of force under 
all circumstances. In certain cases, the Covenant allowed war to 
be made legal. The UN Charter not only forbids ‘the use of all 
violence between states but could intervene even when violence 
is merely threatened’. While the League system of collective 
enforcement action was almost decentralized, the Charter 
provided for a centralized enforcement action by the Security 
Council. In procedure, the Charter introduced an important 
innovation. It abandoned the League’s principle of unanimity. In 
both the Assembly and the Council of the League, one hostile vote 
could prevent a decision. The General Assembly is empowered, 
in contrast, to make decisions by a majority vote—in case of 
‘important decisions’ by a two-thirds majority. In sum, while the 
security arrangement under the Covenant was ‘a loose system of 
cooperation’, the Charter envisaged a centralized mechanism of 
collective enforcement. However, this centralized enforcement 
mechanism of the UN Charter could work only when all the five 
permanent members of the Security Council agree on a particular 
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decision. The political differences among the permanent members 
of the Security Council on the questions of aggression and peace 
greatly impacted on the actual functioning of the collective security 
system under the UN in the post–Second World War period.

1.13.3 �Working of the Collective Security System under 
the United Nations

During the Cold War period, the collective security system was not 
successful because of the political, military and ideological rivalry 
between the two superpowers. The major limitation of collective 
security system under the UN is that collective enforcement 
action cannot be taken against any of the five permanent 
members of the Security Council as they are endowed with the 
veto power. Determination of aggressor became an impossible 
task in the armed conflict situations, as these great powers used 
or threatened to use their veto power in protecting their allies, 
thereby, rendering collective security system dysfunctional. The 
collective enforcement action was made possible in the case of the 
Korean War, mainly because of the absence of the Soviet Union 
from the Security Council during that time.

In the post–Second World War era, collective security system, 
as enshrined in Chapter VII of the UN Charter, was applied for 
the first time in the Korean War of 1950. Though the UN received 
complaints of aggression in some conflicts involving armed 
hostilities before the Korean War (like the Indonesian question of 
1946–49, the Palestine question of 1947 and the Kashmir question 
of 1948), it did not take any enforcement action involving economic 
or military measures under the provisions of Chapter VII.

1.13.3.1 Korean War
By the end of the Second World War, Korea was divided into two 
spheres of influence, with Russia controlling northern part of Korea 
and the US controlling the southern part—the 38th Parallel dividing 
Korea in two parts. Tension began to mount between the two parts 
ever since the Cold War began. Since both superpowers wanted 
to dominate the whole of Korea for their own global strategic 
reasons, there were attempts or threats of use of force to unite 
the two parts and establish a single and united Korea. Because of 
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the differences between two great powers on Korea, this problem 
was referred to the UN General Assembly in September 1947.The 
General Assembly created the UN Temporary Commission on 
Korea in November 1947 to facilitate the establishment of a national 
government there. This commission reported ‘military posturing’ 
on both sides of the 38th Parallel with repeated border incidents in 
1949. On the midnight of 24–25 June 1950, the UN Commission’s 
report suggesting North Korean aggression on South Korea was 
conveyed to the UN Secretary General by the US state department. 
On 25 June, the Security Council adopted a US draft resolution by 
9 votes to 1, with the Soviet Union absent. This resolution took note 
of the ‘armed attack’, determined the situation as ‘a breach of the 
peace’ and called for the withdrawal of North Korean forces to the 
38th Parallel and for the assistance of the members in carrying out 
the resolution. By subsequent resolutions on 27 June and 7 July, the 
Security Council called for urgent military measures against North 
Korea and requested member states to make available armed forces 
for the assistance of South Korea to a unified command under 
the United States. The Soviet Union and four other communist 
members denounced this action of the Security Council as ‘illegal’. 
Fifty-one nations supported these resolutions. However, only 15, 
besides the US, sent their combat forces to Korea. The burden of 
resisting the North Korean attack was mainly borne by the US 
(Saksena, 1974: 87–90). At one point of time, the communist forces 
were in retreat and the US and other countries in the UN command 
wanted to occupy the whole of Korea, but with the entry of Chinese 
‘volunteers’, the war ended in a stalemate.

The Korean military enterprise under the UN flag was 
generally hailed in the Western world ‘as the first enforcement 
action against an aggressor that the organized community of 
nations has taken in accordance with the principle of collective 
security’ (Saksena, 1974: 92). However, the military action was 
not taken by the international community, but was in the name 
of the community, and the UN force was in fact a US force with 
other national units placed at its disposal. The Western alliance, 
indeed, viewed the situation in Korea as a war by Communism—
to conquer independent nations, as President Truman put it, and 
wanted to take appropriate military steps to meet the communist 
threat in the Pacific area. The UN during the Korean War ‘tended 
to identify itself as an anti-communist alliance rather than a 
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“neutral” and “universal” world security system’ (Saksena, 1974: 
110).

1.13.4 Uniting For Peace Resolution

The purpose of this resolution of 1950, drafted by the US, was to 
empower the General Assembly to recommend collective action 
in crisis situations with a two-thirds majority, should the Security 
Council get deadlocked by a veto. This resolution, popularly known 
as Acheson Plan, was introduced in the General Assembly by 
America after the Soviet Union returned to the Security Council after 
temporary absence over the issue of admission of representatives 
of the Peking government. It provided that the General Assembly 
can meet within 24 hours and recommend enforcement of action if 
the Security Council fails to act because of veto.

It established a Peace Observation Committee to observe 
and report to the General Assembly and a Collective Measures 
Committee to report to both the Assembly and Council on the 
methods of collective action. But, consensus on this resolution 
was, as Inis Claude put it, ‘incomplete, illusory, ephemeral’ 
(quoted in Van Dyke [1969: 420]). The Soviet Union and its allies 
sharply opposed it saying that it was a breach of the fundamental 
understanding underlying the UN system. Among the non-
communist members, only India and Argentina abstained from 
voting. From the US point of view, the resolution was a potential 
basis not so much for collective security as for resistance to 
communism (Inis Claude, quoted in Van Dyke [1969: 420]).

Thus, the experience of collective security action in Korea 
revealed its inherent weaknesses.

In the Suez crisis of 1956, the UN achieved considerable success 
in thwarting the aggression of two great powers (England and 
France) and one small power (Israel) and in restoring the status 
quo. After 1956, the thrust of the UN activities shifted from peace 
enforcement to peacekeeping.

1.14 Peacekeeping

During the Cold War, when collective security system was 
rendered dysfunctional, peacekeeping evolved as a way to limit 
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the scope of conflict and prevent it from escalating into a Cold 
War confrontation. Peacekeeping operations fall into two types 
or generations. In the first generation of peacekeeping, the focus 
was on controlling conflicts between states through third-party 
military forces. Peacekeeping forces are drawn often from small 
and neutral non-permanent members of the Security Council. The 
tasks of these forces include preventing escalation of conflict and 
keeping warring parties apart until the dispute can be settled. 
These multi-national forces operate under the auspices of the 
UN, supervising armistices, maintaining ceasefire and physically 
interposing themselves in a buffer zone between warring parties.

According to Karen A. Mingst (2001), the first-generation 
peacekeeping operations are most effective under the following 
conditions:

•	 A clear and practical mandate or purpose for the operation.
•	 Consent of the parties involved as to the mandate and 

composition of the force.
•	 Strong financial and logistical support of the members of the 

UN Security Council
•	 Acceptance by troop-contributing countries of the mandate 

and the risk that it may bring.
•	 An understanding among peacekeepers to resort to the use 

of force only for self-defence.

Table 1.1 lists the first-generation peacekeeping operations 
undertaken by the United Nations.

1.14.1 The Second-generation Peacekeeping

The second-generation peacekeeping operations are the one 
which are undertaken in situations of civil war and domestic 
unrest, stemming mostly from ethno-national conflicts. Here, 
peacekeepers perform both military and non-military functions. 
Military functions include aiding in verification of troop 
withdrawal (like in Afghanistan), separating warring factions until 
the conflict is resolved (like in Bosnia). Non-military functions 
may include organizing and conducting national elections such 
as in Cambodia and Namibia, supplying humanitarian aid, food 
and medicines and so on (Mingst, 2001, 164–65). Table 1.2 lists the 
second-generation peacekeeping operations of the UN.
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Table 1.1:  First-generation Peacekeeping Operations

Operation Location Duration

UNTSO (UN Truce 
Supervision Organization)

Egypt, Israel, 
Jordan, Syria, 
Lebanon

June 1948–present

UN Emergency Force Suez Canal, Sinai 
Peninsula

Nov. 1956–June 1967

ONUC (UN Operation in the 
Congo)

Congo June 1960–June 1964

UNFICYP (UN Peacekeeping 
Force in Cyprus)

Cyprus March 1964–present

UNEF II (Second UN 
Emergency Force)

Suez Canal, Sinai 
Peninsula

Oct. 1973–July 1979

UNDOF (UN Disengagement 
Observer Force)

Syrian Golan 
Heights

June 1974–present

UNMEE (UN Mission in 
Ethiopia And Eritrea)

Ethiopia/Eritrea 
border 

Sept. 2000–present

Source: United Nations (http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/missions/undof/). 
For UN Peacekeeping Operations (http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/
operations/).

Table 1.2:  Second-generation Peacekeeping Operations

Operation Location Duration

UN Transition Assistance 
Group (UNTAG)

Namibia, Angola April 1989–March 
1990

UN Protection Force 
(UNPROFOR) 

Former Yugoslavia, 
Croatia, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, 
Macedonia)  

March 1992–Dec. 
1995

UN Operation in Congo 
(UNOC)

Congo June 1960–June 1964

UN Transitional 
Authority in Cambodia 
(UNTAC)

Cambodia March 1992–Dec. 
1995

UN Operation in 
Somalia (UNOSOM I, II)

Somalia Aug. 1992–March 
1995
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1.14.2 An Agenda for Peace

In the post–Cold War situation, the UN view of international 
peace and security has undergone a significant change. The threat 
to security are considered to emanate not only from aggression 
but also from civil wars, humanitarian emergencies, violations 
of global standards of human rights and other conditions like 
poverty and inequality. There has been a growing concern for 
justice and rights for individuals and conditions prevailing within 
the states in contrast to the traditional view.

In the post–Cold War era, the conception of international 
security has changed significantly. Now, threats to peace are 
perceived to be stemming not just from aggression by states but 
also from situations such as civil wars, humanitarian emergencies, 
poverty, inequality, and so on. In other words, non-military 
dimensions of security are being emphasized and security is 
thought to be closely interconnected with development, human 
rights, justice, and so on. As part of this global agenda, the then 
UN Secretary General in 1992, Boutros Boutros Ghali, outlined 
a more ambitious role for the UN in his report, titled Agenda 
for Peace, in the maintenance of international peace and security. 
This agenda for peace envisages the following roles for the UN 
in the post–Cold War era (Baylis et al., 2008: 320).

1.14.3 Preventive Diplomacy

It involves confidence-building measures, fact finding and 
preventive deployment of UN-authorized forces.

Operation Location Duration

UN Mission in Haiti 
(UNIMIH)

Mozambique Dec. 1992–Dec. 1994

UN Mission in Kosovo 
(UNMIK)

Kosovo, Yugoslavia June 1999–present

UN Transitional 
Administration in East 
Timor (UNTAET)

East Timor Oct. 1999–present

Source: United Nations.
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1.14.4 Peacemaking

It is designed to bring hostile parties to agreement essentially 
through peaceful means. However, when all peaceful means have 
failed, peace enforcement, authorized under Chapter VII of the 
Charter, may be necessary. Peace enforcement may occur without 
the consent of the parties.

1.14.5 Peacekeeping

It is like the classical peacekeeping. It refers to the deployment of 
a UN force in the field with the consent of all parties.

1.14.6 Post-conflict Peace-building

It involves developing social, political and economic infrastructure 
to prevent further violence and consolidate peace.

Of late, other threats to peace such as terrorism and weapons 
of mass destruction have also assumed a prominent place in the 
UN security agenda. In March 2003, the Iraq War was fought on 
the grounds that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction 
with the help of the Security Council Resolution 1441 of 2002.
The 2004 final report of the Secretary General’s High Level 
Panel on Threats, Challenges and Change emphasized the 
interconnected nature of the security threats and presented 
development, security and human rights as mutually reinforcing. 
It also recommended the establishment of a peace-building 
commission.

1.14.7 The UN Peace-building Commission

This commission was established in December 2005 as an advisory 
subsidiary body of the General Assembly and the Security 
Council. It aims at providing targeted support to countries in 
the volatile post-conflict phase to prevent the recurrence of the 
conflict. Its establishment is indicative of a growing trend at 
the UN to coordinate security and development activities (Baylis 
et al., 2008: 321).
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1.15 �Evaluation of collective  
security system

Collective security is an idea conceived by the liberals to prevent 
war and maintain peace in a better way than the unreliable 
principle of balance of power. However, collective security 
ideal is riddled with limitations both in theory and practice. It is 
based on certain idealistic assumptions and conditions which are 
unrealistic and rarely obtain in international politics.

As Realists point out, the collective ideal in assuming that all 
the states will come together and take collective action in times 
of aggression is oblivious of the conflicts of power and interest 
among states. This conflict of interests and differences among 
states makes the determination of the aggressor a doubly difficult 
task in a crisis situation. There may not always be universal 
agreement as to what constitutes aggression among states given 
the political and ideological differences among them.

As Morgenthau argued, collective security of necessity defends 
status quo as it exists at a particular moment. Thus, the collective 
security of the League of Nations sought the preservation of the 
territorial status quo as it existed when the League was established 
in 1919. Since some states defended this status quo while some 
others opposed it, the resultant antagonism could lead to war 
or compromise. As international politics is characterized by the 
struggle for power, any attempt to freeze the particular status 
quo by means of collective security is in the long run doomed to 
failure (Morgenthau, 1991: 453).

The tension between the national interests of individual 
sovereign states and the collective security obligations are major 
practical stumbling blocks in the successful working of collective 
security. States may not be willing to name a particular state as 
an aggressor and go to war with it if their national interests are 
perceived to be at stake.

Another major limitation of the collective security system as it is 
laid down in the UN Charter is that its success is dependent on the 
political and strategic interests of the Great Powers, particularly 
the Permanent Members of the Security Council. During the Cold 
War period, collective security was severely undermined by the 
conflicting interests of the superpowers.
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1.15.1 The Right of Self-defense

Collective security system of the UN does not totally denounce 
war. Under Article 51 of the Charter, states have an inherent 
right of individual or collective self-defence if an armed attack 
occurs against them. Under Article 52, states can make regional 
arrangements or agencies to take appropriate action in the event 
of threats to international peace and security. The North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO), for instance, plays a significant role 
in security matters not only in its own region but also beyond that 
in the contemporary world.

In the post–Cold War unipolar world setting, there is a possibility 
that the Great Powers may try to pursue their own agenda in the 
name of collective action. This is especially so because the notion 
of security is now expanded to include non-military aspects 
such as democracy, development, human rights, nuclear non-
proliferation and humanitarian intervention. Despite differences 
among the permanent members of the Security Council, the Iraq 
War was fought on the ground that Iraq possessed weapons of 
mass destruction.

Thus, the collective security system, as laid down in the UN 
Charter, suffers from major limitations. In practice, though it was 
successful as a peacekeeping force in some cases, it has by and 
large become an instrument in the hands of the Great Powers to 
pursue their own narrow national interests.
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2
Role of National Interest
Farah Naaz

Learning Objectives 

l	 To bring out clearly the meaning of national interest
l	 To explain its relationship with foreign policy and ideology
l	 To discuss the instruments adopted by countries for the promotion of 

national interest
l	 To discuss whether national interest represents the interests of the nation 

as a whole or of a narrow elite or group in society 

Abstract

The concept of ‘national interest’ emerged with the evolution and arrival 
of the nation states on the world scene during the modern period of world 
history. National interest is what the states seek to protect or achieve 
in relation to each other. Different nations chart their own course in 
international relations and arrange their priorities according to their 
national interests. Consequently, it has a very important relation with 
foreign policy, with the help of which it tries to achieve its goals. The 
main purpose of foreign policy is to conduct foreign relations to protect 
national interests and promote them to the best possible advantage. 
As the national interests of nations keep changing, their foreign 
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policies also undergo change. National interests are also influenced by 
ideologies. Ideologies have been used and interpreted by different nations 
to suit their national interest. In order to fulfil their goal of furthering 
national interests, nations use various instruments such as diplomacy, 
propaganda, imperialism, economic instruments, alliances, war, and so 
on. The nation formulates its foreign policy according to its national 
interests and uses its instruments accordingly. The difficulty with 
national interest is that in many cases it conflicts with global ideals. The 
projection of national interest, to a great extent, depends upon the policy 
makers. They decide their national interest and work to promote them. 
Hence, it is important that the national interests of different nations 
must be compatible with each other in the interest of global harmony 
and peace. 

The history of the concept of national interest can be traced to the 
evolution of the modern state system. Nations chart their courses 
in international affairs in accordance with their priorities, which 
also reflects their stakes in international politics—security, power, 
prestige, economic sufficiency, self-preservation, and so on, to 
name a few. 

The concept of national interest finds an important place in the 
Realist approach to the study of international relations. Realism is 
a set of ideas which take into account the implications of security 
and power factors. The Realist scholars define politics as the 
struggle for power and attached lot of significance to national 
interest in which terms this struggle must be understood.1 Leading 
contemporary realists George Kennan and Hans Morgenthau, 
start with the conviction that the national interest is as much a 
reliable guide to intelligent policymaking as it is for scholarly 
analysis of foreign policies. But their views regarding the nature 
of relationship between national interest and moral principles 
are different from each other. Even among the Realists, there 
is no real unanimity as to the extent to which national interest 
should be allowed primacy. The only point on which unanimity 

1 In the late 1930s and then in the 1940s, a very large number of scholars, such as 
Rinehold Niebuhr, N.J. Spykman, H.J. Morgenthau, Quincy Wright, F.L. Schuman, 
G.F. Kennan, Arnold Wolfers, Kenneth Thompson and so on came to the forefront. 
They belong to the community of the Realists.



54  l  Farah Naaz

is available is the general view that national interest, not moral 
principles, should guide our foreign policy and relations (Kumar, 
1976: 42–43).

States act in their national interest. Hence, it is very important 
to know how states define their national interest. The difficulty 
in defining national interest is due to the fact that it comes into 
clash with global ideals. Many scholars have defined ‘national 
interest’. According to Vernon Van Dyke (quoted from Mohanty, 
2010: 200), national interest is ‘that which states seek to protect 
or achieve in relation to each other’. In the words of Robert 
Cantor, ‘The concept of national interest implies that there 
can be a coherent foreign policy representing interconnected 
national concerns’ (Cantor, 1986: 51). These national concerns 
represent wide interests of the people of the nation as a whole 
and not the narrow interests of the rulers. According to Realists, 
a state’s position in the international system determines its 
national interest and predicts its foreign policy. In the opinion 
of Liberals, national interest depends on the state’s domestic 
society and its culture (Nye, 2008: 49–50). According to Joseph 
Frankel, national interest ‘amounts to the sum total of all the 
national values—national in both meanings of the word, both 
pertaining to the nation and to the state …. One common sense 
definition describes it as the general and continuing ends for 
which the nation acts’ (Frankel, 1969: 103). Charles Lerche and 
Abul Said defined it as, ‘the general, long term and continuing 
purpose which the state, the nation and the government all see 
themselves as serving’ (cited in Kumar, 1976: 258).

Nations arrange their priorities on the basis of their resources. 
Security has been seen to be the most important of these priorities. 
Powerful nations with worldwide political, economic and military 
activities—like that of the US and the Soviet Union—placed high 
priority on security, while smaller nations with limited interests 
and limited resources—such as Switzerland and Sweden—
pursued their own interests and diplomatically protected them. 
These limited resources compel the nations to reorder priorities. 
No nation has unlimited resources, so priorities have to be ordered. 
For example, a nation threatened by its neighbours puts security on 
the top of its agenda, but a nation which is relatively secure, may 
concentrate on its economic development. Great Britain sacrificed 
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much of its power and territories to concentrate on its economic 
problems after the Second World War. General Charles de Gaulle 
concentrated on nuclear weapons development programmes to 
restore France to the status of one of the most powerful nations it 
once had been. So nations order their priorities in such a way that 
foreign policy decisions can be based on realistic projections in 
domestic politics as well as international politics. These priorities 
are the components of national interests. All nations have their 
minimum acceptable level of economic sufficiency. Obviously, 
the protection and improvement of that standard becomes a part 
of that national interest. The Arab states’ use of oil as a diplomatic 
weapon in their conflict with Israel forced many nations to reassess 
their foreign policy priorities. In the aftermath of the Arab oil 
embargo, many nations—normally friendly to Israel—decided 
that their national interests were better served by having access to 
oil (Cantor, 1986: 50–53). 

States seek to protect or achieve their national interests. These 
are also the aims of foreign policy. These aims may be divided 
into goals and objectives. Both goals and objectives differ from 
each other with regard to the span covered by them. A goal is 
set in terms of the maximum time span that can be anticipated 
analytically, whereas an objective is only immediate or short 
range in terms of time (Kumar, 1976: 269).

There has been a debate about security being an immediate 
or an ultimate national interest. There is, however, unanimity 
among the scholars that security is the most important element 
of national interest. Security can be both a goal as well as an 
objective, depending upon whether it is sought in the long run or 
in the short run. If it is sought in the short run, it is an objective 
otherwise it would be a goal. An important observation has been 
that whether it is an objective or not, it has always been a goal 
of every country’s foreign policy. As it is an important concern 
of countries, it is identified with their national interests. National 
interests dictate as to when security should be pursued as an 
objective and when as a goal.

The US involvement in Vietnam can be taken as an example of 
the confusion between a goal and an objective. The rationale for 
the US involvement in Vietnam was to contain communism. This 
was also a very important objective, having long-term impact. But 



56  l  Farah Naaz

the communist activity in Vietnam should have been measured 
against the US ability to stave off this threat. What actually 
happened was, protection of the regime in South Vietnam was 
viewed as a worthwhile goal in itself that could not be ignored 
because of the overriding national interest whereas it should only 
have been an objective (Cantor, 1986: 51–52). 

It must be mentioned that national interests of countries are 
likely to change due to various factors. It could be due to change 
in governments or interests of the most influential groups or a 
general change in the international situation, like the onset of 
globalization or the shift from bipolarity to a multipolar world. 

The national interests of a state are divided into vital interests 
and non-vital interests. Vital interests are those for which the 
state is not willing to make any compromise and is even prepared 
to go to war. They are also regarded as permanent or primary. 
It includes the protection of territorial integrity or sometimes, 
national prestige. These vital interests undergo changes due to 
various reasons. Many times, vital interests are defined according 
to the selfish interests of the nations, without taking into 
consideration the international norms. This is true, more in case 
of the great powers. The US interventions in Vietnam, West Asia 
and Afghanistan were regarded as necessary for the protection of 
its vital interests. The interests that are considered as less vital or 
secondary are those for which they would not go to war but want 
to see them fulfilled, such as improvement in trade or cultural 
contacts. 

Vital interests may be described as the goals and the secondary 
interests as the objectives of foreign policy. The most common 
objectives are maintaining good relations with other countries, 
protection of ideology, welfare of people, enhancement of 
national prestige and power. Each state defines its objectives to 
suit its national interests. Frankel proposed a classification of the 
uses of the term national interest into ‘aspirational’, ‘operational’, 
‘explanatory’ and ‘polemical’. On the aspirational level, national 
interest refers to some ideal set of goals, which the state would like 
to realize, if possible. At the operational level, national interest is 
the sum total of interests and policies actually pursued. On the 
‘explanatory’ and ‘polemical’ level, in political argument, the 
concept of national interest is used to explain, evaluate, rationalize 
or criticize foreign policy (Frankel, 1970: 17).
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2.1 National Interest and Foreign Policy

Being an important concept in international relations, national 
interest has many important linkages with foreign policy. 
According to Reynolds, 

Foreign policy consists of a range of actions taken by varying 
sections of the government of a state. The actions are taken with 
reference to other bodies acting on the international stage, of which 
the most important are other states, but which include, as we have 
seen, international, supranational, and transnational groups, and 
occasionally also individuals. (Reynolds, 1971: 35) 

National interest is the basis on which foreign policies are 
formulated. These foreign policy actions are taken with a purpose. 
Reynolds further elaborates that the international actions of the 
state are supposed to serve the purpose and those purposes 
are usually summed up in the concept of ‘the national interest’ 
(Reynolds, 1971: 36). 

Hence, the main purpose of foreign policy is to conduct foreign 
relations to protect national interests and promote them to the 
best-possible advantage. In this it is very important to understand 
what the aim is, and how a particular aim should be achieved. 
Despite hostile relations, two countries may have some points of 
common interest and despite wide differences their policies may 
converge on many points. The stand of the West Asian countries 
on many issues is quite similar despite divergent foreign policies. 
On the other hand, while all of them want to maintain security, 
they have different perspectives on how to maintain it. 

The national interests of nations keep changing and therefore 
their foreign policies also undergo changes in order to adjust to 
the international environment. The countries may have common 
interests or different interests. The degree to which common 
interests exist between two nations depends upon the nature of 
international relations and the foreign policies of states. Also, 
one state may not have a similar policy towards all countries. For 
example, the US has different policy perceptions towards Saudi 
Arabia and Iran. It has different policies towards Israel and some 
Arab states. European countries do not and cannot put developed 
and developing countries on the same plane. The foreign policies 
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of different countries keep changing because the range of interests 
of different countries keeps changing. For example, the range of 
interests between India and Iran in the early 1950s was greater 
than in the 1980s. India’s range of interests with China in the 
1950s was greater but smaller around 1962. The range of interests 
between India and Israel was smaller in the 1950s and 1960s but 
greater in the 1990s. Consequently, the countries’ foreign policies 
also underwent modifications.

Any existing state of affairs is dynamic and is likely to change in 
future. No state of affairs continues indefinitely. Between countries, 
the area of commonness is also subject to change. Over the last 60 
years, India’s relations with many countries saw ups and downs. 
Its relations with many countries improved—for example, with 
the US, Israel, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and so on. Nations improve 
relations with other countries if it suits their individual national 
interests. Normalization of relations between the US and China 
in the early 1970s, India’s normalization of relations with Israel 
in 1992, Iran’s relations with other Gulf states in the 1990s, and 
so on are some relevant examples. Nations normally do not 
pursue foreign policies that are in the interests of other nations 
unless their policies overlap. Practical concerns of the national 
interest must finally be established in terms of preferred goals 
and also according to one’s own powers. At the same time, the 
power as well as the intentions of other nations must be properly 
evaluated. Though national interest is the predominant factor in 
the formulation of a country’s foreign policy, in the opinion of 
Professor Reynolds, foreign policies are not based on national 
interest alone. Foreign policy of a state can be based on national 
interest only if the interests of various nations are homogeneous. 
If national interests differ, then each state shall try to resist the 
imposition of the alien values that might lead to war. Hence, 
national interests require limitations. National interests cannot, 
therefore, in all circumstances be identified with the values of the 
community (Reynolds, 1971: 44). Also, the leaders of the state do 
not always try to promote their national interests alone. They use 
foreign policy as a tool to strengthen their internal position. 

To achieve the goals of national interest, it is very important to 
have some objectives in mind. These objectives are understood to be 
consistent with their national interests. In the international system, 
the leaders have to realize that the objectives must be in accordance 
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with their national capabilities. The capabilities of the UK and 
Japan cannot be compared with the capabilities of Bangladesh. 
Similarly, India’s capabilities cannot be compared with Maldives. 
The capabilities of countries also affect their objectives which they 
want to fulfil. The more capable the country is, the better placed it 
will be to pursue its objectives. Foreign policy has to be formulated 
with such objectives in mind. National interests do guide our 
objectives. For example, in case of security, the main objective of the 
landlocked state would be to ensure security against neighbours or 
to maintain good, friendly relations. 

Policymakers do opt for a broad range of objectives, covering 
political, social and economic issues. They may wish to take a 
territory by force, or seek to advance human rights, reduce arms 
race, improve trade, reduce poverty and increase economic 
efficiency. The policy may be more of a short-term nature, such 
as achieving a ceasefire, or a long-term one, such as formulating 
economic policies or signing an agreement which would have 
long-term impact. 

States also face threats and get opportunities that may influence 
the formation of foreign policy objectives. So, basically, foreign 
policy is the result of a state’s interests, threats and opportunities 
(for details, see Viotti [2007: 88–92]).

Even if the policymakers agree on basic interests, they may 
disagree on foreign policy objectives. For example, a state whose 
objective is to promote human rights faces difficulty in maintaining 
good relations with the country thought to be in violation of 
human rights. Israel’s record of treatment of the Palestinians 
has created difficulties for countries that want to maintain good 
relations with Israel. The nations may also disagree on threats 
and opportunities. A situation or the policies of a country may 
appear threatening to one nation but not to another. Iran and Iraq 
may appear as threats to other Gulf states but not to India. Israel 
may be more threatening to the Palestinians and its neighbours 
but not to India. The conservative West Asian countries did not 
look at India favourably during the 1950s and the 1960s but ever 
since the 1990s they want to improve relations. Similarly, in case 
of opportunities, liberalization offers more opportunities to the 
developed countries than the developing countries. A developed 
country gets better opportunities of trade from another developed 
country than from a developing country. 
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2.2 National Interest and Ideology

National interest is closely related to ideology. It is important to 
understand what ideology is. An ‘ideology’ is a comprehensive 
and mutually consistent set of ideas by which a social group 
makes sense of the world (Mclean and McMillan, 2003: 256). 
Though there are many definitions of ideology, two essential 
elements have been stressed upon: first, a system of beliefs and 
second, its relationship with political action. In the first sense, 
ideology is defined as a self-justifying belief system based on a 
definite worldview. It starts with some assumptions about the 
nature of man, a theory of human history, a moral code of conduct, 
a sense of mission and a programme of action. It also claims to 
explain the whole of reality. In the second sense, it speaks of its 
relationship to political action. In international politics, many 
times, ideology is used as a guise for conducting foreign policy 
and the policymakers try to hide the true nature of their political 
actions behind the mask of a political ideology. 

The significance of ideology in international politics depends 
upon the importance being attached to it. Ideology may act as a 
primary guiding principle or secondary guiding principle behind 
foreign policy. There are a number of ideologies that have 
developed over a period of time—for example, nationalism. The 
ideology of nationalism has been the major force in the principle of 
state formation during modern times. Although it seeks cooperation 
within the national group, it also leads to international conflict. This 
ideology has caused many international conflicts, but most of these 
arise from the interrelationships between the nation and the state, 
for example, a conflict arises when a nation seeks statehood (for 
example, as in the case of German and Italian unification). There 
are also conflicts regarding national minorities or on other issues in 
divided nations such as China, Germany, Korea, and so on. 

Then there are ideologies such as Liberalism, Fascism, 
Communism and Socialism. All these ideologies cut across the 
boundaries of national states since they can be upheld by several 
states or by groups within several states. Being cross-national, 
these ideologies often come into conflict with nationalism, leading 
to subversion. These ideologies become relevant in international 
politics because the nation states that have accepted the ideologies 
affect international politics. 
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The primary concern of Liberalism is the individual, his 
freedom and welfare rather than the community. In international 
politics, Liberals like to see all other states as believing in the 
Liberal ideology. In the past, this has also led to interventionism, 
colonialism and exploitation. Fascism assumes that the collective 
is the main thing and the individual only serves its purpose. It 
appealed to anti-Liberals and became entangled in nationalism. 
It also encouraged nation states towards expansionism and, 
hence, international conflict. Interwar Germany, Italy and 
Japan are its examples but the word ‘fascist’ has been applied 
to many interwar and post-war regimes. Communism strives 
to eliminate the non-communist regimes, thereby, encouraging 
international conflicts. Socialism covers a broad spectrum of 
beliefs in equality and tries to promote human welfare through 
governmental action. But in the contemporary world, the 
interpretation of socialism was often accompanied by its fusion 
with nationalism. 

Nations have used ideology to strengthen their foreign 
policies. In the name of ideology, leaders try to justify and also 
impose their policies. During the Second World War, the Allied 
Powers took a strong position against dictatorships, which 
included the Axis Powers but not the Soviet Union. During the 
Cold War period, the US was opposed to the Soviet Union due 
to its opposition to its ideology. There are numerous examples 
in international relations when nations justified their actions in 
the name of ideology. If the professed ideology does not fit, it 
is moulded, reinterpreted or superseded by another. But many 
times, ideology is subordinated to national interest. The UK’s 
recognition of Mao’s regime of China, the US’s relations with 
China since the 1970s and its relations with Saudi Arabia are 
examples when national interests mattered more than ideology. 
Nations rationalize their actions—whether political, social, 
economic or cultural and even humanitarian—by supporting 
an ideology and keeping national interests above ideology. The 
security of state has been considered as the most important of 
national interests. For this purpose, the state enters into alliances 
and counter-alliances without adhering to any ideology. There is 
a close relationship between the two. They are affected by each 
other because national interest may be shaped by ideology and 
vice versa. 
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2.3 �The Question of Ethics versus  
National Interest

The question of morality and ethics versus national interest came 
to be debated sharply during the 1990s, with a significant shift in 
attitudes on this issue, especially within the Liberal democratic 
school of thought which led the way in pressing for new ethics-
based humanitarian claims within global society. Humanitarian 
interventions refer to the entry into a country of the armed forces 
of another country or international organization with the aim 
of protecting citizens from persecution or the violation of their 
human rights. The creation of safe havens in north and south Iraq, 
following the Gulf War, and mostly US-inspired interventions 
in Somalia, Haiti, Libya, Rwanda, Bosnia, Kosovo and Sierra 
Leone were perceived to be military operations to protect certain 
groups in the population. The Russian government argued that 
its military intervention in Chechnya was necessary to protect 
the rights of the Russian minority. While justification for armed 
incursions in crisis-ridden countries are always cited on ethical and 
humanitarian grounds, it is also true that ‘restrictionists’ invoke 
the concept of ‘national interest’ to oppose humanitarian military 
interventions. The principles of international law are based on the 
principles of national interest, sovereignty, non-intervention and 
the non-use of force. Realists question whether the use of force 
can promote humanitarian values and long-term reconstruction in 
‘failed’ states, or whether interventionist states can be trusted with 
the responsibility to act as armed agents of ‘common humanity’. 
Realists tell us that states only pursue national interest and, thus, 
ethical principles are ruled out in international behaviour unless 
states believe that humanitarian interventions are in their national 
interest. They believe it cannot be in the national interest of states 
to risk the lives of their armed forces on humanitarian crusades. 
Liberals, on the contrary, believe that states have a moral duty to 
intervene in situations of genocide that offend against minimum 
standards of international law and morality. Realists argue that 
in the absence of an impartial mechanism for deciding when 
humanitarian intervention was permissible, states might in reality 
espouse ethical and moral reasons as a pretext to cover the pursuit 
of national self-interest.
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2.4 �Instruments for the Promotion of 
National Interest

Nations use various mechanisms for the promotion of their 
national interests. Palmer and Perkins (1997: 83–208) as well as 
many other scholars have dealt with the main instruments for the 
promotion of national interest. 

2.4.1 Diplomacy

Diplomacy is one of the first instruments. It is used to conduct 
foreign policy and relations among states. Diplomacy helps a 
nation find allies in favour of its foreign policies. The functions 
of a diplomat constitute a very important part of the promotion 
of national interests. All his functions are directed towards the 
protection of the national interests of his country. Among his 
most important functions is reporting to his government all 
relevant information, to execute the policies of his own country 
and to protect its interests. He (or she) is the one who keeps his 
government informed of the major developments in the country he 
is posted in, so that the required foreign policy can be chalked out. 
Not only does he act as the agent of communication between his 
own foreign office and that of the state to which he is accredited, 
he also represents his country, and his country is judged according 
to the impression he makes.

The diplomat is expected to further the best interests of his 
country, as interpreted by the policymakers of his country and in 
accordance with international norms. It is only with the help of 
diplomacy that nations are able to conciliate interstate differences 
to a great extent.

2.4.2 Propaganda 

In the 20th century, propaganda has become a major instrument 
of national policy. With its help, the states exert influence or create 
a unified opinion at home. In order to reconcile the conflicting 
interests of different states in the international system, states 
create various techniques of propaganda. States frequently wish 
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to influence other states—both friendly and unfriendly—and to 
do this, they often employ propaganda as an instrument.

In general terms, any attempt to persuade individuals to accept 
a certain point of view or to take a certain action is propaganda. 
This is a very neutral definition of propaganda. To persuade is 
neither good nor bad. Palmer and Perkins in their book have dealt 
in detail with the techniques of propaganda, which are methods of 
presentation, techniques for gaining attention, devices for gaining 
response and methods of gaining acceptance.

•	 Methods of presentation: In order to gain acceptance, the 
nations resort to propaganda and present their situation 
in a way that suits them. Many times, they are not neutral 
and present only one side of the picture. History is replete 
with examples when propaganda has been used to gain 
international acceptance. Pakistan after its creation carried 
on propaganda against India in the Muslim countries. 
During the Cold War period, the superpowers carried on 
propaganda against each other. Despite its atrocities, Israel 
carries on propaganda against Palestinians. 

•	 Techniques for gaining attention: In order to attract attention, the 
propagandists use declarations, speeches, presentations etc. 
These declarations of governments reach the governments 
of foreign countries. Nations have lot of resources at their 
disposal to attract favourable attention. Embassies use 
lectures, travel guides, cultural attachés, and so on to glorify 
the home country. The US information agency, with personnel 
in many countries, tries to popularize the US. The British 
Council performs a similar function for Britain globally.

•	 Devices for gaining response: In this, the nations attempt to 
appeal to basic emotions, such as justice, patriotism and 
freedom. They also use slogans, such as those regarding 
liberty, equality and fraternity, and graphic representations, 
such as those of an animal or a bird.

•	 Method of gaining acceptance: Last, the nation tries to establish 
rapport with the people or nation that it wants to influence 
with the help of stressing similarities with them. For example, 
Pakistan with the Islamic countries, capitalist countries with 
other capitalist countries, communist countries with other 
communist countries, and so on. 
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Propaganda has become a major instrument for promoting 
national interests. Unfortunately, countries use propaganda 
techniques to suit their interests and very often they use it in a 
negative way. During the Cold War days, both the superpowers 
utilized their propaganda machineries against each other in order 
to maintain their spheres of influence. The US often identified 
the Soviet Union as an ‘evil empire’. Post–Cold War, after the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union, it identified the states of Libya, 
Iraq, Iran and North Korea as the ‘axis of evil’—a term used by 
a former president, George Bush. Again, after the 9/11 terrorist 
attacks in its ‘War on Terror’, it identified Saddam Hussein as 
an abettor of Osama bin Laden and Iraq as a potential threat to 
humanity, being the possessor of weapons of mass destruction. 
In all these cases, at different periods of history, the Americans 
used their propaganda machinery—consisting of press, media, 
television and websites—to carry out massive propaganda 
campaigns against perceived ‘enemies’.

However, there is an asymmetry in communication patterns. 
The messages of public and private communication are used 
more predominantly between industrial countries and with 
rare reciprocity. The developed countries of the North utilize 
the techniques of propaganda to carry out their neo imperialist 
designs and impose a kind of cultural imperialism through the 
control of the means of communications and flow of information 
to the South.

2.4.3 Imperialism and Colonialism

Imperialism and colonialism are other important means to 
promote national interests. The policies of imperialism and 
colonialism have long been defended by its practitioners. They 
defended it on the ground that it was an obligation of advanced 
nations to help backward countries, to develop them socially, 
economically and politically. They also justified colonialism as a 
necessary prelude to the emergence of most countries of Asia and 
Africa as sovereign nations on the world stage. 

The critics, however, hold a contrary view. According to 
them, the imperialist powers struggled to create greater empires 
and their appetite for empires went on increasing. They also 
exploited the natives of the colonies through their extortionist 
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policies. Since imperialism created more and more prosperity 
and development for the metropolitan state, countries of 
Europe aggressively pursued this policy. The main motives of 
imperialism were economic gains, increase in national prestige, 
national defence, the quest for competition-free markets and 
sources for raw material, and fields of investment for the capitalist 
class of imperial powers. In this, besides the economic gain, 
psychological motives too played a great role, as it was believed 
that vast colonial empires overseas added prestige and glory to 
nations.

Imperialists also utilized their policy to serve national defence 
by providing areas and bases for the defence of the state or its 
lines of communication, by providing much-needed markets and 
sources of essential raw materials and by providing populations 
from which troops and labourers may be drawn. States have often 
sought to protect themselves by gaining control of outlying and 
border areas, either by completely subordinating the areas or by 
winning the influence over nominally independent states called 
buffer states. Some states have attached lots of importance to the 
colonial sources of rubber, tin and other raw materials. Colonies 
may also be valuable reservoirs of manpower. 

Imperialist control was established in many ways. At times, it 
was asserted through complete military conquest, and at other 
times, it took the form of negotiations between representatives of 
two unequal states wherein empire builders induced or compelled 
native leaders to sign treaties which they did not understand. 
The imperialists devised other means also, such as the threat of 
force, economic penetration and undermining of the established 
regimes. Colonies were also annexed as the spoils of war, in 
which the colonies suffered no direct conquest but were attached 
to others by sale.

2.4.4 Coercive Means 

States use coercive means, short of war, as the method for 
fulfilling their goals and objectives. Some of the popular coercive 
means include issuing embargos, boycotts, reprisals, suspension 
of treaties, retaliation and severance of relations. An extreme form 
of coercive method is war, whereby a state uses its military power 
for securing its desired objective.
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Despite the horrors of war, the states use this instrument to 
serve the purpose of national interest. It is believed that war 
serves its purpose, otherwise governments and people would not 
use it. As Clyde Eagleton (quoted in Palmer and Perkins [1997]) 
pointed out—‘war is a method of achieving purpose’. There are 
opinions in support of or against war. Those who do not support 
it say that it leads to destruction and does not achieve anything. 
Supporters conclude that it has obvious advantages and that is 
why it persists as an instrument of national policy. Palmer and 
Perkins argue that war has persisted because of its social utility—
that it has performed functions for which there have been no other 
workable procedures. Also, while wars have been used to escape 
oppression, it has also been used to oppress people and dominate 
other lands. 

2.4.5 Economic Instruments

Control over economic activities is another such instrument 
through which national interests can be furthered. Both control 
and freedom of economic policies are consciously adopted by 
states in pursuit of their national interests. A state may adopt 
economic policies to promote its domestic welfare without any 
intention to injure another state but it may also adopt economic 
policies to injure another state.

Some of the major economic instruments used to further 
national interests are tariffs, economic agreements, foreign 
aid, dumping, and so on. Tariff is a device for regulating 
imports and exports. It can be used for checking the flow of 
goods from other countries into the domestic markets, and 
used for protecting domestic industries from harmful foreign 
competition. States use it to regulate foreign trade and to increase 
the economic strength of a state. There are various kinds of 
tariffs—custom tariff, revenue tariff, protective tariff, and so on. 
Intergovernmental commodity agreements help the government 
maintain a regulated production and distribution schedule as 
well as fixed proportion of profits. These have served a purpose 
in protecting the interests of states. Countries use economic aid 
and loans as instruments to secure their interests in international 
relations. However, these instruments have been used mostly 
by the developed countries because of their better bargaining 
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position. The developing countries are dependent upon the rich 
not only for technical know-how but also for import of other 
goods such as industrial armaments. They also have to sell the 
raw material to the developed countries. The US used economic 
aid programmes in various forms as relief for war, for socio-
economic and political modernization, and for fighting the 
expansion of communism. Under the Marshall Plan,2 it sought 
to secure an extension of its influence in Europe. Soviet Union, 
too, gave economic assistance to the communist states of Europe 
to preserve its interests in Eastern Europe. The US also used 
economic aid programmes for Egypt, Pakistan and Turkey from 
time to time to keep them in its favour. Similarly, the developed 
countries increasingly used loans and grants for protecting their 
respective interests. Loans are usually granted for the purchase 
of specific goods from the donor nations. Grants are given on 
humanitarian grounds but they are also designed to serve the 
interests of donor countries. The developed countries also use 
dumping for various purposes. It means they export goods at 
prices lower than those charged from domestic buyers. 

2.4.6 Alliances and Treaties 

Additionally, states promote their interests by joining alliances and 
signing treaties. Alliances are sought not only to protect common 
interests but also against common enemies. Alliances could be 
of any kind, such as political, military or of a socio-economic 
nature. North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), South-East 
Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO), Central Treaty Organization 
(CENTO) and Australia New Zealand United States pact (ANZUS) 
are some of the military alliances. Other alliances are the European 
Union, Gulf Cooperation Council, African Union, South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), Arab League 
and Association of South-East Asian Nations (ASEAN). Regional 
alliances mostly serve the purpose of economic cooperation and 
other common interests. Hundreds of treaties were signed among 

2 The Marshall Plan—formally known as the European Recovery Programme—
was announced by the US Secretary of State, George C. Marshall, on 5 June 1947 
and in which 16 European states became the beneficiaries of American grants.
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countries—ranging from friendship and trade to maintain cultural 
alliances—which serve the purpose.

2.5 Conclusion

The difficulty with the concept of national interest is that in many 
cases, it conflicts with global ideals. The projection of national 
interest, to a great extent, depends upon the policymakers. They 
decide their national interests and work to protect and promote 
them. They may want to remain a powerful country and promote 
their national interests to dominate others. Sometimes, they only 
want to remain in power and, hence, project national interests 
that suit them.

Nations have the right to protect their national interests but 
what they think is in their national interest may not be in the 
interest of or may be damaging to other nations. If that is the case, 
even standard means, such as diplomacy, should not be misused. 
Again, it is not only that one’s national interest sometimes is not 
compatible with other nations; it may not be in the interest of that 
nation itself. For example, not only did the presumed national 
interest of the US—for example, in attacking Afghanistan and 
Iraq—was not compatible with the national interests of many 
other nations, it also did a lot of harm to its prestige. 

Hence, in the interest of global peace, it is important that the 
national interests of different nations must be compatible with each 
other. If that is not possible, at least, nations must try to come to some 
consensus in world forums on common issues. In case of conflicts, 
they must try to adopt non-coercive means. They must keep their 
national interests in harmony with universal global ideals of peace 
and security, realizing, that would be the best way to keep country-
specific national interests secure as well. The concept of national 
interest is considered a ‘problematic’ concept because critics have 
often questioned: Does national interest represent the interest of the 
nation as a whole or does it merely reflect the vested interests of a 
narrow elite? Whose interest does the government truly represent? 
All political regimes are partisan and all societies are class divided. 
Therefore, governments at a point of time can only represent 
sectional or class interests while claiming to be ‘national’ in their 
representation of the total interests of a nation.
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Diplomacy: Nature, Forms  
and Relevance
Mehtab Manzar

Learning Objectives 

l	 To introduce students to the complex art of diplomacy in contemporary 
international politics

l	 To explore the utility of negotiations as a crucial device in maintaining 
international relations

l	 To highlight some important forms of diplomacy and their different 
methods

l	 To elucidate on the codification of diplomatic relations and their 
relevance

Abstract

International peace and security has been associated with the maintenance 
and strengthening of bilateral and multilateral relations among states. 
The Greeks, Romans, Egyptians, Arabs, Chinese and Indians have 
immensely contributed towards the evolution of the art of diplomacy in 
the ancient period. The modern era has reinvented the art of diplomacy. 
Gradually, it has converted itself into a complex phenomenon which 
influences and gets influenced by innumerable factors of national and 
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international politics. Throughout its growth, it has acquired many forms. 
Meanwhile, the process of its codification at Vienna Convention, 1961, 
highlighted the relevance of the art of diplomacy in the contemporary era. 
This chapter defines diplomacy and explains its nature, forms, content 
and relevance today. 

The UN was established mainly to maintain international peace 
and security and to develop friendly relations among the nations 
of the world after the Second World War. The devastation faced 
by mankind was given a healing touch by providing a universal 
platform for negotiations and other peaceful methods to be 
evolved, adopted and utilized by nations, without any distinction 
of race, caste, religion, region or language. Therefore, the UN 
Charter documented the will of its founding members in favour 
of peaceful settlement of disputes. Article 33(1) of the Charter 
states:

The Parties to any dispute, the continuance of which is likely to 
endanger the maintenance of international peace and security, 
shall, first of all, seek a solution by negotiation, enquiry, mediation, 
conciliation, arbitration, judicial settlement, resort to regional 
agencies or arrangements, or other peaceful means of their own 
choice. (The UN Charter, Article 33[1]) 

By agreeing to adopt peaceful methods to solve bilateral and 
multilateral disputes, the founding members of the UN restored 
the long-established need and value of diplomacy. ‘Resort to 
regional agencies or arrangements’ also strengthened the utility 
of diplomatic offices. Instruments of negotiation, mediation and 
conciliation emphasized upon by the UN Charter gave these 
channels an edge over conflicts and war. Thus, the age-old art and 
practice of diplomacy received a contemporary legitimacy and its 
importance was recognized in the post–Second World War era. The 
hostilities of the War—which engulfed almost 80 per cent of the 
world population—could not take the states towards a complete 
solution of their rivalries. The involvement of about 40 states could 
not prove the utility of war as an instrument of settling disputes. 
The most important lesson learned from this terrifying war was 
the value of a non-violent approach towards peace and security. In 
this background, the rebirth of diplomacy has been a remarkable 
event of historical importance in the contemporary era.
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3.1 Diplomacy: Meaning and Definition 

Though no one has provided a comprehensive definition of 
diplomacy, yet several scholars have defined the term. In this 
context, one point of importance must be highlighted here. One 
of the most significant features related to diplomacy lies in the 
pre-existence of a foreign policy that is framed on the basis of a 
variety of factors and needs diplomatic methods and techniques 
to implement the policy. Therefore, diplomacy and foreign policy 
accompany each other to achieve certain set goals. Though the 
two terms are well-distinguishable, yet they are indistinguishable 
at certain stages of action.

Hence, the fundamental question arises: What is diplomacy? 
To begin with, diplomacy has been defined as:

The management of international relations by negotiations, the 
method by which these relations are adjusted and managed by 
ambassadors and envoys; the business or the art of the diplomat. 
(Nicholson, 1963) 

In his classic work, The Guide to Diplomatic Practice, Sir Ernest 
Satow, has defined diplomacy in the following words:

Diplomacy is the application of intelligence and tact to the conduct 
of official relations between the Government of independent States, 
extending sometimes also to their relations with vassal States; or 
more briefly still, the conduct of business between states by peaceful 
means. (Cited in Krishnamurthy [1980: 36]) 

Harold Nicholson, who compiled a scholarly treatise—Diplomacy—
defined the term as:

The management of international relations by means of negotiation, 
the method by which these relations are adjusted and managed by 
ambassadors and envoys; the business or the art of the diplomat. 
(Nicholson, 1963: 4–5)

Thus, various definitions of diplomacy highlight a number of 
ingredients and aspects of this art, which has been termed as ‘the 
science of conducting the foreign relations of a State with a view 
to promoting its national interest’ (Bandyopodhyay, 1979: 22). 
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Another dimension has been highlighted by treating diplomacy 
as a major ingredient of power. The art and practice of diplomacy 
reflects the power level of a state, which in turn projects its military, 
political and economic status. Therefore, diplomats from powerful 
states prove to be more tactful and influential in comparison 
to those representing weak and less developed states. In other 
words, diplomacy is a complex and evolutionary phenomena that 
may not be explained in words so easily. However, diplomacy 
has attained a valuable position in the conduct of international 
relations today. Its contents have also developed and taken new 
forms under specific circumstances, whereas the routine activities 
of diplomats continue. Thus, ‘diplomacy is an essentially political 
activity, well-resourced and skillful, a major ingredient of power. 
Its chief purpose is to enable States to achieve objectives of their 
foreign policies without resort to force, propaganda or law’ 
(Berridge, 2005: 1).

3.1.1 Diplomacy: As a Discipline

Since time immemorial, lust for power, wealth and resources 
have kept humankind struggling; nothing has replaced this 
everlasting trend. In today’s world too, the states wish to increase 
their prosperity, military status, political position and make 
improvements in other areas of public life. So, the struggle 
for power remains the most-prominent activity in the field of 
international relations. Diplomacy is the chariot to reach the 
destination set by states. Without diplomatic efforts, no objective of 
foreign policy can be achieved. Moreover, the immense knowledge 
available to states, people and their resources has made the conduct 
of diplomacy and foreign policy a highly complex business. A huge 
variety of factors are related to interstate actions and reactions, 
both directly as well as indirectly. The set goals of states are a 
product of immense labour by diplomats as well as the efforts 
of various policymaking agencies of states. Still, the complexity 
of these policies is not taken as a major hurdle in the conduct of 
diplomatic relations and foreign policy. The more complicated 
the business of diplomacy, the more it becomes specialized and 
planned. The fact is that the contemporary era has witnessed the art 
and practice of ‘scientific knowledge’ in diplomacy. It is no more 
a skill shown by some special individuals. Today, the talents, the 
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statesmanship of diplomats is cultivated through a well-designed 
programme of selection and training to increase their skills and 
competence. As a scientific discipline, diplomacy now attracts the 
best minds of a state, who then get selected to perform diplomatic 
jobs through a well-planned scheme. State-run special institutes 
provide knowledge and training to future diplomats. A highly 
focused professional curriculum is taught at these institutes. The 
process of improvement and reforms, induction of newly acquired 
techniques and the latest knowledge—all can be offered to the 
would-be ‘think tanks’ of the field. 

3.2 Nature and Content of Diplomacy

Scholars of different shades of opinions have emphasized the 
various features of diplomacy. Diplomacy remains a highly 
complex phenomenon in the field of international relations. Since 
every nation seeks to preserve and promote its existence, the 
techniques to achieve this target always stand complicated, states 
struggle very hard to establish and assert their identity for which 
they adopt many instruments—which in turn are often hidden 
and seldom clear. The objective of states for their respective 
growth, development, prosperity and power keeps them under 
continuous pressure. Therefore, diplomacy—as an important 
instrument—evolves according to various currents of change in 
politics, economy, armaments and many other factors.

The evolutionary nature of diplomacy has changed significantly 
due to revolutionary growth in the field of mass communication. 
Its extreme nature of adaptability has characterized it with the 
latest and ever-growing skills of political communication and 
negotiation. The massive developments in the technology of 
communications have refined modern diplomacy to hitherto 
unthinkable limits. The print media, public opinion, the 
exchange of views by leaders and people—all have emerged as 
key factors in the revolution of diplomacy. Now, diplomacy is 
neither exclusively ‘state’ policy, nor is it determined only by the 
decision-makers in the official circles of government departments. 
The channels of communication between the government and 
the governed, among the governments, the peoples of the world 
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have enlarged so much so as to make diplomacy more and more 
composite and complex in nature. Traditional diplomacy has 
gradually converted to new forms, especially after the Second 
World War.

3.3 Kinds of Diplomacy

Diplomacy has acquired new dimensions while retaining and 
redefining the old or traditional forms. Though military and 
economic dimensions have been eternal features of diplomacy, 
new factors have contributed more varieties or kinds of diplomacy. 
The struggle for economic and military dominance remains a 
priority on the wish list of all developed states. The developing 
states, more or less dependent on the developed ones, seek to 
increase their strength in these fields.

The element of culture has acquired a unique but very significant 
key position in the promotion of the national interests of nations. 
Therefore, cultural diplomacy is being rejuvenated into a more 
effective field for global actors.

Likewise, many developments have exerted influences of 
varying degrees on the growth of new branches of diplomacy. 
Here, we discuss some of them in brief.

3.3.1 Political Diplomacy

Diplomacy is often identified with the political aspect of foreign 
relations. The political dimension of diplomacy is associated with 
state policies towards other states on political issues. The struggle 
for political power among states is the main factor behind the 
significance of political diplomacy. Every nation wishes to be 
stronger politically. The element of political power remains the 
cornerstone of diplomacy. Therefore, statesmen, political leaders, 
diplomats, citizens and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
insist on the attainment of political power by their respective 
state. The political agenda of a state reflects its various interests—
military, economic and so on. Sometimes, other interests are well 
wrapped in a political form by the diplomats, but implemented 
through the agencies of the states.
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Political observers, statesmen and the people help the diplomats 
in chalking out the outlines of political diplomacy. Here, one must 
be careful to not interpret political diplomacy as merely a creative 
result of a few actors, or as something intentionally designed. 
Political diplomacy is often very complicated in nature and no 
single actor may be credited with its formulation.

Political diplomacy sets the global actors in motion to focus 
on problems through dialogue and negotiation. It encourages 
the states to adopt techniques of resolving disputes through 
non-violence. Thus, political diplomacy contributes towards 
the stability of peace in the world. It helps promote states’ and 
peoples’ faith in dialogue and not conflict or war. The positive 
elements of political diplomacy characterize it as a popular mode 
of international relations.

3.3.2 Military Diplomacy

There is a common tendency to regard military diplomacy as an 
ingredient of political diplomacy. Though both are correlated, they 
are distinct from each other. The very specialized field of military 
information may convert any nation into a weak or strong state. 
For instance, the supremacy of the US may be attributed to its 
specialization in sophisticated armaments and technology used 
for establishing military supremacy over the rest of the world. 
The Cold War era witnessed an unending struggle for military 
supremacy between the two blocs—the Capitalist bloc led by the 
United States and the Communist bloc led by the Soviet Union. 
As soon as the Soviet Union disintegrated into small states, the 
triumph of US military diplomacy was generally accepted.

Diplomats of militarily advanced nations have an edge over 
their counterparts of less developed and developing nations. The 
show of military power on occasions of national days also reflects 
the success story of military diplomacy.

However, advanced and sophisticated military power does 
not automatically assure success in all military endeavours. 
The use of highly complicated military power by the US and 
its allies in Iraq or Afghanistan did not result in success for the 
US in achieving foreign policy objectives in these countries. The 
military dimension of diplomacy is a key force in international 
relations.
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3.3.3 �Economic Diplomacy or Diplomacy of 
Development

In international relations, a major breakthrough occurred after the 
Second World War when the world eventually divided itself into 
two major groups of nations—the capitalist and the communist 
blocs. A new arena of diplomacy evolved out of the political 
development in the post-war period. In view of the urgency of 
economic reconstruction to heal the deadly damages, various 
plans and schemes were chalked out by the victorious alliances. 
With the proclamation of the Marshall Plan, the UN Economic 
and Social Council (ECOSOC) activities, the schemes of the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and International Bank for 
Re-construction and Development (IBRD) gave birth to a new 
channel—economic diplomacy, also termed as the diplomacy of 
development.

The economic interests of a state are promoted through 
diplomatic efforts, which initiate, explain, plan, assess and give 
shape to these kinds of latent as well as open interests. It implies 
trade and commerce, short-term and long-term interest in imports 
and exports in industrial, agricultural and other fields of mutual 
exchange programmes. Details of such state–party agreements 
are laid down with utmost care and expertise by the diplomats. 
Of course, a number of other unofficial actors and factors also 
help in such planning and estimates. As a consequence, trade 
agreements are signed by the states. But, the process is not so 
simple and straight forward as it appears to be. The real situation 
is often very complicated, nerve wracking and hard to crack. The 
economic experts in the various ministries, the diplomats, the 
external affairs minister, the prime minister and the president are 
all involved actors who put their best into economic deals to be 
signed and implemented by a state.

Economic diplomacy expresses itself through various modes. 
One of them—foreign aid—is often bound with strings of political 
strategies, political compromises, undesired objectives and may 
put the opposite party in a tricky situation.

Contemporary world politics is overshadowed by economic 
interests of various powerful states—global, regional and bloc. 
Trade interests immensely contribute towards a state’s bilateral 
and multilateral relations. Therefore, economic diplomacy has 
gained unmatched significance now among the various modes 
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of diplomacy. Sometimes, this economic diplomacy turns into 
coercive diplomacy, putting the state parties under extraordinary 
pressures. 

The involvement of international financial institutes has added 
to the complex nature of economic diplomacy. The policies of 
World Trade Organization, the IMF, the IBRD, and so on, definitely 
played their roles in the evolution of economic dimensions of 
diplomacy. So diplomacy—which was once concerned with 
making power blocs, creating and maintaining military alliances 
and, thereby, concentrating on vital security issues only—has 
undergone revolutionary changes. The contemporary era has 
witnessed the eagerness of states to expand their economic arena. 
The economic cold war between the US and China over global 
economic concerns is the best projection of economic diplomacy 
between the two states. The ideological war between the 
communist and the capitalist bloc has been replaced by economic 
diplomacy to bring in high commercial and financial benefits 
to the respective states. The emergence of European Union, the 
SAARC, the ASEAN, the South Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA) 
and international economic and financial agencies have shifted the 
core area of diplomatic activities towards economic spheres. But 

… economic diplomacy cannot be devoid of political diplomacy. 
[The] role of politics is not to be underestimated. It would be wrong to 
believe that politics is dead. Primacy of economics does not mean the 
end of politics. In fact, politics remains the arena through which trade 
opportunities are evaluated and choices made. (Hussain, 2007: 1049) 

The presence of US troops in Afghanistan, Iraq and Saudi Arabia is 
interpreted by some political experts as part of its ‘oil diplomacy’, 
that is a means to gain control over the petroleum-producing 
areas through political strategies.

3.3.4 Cultural Diplomacy

The cultural dimension of diplomacy has gradually evolved as 
an important area of activity and interest for all concerned—the 
states, diplomats, people, institutions and organizations. In fact, 
culture has always been a core subject of interaction between 
the officials and people of two states. With the expansion of 
information technology and its use in state affairs, revolutionary 
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changes have occurred and continue to influence the tasks 
of diplomacy. In the post-globalized world today, all sorts of 
actions in the name of ‘culture’ have stabilized themselves as an 
international trend favoured and supported by the people and 
their governments. Cultural agreements among states have taken 
under their umbrella a large number of activities like the exchange 
of academicians, scientists, students, artists, sportspersons, 
journalists, child representatives, and so on.

Therefore, not only the states, but a number of institutes and 
organizations, too, have directly as well as indirectly involved 
themselves with diplomatic channels. The United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) is 
one of the best trendsetters of cultural exchanges through states 
and their diplomatic activities and thus formed and evolved the 
theory and practice of cultural diplomacy. The Charter of UNESCO 
emphasizes its goal to contribute towards international peace, 
security and development through state-level collaboration in the 
fields of education, science and culture and ‘give fresh impulse 
to popular education and the spread of culture’ (see Box 3.1 on 
India’s cultural diplomacy), ‘to maintain, increase and diffuse 
knowledge’ among the nations of the world.

Memorandums of Understanding (MoUs) between universities, 
institutes, organizations, schools, and so on, have contributed 

The cultural heritage of India has been extensively utilized by 
Indian diplomats abroad to project India as a multicultural society—
tolerant, adaptable and adjusting. Its historical monuments—such 
as the Taj Mahal, Ajanta and Ellora caves—holy places, cultural 
dances, the Ayurvedic system, the languages, traditions and 
customs have all attracted peoples and organizations from all parts 
of the world. The trade fairs, book fairs and cultural exhibitions 
have been channels of diplomatic activities that have contributed 
towards diffusion of knowledge, spread of culture and maintenance 
of peace and security as declared by UNESCO in its charter. The 
real impact of cultural diplomacy is sometimes stronger than 
political or military diplomacy.

Box 3.1:  India’s Cultural Diplomacy

Source: Author.
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largely towards the evolution of cultural diplomacy. These MoUs 
may also be the result of cultural diplomacy because these are 
the diplomats who initiate, encourage, evolve and adopt cultural 
methods to develop friendly relations between the host and the 
home states.

The Olympic games and their management have attained a 
matter of stature and status for all host states. Exchange of players 
has become a regular feature at the Olympics. But its association 
with the pride of a nation, too, has gained a new dimension.

Thus, cultural diplomacy is an expandable, evolving and 
complex diffusion of culture through diplomatic efforts. Often not 
found on official papers of diplomats, culture is utilized to nurture 
friendly relations with host states as well as others on a global 
level. Cultural diplomacy does not connote a one-way channel of 
cultural transmission, nor is it a fixed state of circumstances. It is 
a process, which once initiated continues to evolve and refine its 
contents, procedures and results.

The functions, festivals, carnivals, exhibitions, book or literary 
fairs organized by embassies and high commissions are also part 
of cultural diplomacy, which strengthens and refines the art of 
diplomacy in the contemporary world. Then, there are some 
cultural lobbies, unrecognized but active at a certain point of 
time, which often help in promoting diplomatic relationships. 
To sum up, cultural diplomacy has been experimenting, through 
various modalities, to expand its impact on states’ relationships. 
Everywhere, innovations occur and increase the value of cultural 
diplomacy, which also promotes the economic interests of the 
corresponding states.

3.3.5 Some Other Forms of Diplomacy

The contemporary era is an era of recurring crises of natural 
resources. Though developing countries are consuming less energy 
than the developed ones, a lot of politics over such resources 
have resulted in conflicts, differences and even use of force—as 
has been the case in Iraq, Afghanistan and Iran. Both veiled and 
unveiled activities of diplomats, the interests of multinational 
firms, industrial, groups, and so on, are other factors involved in 
oil diplomacy. There is a lot of pressure on land and water resources, 
too. Rivers flow from one state into another. Technology has 
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made it possible to have an access to water from a distance—to 
stop water, create water scarcity or take lots of water from a 
particular source. Bilateral and multilateral relations are affected 
by these issues. Water sharing between India and Bangladesh is 
one of such innumerable examples of water diplomacy. Preventive 
diplomacy refers to efforts taken by state parties to adopt positive 
and constructive approaches towards international problems 
and, thus, avoid military actions, threats, armed conflicts, and 
so on. Crisis diplomacy or emergency diplomacy includes steps 
taken by states which are often surprising to other concerned 
states. During the 1971 war between India and Pakistan, the US 
threat to send its Seventh Fleet to the subcontinent is one such 
example. China’s refusal to accept any international aid during 
recent earthquakes came as a great surprise to many. Some states 
may adopt veiled or explicit threats of termination of diplomatic 
relations or impose economic sanctions or take other threatening 
steps against other states. The aim is usually to stop or put a curb 
to the policies and activities of an opponent state. This is known 
as coercive diplomacy.

3.4 Attributes of Diplomats

World history records the image of diplomats and ambassadors 
as messengers of peace. The ‘elders’ as ambassadors in Greek city 
states, the ‘orators’ in the Roman Empire, the diplomatic norms of 
the Byzantine Empire and the Quranic system of war and peace—
all share in common a regard and respect for ambassadors. The 
intellectual sincerity behind diplomacy for a human cause was 
documented as a historical event when Prophet Mohammad called 
for respect to ambassadors, in his last message to humankind 
from his death bed.

Diplomacy was, thus, considered an honourable task to be 
performed by a few intellectuals. The modern era has witnessed the 
evolution of diplomatic services into an extensive field of activity, 
where fleet of diplomats are recruited, trained and assigned duties 
in various capacities. Therefore, their selection on a regular basis, 
through a well-defined system has become a common practice. 
Generally, the diplomats are expected to possess scholarship, an 
analytical approach and deep insight into national, regional and 
international issues of concern to people, states and the whole of 
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humankind. Such a responsible task deserves sincerity as well as 
the skills of integrity and coherence. The former US ambassador, 
Carol C. Laise, provided a definition of a diplomat. For a diplomat, 
the required attributes are ‘the personal qualities of tolerance and 
integrity, the ability to inspire trust and confidence, experience 
and judgment in relating [one’s own] interest to the nuances 
and realities of other countries, and the ability to communicate 
effectively’ (as quoted in Rana [2002: 30]). In other words, the 
Japanese tradition of a diplomat having ‘ears not mouth’ requires 
the diplomatic community to exercise tolerance and judge 
matters with farsightedness. A diplomat has to portray his state’s 
culture. He must possess first-hand knowledge of economics and 
be able to protect the political, social, commercial and military 
interests of the home state. The modern era is an era of the finest 
communication skills. Therefore, he must be communicative and 
well conversant with his counterparts, and at the same time, he is 
supposed to be techno savvy. Training and refresher courses for 
diplomats widen their horizons of mind and enrich them with the 
latest interpretations of international relations.

3.5 Functions of Diplomatic Missions

Diplomatic agents are officially expected to be true representatives 
of the sending state to the receiving state. A diplomat represents the 
political system and its ideology, trade and commercial interest, 
the national culture and other features of the sending state. His 
words and actions are under close observation in the receiving 
state. Since diplomacy has evolved into a scientific discipline, a 
broad framework of the duties and responsibilities of diplomatic 
agents has also evolved.

Article 3 of the Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations, 
1961 (cited in Kishan [2002: 21]; see also Box 3.2), defines these 
functions as follows:

1.	 The functions of a diplomatic mission consist inter alia in:

	 a.	� representing the sending State in the receiving State;
	 b.	� protecting in the receiving State the interests of the sending 

State and of its nationals, within the limits permitted by 
international law;
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Article 27

1. � The receiving state shall permit and protect free communication 
on the part of the mission for all official purposes. In 
communicating with the Government and the other missions 
and consulates of the sending state, wherever situated the 
mission may employ all appropriate means, including diplomatic 
couriers and messages in code or cipher. However the mission 
may install and use a wireless transmitter only with the consent 
of the receiving state.

2. � The official correspondence of the mission shall be inviolable. 
Official correspondence means all correspondence relating to the 
mission and its functions.

3. � The diplomatic bag shall not be opened or detained.
4. � The packages constituting the diplomatic bag must bear visible 

external marks of their character and may contain only diplomatic 
documents or articles intended for official use.

5. � The diplomatic courier, who shall be provided with an official 
document indicating his status and the number of packages 
constituting the diplomatic bag, shall be protected by the receiving 
state in the performance of his functions. He shall enjoy personal 
inviolability and shall not be liable to any form of arrest or 
detention.

6. � The sending state or the mission may designate diplomatic courier 
ad hoc. In such cases the provisions of paragraph 5 of this article 
shall apply, except that the immunities, there in mentioned shall 
cease to apply when such a courier has delivered to the consignee 
the diplomatic bag in his charge.

7. � A diplomatic bag may be entrusted to the captain of a commercial 
aircraft scheduled to land at an authorized port of entry. He shall 
be provided with an official document indicating the number of 
packages constituting the bag but he shall not be considered to be 
a diplomatic courier. The mission may send one of its members 
to take possession of diplomatic bag directly and freely from the 
captain of the aircraft.

Source: United Nations, http://untreaty.un.org/ilc/texts/instruments/english/
conventions/9_1_1961.pdf

Box 3.2:  Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations, 1961: 
Diplomatic Bag
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	 c.	 negotiating with the Government of the receiving State;
	 d.	� ascertaining by all lawful means conditions and 

developments in the receiving State and reporting thereon 
to the Government of the sending State.

	 e.	� Promoting friendly relation between the sending State, 
and the receiving State, and developing their economic, 
cultural and scientific relations.

2.	 Nothing in the present convention shall be construed as 
preventing the performance of consular function by a 
diplomatic mission. 

3.5.1 Representation

Representation has been recognized by all civilized states as 
the foremost duty and responsibility of diplomatic agents. In 
itself, representation is a complicated, difficult and multifaceted 
function that requires fine skills, qualitative handling and lot 
of sincerity on the part of the officials. With utmost care, and 
enriched with cautious, diplomatic language, the diplomat 
should be in possession of a vast knowledge of the receiving 
state’s military, political, economic, commercial social and other 
aspects of public life. He represents not only the sending state’s 
political system but he has to represent other important features, 
too. He has to take care of the larger national interests of the 
sending state and, therefore, keep a close eye on the ongoing 
political, economic, commercial and scientific developments in 
the receiving state.

3.5.2 Ceremonial Functions

Being the representative of the sending state, diplomatic agents are 
supposed to attend various ceremonies in the receiving state. They 
have to attend functions of national and international importance, 
which proves very helpful in the assessment of the policies, power, 
issues and culture of the receiving state. Reports comprising such 
events carry signs of penetration into the mainstream events of 
the receiving state and contribute towards the maintenance and 
strengthening of bilateral and multilateral ties. Representatives 
at independence days, republic days, state functions, customary 
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cultural fairs, funerals, and so on are provided opportunities for 
observation. Diplomats utilize these observations by applying 
their analytical capabilities. During ceremonies, each and every 
word and action, posture and gesture of a diplomat comes under 
close surveillance. The media, the live telecasts, too, keenly 
operate upon such occasions. Diplomats of the contemporary era 
are well trained to be conscious and cautious during their foreign 
assignments.

3.5.3 Information and Communication

The last decades of the 20th century have recorded revolutionary 
developments in the field of information technology. This century 
may rightly be called an era of information and communication. 
Consequently, every second, unlimited information is being 
transferred through innumerable channels. Out of this, a diplomat’s 
task to choose and dispatch appropriate reports on various 
issues is indeed a difficult task. Since diplomatic despatches are 
critically analyzed, therefore, extraordinary precautions are taken 
to make best of the information available for communication to 
the sending state.

3.5.4 Bilateral Relations

To maintain and strengthen relations between the sending and 
receiving states is the main task of diplomats. They contribute 
significantly towards the promotion of friendly bilateral ties while 
protecting the vast national interests of the sending state within 
the limits of international law. Often, they help in searching new 
avenues of relations by specific interests shown towards various 
aspects of a state’s policy and status, though many other political, 
military, financial, commercial and other experts from different 
ministries, departments, parties, groups and NGOs are involved 
in the same task.

3.5.5 Nationals Abroad

In the context of globalization, economic and commercial 
opportunities attract nationals from all over the world to 
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multinational firms and organizations. Professionals, students, 
visitors from different states, communities, parties and groups 
take part in activities of a global nature. Such people, while 
maintaining their national status, often settle down or live for 
a longer period in foreign states, which—in turn—may create 
various problems. To deal with the problems of its own nationals 
abroad, the diplomatic missions function within the limits of 
international law and the policy norms of the sending state. 
Therefore, one important responsibility of the diplomats lie in 
protecting the interests of its nationals abroad and providing visas, 
passports and guidance on different matters required by them.

3.5.6 International Organizations

The UNO is the largest voluntary body of independent states 
that provides a permanent platform to represent and protect 
the interests of every member state. Most of the states depute 
permanent representatives—special diplomats at the UN 
Headquarters and other important organizations such as the IMF, 
World Bank and the International Labour Organization—to look 
after their interests and promote their policies. Such diplomats 
belong to a higher strata of their co-professionals and possess 
special skills and intellectual power to influence the policies of 
such prestigious global bodies.

3.6 Diplomatic Methods

The problems and issues confronted by a state’s diplomatic corps 
may differ from time to time. The nature of different matters 
of bilateral and multilateral relations always differs and the 
situations are peculiar in content and nature. Therefore, no definite 
method can be adopted and practiced by the diplomats of a state 
to achieve their goals. It is the peculiarity of goals and situations 
that determine the methods to be adopted by state officials. The 
most amicable methods are political in nature and, therefore, 
commonly used. Of various political methods, diplomats prefer 
to use negotiation, conference and summit methods to achieve 
diplomatic missions.



88  l  Mehtab Manzar

3.6.1 Negotiations

The dialogue method had always been one of the most favoured 
methods of settling issues between or among states. Holding 
negotiations may be an issue of management, but in itself, it is an art 
that seeks refinement and perfection at the hands of its practitioners. 
Negotiations undoubtedly require best skills, knowledge and 
techniques by the diplomats to convince the opposite party of 
their own point of view and get the problems solved according to 
a desired standard. The negotiation method is not used in every 
situation. Sometimes, other methods are put to action.

Negotiations cannot be held straight away. Instead, there 
are pre-negotiations, which imply setting the stage for holding 
negotiations—‘talks before talks’. Pre-negotiations also imply the 
acceptance of recognition of some crises or statements existing 
between two states or among several states. Therefore, taking a 
stand to talk—what to talk, how to talk, who to talk to, where to 
talk, the agenda to discuss and other details are determined at the 
pre-negotiation level of exchanges. Most important is the agenda 
of the negotiation—which often proves to be time-consuming, 
undergoing many upheavals and breakdowns. Realization by the 
state parties of the need to talk is often taken as a success symbol 
of the pre-negotiation stage. Keeping in view the delicate nature 
of pre-negotiations, the details are kept a secret and out of reach 
of the media, the common man and other parties. Usually, the 
results of pre-negotiations are safeguarded and not spoilt, for the 
sake of negotiations that would follow thereafter.

At the stage of pre-negotiations, vital points raised by the parties 
involved are taken care of. Then, the level of talks is decided, 
talks between diplomats, ambassadors, or between the ministers 
or between the heads of state are agreed in advance. Discussions 
at the pre-negotiation stage clarify the status, views and options 
of the parties concerned. Thus, clash of opinions or conflict of 
interests is avoided and a peaceful and amicable environment is 
cultivated for the success of the talks. In brief, pre-negotiations 
are equally important for official negotiations to start.

3.6.1.1 Conduct of Negotiations
Treaties and alliances are managed through negotiations, for 
which talks are conducted at different stages. Sometimes, these 
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negotiations may last for years and end in no agreements or 
final draft of pacts. Negotiations do not take place immediately; 
diplomats conduct pre-negotiations talk—the agenda and other 
details are discussed at the pre-negotiation level. Protection and 
preservation of national interests is well looked after and the 
respective parties make sure to safeguard their interests. Diplomats 
play a significant role in negotiations and, thus, streamline the 
foreign policy of their home state.

Economic bargaining has always been a priority agenda 
for diplomats who are the major actors and coordinators of 
economic policies. They design, formulate and finalize economic 
pacts through negotiations. Diplomats also make intelligent use 
of lobbying and propaganda to gain the maximum out of such 
talks. In view of the impact of globalization on international 
relations, more and more economic experts are being added to 
the diplomatic corps. The economic groups—G-8, G-7, G-11, 
SAARC, ASEAN, EU and so on—are the products of diplomacy. 
Certainly, economic coordination for the welfare of nations has 
gained new momentum in diplomatic circles. 

Against the backdrop of mounting pressures of globalization, 
the backstage diplomatic manoeuvring gets increasingly intricate 
and complicated. Sometimes, diplomats on the opposite side offer 
‘compromise’ packages to finalize a more value-added economic 
deal. In doing so, diplomats may keep the home interests of 
economic organizations in mind.

3.6.2 Conference Method

Multilateral diplomacy and diplomacy by conference are usually 
used interchangeably, though they differ slightly in actual 
meaning and nature. Multilateral diplomacy involves more than 
two state parties for diplomatic negotiations, whereas conference 
method is also utilized to conduct bilateral negotiations. Thus, the 
conference method remains an important channel of negotiation 
at bilateral and multilateral levels of diplomacy.

The Conference method may appear as a new method of 
negotiation to a student of the 21st century. Amazingly, this 
technique was in practice among the Greeks, Persians, ancient 
Indians, Byzantineans and Egyptians during the pre-Christian 
era. The code of conducting discussions, the code of diplomatic 



90  l  Mehtab Manzar

privileges and immunities, too, was practiced religiously. The 
elite governing class made best bargains out of this method. With 
the passage of time and the extinction of the early state systems, 
their conference system or diplomatic practices too disappeared 
into the past. It was much later in Europe—during the 15th and 
16th centuries—that conference diplomacy came into practice, 
usually in crises. Later, this peculiar diplomatic method gradually 
developed into a full-fledged system during the 20th century. 
Now, after a practice of a century, the conference method has 
emerged as an important and one of the most favoured channels 
of negotiations between and among states. More and more issues, 
problems arising out of bilateral and multilateral differences, 
disputes and conflicts become subject to the conference method 
of diplomacy. Certainly, this method is more amicable and does 
not cause any direct damage to international relations.

A long chain of conferences among big powers of the world—
later on called the victorious Allied Powers—during the Second 
World War, led to the birth of the UNO. This international non-
governmental organization came into existence and gradually 
developed into the highest centre of multilateral diplomacy.

Now multilateral diplomacy is practiced by a number of group of 
states to achieve the goals of their foreign policies—for example, by 
the G-8, G-77, G-7, the Commonwealth Heads of States, the ASEAN 
member states, the SAARC, the European Union, the Arab League, 
the OPEC (Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries), and 
so on. The success story of multilateral and conference diplomacy 
today is like rewriting its own grand history. Political experts expect 
a more positive future for conference diplomacy.

The powerful trend of globalization accompanied by global 
issues of environment, security and welfare has ultimately led 
to the popularity of multilateral diplomacy. Therefore, global 
conferences on environment, peace and security and other 
problems are hopeful means of achieving the aims of human kind 
on each of these issues.

3.6.3 Good Offices

In case of tension or prolonged issues of differences or even 
conflicts at bilateral levels, the use of third party or ‘good offices’ 
is the safest strategy adopted by other states. The objectives are 
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multilateral in nature—to highlight their own diplomatic status 
by adding pride and prestige, to prove the power and capabilities 
of the third party and, thus, improve its own international 
position. The other positive aspects of the ‘good offices’ include 
the value granted to establish peace, to promote friendly relations 
and to help the concerned states solve their problems through the 
services of a third party. But, the involvement of a third party 
may not always be taken as a positive step. A tough stand taken 
by a state that resists the use of ‘good offices’ or ‘mediation’ may 
be a great deterrent. Such diplomatic instruments are severely 
criticized by other states that interpret mediation as an interference 
in the internal matters of another state. For instance, ‘India’s 
involvement’ in Sri Lanka between 1980–1990 was criticized 
on various counts—(a) as an act of unwarranted intrusion into 
a small neighbouring country’s affairs (b) as a first step towards 
imposing Indian hegemony on South Asia and (c) as a failure of 
India’s foreign policy and diplomacy (Dixit, 2003: 159).

Contrarily, India’s stand on Kashmir has also been criticized by 
some states for its reluctance to accept the use of a third channel—
‘good offices’ or ‘mediation’—to solve the problem between 
India and Pakistan, since 1949. The US intervention in Iraq, on 
behalf of the Security Council, is another example of the failure of 
diplomacy. President Bush had to face tough and rough responses 
and opposition at both home and abroad for his Iraq policy.

In spite of these models of mediation and good offices, the 
diplomatic corps see wisdom in the utility of these methods. If 
a third party has the specific characteristics of impartiality and if 
its dignity is well recognized by other states, mediation and the 
use of good offices may well be used by states when in crises. 
The major target of a third party remains the same—to bring the 
parties in conflict or any crisis to the negotiating table and solve 
their issues through peaceful means. It also helps warring parties 
cool down on their tough stand towards each other and, thus, 
adopt a ‘soft policy’.

The first task of a mediator is to draw an agenda acceptable 
to both states or parties, to bring them to the negotiating venue, 
to chair the initial discussions or talks, to provide them proper 
channels of communication, interpret the messages in a positive 
manner, build up confidence to resolve the crises and sincerely 
and honestly help them the maximum in the achievement of 
mutually acceptable goals.
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3.7 Features of New Diplomacy

The golden age of diplomacy, together with the balance of power 
system—which was soon followed by the drastic changes in 
international politics since 1918—came to be replaced by the so-
called popular or new diplomacy. At the heart of this transition lies 
the suspicion of the public about the whole system of balance of 
power, which they identified as the main cause of the First World 
War. They were also suspicious about the role of diplomacy with 
its tradition of secrecy. American president, Woodrow Wilson, in 
his ‘14-point’ agenda expressed exactly this new view of diplomacy 
when he said: Open Covenants of peace, openly arrived at.

A number of other factors also led to the change in the nature of 
diplomacy. The first and foremost among them is the development 
in technology and communication, which, to a great extent, 
has changed the role of a diplomat. Even an ambassador of the 
highest level can no longer conduct his office as an independent 
agent, far removed from the seat of his government, as he once 
could and was expected to do. He has to shuffle between his own 
office and home office. Improved communications have reduced 
the authority of a professional diplomat to make decisions 
and generally to ‘represent’ his own country. The superfast 
communication system has reduced the importance of diplomats 
and, to a large extent, diplomacy now overlaps with policy 
making. New means of mass communication have also opened 
up means of directly approaching the people of other countries 
through other means, such as propaganda.

Moreover, public opinion has now come to play an important 
role which, to a large extent, has intruded in the conduct of foreign 
policy. Diplomacy has ceased to be dynastic or a matter involving 
a handful of people. It has assumed a democratic character where 
the statesmen have to take the public into confidence.

Further, the structure of international society has also 
undergone several changes. Europe is no longer the centre 
of international affairs. Post–Second World War, following 
massive decolonization of Asian and African countries, the 
number of independent countries has increased. Therefore, the 
influence of non-European powers—both Asian and African, 
has considerably increased. Indeed, today, they have a greater 
say in international affairs. Multilateral diplomacy, summit 
diplomacy or diplomacy by parliamentary procedure have 
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gained importance alongside bilateral diplomacy and ‘open 
covenants openly arrived’ at these summits or conferences show 
a consuming interest of significant numbers of private citizens 
and groups. This has been regarded as the apogee of foreign 
policy which is a significant development in this regard. The 
UN has become an important international organization which 
represents this new genre of diplomacy.

Harold Nicholson (1963) has criticized open diplomacy as he says 
that negotiations require ‘concessions and counter concessions’ 
and once the news of concessions is divulged, the public might 
acquire a negative attitude and force the diplomats to abandon 
the negotiations. Nicholson has also raised serious shortcomings 
of diplomacy by conference. Such kind of multilateral diplomacy 
suffers from several defects and cannot, therefore, function 
properly because political statesmen are not often competent 
to handle diplomatic negotiations. Further, as it involves many 
people, it fails to solve certain fundamental problems because 
the members tend to take rigid positions. Still, this new kind of 
diplomacy is innovative and has some basic characteristics which 
distinguish it from old diplomacy.

3.7.1 Structure

The structure of new diplomacy almost remains the same as 
that of the old diplomacy. States still remain the major actors in 
this diplomatic system and there are well-established permanent 
embassies abroad. The only difference is that the stage has to 
be shared by the state with other non-state actors such as inter-
governmental organizations and non-governmental organizations. 

3.7.2 Process 

The changing international scenario as also the increase in 
the number of non-state actors have all led to the changes in 
the nature of new diplomacy and its process of negotiation. 
Diplomacy has become a more complicated activity involving 
states and non-state actors. Alongside bilateral negotiations on 
a state-to-state basis, groups of states negotiate multilaterally in 
inter-governmental organizations such as the UN and other non-
governmental organizations. 
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3.7.3 Agenda

The agenda of new diplomacy contains a number of new issues, 
such as economic, social and welfare issues, commonly identified 
as low politics, as well as military issues and issues of war and 
peace, identified as high politics. 

3.8 Diplomacy and Foreign Policy

These two terms are often understood and used interchangeably. 
But the fact is that both are distinct from each other and, 
therefore, should not be taken as the same term and intertwined. 
In a democratic set up, diplomacy and foreign policy go hand in 
hand, whereas in autocratic regimes, diplomacy does follow the 
dictates of the central authority. Diplomacy, in the most popular 
meaning of the term, has been assumed to be an art and science 
of conducting foreign policy within the limits of international 
law. Foreign policy in this context is the official external policy 
of independent states formulated by parliament with the consent 
and consensus of a number of authorities in the government. ‘…
diplomacy deals with the articulation of foreign policy in the 
real world, where high principles and objectives set out in this 
policy are fleshed out and put into effect’ (Rana, 2002: 30). The 
distinctions between diplomacy and foreign policy have been 
highlighted in an impressive manner by K. Shankar Bajpai in the 
following words:

[D]iplomacy is to foreign policy what tactics are to strategy, the 
attempts to give effect on the ground to the goals and routes there to 
worked out by headquarters. If our foreign policy was worked out 
within the ideas, experience and attitudes prevailing on our policy 
making centres, our diplomacy was immensely conditioned by the 
ways we Indians behave on the ground. (Bajpai, 1998: 65)

Now, diplomatic studies have developed into a full-fledged 
discipline that enables states to achieve the goals of their foreign 
policies. Both diplomacy and foreign policy are supplementary 
to each other, very complex in nature and involve a number of 
actors—directly and indirectly.
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Colonialism and Neocolonialism: 
Impact of Decolonization
Furqan Ahmad

Learning Objectives 

l	 To provide an analysis of the concepts of colonialism and imperialism
l	 To explore the basic issues and factors responsible for the growth of 

colonialism and imperialism
l	 To elucidate the impact of industrialization on colonialism and 

imperialism
l	 To represent a clear picture of the complex and peculiar nature of 

colonialism and imperialism
l	 To define the concept of ‘decolonization’, and how it unfolded in the 

20th century

Abstract

The present chapter is a conceptual analysis of colonialism and 
imperialism. It analyses the causes for the growth of colonialism 
and discusses its various types. Colonialism and imperialism are 
often used interchangeably, whereas there are differences between 
the two. Imperialism is a product of colonialism. The latter is a more 
systematic form of foreign exploitation. Industrialization led to a new 
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concept of imperialism and colonialism termed ‘neoimperialism’ and 
‘neocolonialism’. It is a contemporary type of economic imperialism, 
where a powerful country behaves like a colonial power. It also focuses 
on its impact on foreign policy and international relations. During 
the 1990s, the concept of ‘postcolonialism’ emerged, which deals with 
the process of decolonization and its impact on international relations. 
It has highlighted the conceptual frame of the Third World countries, 
particularly the countries liberated from the colonial yoke after the 
Second World War. 

One of the difficulties in defining colonialism is in distinguishing 
it from imperialism. Colonialism and imperialism are often used 
interchangeably. The word ‘colonialism’, according to the Oxford 
English Dictionary (OED), is derived from the Roman word 
colonia, which means ‘farm’ or ‘settlement’. The OED explains it 
as follows:

A settlement in a new country…. A body of the people who settle 
in a new locality, forming a community subject to or connected 
with their parent state; the community so formed, consisting of 
original settlers and their descendants and successors, as long as 
the connection of the parent state is kept up. (Cited in Loomba 
[2005: 7]) 

As per some scholars, the term ‘colony’ comes from the Latin 
word colonus, meaning ‘farmer’. This root reminds us that the 
practice of colonialism usually involved the transfer of population 
to a new territory, where the new arrivals lived as permanent 
settlers while maintaining political allegiance to their country of 
origin. Imperialism, on the other hand, comes from the Latin term 
imperium, meaning ‘to command’. Thus, the term ‘imperialism’ 
draws attention to the way one country exercises power over 
another, whether through settlement, sovereignty or indirect 
mechanisms of control.

Colonialism may be defined as an extension of political 
and economic control over an area by states whose nationals 
have occupied the area and usually possess organizational or 
technological superiority over the native population. It may 
simply consist of a migration of nationals to the territory, or it may 
be the formal assumption of control over the territory by military 
or civil representatives of the dominant power. The legitimacy 
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of colonialism has been a long-standing concern for political 
and moral philosophers in the Western tradition. At least since 
the crusades and the conquest of the Americas, political theorists 
have struggled with the difficulty of reconciling ideas about 
justice and natural law with the practice of European sovereignty 
over non-western people. In the 19th century, the tension between 
liberal thought and colonial practice became particularly acute, as 
dominion of Europe over the rest of the world reached its zenith. 
Ironically, in the same period, when most political philosophers 
began to defend the principles of ‘universalism’ and equality, the 
same individuals still defended the legitimacy of colonialism and 
imperialism. One way of reconciling those apparently opposed 
principles was the argument known as the ‘civilizing mission’, 
which suggested that a temporary period of political dependence 
or tutelage was necessary in order for ‘uncivilized’ societies to 
advance to the point where they were capable of sustaining liberal 
institutions and self-government.

4.1 �Difference between Colonialism and 
Imperialism

The basic difference between colonialism and imperialism is 
that imperialism is a later and more systematic organization of 
foreign exploitation pioneered by colonialism. In other words, 
imperialism makes the process begun by colonialism more efficient 
and generalized, and it often, although not always, reduces the 
need for a bald, direct confrontation of peoples from two different 
cultures.1

Imperialism grows out of colonialism, both by extending its 
logic and also responding more subtly to the demands for political 
independence launched by the freedom movements within the 
colonies during the 20th century. It tends to be comprehensive 
and systematic, ruled by a central authority such as a state or 
decisive financial or political institution effectively controlled by 
a state or an alliance of states. Imperialism can and does involve 

1 See Malagasy languages, Encyclopaedia Britannica (cited in Revathi and Hawley 
[2008: 47]). 
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military invasion or occupation, but usually not for the purpose 
of settlement.2

Some people have argued that neocolonialism is a form of 
imperialism, but this is a specious argument because each has a 
distinct and separate existence. It is necessary to discuss imperialism 
in the context of colonialism and to make the differences clear. For 
example, it is possible to be imperialistic without having colonies, 
but it is not possible to have colonies without being an empire. 
Thus, in the case of the Soviet Union, which exercised rigid 
controls over the economies of its small neighbours and forcefully 
absorbed some within its structure, for example, Latvia, Lithuania 
and Estonia, imperialism was practised but not colonialism. If 
Stalin had succeeded in holding Manchuria under his control at 
the end of the Second World War, the Soviet Union would also 
have become a colonial power. The United States, however, must 
be judged as a colonial power because it holds American Samoa, 
Guam and the Northern Mariana Islands (the latter formerly held 
as part of the strategic Trust Territory of the Pacific.3 

A state possessing territories not incorporated within its 
borders, the native inhabitants of which are not granted the full 
rights or privileges of citizenship of the possessing state, is a 
colonial power. There is, however, a difference between colonizing 
an area and colonialism per se. For example, in the American 
experience, colonialism did not exist while the United States was 
annexing contiguous areas on the continent of North America, for 
the areas being colonized were recognized as territories destined 
to be incorporated into the United States as an integral part of the 
nation.4

In the early 20th century, Lenin and Kautsky, among other 
writers, gave a new meaning to the word ‘imperialism’ by 
linking it to a particular stage of the development of capitalism. 
In Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism, 1947, Lenin argued 
that the growth of ‘finance-capitalism’ and industry in the 
Western countries had created ‘an enormous superabundance 

2 See the Le Dynasty and Southward Expansion, countrystudies.us, U.S. Library 
of Congress.

3 See ‘China given warning on Xinjiang’, BBC News, Friday, 30 September 
2005.

4 See Kerry O’Brien, ‘Ethnic violence continues to rage in Central Kalimantan’, 
www.abc.net.au/7.30/stories/s253467.htm
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of capital’ (cited in Loomba [2005: 10]). This money could not 
be profitably invested at home where labour was limited. The 
colonies lacked capital but were abundant in labour and human 
resources. Therefore, it needed to move out and subordinate 
non-industrialized countries to sustain its own growth. Lenin, 
thus, predicted that in due course, the rest of the world would be 
absorbed by European finance capitalists. This global system was 
called ‘imperialism’ and constituted a particular stage of capitalist 
development—the ‘highest’ in Lenin’s understanding—because 
rivalry between the various imperial wars would catalyse their 
destruction, leading to the demise of capitalism. It is this Leninist 
definition that allows some people to argue that capitalism is the 
distinguishing feature between colonialism and imperialism.5

Thus, imperialism, colonialism and the difference between them 
are defined differently, depending on their historical mutations. 
One useful way of distinguishing between them might be to not 
separate them in temporal but in spatial terms and to think of 
imperialism or neoimperialism as the phenomenon that originates 
in the metropolis, the process which leads to domination and 
control. Its result or what happens in the colonies as a consequence 
of imperial domination is colonialism or neocolonialism. Thus, 
the imperial country is the ‘metropole’ from which power flows, 
and the colony or neo colony is the place which it penetrates and 
controls. Imperialism can function without formal colonies—as in 
the US imperialism today—but colonialism cannot.6

4.2 Factors Responsible for Colonization 

There are several factors responsible for colonization, such as:

•	 Overpopulation
•	 Economic distress 
•	 Social unrest

5 See Rhett A. Butler, ‘Scientists demand Brazil suspend Amazon colonization 
project: Longest-running Amazon rainforest experiment imperilled by 
colonization’, mongabay.com (accessed on 25 July 2007). 

6 See Robert Greenall, ‘Russians left behind in Central Asia’, BBC News, 23 
November 2005. 
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•	 Religious persecution in the home country
•	 Need for raw materials or markets for finished products

4.3 Types of Colonies

There are different kinds of colonies, such as: 

•	 Settler colonies
•	 Dependencies
•	 Plantation colonies
•	 Trading posts

They are distinguished on the basis of their colonial objectives. 

4.3.1 Settler Colonies

These refer to a variety of ancient and more recent examples where 
ethnically distinct groups settle in areas other than their original 
settlement that are either adjacent or across land or sea. One of 
the examples of settler colonies is the colonies settled around 
ancient Greece. Other examples may vary from large empires 
such as the Roman Empire, the Arab Empire, the Mongol Empire, 
the Ottoman Empire to small movements such as ancient Scots 
moving from Hibernia to Caledonia and Magyars into Pannonia 
(modern-day Hungary). The Turkish people spread across most 
of Central Asia into Europe and the Middle East between the 6th 
and 11th centuries. There are evidences that Madagascar was 
uninhabited until Malay seafarers from Indonesia arrived during 
the 5th and 6th centuries. Subsequent migrations from both the 
Pacific and Africa further consolidated this original mixture, and 
the Malagasy people emerged.7

Before the expansion of the Bantu languages and their speakers, 
the southern half of Africa is believed to have been populated by 
Pygmies and Khoisan-speaking people, who today occupy the arid 

7 See Elizabeth Orlow, ‘Silent killers of the New World’, www.millersville.
edu/~columbus/papers/orlow-e.html 

See United Nations General Assembly Resolutions 1514 and 1541.



Colonialism and Neocolonialism  l  103

regions around the Kalahari and the forest of Central Africa. By 
about 1000 ad, Bantu migration had reached modern-day Zimbabwe 
and South Africa. The Banu Hilal and Banu Ma’qil were a collection 
of Arab Bedouin tribes from the Arabian Peninsula that between 
the 11th and 13th centuries migrated westwards via Egypt. Their 
migration strongly contributed to the Arabization and Islamization 
of western Maghreb, which was until then dominated by Berber 
tribes. Ostsiedlung was the medieval eastward migration and 
settlement of Germans. The 13th century was the time of the great  
Mongol and Turkish migrations across Eurasia. Between the 11th and 
18th centuries, the Vietnamese expanded southward in a process 
known as nam ti n (southward expansion) (Nkrumah, 1965).8

More recent examples of internal colonialism are the 
movement of ethnic Chinese into Tibet and Eastern Turkistan,9 
ethnic Javanese into Western New Guinea and Kalimantan,10 
Brazilians into Amazonia,11 Israelis into the West Bank and Gaza, 
ethnic Arabs into Iraqi Kurdistan, and ethnic Russians into Siberia 
and Central Asia.12 The local populations or tribes, such as the 
aboriginal people in Canada, Australia, Argentina, Brazil, Japan,13 
Siberia and the United States, were usually far overwhelmed 
numerically by the settlers.

Scholars now believe that, among the various contributing 
factors, epidemic disease was the overwhelming cause of the 
population decline of the American natives.14 Forcible population 
transfers, usually to areas of poorer-quality land or resources, 
often led to the permanent detriment of indigenous peoples. 
While commonplace in the past, in today’s language, colonialism 
and colonization are seen as state-sponsored illegal immigration 

8 See Kwame (1965).
9 See Wallerstein, page 52: ‘It attempted the one serious, collectively agreed upon 

definition of neocolonialism, the key concept in the armory of the revolutionary core 
of the movement for African unity.’ Also, William D. Graf’s review of Yolamu R. 
Barongo: ‘The term itself originated in Africa, probably with Nkrumah, and received 
collective recognition at the 1961 All-African People’s Conference’ (1980: 601). 

10 See Peter Baker, ‘Memories of Soviet repression still vivid in Baltics’, 
Washington Post, 7 May 2005. 

11 See Soviet Union and Central and South America, www.country-data.com. 
12 See ‘Profile: Mengistu Haile Mariam’, BBC News, Tuesday, 12 December 2006.
13 See ‘Soviet imperialism’, www.thehistorychannel.co.uk. 
14 See The 1956 Hungarian Revolution: A National Security Archive Electronic 

Briefing, edited by Malcolm Byrne, November 4, 2002.
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that was criminal in nature and intent, achieved essentially with 
the use of violence and terror.15

4.3.2 Dependencies

Settler colonies may be contrasted with dependencies, where the 
colonizers did not arrive as part of a mass emigration, but rather as 
administrators over existing sizable native populations. Examples 
in this category include the Persian Empire, the British Raj, and 
Egypt after the Twenty-sixth dynasty, the Dutch East Indies and 
the Japanese colonial empire. In some cases, large-scale colonial 
settlement was attempted in substantially pre-populated areas 
and the result was either an ethnically mixed population (such 
as the Mestizos of the Americas) or racially divided, such as in 
French Algeria or Southern Rhodesia.

4.3.3 Plantations

In plantation colonies such as Barbados, Saint-Domingue and 
Jamaica, the white colonizers imported black slaves who rapidly 
began to outnumber their owners, leading to minority rule, similar 
to a dependency.

4.3.4 Trading Posts

Trading posts, such as Hong Kong, Macau, Malacca, Deshima, 
Portuguese India and Singapore constitute this category, where 
the primary purpose of the colony was to engage in trade rather 
than as a staging post for further colonization of the hinterland.

The industrialization of the 19th century led to what has been 
termed the era of New Imperialism/New Colonialism, when the 
pace of colonization rapidly accelerated, the height of which was 
the ‘scramble’ for Africa. During the 20th century, the overseas 
colonies of the losers of the First World War were distributed 
among the victors as mandates, but it was not until the end of the 
Second World War that the second phase of decolonization began 
in earnest.

15 See ‘Prague Spring’, Radio Prague’s history online virtual exhibit, www. 
radio.cz/history
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16 See ‘The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia and the crushing of the Prague 
Spring [20-08-2003]’ by Jan Velinger, www.radio.cz/en/articles.

17 See ‘Afghanistan War’, Columbia Encyclopedia, sixth edition (2004).
18 See Helen Gilbert and Joanne Tompkins (1996).

Box 4.1: Neocolonialism

Neocolonialism refers to the involvement of powerful countries in 
the affairs of less powerful countries.16 In this sense, neocolonialism 
implies a form of contemporary, economic imperialism wherein 
powerful nations behave like colonial powers, and that this 
behaviour is likened to colonialism in a postcolonial world.

The term neocolonialism first saw widespread use, particularly 
in reference to Africa, soon after the process of decolonization, 
which followed a struggle by many national independence 
movements in the colonies after the Second World War. Upon 
gaining independence, some national leaders and opposition 
groups argued that their countries were being subjected to a new 
form of colonialism, waged by the former colonial powers and 
other developed nations. Kwame Nkrumah, who in 1957 became 
leader of newly independent Ghana, expounded this idea in his 
Neo-Colonialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism, in 1965.17

The term neocolonialism was popularized in the wake of decolonization, 
largely through the activities of scholars and leaders from the newly 
independent states of Africa and the Pan-Africanist movement. 
Many of these leaders came together with those of other postcolonial 
states at the Bandung Conference of 1955, leading to the formation of 
the Non-Aligned Movement. The All-African Peoples’ Conference 
(AAPC) meetings of the late 1950s and early 1960s spread this 
critique of neocolonialism. Their Tunis conference of 1960 and 
Cairo conference of 1961 specified their opposition to what they 
labelled ‘neocolonialism,’ singling out the French Community 
of independent states organized by the former colonial power. 
Its Resolution on Neocolonialism is cited as a landmark for having 
presented a collectively arrived at definition of neocolonialism and 
a description of its main features.18 Throughout the Cold War, the 
Non-Aligned Movement—as well as through organizations such as 
the Organization of Solidarity with the People of Asia, Africa and 
Latin America—defined neocolonialism as a primary collective 
enemy of these independent states.

Box 4.2: Pan-African and Non-aligned Movements
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4.4 �Neocolonialism as Economic Dominance

The charge of neocolonialism has been levied at powerful countries 
and transnational economic institutions that involve themselves 
in the affairs of less powerful countries. 

In lieu of direct military–political control, neocolonialist powers 
are said to employ financial and trade policies to dominate less 
powerful countries. Those who subscribe to the concept maintain 
that this amounts to a de facto control over less powerful nations.

Both previous colonizing states and other powerful economic 
states maintain a continuing presence in the economies of former 
colonies, especially where it concerns raw materials. Stronger 
nations are, thus, charged with interfering in the governance 
and economies of weaker nations to maintain the flow of such 
material, at prices and under conditions which unduly benefit 
developed nations and transnational corporations.

4.5 Dependency Theory

Dependency theory is based on the Marxist analysis of inequalities 
within the world system. It argues that underdevelopment of the 
Global South is a direct result of the development in the Global 
North.

The concept of ‘economic neocolonialism’ was given a theoretical 
basis, in part, through the work of Dependency theory. Almost 
all the theories of social science opine that states (developed/
underdeveloped) are placed in centre and periphery accordingly. 
Resources are extracted from the periphery and flow towards the 
states at the centre in order to sustain their economic growth and 
wealth. A central concept is that the poverty of the countries in the 
periphery is the result of the manner of their integration with the 
‘world system’, a view to be contrasted with that of free market 
economists, who argue that such states are progressing on a path 
to full integration. 

4.5.1 Multinational Corporations

Critics of neocolonialism also opine that investment by 
multinational corporations enriches a few in the underdeveloped 
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countries, and causes humanitarian, environmental and ecological 
disasters to the population which inhabit the neo colonies. 
This results in unsustainable development and perpetual 
underdevelopment; a dependency which cultivates those 
countries as reservoirs of cheap labour and raw materials, while 
restricting their access to advanced production techniques to 
develop their own economies.

4.5.2 British Colonialism

Britain was a major colonizer of the world. British colonies had 
occupied about a sixth of the world landmass; all of its lands 
recognizing the United Kingdom as their leader. It consisted 
of the Empire of India, four self-governing countries known as 
dominions, and dozens of colonies and territories. The Empire 
was a source of great pride to the British, who believed that it 
was an institution for civilizing the world. After the Second 
World War, it began to dissolve, as colony after colony became 
independent, and in 2001, the UK had only 13 small dependent 
territories. With 53 other independent countries, it forms the 
British Commonwealth. Although Britain’s monarch is accepted 
as head of the Commonwealth, most of its member states are 
republics.19

The present Commonwealth is a voluntary association of 
independent states. Only one of its members, Mozambique, which 
joined in 1995, was never a British colony (it was Portuguese). The 
Commonwealth’s links are mainly cultural and economic, based 
on the fact that the English language is the lingua franca of all 
educated people in the territories that formed the British Empire, 
on the continuing ties of trade and on the financial and technical 
aid provided by the economically developed members to the 
developing members.20

4.5.3 US Intervention

The US has long been a colonizer—‘establishing’ the Panama 
Canal Zone and interfering in Vietnam during the Second World 

19 See Report on a New Policy for the Ainu: A Critique Hideaki Uemura (Citizen’s 
Centre for Diplomacy—Japan), FOCUS, June 1996, Volume 4.

20 See Smallpox: Eradicating the Scourge by Colette Flight, BBC www.bbc.co.uk
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War are just two examples (US and Cuba, US and Mexico, etc. 
are some more examples). The United States interfered in various 
countries, for example, by issuing an embargo against Cuba after 
the 1959 Cuban Revolution—which started on 7 February 1962—
and supporting various covert operations (the 1961 Bay of Pigs 
Invasion, the Cuban Project, among other examples). Theorists 
of neocolonialism are of the opinion that the US has preferred 
supporting dictatorships in the Third World countries so that 
they may not align with the socialist bloc.

The proponents of the idea of neocolonialism also cite the 1983 
US invasion of Grenada and the 1989 US invasion of Panama, 
overthrowing Manuel Noriega, who was characterized by the US 
government as a drug lord. In Indonesia, Washington supported 
Suharto’s authoritarian New Order.

This interference, in particular in South and Central American 
countries, is reminiscent of the 19th-century Monroe doctrine 
and the ‘Big Stick’ diplomacy codified by US President Theodore 
Roosevelt. Left-wing critics have spoken of an ‘American Empire’, 
pushed in particular by the military–industrial complex, which 
President Dwight D. Eisenhower warned against in 1961. On 
the other hand, some Republicans have supported a policy of 
isolationism without much success since the First World War. 
Defenders of the US policy have asserted that intervention was 
sometimes necessary to prevent communist or Soviet-aligned 
governments from taking power during the Cold War.

Most of the actions of the US constitute imperialism rather 
than colonialism, which usually involves one country settling in 
another country and calling it their own. The US imperialism has 
been called neocolonial because it is a new sort of colonialism: one 
that operates not by invading, conquering and settling a foreign 
country with pilgrims, but by exercising economic control through 
international monetary institutions, via military threat, missionary 
interference, strategic investment, so-called free trade areas and 
by supporting the violent overthrow of leftist governments.

4.5.4 French Intervention

It supported dictatorships in the former colonies in Africa, 
leading to the expression Françafrique, coined by François-Xavier 
Verschave, a member of the anti-neocolonialist Survie NGO, which 
has criticized the way development aid was given to postcolonial 
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countries, claiming it only supported neocolonialism, interior 
corruption and arms trade. The Third World debt, including 
odious debt, where the interest on the external debt exceeds the 
amount that the country produces, has been considered by some 
a method of oppression or control by the First World countries—a 
form of debt bondage on the scale of nations.

4.5.5 Soviet Imperialism

The USSR was not inactive either, but has practised imperialism 
in an immaculate manner. In 1940, the Soviet Union included 
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Bessarabia and Bukovina in its territory 
(occupation of Baltic States).

The Soviet Union emerged from the Second World War as one 
of the two major world powers, a position maintained for four 
decades through its hegemony in Eastern Europe. Claiming to 
be Leninist, the USSR proclaimed itself as the foremost enemy of 
imperialism, supporting armed, national independence or anti-
Western movements in the Third World, while simultaneously 
dominating Eastern Europe and Central Asia. Marxists and 
Maoists to the left of Trotsky, such as Tony Cliff, claim the Soviet 
Union was imperialist. Maoists claim imperialism occurred after 
Khrushchev’s ascension in 1956; Cliff says it occurred under Stalin 
in the 1940s.

During the Cold War, the term Eastern Bloc (or Soviet Bloc) 
was used to refer to the Soviet Union and countries it controlled 
in Central and Eastern Europe (Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, East 
Germany, Hungary, Poland and Romania). In the aftermath of 
the Second World War, the Soviet Union used its military power 
to influence political life in all countries in which it came into 
occupation to ensure compliant people’s republics that would 
subordinate their political structures, foreign policy, law, 
academia, military activity and economics to the dictates of Soviet 
leadership, while maintaining a semblance of independence. 
Countries in the Eastern Bloc were turned communists by the 
use of force and physical elimination of all political opposition 
to Soviet rule over them. Afterwards, nations within the Eastern 
Bloc were held in the Soviet sphere of influence through military 
force.

Hungary was invaded by the Soviet Army in 1956 after it had 
overthrown its pro-Soviet government and replaced it with one 
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that sought a more democratic communist path independent of 
Moscow. When Polish communist leaders tried to elect Władysław 
Gomułka as First Secretary, they were issued an ultimatum by the 
Soviet military that occupied Poland, ordering them to withdraw 
the election of Gomułka,wait for the First Secretary or be ‘crushed 
by Soviet tanks’. Czechoslovakia was invaded in 1968 after a 
period of liberalization known as the Prague Spring. The latter 
invasion was codified in formal Soviet policy as the Brezhnev 
Doctrine. In 1979, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan to ensure 
that a pro-Soviet regime would be in power in the country (Soviet 
war in Afghanistan). 

4.6 Decolonization: Methods and Stages

Decolonization is a recent word. It only came into general use in the 
1950s and 1960s, although it seems to have been coined in 1932 by 
the German scholar Moritz Julius Bonn.

The process of decolonization refers to a form of regime shift, a 
changed relationship between the colonizing power and colony, 
usually in the context of the end of European empires in the 
developing world after the pressures of the Second World War. 
It reflects a changed power relationship between colonial powers 
and colonial nationalist movements, which arose to assert national 
self-determination and challenge traditional imperial hegemony.

This refers to the undoing of colonialism, the establishment of 
governance or authority through the creation of settlements by 
another country or jurisdiction. The term generally refers to the 
achievement of independence by the various Western colonies 
and protectorates in Asia and Africa following the Second World 
War. This conforms to an intellectual movement known as 
postcolonialism. A particularly active period of decolonization 
occurred from 1945 to 1960, beginning with the independence of 
Pakistan and the Republic of India from the British Raj in 1947 
and the First Indo-china War. A number of national liberation 
movements were established prior to the war, but most did not 
achieve their aims until after it. Decolonization can be achieved by 
attaining independence, integrating with the administering power 
or another state, or establishing a ‘free association’ status. The 
United Nations has stated that in the process of decolonization, 
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there is no alternative to the principle of self-determination. 
Decolonization may involve peaceful negotiation and/or violent 
revolt and armed struggle by the native population.

4.6.1 Factors That Cause Decolonization

•	 National liberation movements
•	 Effect of the Second World War 
•	 External pressure

4.6.2 Methods and Stages of Decolonization

Decolonization is a political process, frequently involving 
violence. In extreme circumstances, there is a war of independence, 
sometimes following a revolution. More often, there is a dynamic 
cycle where negotiations fail, minor disturbances ensue, resulting 
in suppression by the police and military forces, escalating 
into more violent revolts that lead to further negotiations until 
independence is granted. In rare cases, the actions of the native 
population are characterized by non-violence, with the Indian 
independence movement led by Mahatma Gandhi being one 
of the most notable examples. The violence comes as active 
suppression from the occupying forces or as political opposition 
from forces representing minority local communities who feel 
threatened by the prospect of independence. For example, 
there was a war of independence in French Indochina, while in 
some countries in French West Africa (excluding the Maghreb 
countries) decolonization resulted from a combination of 
insurrection struggles and the process of negotiation. The process 
is only complete when the de facto government of the newly 
independent country is recognized as the de jure sovereign state 
by the community of nations.

Decolonization is rarely achieved through a single historical act, 
but rather progresses through one or more stages of emancipation, 
each of which can be offered or fought for. These can include 
the introduction of elected representatives (advisory or voting; 
minority or majority or even exclusive), degrees of autonomy or 
self-rule. Decolonization may, in fact, concern little more than 
handing over responsibility for foreign relations and security, and 
soliciting de jure recognition for the new sovereignty. But, even 
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following the recognition of statehood, a degree of continuity 
can be maintained through bilateral treaties between now equal 
governments involving practicalities such as military training, 
mutual protection pacts, or even a garrison and/or military bases.

4.6.3 Different Stages of Decolonization

At the most immediate level, decolonization refers to the grant 
of formal constitutional independence by the departing colonial 
power. Independence is conferred and the new state takes 
its place in the international system, including membership 
of international bodies such as the United Nations. Political 
sovereignty is conferred upon the new state by its acceptance into 
the westphalian state system and the international community.

More broadly, it refers to the change in government of the 
new state from bureaucratic-authoritarian government by the 
colonizing power, to a locally legitimized government. The 
process may require agreement between the departing colonial 
power and its designated successor regime. Agreement may 
arise from military defeat by nationalist forces or an implicit 
arrangement between the metropole and incoming political rulers 
to confer independence without fundamentally altering the power 
relationship. Initial moves to replace colonial bureaucrats with 
representatives and then responsible government institutions 
can be accelerated by the radicalization of colonial nationalism, 
outflanking the colonizing power’s controlled pace of change as it 
seeks post-independence collaborative government.

At the broadest level, decolonization can be taken to mean the 
establishment of a fully independent state, free from economic 
and cultural dependence on the former colonial power. This 
dependence is usually thought of in terms of development aid, 
or the continued use of colonial rather than local languages. In 
this sense, it also requires the freedom to seek alliances with other 
potential great powers—alliances not necessarily meeting with 
the approval of the former metropole.

4.6.3.1 France and Decolonization
The process of decolonization in France started after the First 
World War. The subjects of French colonies were quite frustrated 
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and upset with their colonial masters and started demanding 
independence. The nationalism in the colonies became stronger 
during the two wars leading to Abd el-Krim’s Rif War (1921–25) 
in Morocco and to the creation of Messali Hadj’s Star of North 
Africa in Algeria in 1925. However, these movements would gain 
full potential only after the Second World War. The 27 October 
1946 Constitution, creating the Fourth Republic, substituted the 
French Union to the colonial empire. 

In 1946, the states of French Indochina withdrew from the 
Union, leading to the Indochina War (1946–54) against Ho Chi 
Minh, who had been a co-founder of the French Communist Party 
in 1920 and had founded the Vietminh in 1941. In 1956, Morocco 
and Tunisia gained their independence, while the Algerian War 
was raging (1954–62). With Charles de Gaulle’s return to power 
in 1958, amid turmoil and threats of a right-wing coup d’état to 
protect ‘French Algeria’, the decolonization was completed with 
the independence of sub-Saharan Africa’s colonies in 1960 and the 
19 March 1962 Evian Accords, which put an end to the Algerian 
War. The Organization de l’armée secrète (OAS) movement 
unsuccessfully tried to block the accords with a series of bombings, 
including an attempted assassination against Charles de Gaulle.

4.6.3.2 The Soviet Union and Decolonization
The Soviet Union sought to effect the abolition of colonial 
governance by Western countries, either by direct subversion 
of Western-leaning or -controlled governments or indirectly 
by influence of political leadership and support. Many of the 
revolutions of this time period were inspired or influenced in 
this way. The conflicts in Vietnam, Nicaragua, Congo and Sudan, 
among others, have been characterized as such.

Most Soviet leaders expressed the Marxist–Leninist view that 
imperialism was the height of capitalism, and generated a class-
stratified society. It followed, then, that Soviet leadership would 
encourage independence movements in colonized territories, 
especially as the Cold War progressed. Though this was the view 
expressed by their leaders, such interventions can be interpreted 
as the expansion of Soviet interests, not just aiding the oppressed 
peoples of the world. Since many of these wars of independence 
expanded into general Cold War conflicts, the United States also 
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supported several such independence movements in opposition 
to Soviet interests.

During the Vietnam War, communist countries supported 
anti-colonialist movements in various countries still under 
colonial administration through propaganda, developmental and 
economic assistance and, in some cases, military aid. Notable 
among these were the support of armed rebel movements by 
Cuba in Angola, and the Soviet Union (as well as the People’s 
Republic of China) in Vietnam.

4.7 Impact of Decolonization

The process of decolonization had varied impact on the colonial 
states. It is said that the post–Second World War decolonization 
movement was too rushed, especially in Africa, and resulted in the 
creation of unstable regimes in the newly independent countries, 
thus causing war between and within the new independent nation 
states.

Others argue that this instability is largely the result of problems 
from the colonial period, including arbitrary nation state borders, 
lack of training of local population and unstable economies. 
However, by the 20th century, most colonial powers were slowly 
being forced by the moral beliefs of population to consider the 
welfare of their colonial subjects.

John Kenneth Galbraith argues that the post–Second World 
War, decolonization was brought about for economic reasons. In 
A Journey through Economic Time, he writes: 

The engine of economic well-being was now within and between 
the advanced industrial countries. Domestic economic growth—as 
now measured and much discussed—came to be seen as far more 
important than the erstwhile colonial trade. ... The economic effect 
in the United States from the granting of independence to the 
Philippines was unnoticeable, partly due to the Bell Trade Act, which 
allowed American monopoly in the economy of the Philippines. The 
departure of India and Pakistan made small economic difference to 
Britain. Dutch economists calculated that the economic effect from 
the loss of the great Dutch empire in Indonesia was compensated for 
by a couple of years or so of domestic post-war economic growth. 
The end of the colonial era is celebrated in the history books as a 



Colonialism and Neocolonialism  l  115

triumph of national aspiration in the former colonies and of benign 
good sense on the part of the colonial powers. Lurking beneath, as 
so often happens, was a strong current of economic interest—or in 
this case, disinterest. (Galbraith, 1995)

Part of the reason for the lack of economic impact felt by the 
colonizer upon the release of the colonized was that the costs 
and benefits were not eliminated, but shifted. The colonizer no 
longer had the burden of obligation, financial or otherwise, to 
their colonies. The colonizer continued to be able to obtain cheap 
goods and labour as well as economic benefits (Suez Canal crisis) 
from the former colonies. Financial, political and military pressure 
could still be used to achieve goals desired by the colonizer. The 
most obvious difference is the ability of the colonizer to disclaim 
responsibility for the colonized.

Decolonization is not an easy matter in colonies where a large 
population of settlers live, particularly if they have been there for 
several generations. This population, in general, may have to be 
repatriated, often losing considerable property. For instance, the 
decolonization of Algeria by France was particularly uneasy due 
to the large European and Sephardic Jewish population, which 
largely evacuated to France when Algeria became independent. 
In Zimbabwe (former Rhodesia), President Robert Mugabe has 
forcibly seized the property of white farmers. In some cases, 
decolonization is hardly possible or impossible because of the 
importance of the settler population or where the indigenous 
population is now in the minority, as in the cases of the British 
population of the Cayman Islands, the Russian population of 
Kazakhstan, the Chinese population of Singapore as well as the 
immigrant communities of the US and Canada.

4.8 Modern Approaches to Decolonization

Though the term ‘decolonization’ is not well received among 
donors in international development today, the root of the emerging 
emphasis on projects to promote ‘democracy, governance and 
human rights’ by international donors and to promote ‘institution 
building’ and a ‘human rights-based approach’ to development is 
really to achieve decolonization.
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In many independent, postcolonial nations, the systems and 
cultures of colonialism continue. Weak parliaments and ministerial 
governments—where ministries issue their own edicts and write 
laws rather than the parliament—are leftovers of colonialism since 
political decisions were made outside the country. (Parliaments 
were at most for show, and the executive branch—then, foreign 
governor generals and foreign civil servants—held local power.) 
Similarly, militaries are strong and civil control over them is weak; 
a holdover of military control exercised by a foreign military. In 
some cases, the governing systems in postcolonial countries could 
be viewed as ruling elites who succeeded in coup d’états against the 
foreign colonial regime but never gave up the system of control.

In many countries, the human rights challenges are to empower 
women and reverse the legacy of missionization that promoted 
patriarchy, and to empower individuals and civil society through 
changes in education systems that were set up by colonial 
governments to train obedient servants of colonial regimes.

Often, the impact of colonialism is more subtle, with preferences 
for clothes (such as ‘blue’ shirts of French officials and pith helmets), 
drugs (alcohol and tobacco that colonial governments introduced, 
often as a way to tax locals) and other cultural attributes.

Some experts in development, such as David Lempert, have 
suggested an opening of dialogue from the colonial powers on the 
systems they introduced and the harm that continues as a way of 
decolonizing rights policy documents for the UN system and for 
Europe. The First World countries often seem reluctant to engage 
in this form of decolonization, as they may benefit from the 
legacies of colonialism that they created in contemporary trade 
and political relations. 

4.9 Postcolonialism

The concept of ‘postcolonialism’ emerged in 1990. This is due to the 
fact that the people of the developing/underdeveloped countries 
became fully aware of the exploitative and deceitful processes 
of decolonization. The colonizers developed an apprehension 
of ‘destabilization’ and, hence, started promoting the natural 
alliance between the false colonizers and the rulers of the not truly 
decolonized countries.
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There is no coherent definition of this term which is agreeable to 
all the scholars of the discipline. There are a few scholars who have 
strongly criticized it as a concept embedded in identity politics. 
According to Helen Gilbert and Joanne Tompkins (1996): 

… the term ‘post colonialism’ is frequently misunderstood as a 
temporal concept, meaning the time after colonialism has ceased, 
or the time following the politically determined Independence 
Day on which a country breaks away from its governance by 
another state. Not a naïve teleological sequence which supersedes 
colonialism, post colonialism is, rather, an engagement with and 
contestation of colonialism’s discourses, power structures, and 
social hierarchies.... A theory of post colonialism must, then, 
respond to more than the merely chronological construction 
of post-independence, and to more than just the discursive 
experience of imperialism. 

Postcolonial theory—as metaphysics, ethics and politics—
addresses matters of identity, gender, race, racism and ethnicity 
with the challenges of developing a postcolonial national identity, 
of how a colonized people’s knowledge was used against them 
in service of the colonizer’s interests, and of how knowledge 
about the world is generated under specific relations between 
the powerful and the powerless, circulated repetitively and 
finally legitimated in service to certain imperial interests. At 
the same time, postcolonial theory encourages thought about 
the colonized’s creative resistance to the colonizer and how that 
resistance complicates and gives texture to European imperial 
colonial projects, which utilized a range of strategies, including 
anti-conquest narratives, to legitimize their dominance.

From the perspective of world-system theory, the economic 
exploitation of the periphery does not necessarily require direct 
political or military domination. In a similar vein, contemporary 
literary theorists have drawn attention to practices of representation 
that reproduce logic of subordination that endures even after 
former colonies gain independence. The field of postcolonial 
studies was established by Edward Said in his path-breaking 
book Orientalism. In Orientalism, Said applied Michel Foucault’s 
technique of discourse analysis to the production of knowledge 
about the Middle East. The term ‘orientalism’ described a 
structured set of concepts, assumptions and discursive practices 
that were used to produce, interpret and evaluate knowledge 
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about non-European peoples. Said’s analysis made it possible 
for scholars to deconstruct literary and historical texts in order 
to understand how they reflected and reinforced the imperialist 
project. Unlike previous studies that focused on the economic 
or political logics of colonialism, Said drew attention to the 
relationship between knowledge and power. By foregrounding 
the cultural and epistemological work of imperialism, Said was 
able to undermine the ideological assumption of value-free 
knowledge and show that ‘knowing the Orient’ was part of the 
project of dominating it. Thus, Orientalism can be seen as an 
attempt to extend the geographical and historical terrain of the 
poststructuralist critique of Western epistemology.

To conclude, it is worth noting that some scholars have begun 
to question the usefulness of the concepts of postcolonial theory. 
Like the idea of the Scottish four-stages theory, a theory with 
which it would appear to have little in common, the very concept 
of postcolonialism seems to rely on a progressive understanding 
of history (McClintock [1992], cited in Stanford Encyclopaedia of 
Philosophy [2012]). It suggests, perhaps unwittingly, that the core 
concepts of hybridity, alterity, particularity and multiplicity may 
lead to a kind of methodological dogmatism or developmental 
logic. Moreover, the term ‘colonial’ as a marker of this domain 
of inquiry is also problematic in so far as it suggests historically 
implausible commonalities across territories that experienced 
very different techniques of domination. 

4.10 Third World: A Conceptual Framework 

The term ‘Third World’ was originally intended to distinguish the 
non-aligned nations that gained independence from colonial rule, 
following the Second World War, from the Western nations and 
from those that formed the former Eastern bloc (specifically from 
the United States and from the former Soviet Union, referred to 
as the First and Second worlds, respectively). For the most part, 
the term has not included China. Politically, the Third World 
emerged at the Bandung Conference (1955), which resulted in 
the establishment of the Non-Aligned Movement. Numerically, 
the Third World dominates the United Nations, but the group is 
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diverse culturally and increasingly economically, and its unity 
is only hypothetical. The oil-rich nations, such as Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait and Libya, and the newly emerged industrial states, such 
as Taiwan, South Korea and Singapore, have little in common with 
desperately poor nations, such as Haiti, Chad and Afghanistan.

The term ‘Third World’ was coined by economist Alfred Sauvy 
in an article in the French magazine L’Observateur, in the 14 August 
1952 issue. It was a deliberate reference to the ‘Third Estate’ of the 
French Revolution. ‘Tiers monde’ means ‘third world’ in French. 
The term gained widespread popularity during the Cold War, 
when many poorer nations preferred to be a part of this group 
to describe themselves as neither being aligned with the NATO 
or the USSR, but instead composing a non-aligned ‘third world’. 
In this context, the term ‘First World’ was generally understood 
to mean the United States and its allies in the Cold War, which 
would have made the Eastern bloc the ‘Second World’ by default; 
however, the latter term was seldom actually used. 

The term ‘Third World’ is not universally accepted. Some 
prefer other terms such as the ‘Global South’, the ‘South’, non-
industrialized countries, developing countries, underdeveloped 
countries, undeveloped countries, mal-developed countries and 
emerging nations. The term ‘Third World’ is the one most widely 
used in the media today, but no one term can describe all less-
developed countries accurately. These countries are also known 
as the Global South, developing countries and the least-developed 
countries in academic circles. Development workers also call them 
the two-third world and The South. Some scholars dislike the 
term ‘developing countries’, as it implies that industrialization is 
the only way forward, while they believe it is not necessarily the 
most beneficial. 

Many ‘Third World’ countries are located in Africa, Latin 
America and Asia. They are often nations that were colonized by 
another nation in the past. The populations of the Third World 
countries are generally very poor but with high birth rates. In 
general, they are not as industrialized or technologically advanced 
as the First World. The majority of the countries in the world fit this 
classification. Multinational corporations and organizations such 
as the IMF and the World Bank have contributed to making the 
Third World countries dependent on the First World countries for 
economic survival. The dependence is self-maintaining because 
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the economic systems tend to benefit the First World countries 
and corporations. Scholars also question whether the idea of 
development is biased in favour of Western thought. They debate 
whether population growth is the main source of problem in the 
Third World or if the problems are far more complex and thorny. 
Policymakers disagree on how much involvement the First World 
countries should have in the Third World, and whether the Third 
World debts should be cancelled.
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Disarmament, Arms Control  
and Nuclear Proliferation
M. Muslim Khan

Learning Objectives 

l	 To understand the concepts of disarmament, arms control and nuclear 
proliferation

l	 To learn the basic theories of disarmament
l	 To analyse various efforts at disarmament
l	 To explore basic issues and hurdles involved in the process of 

disarmament and elimination of nuclear weapons 

Abstract

The arms race creates conditions for war and tension among nations. 
It also diverts large amount of funds for raising army and collecting 
weapons, which could have been used to alleviate poverty and promote 
development. It was the failure of disarmament and arms control 
efforts that led to the First and Second World Wars. The conditions 
of Cold War further hindered the progress towards disarmament 
and arms control, resulting in antagonistic groupings in the form of 
military alliances and counter-alliances, and creation and proliferation 
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of nuclear weapons and other weapons of mass destruction. Somehow, 
the end of the Cold War has relatively reduced superpower tensions, 
creating hope for eventual steps towards disarmament. However, 
nuclear weapons have proliferated in several nations, further 
endangering peace and complicating disarmament and arms control 
efforts. The concepts of disarmament and arms control are defined 
and an attempt is made to understand the real issues, constraints and 
their relationship in the complex world of global politics. This chapter 
observes how the big powers are busy in dialoguing and negotiating 
for disarmament and arms control, on the one hand, and busy making 
sophisticated armaments to increase their own power and selling them 
to poor countries to earn profit, on the other.

Peace and security are essential for development. War and 
the arms race are dangerous for peace, security and survival 
of human beings. Arms race generally leads to tension, and 
wars result in large-scale killing and destruction. The Second 
World War led to the destruction of Germany as a great 
power. The Second World War brought large-scale devastation 
and destroyed the powers of Britain, France, Japan and Italy. 
Due to the Cold War between the USA and the USSR, huge 
armaments were generated and deployed all over the world in 
the 1950s and the1960s. The development of atom bombs, long-
range bombers, intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and 
submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs) have threatened 
the survival of the whole world. To reduce response time during 
war, the USA placed missiles in Turkey and in the other allied 
countries of Western Europe to be fired against the USSR. 
Similarly, the USSR located its missiles in Cuba, near the USA, 
and in its allied countries in Eastern Europe. Within minutes, 
these could reach the target in any enemy country. In the era of 
Cold War, high-grade spy planes were developed by the USA 
and the USSR, which could fly at the speed of missiles and take 
photographs of enemy countries. Spy planes such as U-2 and, 
by late 1960s, SR-71 were being used by the USA against the 
Soviet Union; the Soviet Union had shot down one American 
U-2 plane in Russia just after the Second World War. The Soviet 
Union developed the first man-made satellite, Sputnik, which 
could take photographs of even car number plates on the Earth 
from space. America later developed its own advanced satellites 
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for the same purpose of gathering information about enemy 
countries. In 1980, America developed the ‘Star Wars’ program 
to destroy missiles from space satellites. In the Cold War era, 
there were dangers of an open hot war between the USA and 
the USSR, though this was eventually avoided because it would 
have been mutually destructive. 

In recent years, the Gulf Wars between American-led forces 
and Saddam Hussain’s forces have destroyed Iraq. Wars and 
conflicts have caused enormous destruction in Afghanistan. Since 
long the urgent need has been to reduce armaments and thereby 
the possibility of war. Disarmament and arms control are the 
most important ways which can bring down the possibility of 
future wars and make the earth secure for human development 
and survival. However, huge stockpile of armaments can create 
conditions for a Third World War. At present several countries 
such as the USA, Britain, Russia, China, France, Israel, South 
Africa, India and Pakistan have acquired dangerous nuclear 
weapons. 

Several world leaders and statesmen have been conscious of the 
urgent need for disarmament and arms control. Erstwhile Soviet 
leader Khrushchev had said that everything needed to be done 
to prevent wars and to reach agreement on major international 
problems, including the problem of disarmament. The scholar 
Gerald Wendt reflected on the fear of biological war when he 
said that if the Third World War is ever fought, most people may 
die from silent, anti-human weapons that make no sound, give 
no warning, destroy no forests or cities but can wipe out human 
beings by millions. Philip Noel Baker considers fear as the basis 
of the arms race. He argued that armaments produce fear, and 
fear produces more armaments, with disastrous results for the 
national security of all people concerned. In the 20th century, 
there was a huge race for armaments, on the one hand, and a 
great realization for disarmament and arms control, on the other. 
As scholar George Perkovich (1998) has pointed out that in the 
aftermath of the Cold War, the chance of local nuclear conflict 
among undeclared nuclear weapon powers has grown. There is 
also a danger of nuclear weapons falling in the hands of terrorists 
and insurgents. After the 11 September 2001 attack on the US, it 
has become clear that terrorists can strike any country and use 
any means for destructive purposes. 
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5.1 Disarmament

5.1.1 Meaning and Definitions

Disarmament and arms control are often considered to have 
the same meaning. In reality they are different. Disarmament 
aims at liquidating the existing arms, while arms control tries to 
regulate the future production of armaments to control both the 
arms race and the misuse of weapons. Disarmament may mean 
total elimination of all weapons or the regulation and control of 
only a few strategic weapons with a view to reduce armament 
levels or eliminate highly destructive weapons. Disarmament 
does not necessarily imply control of arms. On the other hand, 
arms control does not necessarily mean a reduction in armament 
levels. The concept of disarmament also means a plan or a 
system for the abolition, limitation or reduction of armed 
forces, including their weapons, arms, equipments, budgets and 
other related items such as military bases. Vernon Van Dyke 
(1957/1969) argued that any regulation or limitation having to 
do with armed power is treated as a measure of disarmament. 
According to Hans J. Morgenthau, disarmament is the reduction 
or elimination of certain or all armaments for the purpose of 
ending the armament race (Morgenthau, 1965: 375). Morgenthau 
argued that disarmament, no less than the armament race, is 
the reflection of power relations among nations concerned. 
The armament race aggravates the struggle for power, through 
the fear it generates and burdens it imposes, but disarmament 
contributes to the improvement of the political situation by 
lessening political tensions. Charles Schleicher (1963) has 
emphasized that disarmament involves voluntary agreements to 
reduce instrumentalities of war.

5.2 Disarmament versus Collective Security

Disarmament should not be confused with collective security, 
though it tries to reduce tension mutually. The technique of 
disarmament is the exact reverse of collective security system 
and the regional security alliances. Disarmament tries to establish 



126  l  M. Muslim Khan

conditions that will assure a country that others neither have an 
intention to attack nor have the capacity to do so immediately. 
The strategy is to unwind rather than to build up a confrontation 
of armed forces. Collective security or regional alliances, on the 
other hand, builds a deterrent force to shield countries from war. 
Disarmament aims at reduction or elimination of armaments 
and arms race. It involves voluntary agreements to reduce 
instrumentalities of war and create mutual confidence. Benjamin 
V. Cohen1 has explained in the UN General Assembly that there 
is an intimate relationship between disarmament and collective 
security. In disarmament, it is expected that when no nation will 
have armed forces or armaments, peace will prevail. In collective 
security, nations will not rely so much on their own forces as 
on the United Nations for their security if they are assured that 
in case of attack they are not alone, and they will need fewer 
arms for their defence ((US, Dept. of State Bulletin, xxvi, 21)
January, 1952: 101–02). Kathleen Lonsdale (1953) argues that 
disarmament is accompanied by a policy of persistent justice 
and generosity towards all men. On the moral front also, war is 
considered wrong and it gives strength to disarmament (Johnson, 
1987: xx). Even Mahatma Gandhi can be considered a supporter 
of disarmament on moral principles. In the long run, countries 
pursuing disarmament policies can concentrate more on economic 
development by reduction in the cost of armaments and defence 
establishments. The philosopher Emmanuel Kant had argued long 
back, in 1795, that the economic burden of armaments is a cause 
of war because the burden becomes so heavy in the long run that 
aggressive war is waged to remove it. But ‘the commercial spirit 
cannot coexist with war’ (Kant 1917: 157). By the end of the 18th 
century, people started realizing the futility of war and a search 
began to find an alternative to war and international anarchy. In 
this search, disarmament emerged as the most viable attempt to 
achieve peace through limitation of destructive and anarchical 
tendencies of international politics (Morgenthau 1965: 375). In a 
nutshell, disarmament promotes international security, reduces 
tension, develops mutual confidence in favour of peace and 
promotes economic prosperity. However, disarmament requires 

1 Cohen was the US delegate to UN. 
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confidence so that it may be effective, and it must be controlled 
and guaranteed to the effect that the countries that pursue 
disarmament will not suffer and their national security will be 
protected. Fear and mutual suspicion are the great obstacles in 
the way of disarmament. It is very difficult for a country to disarm 
if other countries keep sophisticated armaments. This would 
be suicidal. That is why Peter Calvocoressi (2001) clarifies that 
disarmament is often considered a long-range goal, associated 
with a fundamental reordering of the international political 
environment that aims to reduce its anarchic nature.

5.3 Forms and Types of Disarmament

There are several forms of disarmament: 

•	 Human disarmament relates to limitation or reduction of 
armed forces.

•	 Conventional disarmament refers to the elimination or 
reduction of conventional weapons. 

•	 Nuclear disarmament stands for the liquidation of nuclear 
weapons.

•	 Quantitative disarmament means an overall reduction of 
armaments of most or all types. 

•	 Qualitative disarmament refers to the abolition or reduction 
of only special types of armaments. It may mean elimination 
of weapons of mass destruction (WMD). 

•	 General disarmament is a kind of disarmament in which all 
nations take part. 

•	 Local disarmament refers to disarmament by a limited 
number of countries. 

•	 Comprehensive and general disarmament refers to 
reduction or destruction of weapons and war instruments 
of all types by all nations. 

•	 Total or comprehensive disarmament means abolition 
of all human and material instrumentalities of warfare. It 
refers to a condition of world order in which no country 
will possess any armed forces or weapons of any kind. Total 
disarmament is very difficult to achieve.
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5.4 Arms Control

5.4.1 Meaning and Definition

Arms control and disarmament are related terms but they are 
different in concept and meaning. Disarmament does not mean 
reduction of weapons at a future time. The concept of arms 
control covers the control of weapons for the future. Arms control 
necessarily implies control of arms and arms race by nations. It 
means a cooperative or multilateral approach to armament policy 
that includes the amount and kind of weapons, forces, deployment 
and utilization in a period of tension or relaxation. The basic aim 
of arms control is to improve national security by the adjustment 
of armament capabilities. While disarmament seeks to reduce or 
limit armaments, arms control tries to check the arms race. Hans 
J. Morgenthau writes that the attempts at arms control seek to 
strengthen international peace by increasing military stability 
(Morgenthau, 1965: 395). V. V. Dyke has defined arms control 
and differentiated it from disarmament. According to him, arms 
control connotes measures of a positive sort, pursued deliberately 
and persistently with a view to preserving peace, whereas 
disarmament connotes measures of a negative and restrictive sort 
which presumably have automatic consequences. The destruction 
or reduction of existing weapons as required by disarmament 
would not ensure international peace for a long time if countries 
are able to acquire new armaments in future which might even be 
more dangerous and sophisticated. Thus, disarmament and arms 
control are complementary to each other. 

Disarmament and arms control movements are due to the 
greater realization that the whole world will be destroyed if there 
is a Third World War, akin to a global suicide by any reckless use 
of nuclear or biological weapons. Winston Churchill, who was 
the British prime minister at the time of the Second World War, 
pointed out to the heavy losses and destruction in the countries 
engaged in war, even of those that were victorious. He observed 
that there was greater realization everywhere about the folly and 
complete uselessness of war, because it destroys both parties, and 
the time when a stronger party could defeat another party and 
benefit by it has passed or is passing. However, as Morgenthau 
points out, as long as the political incentive to military competition 



Disarmament, Arms Control and Nuclear Proliferation  l  129

persists, disarmament is impossible and arms control at best 
precarious (Morgenthau, 1965: 396). Iris Claude argues that the 
instant availability of armaments becomes a tempting factor for 
politicians to plunge into war (Claude, 1971: 287). On the other 
hand, contrary to this view, many scholars, such as Hedley 
Bull, consider arms race not as a cause but a consequence and 
manifestation of inherent international tensions (Bull, 1961: 
7–8). This view also has a great relevance in practice. During the 
Second World War, America started work on the atom bomb 
after getting reports from two great scientists—Albert Einstein 
and Leo Szilard—that Adolf Hitler was trying to make an atom 
bomb. These two scientists had fled from Europe, fearing Nazi 
persecution. After 1945, it was due to Cold War tensions that the 
USA and the Soviet Union started the arms race. India developed 
the atom bomb in 1998 because neighbouring China had an atom 
bomb and another neighbour, Pakistan, was trying to develop it. 

5.5 Types of Arms Control

Arms reduction and arms limitation are the two types of arms 
control. Arms reduction is also called ‘partial’ disarmament. Arms 
reduction refers to a mutually agreed upon set of arms level by 
the countries in agreement. Arms reduction may be between two 
countries or on a regional or worldwide basis. Arms limitation 
refers to a wide variety of international agreements to limit the 
impact of war and prevent its accidental outbreak. It also refers 
to agreements between two or more countries, restricting sale of 
arms and military technology to a third country. It is also called 
‘arms restraint’. 

5.6 �Differences between Disarmament and 
Arms Control

There are numerous basic differences between disarmament and 
arms control. Disarmament means liquidation or destruction of 
existing arms and weapons by the countries. Arms control refers 
to mutually agreed upon or desired regulation of production of 
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arms and weapons, as well as regulation of their use and sale to a 
third country. Disarmament tries to reduce armament levels and 
their stockpiling. It does not necessarily mean control of arms at 
present or in the future. Arms control tries to reduce arms race 
and it necessarily implies control of arms, weapons and military 
technology. Disarmament includes international agreements to 
reduce war material and defence personnel. Arms control includes 
international or mutual agreements to limit or regulate the use of 
arms and their future production and sale. Disarmament refers to 
abolition of agreed weapons and armed forces to reduce tension 
and fear in the rival camps. On the other hand, arms control refers 
to mutual or multilateral cooperative approach to armament 
policy, including their production, sale and budget. It tries to 
regulate armament capabilities of the agreeing partner countries 
to improve a sense of mutual security and military transparency.

5.7 Theories of Disarmament

Various theories have been advocated to support disarmament, 
which can be categorized as the Peace Theory, Economic Theory, 
Moral Theory and the Pragmatic Theory.

5.7.1 Peace Theory 

The protagonists of Peace Theory argue that armaments beget 
an arms race and militarization, which ultimately leads to war. 
Armaments develop jealousy and insecurity among rival or 
neighbouring countries. They try to develop similar or more 
offensive armaments that can threaten their rivals. This leads 
to an arms race. The mutual suspicion, jealousy and feelings of 
insecurity create conditions for war. The development of atom 
bombs and missiles by the USA resulted in the development 
of similar kinds of weapons by several other countries such 
as Russia, France, Britain, China, India, Pakistan and Israel. 
Such militarization boosts the country to indulge in aggressive 
policies, coercion and war. America’s military indulgence in 
the Gulf War, Afghanistan, and so on, can be cited as examples. 
The militarization of Pakistan’s army led to several aggressions 
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against India. The development of nuclear weapons and its tests 
at Pokhran during Indian Prime Minister Vajpayee’s governance 
led to the development of nuclear weapons by Pakistan to display 
its capability and strength for war. The believers of peace theory 
argue that disarmament leads to peace, as the elimination of 
weapons reduce capabilities of war and aggression as well as 
tensions in international relations. John Burton (1962) considers 
peace as a precondition for disarmament. Cohen observed that 
armaments aggravate tension and fear among nations. By releasing 
tension and fear, disarmament should facilitate and strengthen 
the process of peaceful settlement. Iris Claude is another strong 
believer of the peace theory, who argued that armaments make 
it feasible and even tempting for rulers to wage war. In India, 
Rabindranath Tagore and Mahatma Gandhi were the great 
exponents of the peace view of disarmament. Tagore had argued 
in 1917 that when a nation multiplies its weapons at the cost of its 
soul, then this nation is in greater danger than its enemy (Tagore, 
1995). The soul of a nation, he explained, is a need for humanity 
and understanding in international relations. Contemporary 
Japanese writer Kenzzaburo Oe also reveals a similar view while 
pointing out the weakening effect of military power (Oe, 1995).

There are several theorists who do not support the Peace 
Theory of disarmament and they have given their own arguments 
against it. Quincy Wright observes that disarmament would 
increase the frequency of war, as wars are more likely to happen 
when countries have less quantity of armaments (Wright, 1965: 
811). An effective way to avoid war is to prepare for war and to 
disarm is to invite aggression or war. Some theorists argue that 
political disputes lead to war and not the possession of weapons. 
Morgenthau argues that men do not fight because they have 
arms. They have arms because they deem it necessary to fight. 
Take away their arms, and they will either fight with bare fists 
or get themselves new arms to fight. Reducing the quantity of 
weapons, actually or potentially available at any particular time, 
could have no influence upon the incidence of war but it could 
conceivably affect its conduct. Countries possessing limited arms 
would concentrate on improving the quantity and quality of arms. 
The elimination of certain types of weapons would have a bearing 
on the technology of warfare and, through it, upon the conduct of 
hostilities (Morgenthau, 1965: 392). Stefan T. Possony argued that 
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there would be ‘No Peace Without Arms’ (Possony, 1944: 216–
27). War occurs when there is will for war by the leadership of 
the countries, and not by weapons themselves. In the absence of 
proper defence of a country, war would be frequent. The Anglo-
French naval race of the 19th century did not lead to war. The 
whole arms race between the USA and the former USSR during the 
Cold War did not result in direct war between the two countries. 
After acquiring nuclear weapon capabilities, India and Pakistan 
are trying to maintain restraint and not indulge in aggression, 
as war would lead to huge destruction and loss of lives in both 
countries. It would be a mutual suicide. This view has been well 
emphasized by Devin T. Hagerty (1998). Similarly, Neo realist 
Kenneth Waltz (1979) favours spread of nuclear weapons to Third 
World countries. Thus, Peace Theory contains only a partial truth. 
Disarmament can be a means to peace but it cannot be the only 
means to peace.

5.7.2 Economic Theory 

Exponents of Economic Theory argue that through disarmament 
countries can save large amount of funds meant for the production 
of dangerous and nuclear weapons and building huge armed forces. 
This huge amount saved can be utilized for the development and 
welfare purposes of the nations, such as construction of roads, 
railways, schools, colleges, hospitals and for securing food. Kant 
(1957: 12–13) pointed out that the economic burden of armaments 
is the cause of war. Herbert Hoover, the president of the United 
States, at the World Disarmament Conference in 1932 said that 
the expenditure on armaments was a major cause for the Great 
Depression. Another American president, Eisenhower, argued 
that every gun that was being made, every warship launched, 
every rocket fired, in the final sense, signified a theft from those 
who were hungry and not fed, those who were cold and unclothed. 
Eisenhower came out with Atoms for Peace Plan for peaceful 
use of atoms meant for making nuclear bombs. Couloumbis 
and Wolfe (1986: 233–34) argue that a reduction in a nation’s 
armaments releases sizeable funds, which could be transferred 
to programmes designed to improve the general welfare of 
that nation’s citizens. Arnold Toynbee (1963: 31–39) argues that 
social change can be vital through peaceful development after 
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securing disarmament. Seymour Melman (1962) gave the idea 
of a Peace Race as substitute for arms race and the money and 
resources saved by reducing the arms race could be diverted for 
international cooperation and world industrialization. Critics 
of the Economic Theory of disarmament give many arguments 
against it. First, there is no guarantee that the funds saved 
by disarmament will be surely spent on development by the 
governments. Second, the funds released due to disarmament will 
be huge, which would create economic depression in the countries. 
Third, Hedley Bull (1961: 15) points out that disarmament would 
prevent development of new science and technology. In the long 
run, this would be harmful for the defence and security of nations. 
But Arnold Toynbee (1963: 31–39) is of the opinion that human 
progress will not suffer when peaceful methods are adopted for 
social change. Fourth, disarmament is not a guarantee that the 
rival or enemy nations will not develop sophisticated weapons 
clandestinely. In such a situation, a truly disarmed nation will be 
a great loser if there is a war or coercive politics in future. Fifth, 
huge economic development without a strong defence force will 
be like a bank without adequate security guards. Such a situation 
will invite foreign invaders and plunderers. History reveals the 
fact that militarily weak nations have fallen prey to militarily 
strong nations. This was a great reason for the colonization 
of Asian and African countries in the past by Britain, France, 
Germany and other European countries. India got colonized by 
the British in the 18th century because the then Indian rulers were 
weak (after the collapse of the Mughal Empire) and were fighting 
among themselves. This resulted in a huge plunder of Indian 
wealth and resources by Britain. However, it is also a fact that by 
keeping the defence budget low due to disarmament, a country 
can focus more on economic development. A balanced approach 
of defence and development is required by all nations. The real 
problem is of adjustment and converting an armament economy 
into a disarmament economy. Thomas Schelling and Morton 
Halperin (1961) argue that arms control will not cut defence cost 
and it would go up during the first few years of disarmament. 
It can be also argued that disarmament may result in economic 
and employment loss in many countries. Production and sale of 
armaments provide a huge income to many developed countries, 
boosting industrialization. The USA accounted for 41 per cent of 
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global deliveries of arms and defence materials such as fighter 
planes and warships in 1998–2002, Russia accounted for 22 per cent 
and China for 5 per cent. In case of major cuts in arms production, 
these countries would face huge financial and employment loss. 

5.7.3 Pragmatic Theory

Many theorists and people give a practical argument that nuclear 
weapons as well as other dangerous and sophisticated weapons 
developed till date have created a situation of ‘mutually assured 
destruction’ (MAD) and dangers to the survival of life on earth. 
These weapons cannot be used, as the world will be destroyed. 
Bertrand Russell argued that civilization must be freed from the 
pressure of nuclear arms race by means other than war. This 
could be achieved by removing secrecy and by conducting open 
successful negotiations for disarmament (Russell, 1959). C. Wright 
Mills (1959) emphasized unilateral disarmament on humanitarian 
grounds. On the other hand, these weapons have been threatening 
the survival of human beings on earth even without war. Any 
accident, human error or technical error can explode these 
weapons and ruin the earth. Thus, on practical grounds, nuclear 
armaments should be destroyed to save mankind. In recent years 
when India and Pakistan were trying to develop nuclear weapons, 
a large number of scholars and eminent personalities from all 
over the world, including India and Pakistan, opposed this move 
and signed a petition against the nuclearization of South Asia (see 
Kothari and Mian [2001: 447–49] for the names in the petition).

5.7.4 Moral Theory 

This theory holds the view that wars are immoral and evil, so the 
preparations for and instruments of war are also immoral and 
must be eliminated. Exponents of the moral view, such as Victor 
Gollancz (1958), argue that armaments have tendencies to lead 
nations to war. From the time of the Stoics and early Christianity, 
there has been a feeling of moral unity of mankind in the West. 
The phase of Enlightenment and the political theory of liberalism 
demanded respect for human life, which got reflected in social 
and political reforms of the 19th and 20th centuries. This also 
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demanded respect for life, peace and order in international 
relations. The idealist thinker Kant (1917) had emphasized that the 
elimination of standing armies was an essential requirement for 
peace between states. The United Nations is the highest reflection 
of the consciousness to stop wars and bring peace and order in 
international relations. In 1958, Lewis Mumford emphasized the 
ethical aspects of disarmament. C. Wright Mills (1959) emphasized 
on the humanitarian aspect for unilateral disarmament. Earlier, 
Mahatma Gandhi considered violence as morally wrong, whether 
it was on a personal, national or international level. Many religions 
also consider war to be immoral, as there is a huge loss of innocent 
lives. On the other hand, many religions have the concept of 
‘Holy War’, or just war meant for fighting against gross injustice 
or for protection of their own religion; otherwise, wars for greed 
of power, wealth or revenge are considered unethical. The critics 
of the moral theory argue that the preparation for self-defence is 
not immoral but moral. Every country has the right to prepare 
for self-defence and engage in war for self-protection. Thus, war 
cannot be immoral all the time. The critics also hold the view that 
any unilateral disarmament will be suicidal for a country, as the 
enemy nation can occupy a disarmed country. What is required 
is more reliability on a non-violent defence system than the 
military defence system. Arne Næss and Gene Sharp argued in 
favour of civilian defence as an alternative (Roberts et al., 1964). 
However, a non-violent defence system will take a very long time 
to develop. On the other hand, it is very difficult to ensure that 
the countries following non-violent defence will not be attacked. 
All the above theories of disarmament individually hold a partial 
truth, but collectively they provide a strong argument in favour 
of disarmament. 

5.8 Disarmament in the Era of Globalization

The end of hostilities between the USA and the USSR with the end 
of the Cold War started a new phase in international relations—
the era of ‘globalization’. This was marked by the end of hostilities 
between the capitalist and the communist ideologically divided 
bloc of nations. A wave of liberalization started in the former 
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closed or state-controlled economies of communist countries. 
Borders were increasingly being opened to a worldwide flow 
of goods, money, people, ideas and information. Trade and 
financial transactions started between the countries of the 
former Soviet and American blocs. They moved from conflict 
to cooperation. This era is also marked by the emergence of 
‘supranational’ borderless global economy and institutions, with 
their own laws. National economies are becoming integrated 
with the international market rather than remaining confined to 
the national market. In this changed scenario, both the US and 
Russia (former Soviet Union) started to pursue extraordinary 
efforts towards disarmament. Internationally, conventional 
arms cut, strategic arms disarmament, extension of non-
proliferation agreements and comprehensive test bans marked 
the new trend of disarmament. Heavily guarded national 
borders became porous, so did the ideological border. In this 
scenario, huge militarization and strategic nuclear stockpiles 
became redundant. The great powers of the US and the USSR 
started disarming some of their strategic nuclear weapons, as 
well as other weapons of mass destruction. 

5.9 Post–Cold War Efforts

5.9.1 �US–USSR Agreement to Destroy Chemical 
Weapons and Missiles 

The US President George Bush (Sr) and Soviet President Mikhail 
Gorbachev entered into numerous talks and agreements to further 
the cause of disarmament. First was the Washington Summit in 
May–June 1990. This was the first post–Cold War summit between 
the two superpowers. At this summit, both countries agreed to 
destroy 5,000 tons of chemical weapons of mass destruction by the 
year 2002. Following the move by the US and the Soviet Union, 
the Forty Nation Committee on Disarmament met at Geneva and 
put a global ban on chemical weapons. Further, the Soviet Union 
decided to stop the production of mobile missiles from January 
1991. This was a major US demand. However, the US failed to cut 
sea-based weapons to matching levels.
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5.9.2 Conventional Arms Cut Treaty (1990)

The US, the USSR and European countries signed a Conventional 
Arms Cut Treaty at Paris on 19 November 1990. To comply with 
the treaty, they agreed to eliminate several thousand tanks, guns, 
fighter planes and helicopters. As per the treaty, each side (NATO 
and Warsaw Pact Alliance) was allowed to have a maximum of 
20,000 tanks, 30,000 armoured personnel carriers [APCs], 2,000 
helicopters and 6,800 fighter planes in all the freeze zones from 
the Urals to the Atlantic (European area).

5.9.3 START I Treaty (1991)

Another big success in disarmament efforts was the signing of 
the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START) for 15 years by 
President George Bush of the USA and President Gorbachev of 
the USSR on 31 July 1991. As per START I agreement, the USA 
and the USSR agreed to reduce their nuclear arsenals up to 30 per 
cent. This became possible because the Cold War had ended and 
the liberalization process had already begun in socialist countries 
to stabilize the economy. The East and West German territories, 
divided on ideological lines, had got united and the Warsaw Pact 
had ended on 25 February 1991. These developments prepared 
the ground for the end of hostilities in Europe on ideological 
lines. The USA and the USSR agreed to reduce the stock of their 
strategic nuclear weapons. The USSR agreed to reduce strategic 
nuclear weapons stock from 11,000 to 7,000 and the USA from 
12,000 to 9,000. They also agreed to reduce strategic nuclear 
delivery vehicles (SNDVs). For Russia SNDVs were reduced from 
2,526 to 1,600 and for the USA SNDVs were reduced from 9,855 
to 1,600. The total life of START I was 15 years, extendable up to 
five years at one step. President Bush ordered the removal of the 
weapons covered under START I. The 24-hour defence system 
was terminated. Four hundred Tomahawk missiles were ordered 
to be removed from ships and several tons of nuclear weapon 
shells were ordered for destruction by President Bush. Similarly, 
the Soviet President Gorbachev ordered a large cut in nuclear 
weapons of his country. Nuclear missiles were removed from 
active installations, the army was ordered to reduce manpower 
from 700,000 to 500,000 and nuclear missiles from 7,000 to 5,000. 
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By 25 December 1991, the USSR had disintegrated, Gorbachev 
had resigned and Russia had emerged as the successor of the 
Soviet Union, which took the responsibility of implementing 
START I.

5.9.4 START II (1993)

To bring about further reduction in strategic nuclear weapons, the 
American President Bush and the new Russian President Boris 
Yeltsin signed START II on 3 January 1993. This was the fourth 
major arms control agreement in the post–Cold War era. START II 
was a great improvement in terms of disarmament over START I. 
START II sought to bring down the US nuclear stockpiles to 1960s 
level and Russian nuclear stockpiles to the mid-1970s levels. Some 
main provisions of the treaty were: 

1.	 It agreed for two-thirds reduction in nuclear strategic 
missiles—ICBMs and SLBMs—as well as heavy bombers by 
1 January 2003. It meant that for the USA and the USSR, the 
total such strategic weapons would be just 3,500 units each. 

2.	 Elimination of ICBMs with independently targeted fractional 
warheads. 

3.	 Total number of nuclear warheads were limited on submarine 
missiles to 1,750 units, on heavy bombers to 1,250 units 
and on ICBMs to 1,200 units each side. Thus START II was 
designed as a big effort in the direction of disarmament. 

The only major problem was the delay in implementation as it 
failed to get operational before 2003.

5.9.5 UN Treaty for Elimination of Chemical Weapons

In 1993, the UN drafted a treaty for eliminating chemical 
weapons. In 1993, the treaty was ratified by 125 countries. 
However, North Korea, Iran and many Arab states did not sign 
the treaty. Out of the 20 Arab League states, only Morocco, 
Algeria, Tunisia and Mauritania signed the treaty, while other 
Arab states refused to sign, demanding destruction of Israel’s 
chemical weapons first.
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5.9.6 Non-Proliferation Treaty Extension (1995)

A global conference was organized on 11 May 1995 to review the 
Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and decide on its extension. At 
this conference, the NPT was extended for an indefinite period. 
The powers having nuclear weapon capabilities, especially the US, 
were very interested in NPT extension for an indefinite period. The 
non-aligned countries were demanding simultaneous agreement 
for nuclear disarmament by the nuclear weapon countries. The 
NPT was criticized by many countries as discriminatory. The 
extension of NPT legitimized the possession of nuclear weapons 
by five countries: the US, Russia, the UK, France and China. 
These countries entered the treaty as nuclear weapon countries. 
For other countries, the treaty did not permit the development 
of nuclear weapons. On this ground, India, Pakistan and Israel 
rejected the NPT. For India, neighbouring China’s possession of 
nuclear weapons was a grave security threat. Thus, India wanted 
to keep its option open for developing nuclear weapons.

5.9.7 Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, 1996

To ban all nuclear tests in future, the UN drafted the Comprehensive 
Test Ban Treaty (CTBT), which was signed in 1996. This treaty, 
however, permits the Nuclear Weapon States (NWS) to maintain 
their nuclear weapon stocks and conduct laboratory nuclear testing 
and computer-simulated testing. But a Non-Nuclear Weapon State 
(NNWS) is not permitted any of these. Due to this discriminatory 
provision, India did not sign this treaty. Even Pakistan and Israel 
refused to sign the CTBT in December 1997. The US president, Bill 
Clinton, was the first to sign the CTBT. It was followed by other 
four permanent members of the Security Council: France, Britain, 
Russia and China. So far, 124 nations have signed the CTBT.

5.9.8 �Treaty on Strategic Offensive Reduction (TSOR), 
2002

In May 2002, the US and Russia signed the Treaty on Strategic 
Offensive Reduction (TSOR). This treaty tried to overcome the 
dysfunctions of 1993 START II, which had failed miserably. As 
per TSOR 2002, both the US and Russia agreed to limit within 10 
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years strategic nuclear warheads, ICBMs and SLBMs to 1,700 and 
2,000 from 6,000 (each side). Thus, it sought a two-thirds cut in 
nuclear weapons of the US and Russia within 10 years. However, 
till now there is very slow progress with regard to the reduction 
of strategic weapons as desired in TSOR. 

Thus, in the era of globalization, there is remarkable progress 
towards disarmament of nuclear and non-nuclear weapons 
amongst the old rivals the US and Russia who have the maximum 
stockpile of such weapons. Their traditional hostility on 
ideological basis has ended, making the circumstances conducive 
for disarmament of nuclear weapons. However, we also observe 
a new wave of nuclear proliferation by new powers such as India, 
Pakistan, North Korea, Israel, South Africa, Libya, Iran, and so 
on, as they have developed or acquired nuclear weapons of mass 
destruction.

5.10 Nuclear Proliferation

Nuclear proliferation refers to a quantitative and qualitative 
increase in the nuclear weapons and their spread to various 
countries. During the Second World War, the US developed 
nuclear weapon capability and prepared atom bombs. The US 
dropped the atom bombs on the two cities of Japan—Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki—in August 1945, completely devastating these 
two cities and killing large numbers of people. At Hiroshima, 
66,000 people were killed and 69,000 were injured. At Nagasaki, 
39,000 people were killed and 25,000 were injured. The impact of 
radiation is still visible in these areas. The huge devastation and 
killings of the people by the dropping of atom bombs compelled 
Japan to immediately surrender and the Second World War ended. 
But the whole world was shocked by the atom bomb explosion 
and its disastrous capabilities. Nuclear weapons changed the 
concept of war from simple war to all-destructive, total war. The 
emergence of nuclear weapons caused a big impact on the nature 
of international relations in the post–Second World War period. 
Other nations tried to develop nuclear weapons quickly, as it gave 
a great boost to national power while acting as a deterrent.

Over the years, many countries have developed the capability 
to make nuclear bombs. This is called horizontal nuclear proliferation. 
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After the US, the USSR was successful in breaking the atom and 
preparing nuclear weapons. Possession of nuclear bombs during 
the Second World War and after made the US the most powerful 
nation in the world, giving it unparalleled power in international 
politics. The development of nuclear bomb by the USSR led to 
the emergence and strengthening of bipolarity in international 
relations. The ideological conflict between the US and the USSR 
led to the emergence of Cold War between the two powers from 
1945 to 1990. This led to the formation of military alliances and 
counter-alliances. The US, by joining hands with other capitalist 
powers of Europe formed NATO, and the USSR by joining hands 
with other communist countries formed the WARSAW Pact. 
Later on, the UK, France and China developed nuclear weapons. 
The five (P-5) nuclear-powered countries—the US, the USSR, the 
UK, France and China—then started efforts to stop expansion 
(proliferation) of nuclear weapon states. The adoption of the 
NPT and the CTBT was an effort to stop the spread of nuclear 
weapon capability to new countries. But these treaties were faulty 
and discriminatory as they tried to perpetuate the nuclear power 
status and supremacy of these five countries only.

On the other hand, non-nuclear nations became virtually 
defenceless. This insecurity led to further growth of nuclear 
weapons, as other countries also tried to acquire nuclear weapons. 
Israel and South Africa developed nuclear weapon capabilities. In 
May 1998, India developed nuclear weapon capability by carrying 
out five underground nuclear tests at Pokhran on 11 and 13 May. 
Pakistan followed this move, and within a few days launched its 
own tests.

The world today remains at a very dangerous level of nuclear 
weapon stockpiles. Even after all treaties and agreements for 
disarmament, in 1994, the US had 7,900, Russia 9,000, France 
471, Britain 169 and China 300 nuclear weapons. South Africa 
undertook the nuclear weapon programme, allegedly with the 
assistance of Israel, in the 1970s. There are reports that South 
Africa had conducted nuclear weapon tests in the Atlantic Ocean 
in 1979. But it renounced its nuclear weapon programme in 1991, 
destroyed all its nuclear weapons and signed the NPT. In 1998, 
India and Pakistan joined the list of nuclear weapon capability 
nations. According to the estimate of a former head of strategic 
arms of the NPT, India can produce 150 nuclear warheads and 
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Pakistan 120. So far, India has avoided building nuclear warheads 
and concentrated on civilian use of nuclear energy.

In 2005, it was estimated that the United States still provided 
about 180 tactical B61 nuclear bombs for use to Belgium, Germany, 
Italy, the Netherlands and Turkey under the NATO agreements. 
Israel is estimated (unconfirmed) to have 100 to 200 nuclear 
warheads. North Korea ratified the NPT on 12 December 1985 as 
a NNWS, but it withdrew from the NPT on 10 January 2003 and 
started developing nuclear weapons. On 10 February 2005, North 
Korea publicly declared that it possessed nuclear weapons. It 
conducted a nuclear weapon test on 9 October 2006. Iran has been 
accused by the US and some European countries of developing 
a nuclear weapon programme secretly. Libya signed the NPT in 
October 2003, but it violated the treaty and built the nuclear bomb 
with the help of Pakistani scientist A.Q. Khan. However, Libya 
has agreed to destroy nuclear weapons of mass destruction and 
allow unconditional inspections. 

Thus, human beings are living in an uncertain and disastrous 
situation today, where nuclear weapons can completely destroy 
and eliminate life on earth, several times over, if they are used 
in war. Despite all efforts at disarmament and non-proliferation, 
nuclear weapons are still stockpiled in large numbers in the US, 
Russia, the UK, France and China. On the other hand, there is 
proliferation of nuclear weapons among new powers like Israel, 
South Africa, India, Pakistan, Libya, North Korea, Iran, and so on. 
This has made the nuclear danger evermore grave for the survival 
of the world if they are used in local wars. Such weapons may 
even fall in the hands of terrorists and subversive elements. There 
is also a great danger to the survival of human beings and other 
life on earth even without a nuclear war, as nuclear weapons 
can blast by accidents and negligent handling as well. Already 
there have been several nuclear weapon accidents in the past, 
threatening the lives of people. Luckily no major nuclear accident, 
affecting total living planet, has taken place so far.

5.11 Barriers to Disarmament

Nuclear proliferation needs to be restricted and concrete steps are 
essential in this direction. There is a huge public opinion in favour of 
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nuclear disarmament as well as the disarmament of other dangerous 
weapons and arms control. Despite efforts by the US, Russia, UN 
and various international organizations, progress is very slow in 
the direction of disarmament and arms control. There have been 
several barriers or hindrances in the way of disarmament and arms 
control. V.V. Dyke points out such barriers to disarmament: 

1.	 Countries’ faith in armament as essential means for defence 
against outside attack as well as for exercise of national 
power. 

2.	 Problem of agreement on ratio of weapons and armed 
establishments among various nations. 

3.	 Problem of implementation of agreements on disarmament 
and arms control. 

4.	 Problem of distrust among nations as a disarmed nation 
may be attacked and captured by an armed nation.

5.	 Sense of insecurity among nations in international politics. 
6.	 Existence of political rivalry and disputes among nations. 

Hans J. Morgenthau considers the conflict of powers as the main 
hindrance in the way of disarmament. He observed: 

[W]hether the issue is one of the overall ratio of the armaments of 
different nations or whether the issue is the standard for allocating 
different types and quantities of arms, these issues are incapable of 
solution in their own terms, so long as the conflict of powers from 
which they have arisen remain unsolved. 

The environment of hostility and distrust create difficulties in the 
way of disarmament.

There is also a close link between military intervention and 
nuclear proliferation. Facing coercive politics and fearful of being 
invaded, especially by the US, many countries have tried to 
develop nuclear weapons for security. India developed nuclear 
weapon capability because neighbouring China had nuclear 
weapons, which attacked and fought a war with India in 1962. 
So, disarmament requires a concrete policy to limit military 
intervention. In the Cold War era, rivalry based on ideological 
differences (liberalism verses communism) had become one of the 
major barriers for the failure of disarmament efforts in case of the 
US and the USSR. K.J. Holsti emphasizes on having self-imposed 
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limits on violence (1978: 347). He argues that the tendency 
to equate arms control with formal international agreements 
may, however, lead to overly pessimistic conclusions about the 
feasibility of placing limits on procurement and deployment 
of arms. Self-imposed limits on violence are sometimes more 
enduring than those found in treaties, and have even survived 
wars. During the Second World War, neither the Allies nor Axis 
powers used poison gas. During the Korean War, both quantitative 
and geographical limits were imposed on American and United 
Nations armed forces. President Truman rejected domestic 
pressure to bomb Manchuria, to unleash Chinese forces on Taiwan 
and to use tactical nuclear weapons. Although the USSR provided 
large military help to North Korea, the Soviet land forces were 
withheld from the war and American supply bases in Japan were 
not attacked (Holsti, 1978: 347). 

The post–Cold War period and the era of globalization ended the 
hostility and distrust among the major powers: the US and Russia. 
Ideological hostility has ended. This congenial environment led 
to the success of securing the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces 
(INF) Treaty, START I, START II, chemical weapons treaty, signing 
of NPT by China and France, abandoning of Strategic Defense 
Initiative (SDI [Star War]) Program by USA, CTBT and the Treaty 
on Strategic Offensive Reduction (TSOR), which have all been 
signed. In recent times, there is a strong world public opinion 
against nuclear weapons. This phase has also ironically witnessed 
the proliferation of nuclear weapons in some new powers such 
as India, Pakistan, North Korea, Israel, South Africa, Libya and 
maybe Iran. These are negative developments. However, India 
has shown the way that despite having capability to build nuclear 
bombs, it has been avoiding nuclear weapons and mainly using 
nuclear material for peaceful purposes of generating electricity. 

5.12 India–US Nuclear Deal, 2008

In September 2008, at the Vienna Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG) 
meet, India signed the nuclear deal with the US. This ended a 
34-year nuclear isolation of India, following the 1974 Pokhran 
nuclear test. Till now, India has refused to sign the NPT and the 
CTBT. The 2008 nuclear deal has given a unique status to India as 
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the only nuclear weapon power outside the five nuclear powers—
the US, Russia, the UK, France and China—to be allowed access 
to global nuclear commerce without signing either the nuclear 
Non-Proliferation Treaty or the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty. 
Until now, NPT and CTBT have been preconditions for entering 
the elite nuclear club. As per the deal, India will now get nuclear 
technology, keep its nuclear programmes and carry out nuclear 
trade. India has the options to develop nuclear power and to build 
nuclear weapons. It gets access to sensitive high technology that 
serves industry, which can also be used for nuclear technology. 
It will help sectors such as Information Technology, energy/
electricity, pharmaceuticals, defence, manufacturing, and so on. 
This will enable India to emerge as a big global power. Thus, 
the focus is changing from nuclear weapon to infrastructure 
development, energy and other peaceful uses of nuclear material. 
As per the recently clinched deal between India and the US, 
India will get uninterrupted supply of nuclear fuel for its nuclear 
reactors engaged in the production of electricity. At the same 
time, they can be used for military purposes. India has been 
granted these transactions on the basis of its clean proliferation 
record and its unusually high need for energy, fuelled by its rapid 
industrialization and population growth of more than one billion 
people.

5.13 Proposed Arms Trade Treaty (by 2012)

In 2008, the United Nations General Assembly adopted a 
resolution establishing an Open-ended Working Group to 
consider an arms trade treaty. In fact, the initiative in this regard 
was first started outside the UN by Dr Oscar Arias, a Nobel Peace 
Prize laureate, who with other Nobel Peace laureates drafted an 
International Code of Conduct in 1995, setting principles that 
ought to condition all arms export decisions in respect of human 
rights, humanitarian law, sustainable development and peaceful 
coexistence. This initiative was later called the Arms Trade Treaty 
(ATT). Prompted by this, a group of governmental experts moved 
a resolution in the UN for the adoption of ATT. The United Nations 
has given time until July 2012 to finalize the proposed treaty. This 
would be helpful in controlling the illicit trade in arms, smuggling 
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of arms and their flow to terrorists and insurgents, if it becomes 
operational. 

In a major move towards disarmament, in 2009, the US president, 
Barak Obama, cancelled European Missile Defence Signals. 
Obama scrapped the Bush-era proposal to build an Anti-Ballistic 
Missile System (ABM System) in Poland, which was assumed to 
protect against any missile attack from Iran. Obama has pushed 
disarmament strongly in UN speeches. In a major achievement for 
disarmament, since 1991 to 2011 the US nuclear stockpile has been 
reduced by more than 50 per cent, as claimed by the US. In case of 
former Soviet Union inventory, there was successful dismantling 
of 3,300 strategic nuclear warheads by Ukraine, Kazakhstan and 
Belarus. There is also the destruction of 252 ICBMs and related 
silos. An interesting development is that the dismantling of former 
Soviet armaments are all paid for with the US funds involving 
an expenditure of $300 million per year. The UK is also pushing 
for a major disarmament. The UK has offered to decommission 
one of its four Trident SLBM submarines as its first disarmament 
gesture. At the level of the United Nations, collective effort is 
being made by the UN disarmament machinery. It includes a set 
of closely related institutions dedicated to the establishment of 
global norms for disarmament. These institutions are as follows: 

•	 The UN Disarmament Commission
•	 The General Assembly’s First Committee, which considers 

and adopts resolutions 
•	 The Conference on Disarmament, which works for 

negotiations of multilateral treaties
•	 The specific UN Diplomatic Conferences meant for 

discussion and deliberation 

The UN can also institute Advisory Boards to conduct its work 
on an informal and confidential basis. The UN General Assembly 
held a special thematic debate on disarmament in April 2009, 
which followed the Security Council’s Summit on Disarmament 
in September 2009. The recent effort by the UN is the 2010 NPT 
Review Conference, which produced a consensus Final Document 
towards action in disarmament and non-proliferation, peaceful 
use of nuclear energy and nuclear-free zone in the Middle East. 
The UN and its Secretary General, Ban Ki-moon, is now focusing 
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on 2012 UN Conference on the Arms Trade Treaty, which is a 
very important multilateral initiative in the field of conventional 
arms limitation. 

There are still several hindrances in the way of disarmament, 
arms control and a nuclear weapon-free world. But the winds of 
change since 1990, and successful signing of several treaties for 
disarmament and arms control, have given great hope to the 
people of the world that one day good sense will prevail, and big 
powers and nuclear weapon-capable countries will destroy the 
existing nuclear weapons, other weapons of mass destruction and 
biological and chemical weapons. There is more than US$1,100 
billion expenditure every year on military and weapon purchases 
at the global level, which goes on increasing. The arms that are 
instruments for killing are used for business by many countries. 
In the world, 90 per cent of conventional arms exports are from 
the five permanent members of the Security Council, namely the 
US, the UK, France, Russia and China. Most of these arms are 
imported by the poor and underdeveloped countries of Asia, 
Africa and Latin America. These developing and underdeveloped 
countries hold 51 per cent of the world’s heavy weapons and they 
are large importers of heavy weapons from the five permanent 
members of the Security Council. For example, a developing 
country like India is purchasing weapons worth $15 billion every 
year, and expenditure is expected to rise to $50 billion by 2015. 
In 2008, the military expenditure of South Asia was $30.9 billion. 
On the other hand, 405 million people in South Asia suffered 
from severe hunger in 2007–08, which was 300 million in 2004–06 
(UNICEF Report, 2008). India, Pakistan and Bangladesh account 
for half of the world’s underweight children. In such a scenario, 
it is high time to think of disarmament and arms control in a real 
sense and divert a large part of the world weapons budget for 
poverty alleviation and development programmes. 
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Liberalism
Farah Naaz

Learning Objectives 

l	 To represent the cardinal tenets of Liberalism as a theoretical 
perspective

l	 To reflect on the ideas of various thinkers associated with liberalism
l	 To discuss how the ideas of liberals evolved over the years
l	 To analyse the position of liberalism in contemporary times

Abstract

Liberalism stands as an important perspective among various theoretical 
perspectives on world politics today. The liberal approach is identified 
with the belief in the possibility of progress. Liberalism holds that human 
nature is basically good and that people can improve their moral and 
material condition, which ultimately would lead to progress in society. 
The origins of the liberal theory are found in the 18th-century optimism 
of the Enlightenment, 19th-century political and economic liberalism and 
the 20th-century Wilsonian idealism. The rationalism of 18th-century 
Enlightenment was taken over by the 19th-century liberalism, which 
reformulated it by adding a preference for democracy over aristocracy and 
for free trade over national economic self-sufficiency. The liberals believed 
if harmony of interests among individuals was possible, there could be 
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harmony of interests among states as well. An important development 
that contributed to liberalism was the 20th-century idealism. The 
idealists adopted a normative point of view by laying emphasis on the 
role of morality in international politics. The approach suggested that 
long-lasting peace is possible in international relations by the coming 
into force of a world federation and an international system free from 
power politics and war. In the early post–Second World War period, a 
group of liberals advanced an important argument that transnational 
cooperation was required to solve common problems. They were known 
as pluralists, who recognized that world politics was no longer an arena 
for states alone but other actors such as international non-governmental 
organizations could be players too. Pluralists, after being criticized by 
the realists, modified their position and came to be known as neoliberals. 
Neoliberal institutionalists believe that states cooperate even in anarchic 
conditions in the international system. 

Liberalism stands as an important perspective among various 
theoretical perspectives on world politics today. A perspective 
refers to a set of assumptions about international relations 
or world politics. It helps orient our reading and research by 
highlighting certain actors or concepts and ignoring others as 
well as influencing the interpretation of particular international 
trends.

The general proposition regarding the liberal approach to 
politics is identified with the belief in the possibility of progress. 
Liberalism holds that human nature is basically good and 
that people can improve their moral and material condition, 
which ultimately would lead to progress in society. Bad human 
behaviour, which is responsible for injustice and war, is actually 
the result of corrupt social institutions and misunderstandings 
among leaders. Liberals believe that war and aggression can be 
moderated or even eliminated through institutional reform or 
collective action. According to liberal thinking, the expansion 
of human freedom is best achieved in democracies and through 
market capitalism.

Liberalism can best be explained through a four-dimensional 
definition given by Doyle: 

First, all citizens are juridically equal and possess certain basic 
rights to education, access to a free press, and religious toleration. 
Second, the legislative assembly of the state possesses only the 
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authority invested in it by the people, whose basic rights it is not 
permitted to abuse. Third, a key dimension of the liberty of the 
individual is the right to own property including productive 
forces. Fourth, Liberalism contends that the most effective system 
of economic exchange is one that is largely market driven and 
not one that is subordinate to bureaucratic regulation and control 
either domestically or internationally. Liberal values such as 
individualism, tolerance, freedom, and constitutionalism, can be 
contrasted with conservatism, which places a higher value on order 
and authority and is willing to sacrifice the liberty of the individual 
for the stability of the community. (Cited by Tim Dunne, in Baylis 
and Smith [2005: 186])

Although many writers view liberalism as a theory of government, 
this definition makes it apparent that there is an explicit 
connection between liberalism as a political and economic theory 
and liberalism as an international theory. Progress in the realm 
of civil society would not be possible without an end to the state 
of war on the outside. Like individuals, states too have different 
characteristics. Some are peaceful and tolerant while others are 
war-prone. Hence, the identity of the state determines its outward 
orientation. Liberals see a further parallel between individuals 
and sovereign states. Although the character of states may differ, 
all states are accorded certain natural rights, such as right to 
non-intervention in their domestic affairs. It also refers to the 
extension of the ideas that originated in liberal states regarding 
the international realm, such as the coordinating role played by 
institutions and the centrality of the rule of law to the idea of a just 
order (Baylis and Smith, 2005: 186–87). 

The origins of liberal theory are found in the optimism of the 
18th-century Enlightenment, 19th-century political and economic 
liberalism and 20th-century Wilsonian idealism (Mingst, 2004:  
62–65). The contribution of 18th-century Enlightenment to liberalism 
rests on the Greek idea that individuals are rational human beings, 
able to understand the universally applicable laws governing both 
nature and human society. It means people have the capacity to 
improve their condition by creating a just society. If a just society 
is not attained, then the fault rests with inadequate institutions. 
The Enlightenment thinking is very well reflected in the writings 
of French philosopher Baron de La Brede et de Montesquieu. He 
holds that human nature is not faulty, but problems arise as man 
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enters civil society and forms a separate nation. War-mongering 
is not inherent in the individual but the result of defects in society, 
which can be removed through education. He also stressed that 
groups of states are united according to the law of nations, which 
regulates conduct even during war (Mingst, 2004: 62).

6.1 �Core Ideas 

Immanuel Kant and Jeremy Bentham were two of the leading 
liberals of the Enlightenment. Both were against the lawlessness 
of states. Kant’s writings contain the seeds of core liberal ideas. 
His ideas upheld the belief that reason could deliver freedom and 
justice in international relations. 

For Kant, the imperative to achieve perpetual peace required 
the transformation of individual consciousness, republican 
constitutionalism, and a federal contract between states to abolish 
war. … This federation can be likened to a permanent peace treaty, 
rather than a ‘superstate’ actor or world government. (Cited by Tim 
Dunne, in Baylis and Smith [2005: 189])

There are three components of Kant’s hypothetical treaty for a 
permanent peace. The first component of his hypothetical treaty 
is that the civil constitution of every state shall be republican. 
It holds that the consent of the citizens is required to decide 
whether war should be declared or not. But under a constitution 
which is not republican, it is easier to go to war, because the head 
of the state is the owner of the state and the war will not force 
him to make sacrifices as far as his palaces and court festivals 
are concerned. The second component is that the right of nations 
shall be based on a federation of free states. In this, each nation 
should demand to others that they enter into a constitution, 
within which the rights of each could be secure. A kind of 
general agreement or league is required to secure peace. This 
idea of federalism, that extends to all states and thus leading 
to perpetual peace, is practicable and has objective reality. 
The third component entails that the people of the world have 
entered into a universal community. As a result, it has developed 
to a point where a violation of rights in one part of the world is 
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felt everywhere. The idea of a cosmopolitan right is a necessary 
complement to the unwritten code of political and international 
right, transforming it into a universal right of humanity (Dunne, 
quoted in Baylis [2005: 189]). According to Kant, international 
anarchy could be overcome through some kind of collective 
action, a federation of states in which sovereign ties would be 
left intact. Kant was hopeful that through efforts humans could 
avoid wars.

In the 18th century, Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) too advocated 
the belief in the power of law to solve the problem of war. He 
believed in attaining the greatest good for the greatest number 
as the principal criterion of utilitarian thought. According to the 
utilitarians, the major institutions of a society have to be arranged 
if it has to be ordered. Only then the greatest satisfaction can be 
achieved. Bentham explained how the federal states such as the 
German Diet, the American confederation and the Swiss League 
were able to have a more peaceful federation and transform 
their identity from one based on conflicting interests (Viotti 
and Kauppi, 1990: 521; Baylis and Smith, 2005: 190). The Kantian 
and the utilitarian criteria may provide a philosophical basis 
for international law because the application of these criteria 
transcends the boundaries of any given state or society.

The rationalism of 18th-century Enlightenment was taken over 
by 19th-century liberalism, which reformulated it by adding a 
preference for democracy over aristocracy and for free trade over 
national economic self-sufficiency. Nineteenth-century liberalism 
stressed that man was capable of satisfying his natural needs in 
rational ways. It could be achieved through his own freedom, 
unfettered by excessive state structures. According to liberal 
thought, individual freedom could best be realized in a democratic 
state where there are limited governmental restrictions. Similarly, 
political freedoms could easily be achieved in capitalist states, 
where human beings could improve their own conditions, thereby 
maximizing both individual and collective economic growth. 
Governments must permit free markets and free flow of trade 
and commerce. Only then economies can flourish (Mingst, 2001: 
62–63).

Liberals believed that there was an underlying harmony of 
interest among individuals and, hence, a minimal state was a 
desirable possibility. Liberals further emphasized that public 
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opinion played a positive role in guiding state officials and helped 
in formulating good public policy, including foreign policy. The 
state was not independent of the public. It consisted of many 
people and represented a multitude of interests. This view of 
the domestic polity was carried over to the international realm. 
While liberals agreed that war was a defining characteristic of 
international politics, and there was suspicion and distrust among 
states that posed obstacles to peace, they also assumed that as 
there was harmony of interests among individuals within a given 
state, so too there was harmony of interests among states (Viotti, 
1990: 195). So the 19th-century liberal thinkers emphasized that 
there was natural harmony between states. For example, Richard 
Cobden was against the arbitrary power used by the government. 
He believed that free trade would create a more peaceful world 
order and bring mutual gains to all the states, irrespective of 
their size or nature of their economies. He emphasized that, ‘the 
progress of freedom depends more upon the maintenance of 
peace, the spread of commerce, and the diffusion of education, 
than upon the labours of cabinets and foreign offices’ (Dunne, 
quoted in Baylis and Smith [2005: 190]).

The idea of natural harmony of interest in international 
political and economic relations was challenged in the early part 
of the 20th century when Europe came under the grip of the First 
World War (1914–18). The First World War proved that peace 
must be constructed. An important development that contributed 
to liberalism was the 20th-century idealism (Dunne, quoted in 
Baylis and Smith, [2005: 190–91]; Mingst, 2004: 63). The idealists 
adopted a normative point of view by laying emphasis on the 
role of morality in international politics and seeking perpetual 
international peace and harmony. The approach suggested that 
long-lasting peace is possible in international relations through 
the existence of world federation, an international system that is 
free from power politics and war. It is concerned with normative 
judgements, and views international politics from the perspective 
of moral values. It is sometimes seen as a species of utopianism, 
concerned less with empirical analysis. It aligns politics with 
ethics and studies man and his institutions in their normative 
forms. According to this view, man is innately good and wants to 
live in peace and harmony with all. 
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In international politics, the idealists start with the assumption 
that there is a recognized moral standard that all states should 
follow. This follows from the assumption that human nature 
is basically good and the character of a nation is actually the 
reflection of its citizens. According to them the main cause of 
conflict among nations is a lack of understanding regarding 
rationality of international morality. Idealism emphasizes that 
international law, morality and international institutions influence 
international events. It holds that the essentially good nature of 
human beings can become the basis of peaceful cooperation in 
international relations and that nations have the potential to work 
together to overcome mutual problems. 

The greatest advocate of idealism was the US president, 
Woodrow Wilson, who authored the Covenant of the League 
of Nations. The core idea of the covenant was to prevent war. 
The covenant even legitimized the notion of collective security, 
wherein aggression by one state would be countered by collective 
action, embodied in the League of Nations (Mingst, 2004: 63). 
Liberals place great importance on international institutions to 
deal with war. This was best illustrated in the establishment of 
the League of Nations. They also place faith in international law 
and legal instruments—mediation, arbitration and international 
courts. The basis of liberalism remains firmly embedded in the 
belief in the rationality of human beings. 

According to Woodrow Wilson, peace could only be secured 
with the creation of an international organization to regulate 
international anarchy. Security could not be left to secret bilateral 
diplomacy. The international domain should have a system of 
regulation for coping with disputes. In his famous ‘Fourteen 
Points’ speech, addressed to Congress in January 1918, Wilson 
argued that a general association of nations must be formed to 
preserve peace and the League of Nations was to be that general 
association (Dunne, quoted in Baylis and Smith [2005: 191]). 

Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points are as follows:

  1.	 Open covenants openly arrived at.
  2.	 Freedom of the seas alike in peace and war.
  3.	 The removal of all economic barriers to trade.
  4.	 Reduction of national armaments.
  5.	 A readjustment of all colonial claims.



160  l  Farah Naaz

  6.	 The evacuation of Russian territory and the independent 
determination by Russia of her own political development 
and national policy.

  7.	 The evacuation and restoration of Belgium.
  8.	 The evacuation and restoration of France and the return of 

Alsace-Lorraine.
  9.	 A readjustment of the frontiers of Italy along national 

lines.
10.	 Self determination for the peoples of Austria-Hungary.
11.	 A redrawing of the boundaries of the Balkan states along 

historically established lines of nationality.
12.	 Self determination for the peoples under Turkish rule.
13.	 The independence of Poland with free access to the sea 

guaranteed by international covenant. 
14.	 The formation of a general association of nations under 

specific covenants for the purpose of affording mutual 
guarantees of political independence and territorial 
integrity to great and small states alike.

Central to the League of Nations was the ‘collective security’ 
system and the military power to deter aggression. Collective 
security referred to an arrangement where each state in the system 
accepted that the threat on any one of them would be regarded 
as a threat to all. In that case all would respond together against 
the aggressor. The covenant of the League mentioned that in the 
event of war all member states must cease normal relations with 
the offending state and cooperate with the League in imposing 
sanctions and taking other necessary action. The League also 
called for the ‘self-determination’ of all the nations, which is 
another characteristic of the liberal thinking on international 
relations (Dunne, quoted in Baylis and Smith [2005: 191–92]). 

The League could not be successful for many reasons. Its 
collective security system failed. Moreover, important powers like 
the US did not join the League. The Soviet Union remained outside 
the League for many reasons. Hitler’s decision to reoccupy the 
demilitarized zone of Rhineland in 1936 according to the Treaty of 
Versailles doomed the fate of the League of Nations. 

However, liberalism came under intense scrutiny during the 
interwar period when the League of Nations proved incapable 
of maintaining collective security and again during the Second 
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World War, when the basic tenets of humanity were threatened 
due to the atrocities committed against people in the war period. 

The language of liberalism became more pragmatic after 1945, 
but its core ideas remained. The need to replace the League with 
other international organizations was strongly felt among the 
important spokesmen of liberalism. It was with this intention that 
the UN was established in the post–Second World War period to 
guard world peace. 

6.2 Pluralism and Neo liberalism

In the early post–Second World War period, liberals advanced an 
important argument that transnational cooperation was required 
to resolve common global problems and that there were positive 
benefits from transnational cooperation. This argument also gave 
rise to a new generation of scholars in the 1960s and 1970s. These 
were known as pluralists (Dunne, quoted in Baylis and Smith [2005: 
193]). According to the pluralists, world politics was no longer an 
exclusive arena for states but the centrality of other actors such 
as interest groups, transnational cooperation and international 
non-governmental organizations (INGOs) had to be taken into 
consideration. 

Pluralists view world politics in terms of a multiplicity of actors. 
States are recognized as key actors in world politics, but they are 
not the only important ones. International Organisations such as the 
United Nations and the European Union (EU) are not simply arenas 
within which states compete for influence, but often independent 
actors in their own right that increasingly set the international issue 
agenda. (Viotti and Kauppi, 2007: 18) 

Due to increasing global interdependence, a number of pluralists 
debated the privileged position given to the state by the realists. 
Then there are other forms of political and social relations that have 
developed and are carried on across state borders in the form of 
transnational organizations. Pluralists also seem to be optimistic 
so far as human nature is concerned and emphasize that human 
nature allows for cooperation. For pluralists, there are no obstacles 
to international cooperation. ‘Policy makers and others who 
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adopt this more optimistic perspective, seeking to universalize 
gains through international cooperative and collaborative efforts, 
are sometimes referred to as liberal internationalists’ (Viotti, 2007: 
20). Pluralists argue that there is growing interconnectedness in 
different parts of the world and, hence, changes in one part of the 
world are bound to affect other parts. This interdependence has 
also brought with it the potential for cooperation in order to avoid 
undesirable repercussions. 

The pluralist argument of interdependence was criticized by 
many realists. One such realist, Kenneth Waltz, argued: 

… the degree of interdependence internationally was far lower than 
the constituent parts in a national political system. Moreover, the 
level of economic interdependence especially between the greater 
powers was less than that which existed in the early part of the 
twentieth century. (Dunne, quoted in Baylis and Smith [2005: 194])

As a result of all this criticism by the realists and neo realists, 
early pluralists modified their position and came to be known as 
neoliberals (Dunne, quoted in Baylis and Smith [2005: 194]).

Liberalism has been revived under the rubric of neoliberal 
institutionalism since the 1970s. Neoliberal institutionalists 
emphasize that states cooperate even in anarchic conditions 
in the international system. Neoliberal institutionalism relies 
on the concept of interdependence and explores how existing 
international institutions assist nation states in obtaining collective 
ends. Neoliberal institutionalists along with liberals believe in 
cooperation. But they give different reasons for this. 

For classical liberals cooperation emerges from man’s establishing 
and reforming institutions that permit cooperative interactions and 
prohibit coercive actions. For neo liberal institutionalists, cooperation 
emerges due to actors having continuous interaction with each 
other, it is in the self interest of each to cooperate. Institutions may 
be established, affecting the possibilities for cooperation, but they 
do not guarantee cooperation. (Mingst, 2004: 64) 

For neoliberal institutionalists, institutions provide a framework 
of interaction and suggest that there will be future interaction on 
international issues such as security, environment, immigration, 
economics and even human rights. Institutions help to make 
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cooperation in these areas possible. According to the neoliberals, 
anarchy does not mean cooperation is impossible. It is here that 
international institutions and regimes become important.

The core assumptions of neoliberal institutionalists include that 
states are key actors in international relations, but not the only 
significant ones. They are rational actors seeking to maximize 
their interests in all issue areas; states seek to maximize absolute 
gains through cooperation. It is this rational behaviour of states 
that makes them see value in cooperative behaviour; the greatest 
obstacle to cooperation is cheating by states. Although cooperation 
is never without problems, states will support institutions if 
these are seen as mutually beneficial and if they secure a state’s 
international interests (Lamy quoted in Baylis and Smith [2005: 
213–14]). The neoliberal institutionalists see institutions as the 
means to achieve cooperation among actors in the system. Over 
the years, the areas of cooperation for neoliberal institutionalists 
have expanded beyond trade. There are number of issues at the 
global level that compel the states to come together and reach 
a consensus. Security occupies an important dimension in this. 
Issues such as environment, human rights, drug trafficking, 
terrorism, regional as well as global conflicts require coordination 
at the global level. 

The influence of liberal theories of international relations was 
enhanced at the beginning of 1990s, after the demise of Soviet 
communism. Post–Cold War theorists such as the scholar Francis 
Fukuyama see a revival and victory for international liberalism. 
Fukuyama claimed that the collapse of the Soviet Union proved 
that liberal democracy had no serious ideological competitor. 
According to him, the end of the Cold War represented the triumph 
of liberal capitalism. After this there can be no further progress. 
Liberal democracy was the final form of human government and 
represented the triumph of the ideal state. Fukuyama believed that 
the Western form of government with its political economy is the 
ultimate destination where the entire human race will eventually 
reach (Burchill et al., 2001: 30). For Fukuyama, 

[The] particular states, with liberal democratic credentials, constitute 
an ideal which the rest of the world will emulate. … The projection 
of liberal democratic principles to the international realm is said 
to provide the best prospect for a peaceful world order because a 
world made up of liberal democracies … should have much less 
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incentive for war, since all nations would reciprocally recognise one 
another’s legitimacy. (Burchill et al., 2001: 31)

The political scientist John Mueller makes the liberal argument 
more strongly. ‘Just as duelling and slavery, once acceptable 
practices, have become morally unacceptable, war is increasingly 
seen in the developed world as immoral and repugnant. The 
terrifying moments of World Wars I and II have led to the 
obsolescence of war’ (Mingst, 2004: 65).

‘Democratic peace theory’ rests on the claim that although 
democracies seem to fight wars as often as other states, they rarely 
fight one another. Scholars such as Michael Doyle, James Lee Raj 
and Bruce Russet have offered a number of explanations for this 
tendency, the most popular being that democracies embrace 
norms of compromise that ban the use of force against groups 
espousing similar principles. This debate became more lively after 
the disintegration of the Soviet Union and more and more countries 
joined the ranks of ‘functioning democracies’ after the 1990s.

6.3 Liberalism and Globalization 

The globalization of the world economy coincided with the 
renaissance of neoliberal thinking in the Western world. 
Neoliberals who favoured a minimal role for the state were 
more concerned with productivity and less concerned with the 
welfare states during the post-war period. The power of the state 
to regulate the market was eroded by the forces of globalization. 
Liberals believed that globalization constituted a new phase of 
capitalism.

Liberals point to the increasing irrelevance of national borders to 
the conduct and organisation of economic activity. They focus on 
the growth of free trade, the capacity of transnational corporations 
to escape political regulations and national legal jurisdiction, and 
the liberation of capital from national and territorial constraints. 
(Burchill et al., 2001: 55) 

Susan Strange in her book, The Retreat of the State, has argued that 
state power and authority are ‘leaking’ to globalized markets 
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and their main agents, transnational corporations. Overall, in 
Strange’s estimation, the authority of the state is retreating, and 
the real locus of authority has moved outside state boundaries.

For neoliberals, the principles of free trade continue to have 
contemporary relevance. An open global market, where goods and 
services can pass freely across national boundaries should be the 
aim of nation states as only that will maximize economic growth. 
According to them, policies that protect uncompetitive industries 
from market principles destroy international trade. Little do they 
realize that it harms the developing nations by excluding them 
from entry into the global marketplace. 

There is growing influence of powerful transnational bodies 
like North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), Asia Pacific 
Economic Cooperation (APEC), Group of 8 (G8), International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank which embody free 
trade as their governing ideology, which is also indicative of the 
influence of neo liberalism in the post–Cold War period. While 
the supporters of these organizations claim that it modernizes the 
economies of the developing countries, the critics maintain that 
the policies of these countries bound the developing world into 
agreements which force them to lower their protective barriers. The 
critics also attack these institutions for legitimizing only one kind 
of global order, based on unequal market relations. Developing 
societies are expected to open up their economies to foreign 
investment, privatization of government-owned enterprises or 
reduction in government expenditure. Arguments for free trade 
are still powerfully made on the grounds of economic efficiency 
and as the only way of integrating the developing world into the 
wider global economy (Burchill et al., 2001: 58–9).

The uneven efforts of interdependence, with some parties 
gaining more from it than others, have been highlighted in Robert 
Keohane and Joseph Nye’s book Power and Interdependence by the 
use of the term ‘asymmetric interdependence’ to devote relations 
of dependence and interdependence among states (2001). The 
word ‘interdependence’ suggests roughly equal dependence of 
parties on one another. Omitting the word ‘dependence’ blunts 
the inequalities that mark the relations of states and makes them 
all seem to be on the same footing. Much of international politics 
is about interstate inequalities. The history of American foreign 
policy since the Second World War is replete with examples of 
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how the US used its superior economic capability to promote its 
political and security interests.

6.4 Critique

Most of the assumptions of the Liberals have been criticized by 
realists, Marxists, postmodernists, constructivists and others, each 
group attacking the liberals from their respective standpoints. All 
these perspectives offer new theories that begin with a different set 
of assumptions about the liberals. Some general points of criticism 
may be offered here. Liberals have been considered impracticable, 
utopian and most of the liberal principles are charged with being 
culture specific and ethnocentric, supposedly portraying Western 
values and imposing them on others. Free trade, interdependence, 
democracy are concepts embedded in the Western liberal–
philosophical tradition. Dominance and hegemony of the strong 
over the weak is a fact of international life. Liberalism has been 
criticized for not taking into account the realities of human nature 
and, hence, politics. Therefore, as critics point out, efforts at peace 
and disarmament have only met with partial success. Pursuit of 
national interest in an anarchical international system is believed 
by many to be a reality and the reform and imposition of rules of 
morality on nations would largely remain futile. Recurring wars 
point towards interstate conflicts as a universal phenomenon and 
the limits of global governing institutions in the international 
political arena exist for all to see.

6.5 Conclusion

The main focus of liberals is on the nation states. The supporters 
of liberalism believe that international relations can establish 
conditions of peace and that there is possibility of progress in 
human affairs. It believes in the human capacity to reason and 
obtain better collective outcomes.

The liberals share common assumptions regarding contemporary 
world politics. First, the liberal scholars assume that due to 
industrialization and modernization, there have been greater 
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possibilities of cooperation among nations. Human beings can 
now communicate at a rapid speed. People and goods move 
much faster than before and these changes can provide greater 
opportunities for cooperation in world politics. Although this 
interdependence among nations have also led to some problems 
as the behaviour of some states has negative effects on others. 
Hence, there is all the more a need to cooperate. For example, 
global economy has the potential for cooperation. The problem 
of environmental degradation can also be solved through 
cooperation. All nations have a common interest in finding a 
solution to the problem. Their second assumption is that there 
are significant barriers to cooperation, even when common 
interests exist. For example, actors may fear that others will 
cheat by taking advantage of their cooperation. Their third 
assumption is the belief that communication can play an 
essential role in overcoming barriers to collective action because 
communication allows states to realize that they have expanded 
common interests. The last assumption that the liberal scholars 
share is that international organizations and international 
regimes play an important role in collective efforts (Folker, 
2007: 56–58).

Liberals believe that liberal values such as democracy, 
capitalism and secularism must be universalized. They believe 
that the democratic society, in which civil liberties are protected 
and market relations prevail, can have an international analogue, 
which would result in a peaceful global order. There is potential 
for continuity between the domestic and the international. The 
domestic free market has its counterpart in the open, globalized 
world economy more so after the collapse of communism. The 
globalization of the world economy means there are fewer obstacles 
to international trade. The world economy is heavily influenced 
by transnational corporations. For liberals, globalization has 
weakened the authority of the nation states and removed its 
inefficient effects in commercial relations. It has homogenized 
the political economies of many states in the international 
community and has the potential of creating a market society 
on a global scale. This argument has not been accepted by many 
scholars who argue that free trade policies create more disparities 
in wealth rather than creating a balanced economic development 
and prosperity. The developing societies are left at the mercy of 
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the stronger economies or trans national corporations, which are 
unaccountable. In order to be more responsible and accountable, 
the liberal states must learn to be more democratic. Liberalism 
has the potential to create a just society through democratic 
institutions. International institutions must also be strengthened 
and made more democratic and accountable so that the negative 
consequences of globalization are reduced.
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7
Realism
Rumki Basu

Learning Objectives 

l	 To understand the major exponential features of Realism as a theory of 
international politics

l	 To examine the fundamental propositions of the realist framework
l	 To elucidate the central arguments of neorealism
l	 To present a comprehensive critique of the realist school of thought and 

discuss its contemporary relevance

Abstract

Realism is an approach to the study of international politics that 
explains and interprets world politics in terms of power. We associate 
Realism with thinkers from the times of Kautilya, Machiavelli and 
Hobbes through 20th-century scholars such as Hans Morgenthau and 
Kenneth Waltz. Realism has been the most dominant school of thought 
in post–Second World War international relations and continues to have 
relevance in contemporary world politics. Realists insist that we should 
look at world politics as it really is and not as one imagines or wants it to 
be. They primarily emphasize on national interest, power politics and the 
security and centrality of the nation state. The principal line of thinking 
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of the realist school is in terms of power and its exercise by states. In 
other words, it is chiefly concerned with realpolitik. Realists maintain 
that the principal actors in the international arena are states, each acting 
in its rational self-interest within an environment of international 
anarchy. In the ongoing struggle for power in world politics, through the 
pursuit of national interest, policymakers use rational tools, including 
diplomacy, economic power and ultimately military force to attain the 
goals of foreign policy. Neorealism, while acknowledging the influence 
of a plurality of actors in world politics today and the integrative aspects 
of globalization, would still argue that even while cooperating with each 
other, states try to maximize their power and preserve their autonomy. 
Realism’s resilience is based on its central claim that the laws of 
international relations (IR) remain true across time (history) and space 
(geopolitics) and, therefore, embody timeless truths about international 
politics and behaviour.

7.1 Core Ideas

Realism is a theoretical approach to the study of international 
relations (IR), which explains and interprets world politics in terms 
of power. We associate Realism with thinkers such as Kautilya,1 
Machiavelli2 and Hobbes3 through 20th-century scholars such 

1 Kautilya’s Arthshastra was compiled during the 4th century BC. It is the lengthiest 
written treatise on statecraft and administration in world history. It offers deep 
insights into political statecraft, particularly the principles of public administration, 
machinery of government, economic policy and military strategy. Kautilya is 
known as the Indian Machiavelli because of his ruthless and shrewd tactics and 
his unequivocal stand that ends justify the means. The Arthshastra counsels that no 
means are beyond the scope of the ruler to gain power and consolidate order and 
stability in kingdoms.

2 Machiavelli’s classic work The Prince—written around AD 1500—is an example 
of what a prince should actually be and the ways in which he should wield his 
power to maintain his control over his kingdom. The prince should combine in 
him the qualities of the man and the beast and should assume the potentialities of 
a fox and a lion at the same time.

3 Hobbes in his Leviathan portrays a state of nature where the life of man was 
‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short’. To come out of this situation, man 
entered into a contract—‘a covenant of every man with every man’—to create the 
Leviathan, the immortal God with whose birth, the sovereign, the civil society and 
political authority came into existence (Hobbes and Tuck, 1991).
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as Hans Morgenthau and Kenneth Waltz. Realists insist that we 
should look at world politics as it really is and not as one imagines 
or wants it to be. Realists maintain that the principal actors in the 
international arena are states, each acting in its rational self-interest 
within an environment of international anarchy. No overarching 
or sovereign authority exists to control the actions of states or 
relations among or between them. In the ongoing struggle for 
power in world politics, through the pursuit of national interest, 
policymakers use various tools, including diplomacy, economic 
power and ultimately military force to attain the goals of foreign 
policy. A country’s relative level of power, including economic 
and military power, determines its relations with other states. 
International organizations maybe functional and useful for world 
cooperation in specific sectoral areas but can neither change the 
essence of state behaviour or the inner dynamics of global power 
politics, and are, therefore, destined to remain at the periphery of 
international relations.

Realists primarily emphasize on power, national interest, security 
and the centrality of the nation state. They believe in the constancy 
of human nature, which can be both good and evil. In the quest for 
security, nations try to build up resources. Realists do not believe 
that the imposition of normative values or patterns of ‘standard’ 
behaviour upon states is feasible or realistically sustainable.

Realists ground themselves in a long and old tradition. The 
ancient Indian strategist and realist political thinker Kautilya 
(350–283 BC) had advised the rulers on how to survive amid 
warring states, and consolidate their power. His Arthshastra is 
the oldest and the longest treatise on the principles of statecraft 
and good governance, wherein he argues that moral reasoning 
is not very useful to state rulers faced with anarchy and intrigue. 
Kautilya advised rulers to use power to advance their interests, 
for self-protection and to consolidate a benevolent despotic 
regime. Much later in Italy (around AD 1500) Machiavelli urged 
the prince to concentrate on pragmatic actions to stay in power 
and pay attention to war tactics above all. Today, Machiavelli is 
considered the founder of realpolitik in political practice.

After the Second World War, Hans Morgenthau, the pre-eminent 
scholar of the realist school, came to argue that international 
politics is governed by objective, universal laws based on national 
interest defined as power as opposed to psychological motives of  
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decision-makers. Morgenthau further argues that the drive for 
power and the will to dominate are held to be fundamental aspects 
of human nature. Therefore, the essential features of international 
politics such as competition, war and fear can be explained. He 
notes, ‘politics, like society in general, is governed by objective 
laws that have their roots in human nature’ (Morgenthau and 
Thompson, 1985). He argued that there is no universally acceptable 
norm of morality applicable to the international sphere and that 
all nations should act on the principles of prudence and feasibility. 
He views international politics as a process in which national 
interests are accommodated or resolved on the basis of diplomacy 
or war. Realism assumes that the stable minimum national interest 
identifiable is national survival, whereas other socio-economic or 
political interests change with time and national circumstances. 
Political realists refuse to identify the moral aspirations of a 
particular nation with the moral laws that govern the universe. 
Universal moral principles cannot be applied to state action and 
the autonomy of the state must be maintained.

Realism developed in the post–Second World War period in 
reaction to an older theoretical approach called ‘Idealism’. Idealism 
emphasizes on international law, morality and international 
organization as key influences on international events, besides 
power. Idealists believe that human nature is basically good 
and the principles of IR must flow from the principles of good 
morality. They perceive the international system as one based 
on a community of states with the potential to work together to 
solve common problems. With good education and appropriate 
structures of global governance, the world could evolve towards 
peaceful and cooperative international relationships.

The Idealist school of thought was particularly active in 
the interwar period. The US President Woodrow Wilson and 
other Idealist thinkers had placed a lot of hope in the League 
of Nations as a formal structure for the community of nations. 
After the Second World War, sobered by the experiences of the 
war, realists set out to comprehend the world as it is, rather than 
what it ought to be. Thereafter, Realism had a long innings as a 
theoretical framework for the understanding of world politics 
and it dominated the study of IR in the US during the Cold War 
period. Realism provided a theoretical perspective for the Cold 
War policies of US policymakers to a great extent.
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Realists tend to separate the use of political power from the 
canons of morality, religion or ideology. To them, power is an 
amoral and secular concept and so is its usage. Realists see states 
with different ideologies, political regimes and economic systems 
quite similar in their actions in protecting what they perceive 
as their ‘national interest’. The realist framework can be best 
explained by three fundamental propositions of state-centricism:

•	 States are autonomous actors with the monopoly of the 
legitimate use of force (in both intra- and interstate matters). 
They act like rational individuals in pursuing national 
interests. The behaviour of the state as a self-seeking egoist is 
understood to be merely a reflection of human characteristics 
that reflect the population of a state.

•	 They act in the context of an international system, lacking 
a central controlling authority. In anarchy, states compete 
with other states for security, markets, influence and 
survival. Power is viewed in zero-sum terms; more for one 
actor means less for another.

•	 International organizations, multinational corporations and 
other supranational bodies play an essentially subordinate or 
contingent role without affecting the core policies of states. 
Despite a plurality of actors in world politics today, states 
try to maximize their power and preserve their autonomy. 
The essential mechanism throughout history considered 
essential for preserving the liberty of states is ‘balance of 
power’.

The players in an international system are autonomous actors 
defined as states, commonly seeking to enhance their own 
security within the limits of scarce resources. Foreign policy 
is an instrument by which national interests are pursued in 
international politics. A view of foreign policy as being concerned 
with national security and defence of national interest implies that 
the interstate system is characterized by competition and conflict. 
The international system is always fraught with the dangers of war 
and the advantage belongs to states with relatively more power. 
However, if a perennial state of war does not exist today, it is due 
to the existence of a core of practices which produce a minimum 
of international order, that is, international law and the principle 
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of balance of power, combined with the exercise of responsible 
leadership by hegemonic powers. Success or failure in foreign 
policy is a matter of the appropriate application of power.

It was only after the Second World War that thinkers who 
chose to identify themselves within this perspective came out 
openly against the idealist perspective and gave their own. They 
pointed to the perennial features of world politics as ‘constant and 
unyielding’, stating that idealists were being overly optimistic 
about the potential for ‘reform and change’ in world politics. 
Throughout the Cold War period, realists had no problem 
finding evidence from the actions and reactions of states in the 
international arena to justify and reinforce their point of view. But 
much later in history, the willingness of the Soviet Union, under 
Gorbachev, to call an end to the Cold War, move out of Eastern 
Europe and allow so many of its republics to ‘disintegrate’ was 
seen by many critics of Realism as a repudiation of everything 
that the perspective stood for. Political realists believe that it is the 
insecurity in an anarchic international system that makes states 
‘power maximizers’ (offensive Realism) or security maximizers 
(defensive Realism) and that their designs for territorial expansion 
can only be checkmated by rival power(s). This aggressive build-
up, however, leads to a ‘security dilemma’, where increasing one’s 
own security can bring along greater instability as the opponent(s) 
builds up its own arms. Thus, security is a zero-sum game where 
only relative gains can be made. The major exponents (and their 
works) of political realism were Reinhold Niebuhr (1947), George 
F. Kennan (1954 and 1966), Hans Morgenthau (1948) and Kenneth 
W. Thompson (1958 and 1960). The critique of Realism that 
emerged from the 1970s onwards was focused on the following 
central arguments: First, that the state was the dominant actor 
in world politics and acted on behalf of its citizens; second, that 
national security and high politics were top on the agenda of 
world politics; and last, that competition, insecurity and political 
violence were the universal components of world political 
processes. 

In the 1970s and 1980s, studies of interdependence transnational 
relations and international integration appeared in increasing 
numbers, reflecting the even more visible impacts of plural 
challenges to state dominance. After the 1990s, world politics 
has been transformed by the integrating impact of globalization, 
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influence of non-state actors, intensification of transnational 
linkages in political economy and various forms of communication 
and information technologies.

7.2 Neorealism: Kenneth Waltz and Others

Realists have ‘reinvented’ themselves in the post–Cold War era. 
They point to the fact that the end of the Cold War has not led to 
general disarmament, an end to regional conflicts or even small 
wars, and that states remain as concerned about enhancing their 
power and security as they always have been in the past. The 
reinvented realists, better known as ‘neorealists’, focus on the 
continued centrality of the state in world politics, rejecting the 
view that supranational institutions can supplant the state. They 
acknowledge the fact that in the post-globalized era, the state has 
only changed its forms and has become more complex. Kenneth 
Waltz, the foremost thinker in the neorealist school of thinking, is 
a structural realist who does not agree with the view that post–
Cold War developments have undermined the realist perspective. 
The post–Cold War era though characterized by democracy, 
interdependence and international institutions will not per se lead 
to the establishment of a more peaceful and stable world order. 
Waltz endeavours to show that a unipolar world is still unstable 
and challengers to the US are already on the horizon. Unipolarity 
leads to a power imbalance, which by its very nature is not 
sustainable. Waltz agrees in part only with the ‘democratic peace’ 
theory, which believes that democratic countries do not go to war 
with one another. Waltz argues that even if democracies do not go 
to war with democracies and even if all states become democratic, 
the structure of the interstate system would still remain anarchic. 
There are no permanent enemies or friends in the global system of 
states. Peace dividends are not outcomes of democracies but the 
result of a totality of favourable circumstances for peace, such as 
world history has so often proved. Even democracies fight their 
share of wars against others. It could even take the form of wars 
that they believe can be fought to ‘impose democracy’ on others as 
the US has done several times in the past. Interventions, whether 
in the name of democracy or human rights has done the world 
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more harm than good, states Waltz. Realists often argue that 
‘just wars’ or ‘humanitarian interventions’ in reality only protect 
‘national’ interests and are never fought for moral ideals alone. 

Interdependence within or across states promote war as well 
as peace. Despite the tight integration of the Soviet and Yugoslav 
economies, the states fell apart. With zero interdependence, neither 
conflict, nor war is possible. With integration, ‘international’ 
becomes national politics. The effects of interdependence, says 
Waltz, maybe either negative or positive, for example, the benefits 
of a global pool of migratory labour, common markets and cultural 
enrichment can sometimes be negative, leading to protectionism, 
mutual resentment and war. Interdependence in today’s globalized 
scenario is always to the advantage of the economically powerful, 
since it exists in an unequal state system. Finally, Waltz firmly 
believes that the role and purpose of international institutions is 
to strengthen and assist the state system, not supplant it. They 
are shaped and limited by the states that sustain them and have 
little independent impact or objective. International institutions 
are created by the more powerful states, and they exist as long as 
they serve the major interests of their creators, or are thought to 
do so. Kenneth Waltz’s major neorealist thesis is that international 
politics reflects the distribution of ‘national capabilities’ and it is 
the balance of power theory that will ultimately prevail. In this 
theory, order is the product of the perennial process of balancing 
and adjustment among states under conditions of anarchy. Under 
conditions of anarchy, internal balancing is possible through 
domestic mobilization and external balancing through formation 
of temporary alliances among ‘perpetually insecure’ states to 
counterbalance rival constellations of power. It is the distribution 
of capabilities across states that are of fundamental importance 
to understanding crucial international outcomes such as war and 
peace, alliance politics and the balance of power. He suggests 
that capabilities can be ranked according to their strength in 
the following areas: size of population and territory, resource 
endowment, economic capability, military strength, political 
stability and competence.

Let us now summarize the central arguments of Waltz. Waltz 
argues that the main difference between national and international 
politics that decisively shapes the behaviour of states is the absence 
of a higher authority in the international system, which leads to a 
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severe ‘security dilemma’ because security build-up of one state 
leads to insecurity of others. He differs from classical realists on 
two counts—first, the sources of conflict or causes of war do not 
lie in human nature but within the basic framework of anarchy 
where states have no recourse but to go for self-help to protect 
themselves and, second, in such a state of affairs (of anarchy), a 
balance of power would automatically result, which most often 
is a balance of capabilities instead of power. Whether in a state 
of peace or war, conflict or cooperation, states would always try 
to maximize their relative power and preserve their autonomy. 
Waltz accepts the reality of today’s unipolar world with a firm 
conviction that the contours of a multipolar world have already 
appeared on the horizon since ‘balances disrupted will one day be 
restored’ (Waltz, 1959). 

Another outcome of neorealist premises is the ‘hegemonic 
stability’ theory, which holds that order is maintained by a 
hegemonic state, which utilizes power capabilities to organize 
relations among states. The preponderance of power held by a state 
allows it to follow foreign policy goals through inducements—
positive and negative—to win over other states for participation 
within the hegemonic order. According to Robert Gilpin (1981), 
an international order is, at any point of history, a reflection of 
the underlying distribution of power within the states system. If 
this status quo shifts or changes, it may lead to hegemonic war 
or conflict for an eventual reorganization of order which would 
reflect the new distribution of power. It is the challenger and the 
rising hegemon who defines the terms of the new order if his 
position has been ratified by war. 

Interestingly, the continuity and relative stability of the 
post–Cold War era has taken both realists and neorealists by 
surprise. Various scholars have emphasized the importance of 
individual decision-makers in the Soviet Union after the 1990s. 
Realism had greater trouble in providing a persuasive account of 
new developments such as humanitarian interventions, regional 
integration in Western Europe, the role of non-state actors and 
the overarching integrative fallout of globalization in world 
politics. The balance of power theorists expect the emergence of 
multipolarity with powers like China, India, Japan, Germany and 
Brazil to perform the necessary act of counterbalancing American 
hegemony, especially in the economic and trade spheres. Despite 
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relative peace among industrialized nations today, and highly 
asymmetrical relations among and between nations in the 
international system, neorealists believe that this is only a passing 
phase of world history and problems of anarchy, economic rivalry, 
security dilemmas, institutional decay and balancing alliances 
will all come back. Neorealist theories trace peace and order to 
the operation of the balance of power or hegemony, anticipating 
rising conflict and rivalries among the industrialized nations and 
expecting all states to ‘fall in line’, or conform to the standard 
presumptions of realist theory.

7.3 Critique 

Realism presumes a world where all states are clones of one 
another and will retain the status quo at any cost. Totalitarian, 
revolutionary, underdeveloped and failed states, transnational 
organizations, intergovernmental bodies or non-governmental 
organizations are all outside the neorealist framework, supposedly 
playing a peripheral role in the central power politics of nation 
states. Eurocentrism and anti-communism were also hallmarks 
of this perspective, which is state centric and equilibrium 
serving. It has been considered an elitist and anti-democratic 
doctrine, concerned with protecting great power status quo. 
Major disagreements about the ends of ‘development’ were also 
looked at with great suspicion in the realist camp. Great power 
chauvinism was considered a virtue and ‘great powers’ were 
expected to uphold ‘prestige politics’ at any cost—even if it led 
to war and conflict. Nobody seemed to question the fact that the 
concept of national interest could be an extremely problematic 
concept (open to various interpretations) that has come to be 
debated seriously only in the post–Cold War era. Who is to define 
the national interest: the government in power, a handful of 
bureaucrats or the people? A simplistic understanding of Realism 
implies that nothing changes—neither human nature, nor the 
national interest—that foreign policy is an unending quest for 
power and security and orchestrating the opera are diplomats 
skilled at negotiating limited compromises. New developments 
which undermine the status quo or call for radical change have 
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to be either ignored or dismissed; for example, developmental 
issues in the Third World, disarmament, small wars, glasnost 
and perestroika, the fall of the Berlin Wall, opening up of the 
Chinese economy, terrorism, environmental politics, non-state 
actors in world politics are events and issues for which Realism/
Neorealism have no answer or explanation at all. Realists believe 
that political conflict results from the inherently self-centred 
nature of autonomous states and the intrinsic anarchy of the 
international system. They, therefore, predict that the struggle 
among states for power is virtually ceaseless.

7.4 Conclusion

The appeal of Realism lies in the fact that it rests on unverifiable 
simplistic assumptions. It is a doctrine which takes for granted 
the primacy of foreign policy and the dominance of the security 
issue, defined in terms of simple notions of power. Neorealist 
theories trace order to the operation of the principle of ‘balance of 
power’ or ‘rule of hegemony’, and they anticipate rising conflict 
and interstate rivalries within the Western world even in the 
post–Cold War era. 

Challenges to Realism come from several quarters. The central 
point is that ‘security’ concerns are no longer likely to emerge 
as the prime movers of international politics; they will remain 
as one of many issues. The foundational concerns of realists—
sovereignty, national interest, security, autonomy of foreign 
policy, great power dominance, and so on—carry within the seeds 
of conflict which prevents creative thinking about cooperative 
modes of state behaviour. However, the radical changes in the 
post-globalized world delimit all these cardinal tenets of Realism. 
Globalization is integrative and breaks down the autonomy of 
institutions and structures, and today the concept of ‘security’ has 
come to embrace ‘human security’4 concerns as well.

4 Whereas the classical conception of security emphasizes territorial integrity 
and national independence as the primary values that need to be protected, ‘human 
security’ pertains to protecting the vulnerabilities of people by raising the living 
standards and well-being of the citizens inside states. The classical conception is 
state-centric, the second conception of security is human-centric.
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Realism came to be critiqued by other approaches of IR—
liberal, Marxist and postmodernist. One brand of liberal thought 
argues that economic interdependence would discourage states 
from using force against each other because conflict is disruptive 
and threatens prosperity. A second strand believes that with the 
gradual spread of democratization, wars would be reduced because 
democracies do not fight one another. Liberals also believed that 
cooperation will be more pervasive than conflict in the long run. 
Orthodox Marxist theory and neo-Marxist theories (such as the 
Dependency theory) argued for fundamental transformations in 
the world economic and class structure, which would end the 
exploitation of the poor by the rich countries. From a constructivist 
perspective, the central issue in the post–Cold War world is how 
different groups conceive their identities and interests. Although 
power is important, the central issue is how political actors 
define themselves and their interests and, thus, modify their 
behaviour in the international system. Linklater (1990) opined 
that there is a need to go beyond the structural realists’ emphasis 
on constraints and the classical realists’ predilection for order in 
order to develop an emancipatory form of theory which seeks to 
deepen the sense of solidarity and widen the bonds of community 
in global politics. By emphasizing some ‘perennial’ features of 
world politics, neorealism leaves little room for systemic change. 
Cox (1986) places neorealist theory in the category of ‘problem-
solving approach’ and considers it a little more than a cover for 
rationalizing immoral behaviour in world politics. 

There has also been a vocal feminist critique of realist theory 
from the point of exclusion of women throughout the dominant 
discourse on Realism. Anne Tickner (1997) criticizes Realism as 
only a partial description of international politics, owing to its 
deeply embedded masculinist bias. Her main concern is to offer 
a feminist reformulation of certain realist principles. The most 
common motif in feminist analyses of peace and war depicts 
masculinity as a transcendentally aggressive force in society and 
history where women have been silent victims of men’s wars. 
Militarism was masculinist and needed to be critiqued. She does 
not deny the validity of realist principles completely, but considers 
them culturally embedded and, therefore, prone to gender bias. 

Realism was the dominant paradigm of IR in the Cold War 
period. It depicts world politics as a perennial quest for power and 
security and rules out the possibility of a permanent elimination 
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of war and conflict in the international system. Realism served the 
Cold War years well because it provided convincing theoretical 
justifications for war, alliances, imperialism and obstacles to 
cooperation among the two Cold War warriors.

Realism has several theoretical proponents and many foreign 
policy practitioners. ‘Classical’ realists such as Hans Morgenthau 
and Reinhold Niebuhr believed that it was the selfishness of 
states that ultimately led to war. They stressed on the virtues 
of a multipolar world which is based on the ‘balance of power’ 
principles. By contrast, structural realists like Kenneth Waltz 
ignored human nature and focused on the effects of anarchy on 
the international system. Morgenthau also stressed on the virtues 
of the classical, multipolar, balance of power system and saw the 
bipolar rivalry between the US and the Soviet Union as especially 
dangerous. He however believed that bipolarity is more stable 
than multipolarity (Morgenthau and Thompson, 1985). Waltz 
argued that since all states have to fend for themselves, weaker 
states prefer to balance against, rather than bandwagon, with 
more powerful rivals. Waltz and most other neorealists believed 
that the US was extremely secure for most of the Cold War (Waltz, 
1979). Their apprehension was that it might squander its favourable 
position by adopting an overly aggressive foreign policy. He has 
argued that US foreign policy is generally in tune with realist 
precepts in so far as its actions are still designed to preserve its 
preeminent position in the post–Cold War era and beyond.

Much of post–Cold War era scholarship in IR has surmised that 
realism is irrelevant today, a speculation that seems to be largely 
exaggerated. Unipolarity may be moving towards multipolarity 
(complete or even partial), and regional conflicts dot various parts 
of the globe. Globalization has only changed state power and 
forms but the state still remains the only juridico-legal entity that 
the international system has to reckon with. A recent addition 
to realist theory is its concern with the problem of relative and 
absolute gains. Responding to the neoliberal institutionalists’ 
claims that international institutions would enable states to 
forego short-term advantages for the sake of greater long-term 
gains, rational choice realists such as Joseph Grieco (Walt, 
1998: 29–46) and Stephen Krasner (1976: 317–47) point out that 
anarchy forces states to worry about both the absolute gains from 
cooperation and the manner in which these gains are distributed 
among participants. If some states are greater beneficiaries, they 
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will gradually become more powerful, and their partners will 
become weaker and therefore vulnerable. Anarchy does not 
prevent durable patterns of cooperation from occurring under 
certain specified conditions. International institutions can fulfil 
several important functions such as binding weak states into the 
international order and providing a bargaining chip to encourage 
unstable states to give up dangerous military technologies for 
membership in a regime or institution. The key difference between 
the ‘structural realists’ and ‘rational choice realists’ turns on the 
role of international institutions and the applicability of the theory 
to national state actors. While structural realists believe that global 
institutions have mattered very little in international politics, 
rational choice theorists believe they can play an important role. 
Secondly, rational choice realists are seeking to apply Realism to 
all states rather than just the great powers.

Interestingly, rational choice realists share much in common 
with neoliberals. Both assume that states are rational actors and 
are utility maximizers. Both point to the possibilities of a wide 
range of cooperation across economic and security issue areas. 
They share many assumptions about actors, values, issues and 
power arrangements in the international system influencing 
research priorities and policy debates. However, neorealists and 
neoliberals study different worlds. Neorealists study security 
issues and are concerned with issues of power and survival. 
Neoliberals study political economy and focus on cooperation 
and institution building for peace.

The most interesting conceptual development within the 
realist perspective has been the difference between the ‘defensive’ 
and ‘offensive’ schools of thought. ‘Defensive’ realists such as 
Kenneth Waltz, Van Evera and Jack Snyder argue that states 
were not intrinsically ‘aggressive or militaristic’. Since the costs 
of war generally outweigh its gains, nations have no reason to 
be overly militaristic. Wars among great powers (roughly equal 
in power) occurred largely because of misplaced perceptions 
of threat and overzealous conceptions of war. They maintain 
that war is rarely unequivocally profitable or gainful. They are 
usually the result of domestic factors like ‘hypernationalism or 
‘distorted militarism’. By contrast, Randall Schweller, Eric Labs, 
John Mearsheimer, Fareed Zakaria and other ‘offensive’ realists 
believe that anarchy forces great powers to compete, irrespective 
of their internal characteristics, and that ‘security competition 
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and dilemmas’ will never disappear entirely from world politics 
and the basic parameters of the international system remaining 
the same (anarchy), all states would try maximize their relative 
power in global politics. Realists have time and again argued that 
despite the integrating forces of ‘democracy’ and ‘globalization’ 
and the resultant belief that economic forces will supersede 
traditional power politics, the role of the states will always remain 
an important starting point of academic enquiry in international 
relations. Realists argue that the concept of ‘power’, ‘war’, ‘state’ 
and ‘national interest’ will change their forms but they will remain 
perennially relevant to our understanding of the international 
political system even in the years to come.
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Marxism
Krishna Swamy Dara

Learning Objectives 

l	 To understand the basic arguments of Marx and their creative 
employment in elucidating international politics

l	 To explore the criticism made on the dominant international relations 
theories by both old and contemporary schools of Marxist thought 

l	 To understand the challenges made to old assumptions by critical 
theorists in international relations 

l	 To appreciate the alternative vision(s) of constituting international 
relations from a Marxist perspective

Abstract

From Karl Marx to post-Marxism, Marxism as a school of thought has provided 
us with an insightful analysis of international relations by linking it with the 
analysis of capitalism. From its inception, capitalism had an inextricable link 
with colonialism. Lenin has famously referred to imperialism, domination of one 
nation over other nations, as the highest stage of capitalism. For the purpose of 
criticizing capitalism and its effects on human lives, Marxists have developed 
sophisticated conceptual tools and methods to understand social reality. These 
tools are used by our modern-day Marxists to develop their critique of the 
dominant school of international relations, the realist school. Neo-Gramscian 
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such as Robert Cox is one such Marxist who uses concepts developed by Antonio 
Gramsci to understand international relations. He employs the concept of 
‘hegemony’ to challenge the realist argument that force is the source of American 
power. Force coupled with consent is the source of America’s hegemony over the 
world. More relevant to the aspect of theorizing in international relations is his 
argument that theorizing is not a neutral activity. In fact, it is deeply political. 
Realists, by claiming to be value neutral, secretly endorse the existing social 
order, say Marxists.

Marxism is one of the important theories in international relations 
today. It offers an alternative understanding of ‘International 
Relations’, particularly of the realist theorization of international 
relations. Marxism falls under the category of positivist theories, 
which include both Marxist and neo-Marxist theories that engage 
with international relations and politics. The other category is 
called post positivist theories, which include postmodernism and 
post structuralism. They are perspectives that question the realist 
and liberal view of state conflict; alternatively, they focus on the 
economic and material aspects. They propose to disclose how the 
economic aspects trump other concerns, which makes ‘class’ the 
main focus of their study. All Marxists assert that the international 
political system is integrated into the global capitalist system in 
pursuit of capital accumulation. Hence, colonialism bestowed 
sources for raw materials and to capture markets for exports, 
while decolonialization brought new and more opportunities in 
the form of economic dependence. Before going into the specific 
role of Marxism in international relations, let us first understand 
what is meant by Marxism.

Marxism, as it is well known, is based on the philosophical, 
economic and political work of Karl Marx. It is important to 
distinguish between Marxism and the economic and political 
thought of Marx. Today’s Marxism takes its inspiration from the 
writings of Karl Marx but does not simply apply his ideas on 
economy and society to modern international relations blindly. 
It even rejects some of the core ideas of Marx as outdated and not 
relevant to a critical analysis of contemporary society.

In 1840s, Marx and Engels wrote that capitalism had seriously 
windswept the foundations of the international arrangement of 
states. Though the clashes and rivalry between nation states had 
not yet come to an end, the future appeared to revolve around 
the two principal social classes: the national bourgeoisie and the 
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proletariat. An entirely new kind of society was already being 
conceived within the most advanced political movements of 
this proletariat. Through revolutionary action, the international 
proletariat can achieve the enlightenment ideals of liberty, 
equality and fraternity, which would free all human beings from 
exploitation and domination in the new world.

Realists in international relations have criticized Marxism as 
outdated because in their view international politics has always 
been based on conflict and competition and will continue to do 
so. Kenneth Waltz claimed that Marxism was a ‘second image’ 
(Burchill et al., 2005: 110) account of international politics because, 
according to Marxism, the rise of communist states in opposition to 
capitalist states would end the conflict between them. It is utopian 
because the struggle for power is imminent in human nature 
and is, therefore, inescapable. Only a ‘third image’ or third-level 
analysis can explain this phenomenon of international anarchy. 
The only solution to this is that of an international system which 
can disable the anarchy in international politics, thereby keeping 
a check on power politics.

Martin Wight, a rationalist, criticizes the concept of 
‘imperialism’, which was propounded by Lenin in his work 
Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism. He criticizes it as overly 
occupied with the economic aspects rather than the political 
aspects and, therefore, cannot be considered a serious contribution 
to international relations scholarship. He also criticizes Marxists 
for underestimating the force of nationalism, the state, balance of 
power, international law and diplomacy in their impact on world 
politics. Marxists have responded to these criticisms with their 
new and nuanced interpretations of world politics. We will, in the 
next section, attempt at charting out these new interpretations.

Marxism as a perspective ‘has an important weapon’ 
(Burchill et al., 2005: 111) in order to critically respond to the 
realist critique. The Marxists developed novel ideas, which had 
a deep impact on the critical theory in international relations. 
It may also be argued from a common man’s perspective that 
the collapse of Soviet Union and the triumph of capitalism 
over socialism mark the death of Marxism as a social theory 
and political practice. Marxists, on the contrary, argue that the 
relevance of their theory is even more in the present epoch than 
ever before. This is so because modern forms of globalization 
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are accompanied by ethnic violence and national fragmentation 
which Marx and Engels could not foresee. We, therefore, can say 
that Marxism is still relevant for us because it gives a coherent 
analysis of capitalist globalization and fragmentation, which 
challenges Waltz and Wight’s argument that Marxism cannot be 
regarded as a serious contribution to the study of international 
politics and is clearly inferior to conventional approaches in the 
field. Marxism is also very sophisticated compared to the other 
theories in the critique of world politics in the Anglo-American 
world. The task that Marxists have taken up is to build their 
theory on the basic foundations laid by Marx, Engels, Lenin 
and other prominent Marxists by keeping its strengths and not 
perpetuating its errors and weaknesses. In order to understand 
this, let us trace the main features of Marxism and how it 
interprets international relations.

8.1 �Marx and Engels on International 
Relations

Human history has been a struggle to satisfy basic material needs, 
according to Karl Marx. It is also the struggle to tame nature and 
to resist class domination and exploitation. More importantly, it 
tries to overcome the mistrust or alienation that man has with 
other men. Man has been successful in overcoming nature to a 
considerable extent and also to produce material goods to the 
level of avoiding scarcity of food, clothing and shelter. Mankind 
is capable of providing conditions to individuals to develop their 
creative powers or capacities, which are not found in other species. 
However, capitalism, in Marx’s perspective, has and will play a 
negative role in furthering the creative capacities of mankind. In 
other words, society under capitalism has become so powerful 
that it has almost total control over nature. However, individuals 
are trapped in an international social division of labour; are 
exposed to unregulated market forces; are exploited by new forms 
of manufacturing which turn workers into mere accessories to the 
capitalist machine. Though Marx believed that capitalism has 
made serious advances in reducing the feeling of estrangement 
between societies, it still alienates individuals and groups from 
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one another. He believed that nationalism had no place in the 
hearts and minds of the proletariat organizations which were 
committed to a cosmopolitan political project. Capitalism was, for 
him, a system of exploitation in which the capitalists controlled 
the labour power of the proletariat and profited from their work. 
It was the root cause of an alienation in which the human race, 
including the bourgeoisie, was at the mercy of structures and 
forces which were its own creation. An end to this alienation, 
exploitation and estrangement was Marx’s main political goal and 
the point of his efforts to understand the laws of capitalism and 
the general development of human history. This was his legacy to 
thinkers working within the Marxist tradition.

Marx understood that the historical import of the technology 
(forces of production) and the relations of production (the division 
between the owners and those who must work for them) had been 
neglected by members of the Hegelian movement with whom he 
had been closely associated in his formative intellectual years. 
Hegel, in his work, Phenomenology of Spirit examined the different 
forms of artistic, religious, historical, political and philosophical 
consciousnesses which the human race has passed through in its 
long historical struggle to know itself. After his death, a struggle 
over Hegel’s legacy took place—the left Hegelians attacked 
religion, believing it was the main form of false consciousness that 
prevented human beings from acquiring a deep understanding 
of what they were and what they could be. However, for Marx, a 
left-Hegelian, religious belief was not an intellectual error, which 
could be overcome by philosophical analysis, but an expression of 
the dissatisfaction and aspirations of people struggling with the 
material conditions of everyday life. He called religion, the ‘opium 
of the masses’ and the ‘sigh of an oppressed’, and revolutionaries 
had to understand and challenge the social conditions which gave 
rise to religious beliefs (O’Malley, 1970: 1). The central theme in 
Marx’s conception of history is that individuals must satisfy their 
physical needs before they can do anything else. In practice, this 
meant the mass of humanity had to surrender control of its labour 
power to the capitalists in order to survive. The dominant classes 
exploited the members of the subordinate classes, and this has 
been the source of social conflict. The class struggle had been the 
overriding form of conflict in human history; the resulting political 
revolutions have been the main agents of historical development, 
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while technological changes have been the driving force behind 
this social transformation.

Marx argued that human nature was not static or the same 
throughout history, it was continuously changing. Human 
beings not only change nature by working on it, but also change 
themselves in the process of changing it. Human history can only 
be understood by understanding the different modes of production, 
namely primitive communism, slavery, feudalism and capitalism.

Applying this Marxist understanding of human history to 
international relations, we can in short say that capitalism had 
‘directed the whole humanity into a single stream of world 
history’ (Burchill et al., 2005: 114), although imperialism and 
other factors have destroyed the isolation of earlier societies. 
However, the very force (capitalism) which unified humanity 
had also frustrated solidarity by pitting members of the capitalist 
class against each other as well as against the working class. By 
forcing members of the working class to compete with each other 
for employment, it managed to divide humanity. Nevertheless, 
the tension between the ‘wealth generated by capitalism and the 
poverty of individual life generated’ (Burchill et al., 2005: 114) 
demands for solidarity amongst members of the exploited classes. 
The need for international cooperation among the working class 
was necessitated by the fact that capitalist societies appropriated 
the language of freedom and equality in order to legitimize existing 
socio-economic exploitative relations, while systematically 
denying real freedom and equality to the subordinate groups.

This immediately raised numerous and serious questions about 
what it means to be really free and equal. Although neither Marx 
nor Engels was interested in moral philosophy, their writings can 
hardly be regarded as dispassionate analysis without any moral 
considerations of industrial capitalism. Marx, in his introductory 
remarks to The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, writes that 
human beings make their own history but not under conditions 
chosen by them. This means they do not make history exactly 
as they please because class structures stand over humans and 
constrain their freedom of action. If this interpretation is correct, 
then one of Hegel’s most central themes survive in Marx’s thought. 
This means that in the course of their history human beings 
acquire a deeper appreciation of what is to be free and deeper 
understanding of the social conditions necessary if freedom is 
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to be realized. Freedom and equality in capitalism mean that 
capitalists and proletariat enter into a contract (labour) as free and 
equal subjects, but their apparent ‘equal freedom’ is contradicted 
by the existence of massive social inequalities. Marxists claim 
socialism can realize the claims to freedom and quality already 
present in capitalism. Marx’s condemnation of capitalism has to 
be seen in this light: It is a critique from within the capitalist order 
rather than a challenge from outside.

For Marx, human freedom can only be achieved by the 
solidarity and cooperation of all humans globally. It is one of the 
main reasons, according to Andrew Linklater (1990: 134), why 
Marx has so little to say about international relations understood 
as relations between states and why he focused instead on the 
challenges that resulted from capitalist globalization. Marx and 
importantly Engels, who was a keen student of strategy and 
war, were aware of the importance of geopolitics and the role of 
conquest in the formation of larger political associations. Their 
analysis was not concerned with how states had contributed to 
the process of globalization, rather to examine how the internal 
dynamic of capitalism was the unstoppable driving force behind 
this globalization. States may have played their role in this process 
but, in Marx’s view, this is because of the internal laws of motion of 
the capitalist system itself. Marx and Engels’ writings emphasize 
the logic of expansionism which is peculiar to modern capitalism. 
They write that the essence of capitalism is to ‘strive to tear down 
every barrier to intercourse’, to ‘conquer the whole earth for its 
markets’ (Marx, 1973: 539). This does not mean that Marx and 
Engels ignored the role played by the feeling of nationalism. 
Humanity was still divided into nation states and national 
bourgeoisies remained in control of the state apparatus, which 
is used to promote allegedly national interests. Each proletariat 
would have to struggle with its own national bourgeoisie but the 
revolutionary struggle for the proletariat had global aspirations.

8.2 Criticism of the Realist School

Marxist analysis of international politics has been discredited by 
the sharp criticism of realists. According to them, Marxism has 
failed to anticipate the nature of European proletariat which sided 
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with their own national bourgeoisie rather than building solidarity 
with the proletariat of other nationalities. Waltz, a realist scholar, 
criticizes the Marxists for underestimating the roles of culture, 
nationalism, the state and war which had determining effects on 
the nature of international politics. The Marxists, therefore, could 
not predict many events, which shocked them. This is the weakness 
that realists point as central to Marxism. They argue that economic 
reductionism of Marxism, that is, reducing everything to economic 
factors and ignoring other factors, makes it a problematic theory. 
This has been a dominant criticism of Marxism in international 
relations theory. Later Marxists took this criticism seriously and 
tried to respond to it by improvising on the writings of Marx and 
Engels. First, they completely agree that Marx and Engels have 
ignored the role of culture in their writings, more so in geopolitics. 
Though they were undoubtedly in agreement that technological 
and political revolutions were transnational in nature, yet they 
preferred endogenous explanations of society, arguing that the 
great political revolutions occurred because of contradictions 
within separate but not self-sufficient societies. Reflecting on one 
of the dominant tendencies of the age, Marx argued that while 
relations among states were important, they were ‘secondary’ or 
‘tertiary’ forces in human affairs when equated with modes of 
production and their laws of development. In a letter to a friend, 
Marx (1966: 159) writes ‘the whole organisation of nations, and 
all their international relations, is nothing but the expression of a 
particular division of labour. And must not these change when the 
division of labour changes?’ This very question is cited by realists 
as a proof of Marx ignoring the power of nationalism and war on 
international relations. As a reply to the realists, we can also show 
some of Marx and Engels’ writing which recognized the importance 
of nationalism in international relations. They accepted that the 
Indians, Irish and Poles were the victims of national domination 
rather than class exploitation and concluded that freedom from 
national dominance was essential if lower classes were to become 
the friends of other lower classes of another nationality, thereby 
forming an international proletariat. Nevertheless, their concern 
was more with capitalist exploitation and its expansion. One later 
Marxist who was more sensitive to this cultural question within 
the framework of Marxism was Antonio Gramsci. In his prison 
writings, he develops his views on international politics keeping 
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this question in mind. In the next section, we will explore his 
understanding of these issues before embarking to understand 
the contemporary reaction within Marxism to realist criticism.

8.3 �Neo-Gramscianism and International 
Relations

Contemporary radical researchers have drawn on the writings 
of Antonio Gramsci to challenge the dominance of ‘realist’ 
perspective in this academic realm. The realist perspective is 
linked with US strategists such as Henry Kissinger, Samuel 
Huntington and Zbigniew Brzezinski, who played a key role 
during the Cold War. Realism—the radicals criticize—takes the 
bourgeois view of human nature as a struggle between ‘atomized’ 
individuals and transposes it onto the international system. This 
generates the picture that the essence of international relations 
is interstate rivalry. It assumes that since ancient times the states 
have had clear and coherent national interests that they project 
internationally through military means.

This approach (ahistorical), in which there is no place for 
the rise and fall of modes of production or the class dynamics 
structuring them, resulted in a ‘mutual neglect’ between Marxism 
and international relations for much of the 20th century. However, 
the work of a ‘neo-Gramscian’, Robert Cox, renders a compelling 
criticism of Realism. In his seminal article titled ‘Social Forces, 
States, and World Orders’, he develops his critique of realism 
(Cox, 1981). Cox refuses the name ‘Marxist’, and says he has simply 
applied ideas derived from a selective reading of Gramsci to the 
study of international relations. The most important idea he takes 
is the concept of hegemony. Cox develops his argument based on 
Gramsci’s fragmentary and half-baked ideas and comments on 
international relations. His use of the concept of ‘passive revolution’ 
exemplifies an ordered appreciation of the ‘inter-penetration’ of 
the national and the international. The idea of passive revolution 
is fundamental to Gramsci’s analysis of the second half of the 19th 
century and early 20th century history of Europe, which includes 
the Risorgimento (the Resurgence, Italian unification). This idea 
delineates a top-down process in which a minute, modernizing 
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elite successfully manages to bring a transformation of traditional 
social relations by piecemeal reform. They were unsuccessful 
in mobilizing the masses behind their revolutionary agenda, 
unlike the Jacobins in the French revolution. The force behind 
this movement was not from domestic economic pressures, but 
was ‘instead the reflection of international developments which 
transmit their ideological currents to the periphery—currents born 
of the productive development of the more advanced countries’ 
(Gramsci, 1971: 305). Similarly, Gramsci argued that the Fordist 
industrial development of 1920s in America can be seen as a 
passive revolution. It also changed incumbent forms of capitalist 
relations, and it was reshaping societies in Europe by impelling 
states to adopt structures and policies that are conducive to free 
enterprise and economic individualism. Gramsci also asserted 
that fascism was itself a ‘passive revolution’, intended to uphold 
the power of a decaying bourgeoisie confronting the radical 
challenges from Russia. These arguments exemplify Gramsci’s 
analysis of a national–international relation in dialectical terms. 
The international forces infiltrate and alter national political and 
social relations. 

Drawing on these arguments, Cox, along with other neo-
Gramscians, endeavours to tear down central realist arguments. 
First, he argues that Realism mostly disregards the social factors 
that affect the state power and considers states only as expressions 
of coherent national interests. The neo-Gramscians place the 
classes emerging as a result production process as crucial for 
their analysis and describe state power in terms of class relations. 
International relations is then visualized as to ‘follow [logically] 
fundamental social relations’. They accept Gramsci’s conception 
of states as ‘terrains of struggle’. Thus, Cox argues that in our 
analysis, we should not take ‘states’ as the fundamental units of the 
international system. Instead, we should ‘state–society complexes’ 
as the central unit in our analysis. This move by Cox is in direct 
opposition to the realist school. We should replace the dominant 
understanding that the international system is an interstate 
system with an argument that the system is made up of social 
forces, forms of state and world orders. Second, Cox and others 
reject the argument that ideas are nothing but epiphenomenon 
of economic conditions, following Gramsci’s dismissal of the 
reductive materialist interpretation of Marx. They argue that ideas 
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are themselves part of reality. Cox (1986: 207) writes, ‘theory is 
always for someone or for some purpose’. He further argues that 
dominant realist theory uncritically accepts power of states and 
the interstate system, without investigating into their social bases. 
This reflects the ideological bias of those who are status-quoists, 
happy with the prevailing social structures of power.

Labelling realism as a ‘problem-solving theory’, neo-Gramscians 
criticize it as merely seeking to correct problems ‘in their operation 
rather than fundamentally transform them’ (Cox, 1981: 126–55; 
Gramsci, 1971: 176). Third, neo-Gramscianism, unlike realism, is 
committed to social change, which includes fighting for greater 
equality, environmental protection, justice and peace. In order to 
do so, the neo-Gramscians unearth the contradictions in prevailing 
social relations that can form the basis of progressive change. 
Here, Cox repeats Gramsci’s line of reasoning that reality is not 
‘static’ but a dynamic ‘relation of forces in continuous motion and 
shift of equilibrium’ (Gramsci, 1971: 391). The aforementioned 
three arguments against realism are some of the strong points 
of neo-Gramscians like Cox. However, there are also some 
objections raised to this neo-Gramscianism not by realists, but by 
other Marxists themselves. They argue that neo-Gramscianism 
diverge in significant ways from the standard Marxist conception 
of the world system, severely decreasing its explanatory power. 
Neo-Gramscians such as Stephen Gill and David Law react to 
this by making a clear distinction between Gramsci and Lenin. 
They argued that Leninism sought ‘to capture state power and 
then shape the state and society from above’ (Gill and Law, 1988: 
63). On the contrary, Gramsci was politically determined to ‘the 
building of socialism from below’. Gramsci, unlike Lenin, extended 
the concept of hegemony to cover not only relations between 
the working class and other oppressed lower classes, but also 
relations between antagonistic classes: rulers and ruled. While an 
aspirant bourgeoisie presents his struggle against feudal relations 
as a universal struggle for freedom, it takes up the challenge of 
leading the subordinate classes to secure its own interests; once 
in power it continues to ‘lead’ or maintains hegemony over the 
other classes. Hence, he defines hegemony as ‘the combination 
of force and consent’. Force, as Gramsci repeatedly explains, is a 
‘threat of force’ underlying any class rule. Even with the concept 
of hegemony, his common definition is simply ‘intellectual and 
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moral leadership’ downplaying the coercive element in class 
rule. Gramsci in various writings says that subaltern classes 
give their ‘active’ or ‘spontaneous’ consent to capitalist rule. 
However, according to Adrian Budd (2007), these statements 
should be interpreted not as the definitive evidence of Gramsci’s 
views but as an effort to convince the Italian Communist Party 
to struggle for hegemony, instead of following the Stalinized 
Communist International’s disastrous ultra-left ‘Third Period’ 
perspective after 1928. A precise reflection of Gramsci’s thinking 
is evident in a passage of the Prison Notebooks, where he gives 
analyses of what he calls ‘contradictory consciousness’ of the 
working class. This consciousness combines the ‘common sense’, 
which is conformist in nature with an oppositional ‘good sense’, 
which emerges from direct experience with all forms of collective 
activity. This second good sense contains in embryonic form the 
‘practical transformation’ of society. This argument is overlooked 
by Cox and others, who systematically argue that the ruling class’ 
‘intellectual and moral leadership’ is unhesitatingly accepted 
by the labouring masses. Thus, Cox argues that the hegemonic 
character of the ruling class is evident where ‘the weak accept the 
prevailing power relations as legitimate’ (Cox, 1981: 128). Gill also 
talks of ‘active consent’ given by subordinate groups to bourgeois 
rule, however, this demands that the bourgeoisie make some 
concessions to their interests. 

Stephen Gill and David Law (1988: 78) further argue that a 
consensus gets constructed ‘on the basis of shared values, ideas and 
material interests’. This interpretation, according to Budd (2007), is 
limiting the potential of applying Gramscian ideas to international 
relations. Citing Perry Anderson’s (1976: 59) warning, Budd writes, 
‘the belief that capitalist power in the West rests predominantly 
on its cultural hegemony “is the involuntary temptation that lurks 
in some of Gramsci’s notes”’. Regrettably, it is this understanding 
of the Prison Notebooks that the neo-Gramscians have used to 
explicate the dynamic politics of international relations. The idea 
of ‘intellectual and moral leadership’ neglects to a great extent 
the economic and political realities that explain domestic stability 
of capitalist countries, so it has limited explanatory potential at 
the international level (Gramsci, 1971: 57; Budd, 2007). Budd 
illustrates this tendency in Cox’s application of Gramscian ideas 
to analyse America’s hegemony over international relations in 
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the post–Second World War era. After the Second World War, 
American domination over the world was not based on force but 
on hegemony, in which power is exercised on a largely consensual 
basis. While this is true that the intra-Western imperialist rivalries 
of the first half of the 20th century were transformed (Burchill 
et al. 2005), they were far from transcended. If the persistence of 
intra-Western rivalry undermines Cox’s view of a ‘consensually 
integrated world order’, his focus on the West in isolation from 
the wider structures of superpower imperialism gives a totally 
wrong picture of the post-war period. The consequence of Cox’s 
definition of a hegemonic world order is that ‘the more that 
military force has to be increased and the more it is actually 
employed, the less the world order rests on consent and the 
less it is hegemonic’ (Cox, 1987: 289). Yet, in rejecting Realism’s 
overstatement of military power in shaping the international 
system, Cox largely removes it as a determining factor in the 
Cold War. The prevalent feature of the post-1945 period was the 
armed enmity between America and the USSR. Only within the 
paradigm of the Cold War we can understand the American urge 
to establish its dominance within the non-communist world, for 
its competence to ensure the solidarity among non-communist 
nations rested crucially on its military capabilities of non-
communist nations interests against any enticement of the Soviet 
Union. The US ‘intellectual and moral leadership’ rested largely 
on the more material components of as Mike Davis puts it ‘nuclear 
imperialism’ of America. Traditional Marxists who concentrate 
on material conditions find neo-Gramscianism overemphasizing 
on the cultural factors at the cost of ignoring material conditions. 
They argue that the material conditions such as economic and 
military dominance of America is as important as the cultural or 
intellectual domination. However, this criticism does not ignore 
the relevance of Gramsci today. If neo-Gramscians like Cox have 
to apply Gramscian ideas today to international politics, they 
would have to recognize the centrality of real contradictions and 
conflict in Marxian analysis. Gramsci himself showed us that 
behind the hegemony there is force and coercion which undermine 
it. Taking this into consideration does not mean we should not 
understand the intellectual and moral ideologies that are used to 
maintain class dominance and global dominance by hegemonic 
states like America. Gramsci’s ideas retain a powerful relevance 
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for contemporary Marxist international theory and practice. At 
the theoretical plane, in understanding national state–society 
relations, Gramsci’s argument that ‘the complex contradictory 
and discordant ensemble of the superstructures is the reflection of 
the ensemble of the social relations of production’ (Gramsci, 1971: 
366) is very insightful. Applying this argument to international 
context underlines the fact that war and the interstate system, 
on the one hand, and the global economy, on the other, are 
dependent on each other and are contradictory aspects of a reality 
rather than a dual logic of applicability. Gramsci’s idea of ‘passive 
revolution’ can aid us in comprehending the political after-effects 
of the global expansion of neo liberalism. Understanding neo-
liberal transformation as a form of passive revolution—where 
the economic principles and priorities of the rich capitalist 
countries are adopted by ruling elites in the developing and 
underdeveloped countries—points out the fact that, in both rich 
and poor countries, the working class’s immediate and main 
enemy is the national political elite. The Third World ruling classes’ 
opposition to neo liberalism—reflecting their independent and 
narrow interests—has been half-hearted and moderated by the 
common interests of the world ruling elite against the interests of 
the subaltern classes. The world’s ruling classes remain, as Marx 
argued, ‘hostile brothers’. This, in short, has been the work and 
potential of applying Gramsci’s ideas to international relations. 
Let us now move on to understand the work of critical theories, a 
group which works within the Marxist tradition to comprehend 
society and global politics. Let us also understand other attempts 
within Marxism to challenge the dominant realist interpretation 
of international politics.

8.4 �Critical Theory and International 
Relations

Critical international relations theory is one of the major 
developments within the Marxist tradition, which challenges 
the dominance of the realist school. Its major difference with 
the earlier Marxists is its larger philosophical concerns such as 
epistemology, ontology and normativity within international 
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relations. Scholars such as Richard Ashley, Robert W. Cox, Andrew 
Linklater, John Maclean and Mark Hoffman were engaged with 
these philosophical questions. Apart from this, what makes these 
critical international theorists similar to Marxists and dissimilar to 
realists is their involvement in emancipatory politics. Theory in the 
service of emancipatory goals has its origin in the Enlightenment 
Movement, in the writings of Immanuel Kant, Hegel and, later, 
Karl Marx. Critical theory in the 20th century has been associated 
with the work of the Frankfurt School. This school consisted of 
intellectual giants like Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, Walter 
Benjamin, Herbert Marcuse, Eric Fromm, Leo Lowenthal and, 
more recently, Jurgen Habermas. This school aimed to question 
theoretically the intellectual, social, cultural, political, economic 
and technological trends in modern societies. Theorizing, for 
them, is not an exercise meant for explaining the world but with 
the purpose of altering it. They take Marx’s famous 11th thesis of 
Feuerbach, ‘Philosophers have hitherto only interpreted the world 
in various ways; the point [however] is to change it’ (Marx, 1969: 
13–15) as their motto. The Frankfurt school aims to understand 
the important features of contemporary society by looking at 
historical and social developments, and identifying contradictions 
in the present, which may open up possibilities for transcending 
society’s built-in pathologies and forms of domination. These 
critical theorists do not simply intend to eliminate abuse of 
power but to analyse structural domination with the intention 
of overcoming them. This deep felt desire to identify immanent 
possibilities for social change is a defining characteristic of critical 
theorists—from Kant through Marx to Habermas. Kant, one of 
the first theorists to initiate this emancipatory trend, argued that 
knowing the limits of what we can know is a fundamental part 
of theorizing. Marx, à la Hegel, argued that knowledge is always, 
and irreducibly, conditioned by historical and material contexts. 
Critical theory, in the same vein, takes society itself as an object 
of analysis, and since theories and the act of theorizing are never 
independent of society, it must critically reflect on theory itself; 
hence, the name critical theory. In other words, critical theory 
aims at being self-reflective; it includes an account of its own 
genesis and application in society.

Based on this value, prominent critical theorist, Max Horkheimer, 
made a distinction between two conceptions of theory: traditional 



Marxism  l  201

and critical. While traditional conceptions of theory picture the 
theorist as standing apart from the object of analysis, critical 
conceptions reject this separation of subject from the object. 
Natural sciences are a classic example of this traditional conception 
of theory in which they claim that the subject and object must be 
strictly separated in order to theorize properly. This conception of 
theory assumes that there is an external world (object) ‘out there’ to 
study, and that an enquiring person (subject) can study this world 
in a neutral and objective manner by distancing himself from the 
world or the object of analysis. He or she is supposed to leave 
behind any ideological bias or personal values in order to make 
the enquiry as objective as possible. In simple words, it should 
be value free. Critical theorists discard this conception of theory 
as untenable, unfeasible and undesirable. Critical conceptions 
of theory allocate an examination of the purposes and functions 
served by theorists. It is a second-level analysis of analysis itself. 
They (critical theorists) recognize the unavoidability of taking 
their orientation from the social matrix in which they are situated. 
Their guiding interest is one of emancipation from, rather than 
legitimation and consolidation of, existing social forms. Critical 
international theorists, in the same vein, charge realism as one 
such theory which legitimizes and strengthens the existing 
international set-up. The purpose of critical, as opposed to 
traditional conception of theory, Horkheimer says, is to improve 
human existence by abolishing injustice (Horkheimer, 1972: 223). 
Let us now attempt to understand how this understanding of 
critical theorizing influences international relations.

To begin with, it is important to note that critical theory has 
not directly addressed international issues. The main concern 
of this theory has been the individual and the society, not the 
relations between and across societies. However, it has indirect 
implications on international politics. Marx points out that what 
happens at the international level is of immense importance to 
the achievement of universal emancipation. In international 
relations theory, only after 1980s the questions concerning 
politics of knowledge began to take prominence. Epistemological, 
ontological, methodological and normative questions regarding 
the justification and verification of knowledge claims have begun 
to emerge with the domain of international relations theory. 
In international relations theory, Robert Cox calls traditional 
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theories like Realism as ‘problem-solving theories.’ These theories 
are characterized by two features: positivist methodology and ‘a 
tendency to legitimize prevailing social and political structures’, 
which are largely unjust (Devetak, 2009: 159). Positivism assumes 
that values and facts can be separated and, as said earlier, that 
subject and object can also be separated. Problem-solving theory, 
as Cox defines it, ‘takes the world as it finds it, with the prevailing 
social and power relationships and the institutions into which 
they are organized, as the given framework for action’ (Cox, 1981: 
128). It does not question the present order, but has the effect of 
reifying it. Its aim is to make the existing order ‘work smoothly 
by dealing effectively with particular sources of trouble’ (Cox, 
1981: 129). Realism and its modern avatar neo realism aim to 
work within the given system rather than against the prevailing 
international forces; thus, giving a stabilizing effect to the 
existing global structure of social and political relations. Neo-
liberal institutionalism also participates in this problem-solving 
agenda. As a prominent neo realist wrote, it aims to ‘facilitate the 
smooth operation of decentralized international political systems’ 
(Keohane, 1984: 63). Even mainstream international ethics, Neufeld 
(2000) says, constitutes a form of problem-solving as a result of its 
positivist assumptions. The main problem with problem-solving 
theory is that though it claims to be value neutral, it is discretely 
‘value-bound by the virtue of the fact that it implicitly accepts the 
prevailing order as its own framework’ (Cox, 1981: 130).

Critical international theory, on the other hand, starts from the 
belief that cognitive processes are subject to political interests and 
so ought to be critically evaluated. International relations theory is 
like any other knowledge which is conditioned by social, cultural 
and ideological factors. Critical theory simply acknowledges 
this fact and attempts to reveal the influences, latent interests, 
commitments and values that went into formulating a particular 
theory. As Richard Ashley says, ‘knowledge is always constituted 
in reflection of interests’ (Ashley, 1981: 207). Importantly, it does 
not consider that these influences are necessarily bad for theorizing. 
Unlike realists, critical theory sees it as a positive phenomenon, 
provided it is not concealed, giving an illusion of neutrality and 
objectivity. Critical international theory also rejects the positivist 
distinction between fact and value, subject and object. In simple 
words, it means an attitude which is open to philosophical and 
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political starting points. It is ready to face the challenge of clarifying 
‘how our commitments and values are consistent with our 
theoretical starting points’ (Neufeld, 2000: 43, 47). This reflexive 
attitude makes it a meta-theory, which attempts to examine how 
theories are situated in prevailing social and political orders and 
how this impacts theorization. More importantly, it searches for 
the possibilities of theorizing in a manner that challenges injustices 
and inequalities inbuilt in the prevailing world order. It is against 
dogmatic tendencies in traditional theories. Therefore, it attempts 
to reveal the unexamined assumptions and expose the complicity 
in traditional theories to existing social injustices. Several critical 
international theorists, à la Hegel, believe that the critique of the 
traditional should be based on imminent values and principles. 
Scholars like Kimberly Hutchings, Fiona Robinson, Reus-Smit and 
Andrew Linklater argue that the task of the international political 
theorists is to explain and criticize the present social order in 
terms of the principle presupposed by and embedded in its own 
legal, political and cultural practices and institutions. This means 
the critic must critically engage with the normative assumptions 
that structure our ethical judgements in an effort to generate a 
more consistent relation between thought and forms of political 
organization, while avoiding abstract ethical principles.

Linklater identifies two thinkers as important for critical 
international theory: Kant and Karl Marx. Kant is important 
because he seeks to integrate the themes of power, order and 
emancipation (Linklater, 1990b: 21–22). Kant in his writings on 
international peace considered the possibility that state power 
could be restrained by principles of international order and that, 
in time, international order would be further modified until it 
conformed to principles of cosmopolitan justice. This is one of 
the earliest attempts to criticize the weakness of realist thought. 
Marx is similar to Kant in sharing his desire for a universal 
society of free individuals, a universal kingdom of ends. Critical 
international theory shares the same values and goals as Marx 
and Kant. In order to achieve its purpose, it attempts to reimagine 
the idea of a ‘political community’. Inequality and domination, it 
argues, emerges from the forms of political community linked to 
the sovereign state.

The most common assumption in international relations is 
the idea that the modern state is the natural form of political 
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community. The sovereign state is fetishized as the normal mode 
of organizing political life. Critical international relations theory 
attempts to draw attention to ‘moral deficits’ that are generated 
by the state’s nexus with the capitalist world economy. Andrew 
Linklater (1990a) in his first major work Men and Citizens traces 
how modern political thought had constantly distinguished 
ethical obligations due to citizens from those due to the rest of 
humanity. In simple words, citizens were prioritized over aliens 
or non-citizens. The bearer of rights was always the citizen. Even 
if universal rights are motioned, they were always residual and 
less important to particularistic (citizenship) rights. This desire 
for universalism Linklater finds in the work of Kant. For him, war 
was unquestionably connected to the division of humankind into 
separate, self-regarding political units. Even Rousseau acerbically 
said that individuals in joining a particularly community 
would make themselves enemies of the rest of humanity. Most 
of the Enlightenment thinkers thought that war was simply an 
expression of archaic politics and an instrument of the state, which 
it used for political convenience. Marx realized this and applied 
this intuition to criticize the modern state’s claim of upholding the 
rule of law, protecting private property and money as a device to 
mask the alienation and exploitation of capitalism. Even political 
ideals of equality and freedom, he criticized as bourgeois ideals 
that hide capitalist exploitation. Critical international theory, in 
a similar manner, argues that the modern sovereign state is a 
limited moral community, which promotes exclusion, injustice, 
insecurity and violent conflict between self-regarding states, 
by imposing rigid boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’, thereby 
generating estrangement between peoples. Its insight has become 
relevant to our times when huge numbers of people become 
refugees and stateless. For Kimberly Hutchings, the nation 
state as a ‘normatively desirable mode’ of political organization 
has lost its moral legitimacy. Critical theory, for her, challenges 
the ontological assumptions that ‘govern prevalent thinking 
about what constitutes and accounts for international relations 
as opposed to domestic or transnational politics and global 
economics’ (Hutchings, 1999: 125). She goes ahead of Linklater 
in criticizing the notion of ‘self’ as a ‘self-contained entity’ in 
international relations. Richard Shapcott (2010) even challenges 
the different conception of ‘self’ that shape the relations with 
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‘others’. Shapcott uses a philosophical hermeneutics approach, 
developed by Hana-Georg Gadamer, to understand the relation 
between the self and the other. In his book titled Justice, Community 
and Dialogue in International Relations, he writes, ‘Gadamer’s 
philosophical hermeneutics arises from a tradition of thought 
which emphasises the possibility for understanding across both 
temporal and linguistic distances’ (Shapcott 2001). He dismisses 
both liberal and communitarian conceptions of the self for 
foreclosing sincere communication and justice in the relationship 
between self and the other. He argues that liberal conceptions of 
the self involve a ‘significant moment of assimilation’ because they 
are incapable of properly recognizing difference. Criticizing John 
Rawls’ original position and his device of the veil of ignorance, he 
writes that the ‘veil of ignorance ‘actually works to exclude any 
meaningful differences from the deliberation regarding justice’ 
(Shapcott, 2001: 39). Communitarianism, on the contrary, tends to 
take the limits of political community as given and refuses to grant 
outsiders an equal voice in moral conversation. Shapcott writes:

Communitarian thinking in International Relations attempts a 
formulation of community that does justice to the other by including 
and recognising a wide range of moral and cultural diversity. 
However, by settling on coexistence, this type of communitarian 
thought is also exclusive of difference. It is exclusive in the sense 
that it defines a more strict boundary between those inside the 
community of ‘concrete others’ and those outside. In so doing it 
defines a boundary between those we are capable of communicating 
with and those who are essentially outside of the conversation. 
(Shapcott, 2001: 46)

In simple words, if liberals are insensitive to cultural differences, 
communitarians are hypersensitive about them. Both of them fail 
to do ‘justice to difference’. Hutchings, Linklater and Shapcott 
question the right to autonomy attached to any bounded or 
exclusive identity. National boundaries, according to them, 
must not be given the moral significance that they are presently 
given. One should be careful while recognizing their importance 
not to obstruct principles of openness, recognition and justice in 
relations with the other.

Critical international theory adopts a more hermeneutic 
approach unlike realism, which is based on positivism and 
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empiricism. It believes that social structures are intersubjective 
and are socially constructed. Cox says, ‘they become a part of the 
objective world by virtue of their existence in the intersubjectivity 
of relevant groups of people’ (Cox, 1992: 138). Crucial to critical 
international theory is the argument that we must account for 
the development of the modern state as the dominant form of 
political community in modernity. We need to understand as to 
how states gain their legitimacy by constructing moral and legal 
duties and see how it gets reflected in international relations. 
Linklater undertakes this particular task, taking his cue from the 
work of Anthony Giddens and Michael Mann. Linklater, in his 
early work Beyond Realism and Marxism, has analysed the interplay 
of different logics or rationalization process in the making of 
modern world politics (Linklater, 1990a). In his later work, 
Transformation of Political Community, he carries out an analysis of 
systems of inclusion and exclusion in the development of modern 
state (Linklater, 1998). Political community, according to him, is 
shaped by the interplay of four rationalization processes: state-
building, geopolitical rivalry, capitalist industrialization and 
moral–practical learning. He writes: 

State-building, geopolitical rivalry, capitalist industrialization 
are the three forces that have interacted to lend modern political 
communities their peculiar identities, and recent historical sociology 
have produced several sophisticated analyses of their complex 
interaction [the author cites the work of Skocpal, Mann, Giddens 
and Tilly]. Few of these accounts attach as much importance, at least 
explicitly, to the role played by rationalization of the moral code in 
modern societies. (Linklater, 1998: 146) 

Through the process of rationalization, the state monopolizes 
these four processes of rationalization. The powers the state claims 
to be indivisible, inalienable and exclusive to it are as follows: 

1.	 The right to monopolize the legitimate means of violence 
over a particular territory.

2.	 The exclusive right to tax within this territorial jurisdiction.
3.	 The right to demand undivided political allegiance.
4.	 The sole authority to adjudicate disputes between citizens 

and lastly the sole subject of rights and representation in 
international law. 
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The state acquires a totalizing power in the modern period with 
the concentration of social, economic, legal and political power 
around a single, sovereign site of governance. This further 
becomes the primary subject of international relations by gradually 
removing alternatives. Linklater is interested in tracing out this 
totalizing project of modern state historically and intellectually. 
He is interested in how the state strategically adapts and modifies 
itself to include some and exclude others, thereby changing the 
nature of social bonds. Similarly, Cox also attempts to unearth the 
changing relationship between the state and civil society not just 
historically but also within the same period.

Critical international theory is not just interested in the state 
alone; it is also interested in other factors that shape international 
relations. It is interested in the interaction between social forces, 
state and world order. The state, according to Cox, plays a 
mediating role between social forces and the world order. Social 
forces are shaped by the mode of production and the world 
order is shaped by the states system, which are themselves a 
configuration of power based on social forces. This means the 
observable transforms in ‘military and geopolitical balances can 
be traced to fundamental changes in the relationship between 
capital and labour’ (Devetak, 2009: 169). Cox is interested in 
understanding how one world order gives way to another 
world order. He is concerned with explaining the structural 
transformations that have come about in the past. He explains the 
transformations that have taken place in the late 19th century, a 
period characterized by craft manufacture with the liberal state 
and Pax Britannica (Latin for ‘the British Peace’, was the period 
of relative peace in Europe and the world [1815–1914]), to a 
period distinguished by ‘mass production’ with the emerging 
welfare–nationalist state model. Recently, he is interested in the 
effects globalization has on the world order. He and Stephen 
Gill (1994) have offered explanations of how the growing global 
arrangement of production and finance is changing the older 
conceptions of society, state and polity. This, they say, is bringing 
about the ‘internationalization of the state’, which is making the 
state an instrument for restructuring national economies so that 
they are more responsive to the demands of global economy 
(Cox, 1987: 254). Understanding this phenomenon helps us in 
guiding our fight for improving the condition of humanity and 
achieving social equity. This also helps in trying to figure out 
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how already-existing social struggles might lead to decisive 
transformations in the normative bases of global political life.

Critical international theory believes that totalizing projects 
have been tremendously successful. However, they have not been 
able to ‘erode the sense of moral anxiety when duties to fellow-
citizens clash with duties to the rest of humankind’ (Devetak, 
2009: 171). It attempts to rethink the meaning of community 
in the light of this residual moral anxiety and ‘moral capital’ 
which strengthens and extends cosmopolitan citizenship. For 
this purpose, one needs to identify forces working to dismantle 
practices of social exclusion, and also recognize those who are 
working to replace the system of states with the cosmopolitan 
system of global governance. Linklater, in his work on political 
transformation, offers three transformational tendencies affecting 
political community: (a) a progressive recognition that moral, 
political and legal principles ought to be universalized; (b) an 
insistence that material inequality ought to be reduced and (c) 
greater demands for cultural, ethnic and gender differences 
ought to be recognized (Linklater, 1990b: 21–22). This will help 
identify the nexus between sovereignty, territory, citizenship 
and nationalism, and in striving for a more cosmopolitan form 
of governance. Critical international theory’s main goal is to 
advance the reconfiguration of political community not just 
by enlarging it beyond the frontiers of sovereign state, but 
also by intensifying it. For this, the first thing to do is to delink 
the connection between sovereignty and political community, 
which is very integral to a traditional notion of state. A political 
community which is not exclusionary, will have to go beyond the 
idea of sovereign state. It should challenge the idea that power, 
authority, territory and loyalty must be focused around a single 
community and also must not be monopolized by a single ‘site 
of governance’. The state has become ineffective in resolving 
conflicts between multiple loyalties, identities and interests in a 
much more globalized world. Only by decentring the state in a 
cosmopolitan form of organization, we can achieve a desirable 
global political community, Linklater suggests three important 
moves that can be undertaken to achieve this goal: 

•	 First, the formation of a pluralistic society of states in which 
the principle of coexistence to preserve respect for the freedom 
and equality of independent political communities. 
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•	 Second, solidarity among states that have agreed to 
substantive moral principles and purposes. 

•	 Third, non-traditional framework of states, where states 
relinquish some of their sovereign powers so as to 
institutionalize shared political and moral norms. 

Linklater and Shapcott call it ‘dialogical cosmopolitanism’ 
because it encourages dialogue among different political groups 
and develops sensitivity and obligation towards the ‘others’ 
(Linklater, 1998: 88; Shapcott, 2001: 220). They also propose another 
variant of cosmopolitanism called ‘thin cosmopolitanism’. In this 
version, a need to promote universal claims without giving justice 
to difference is defended. Linklater takes the idea of discourse 
ethics from Habermas for his dialogical approach. Discourse 
ethics is basically a deliberative, consent-oriented approach to 
resolving political problems within a moral framework. It is based 
on the human need to communicate with others and account 
their beliefs and actions as intelligible to others, which can be 
challenged or accepted. In the same way, international normative 
issues and institutions must be subjected to discourse ethic and 
deliberation. The first advantage with discourse ethic is that it is 
primarily inclusionary—so, no group will be excluded. Second, it 
is democratic—it is built on the model of public sphere, which is 
bound to democratic deliberation and consent. Third, discourse 
ethics is a form of moral–practical reasoning and it is neither simply 
motivated by utilitarian calculations nor it attempts to impose a 
single conception of ‘good life’ over the rest, thereby it is sensitive 
to cultural differences. For this reason, critical international theory 
has much in common with a cosmopolitan democratic project. 
Its use of discourse ethics ensures that it offers a procedure for 
resolving conflict through deliberation not violence. Marc Lynch 
has shown that this network of overlapping, transnational publics 
not only seeks to influence the foreign policy of individual states, it 
seeks to change international relations by modifying the structural 
context of strategic interaction. In order to support this, K. M. 
Fierke differentiates between dialogue and negotiation. Whereas 
negotiation belongs to an ‘adversarial model’ constructed around 
an ‘us’ versus ‘them’ mentality, dialogue, on the other hand, can 
have a transformative affect on identities (Fierke 1998: 136–37). 
Dialogue facilitated by third parties involves the reversal of 



210  l  Krishna Swamy Dara

perspective and encourages them to reason from other’s point of 
view, according to M. Hoffman (1993: 206). Lastly, discourse ethics 
facilitate a means for criticizing and justifying the principles with 
which humanity can organize itself politically.

Critical international theory—by challenging the dominant 
modes of thinking about the nature of state and its central role—
opens up the possibilities for imagining international politics in 
a more progressive, cosmopolitan way. This can help us get out 
of the impasse the present-day dominant realist theory places us. 
We will now move on to understand another variant of critical 
international theory: Dependency theory. This theory, though a 
part of critical international theory due to its empirical orientation, 
is differentiated from the theories we discussed earlier. It deserves 
a fuller exposition as has been done in the next section.

8.5 �Dependency Theory and International 
Relations

Dependency theory was crucial for two reasons: It forced students 
of international relations to analyse global inequalities which are 
the result of the organization of the capitalist world economy, 
and it argued for a moral engagement with the inequalities in the 
distribution of power and wealth in world society. It did so at 
a time when the newly independent states had forced the issue 
of global economic and social injustice in the diplomatic agenda. 
With this study of global inequality, the Marxist tradition was 
brought more directly in contact with the study of international 
relations. Dependency theory appeared in the 1950s as a critical 
reaction to the conventional approaches to economic development 
that emerged in the aftermath of the Second World War. There 
are two traditions that fall under dependency theory. The first 
is the Marxist, influenced by Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy and 
further developed by André Gunder Frank (1967), with important 
ramifications in the works of Samir Amin and others. The second 
tradition is associated with the structuralist school that builds on 
the works of Raúl Prebisch, Celso Furtado and Aníbal Pinto at 
the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(ECLAC). This structuralist approach is best represented by 
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Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Enzo Faletto (1967) and by 
the subsequent contributions from Peter Evans, Osvaldo Sunkel 
and Maria da Conceição Tavares. Other schools of thought, 
in particular the so-called world systems theory of Immanuel 
Wallerstein, were heavily influenced by dependency theory. The 
basic arguments of dependency theory are as follows:

•	 Underdeveloped nations supply natural resources, cheap 
labour, a site to dump obsolete technologies and markets 
to the developed countries, with which the developed 
countries manage to maintain the standards of living they 
currently have. 

•	 Developed states deliberately perpetuate a vicious circle of 
dependence by various strategies. 

•	 This involves multifaceted strategies of economic, political, 
educational and cultural means. This also involves control 
over media, banking and finance, sport and all aspects of 
human resource development, which includes recruitment 
and training of workers.

•	 Wealthy states actively sabotage attempts by dependent 
states to resist this dependency with various strategies, most 
important of them being economic sanctions and/or the use 
of military force. 

The impoverishment of the countries in the periphery, dependency 
theorists argue, is because of the nature of integration into the 
world system. It is not, as free market economists argue, integrated 
into the world system, or ‘fully’ integrated into the system.

Both the theories use the terminology ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’, 
where the former means the core or locus on which the latter 
is dependent, hence the name dependency theory. Both are in 
agreement that at the heart of the dependency relation between 
centre and periphery lies the inability on the part of periphery 
to develop on its own due to a lack of technological innovation. 
Put simply, one gets designated as ‘centre’ due to its advantage 
in technology and the latter for its lack of innovation in terms 
of technology. The want of technological dynamism and the 
difficulties associated with the transfer of technological knowledge 
are the main bases for the lack of development at the periphery 
with respect to the centre. The main contention between the two 
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groups was eventually related to the possibilities of economic 
progress in the periphery. Dependency theorists who fall in the 
Marxist camp would argue that development in the periphery—
meaning fundamentally catching up with the centre—was out of 
the question, while the structuralist camp would see the possibility 
of a ‘dependent development’. The dynamic growth in some parts 
of the developing world in the 1950s and 1960s seemed to support 
the views of the latter group. However, the persistent stagnation 
after the 1980s and the Debt Crisis have led to a reconsideration of 
the relevance of dependency situations. Some theorists argue that 
a new scenario can be observed, in which lack of technological 
advantage and the international division of labour are of 
secondary importance, and instead fiscal dependency shown in 
the inability of poor countries to borrow in international markets 
with their own currency is the real impediment to development 
(Vernengo, 2006). The next section discusses the main differences 
and similarities between the two dependency traditions, and the 
last one analyses the financial dependency literature.

8.5.1 Development: External versus Internal

For Marxists such as Baran the source of the centre–periphery 
relations was purely technological and determined by the 
international division of labour. In other words, the centre 
manufactures products for the needs of its own society as well as 
for the periphery, while the periphery manufactured commodities 
mainly for the needs of the centre, along with a relatively large 
subsistence sector. Marxist dependencistas explain the lack of 
dynamism in the dependent world, which was due to the peculiar 
nature of insertion in the global economy. In this view, the process 
of development depended on capital accumulation, which, in 
turn, hinged on surplus extraction. A huge surplus leads to 
more accumulation of capital and a higher growth rate. Further, 
for Marxists it was in the use of the surplus that the differences 
between the developed and underdeveloped regions were most 
evident. In most of the poor countries, where industrialization 
had not taken deep root, and are still dependent on agriculture, 
underdevelopment resulted from the patterns of land tenure.

The predominance of large estates in plantation societies 
implied that a great share of the surplus stayed in the landowner’s 
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possession, which copied the consumption patterns of developed 
countries. Excessive consumption on luxuries would then cut 
down the potential for investing for the purpose of capital 
accumulation. Hence, blatant consumption would result in 
stagnation of periphery’s economy. The international division of 
labour that encouraged the export-oriented plantation system in 
the periphery strengthened the need for luxury imports, which 
further aggravated the dependency.

8.5.2 Circle of Dependency

The Circle of Dependency, as argued by Gunder Frank (1967), 
begins if industrial development takes place this would result in 
a new pattern of dependency. Industrialization resulted in the 
participation of foreign capital, which has a tendency to manipulate 
and gain monopoly over domestic markets. This is referred to as 
the monopolistic phase of capitalistic development. However, the 
surplus generated by this monopolistic capital will not be allowed 
to reinvest in the productive activities of the dependent country. 
Part of the capital would be sent back as profit, while the rest will 
be spent on consumption. Frank then concluded that the only way 
to break the circle of dependency would be through a political 
revolution.

The structuralists, such as Cardoso and Faletto, on the 
contrary argued that not only was capitalist development in the 
periphery possible, but also foreign capital had a tendency to be 
reinvested in the host country so that foreign investment might 
in fact ‘crowd-in’ domestic investment. Hence, the nature of 
dependency was such that partial or dependent development was 
practicable. Therefore, dependency was not a relation between 
exporters and industrialized states, but a relation between 
states of different degrees of industrialization. Furthermore, 
they distinguished between political and economic variables in 
explaining dependent development. They also differentiated 
between ‘development and underdevelopment’ and ‘dependency 
and autonomy’. Development and underdevelopment, for them, 
are economic categories pertaining to the level of development. 
Dependency and autonomy, on the other hand, refer to the degree 
of evolution of the political system, and the decision-making 
ability of the political class. Dependent development with the 
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support of foreign capital was feasible and happened in countries 
like Argentina, Brazil, Mexico and in parts of East Asia. These 
were the countries that corresponded to what world systems’ 
theorists refer to as the ‘semi-periphery’. Cardoso and Faletto 
stress on the significance of domestic growth, in opposition to the 
external pressures of the global economy, as the principal causal 
factor of the state of dependency. It was the political process in the 
domestic sphere of the country that leads to favouring extraneous 
actors in the process of development. Moreover, national 
(capitalist) development is compatible with the assimilation of 
technology developed by multinational firms. If the aim was to 
achieve growth, ‘dependent development’ was a sensible path 
to take, even though ‘autonomous development’ was politically 
more desirable.

However, the structuralists, in refuting the Marxists, stress on 
the relevance of external factors went to the other extreme and 
claimed that internal forces were the almost sole determinants 
of development. The inability to generate an active progress 
in technology, the domestic form of consumption, and the 
inadequacies of political elite that choose political dependency is 
to blame. The Marxian analysis was disproven with the successful 
industrialization of some parts of the periphery. The debt crisis 
of 1980s and the failure to recoup the process of development in 
the 1990s proved that the confidence of the structuralist approach 
was misguided.

8.5.3 Financial Dependency and the Original Sin

Brazilian economist Maria da Conceição Tavares argues that the 
technological division of labour, in which the periphery produces 
commodities to cater to the centre, while the latter produces 
manufacturing goods for the former is of very limited historical 
importance. Industrialization and technical advancement in the 
periphery is insufficient to break the dependency on the centre. 
Financial dependency is reflected in the inability of peripheral 
countries to borrow in international markets in their own 
currency, and that constitutes the actual impediment to economic 
development. This interpretation of dependency situation 
puts ‘international finance—and not technical progress—as 
the expression of capital domination over the periphery over the 
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last 150 years’ (Tavares, 2000: 131–32). The inability to borrow in 
international markets in their own currency mirrors the inability 
of the currencies of peripheral countries to acquire all the functions 
of money, as reserve of value, unit of account and medium of 
exchange. Benjamin Cohen argues that there is a pyramid that 
reflects the geography of money, with internationalized currencies 
at the top and weak currencies on the brink of replacement at the 
bottom (Cohen, 1998). The main problem associated with the 
inability to supply all the monetary functions is that financial 
markets remain underdeveloped in peripheral countries, and 
the process of capitalist accumulation is hindered. Fascinatingly, 
enough mainstream economists have also dealt with financial 
dependency. Barry Eichengreen, Ricardo Hausmann and Ugo 
Panizza in their paper titled ‘Currency Mismatches, Debt 
Intolerance and Original Sin: Why They Are Not the Same and 
Why It Matters’, following previous contributions by Hausmann, 
argue that in part underdevelopment results from the so-called 
original sin. ‘Original sin’ is defined as ‘the inability of a country 
to borrow abroad in its own currency’ (Eichengreen et al., 2003: 3). 
In this view, the external instability of domestic currencies in the 
periphery hampers the process of capital accumulation.

While mainstream and the dependency theorists agree on the 
importance of currency inconvertibility problem, they disagree 
over the solutions to the problem. Mainstream theorists would 
call attention to the importance of sound fiscal policies, and 
monetary rules that promote credibility; on the other hand, 
dependency authors would emphasize on the need for control 
over capital inflows and lesser integration with international 
financial markets.

8.6 Conclusion

Despite its shortcomings, Marxism contributes to the theory of 
international relations in the following manner: First, with its 
materialist conception of history, and the analysis of production, 
property relations and class relations, it provides a necessary 
counterbalance to realist analysis that presumes the struggle 
for military power and security as the principle determinants 
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of international relations. Second, Marxism has always been 
concerned with world politics in the form of global capitalism. 
Third, for Marxism, the global expansion of capitalism has 
resulted in perpetuation of inequalities and domination in 
international relations. Last, analysis of international relations, 
as realists claim, is not naive; on the contrary, Marxists charge 
that realist understanding is not as objective and innocent as they 
may appear to be. Analysis of international relations may mask 
exciting relations of power and inequality; in addition they may 
help to reproduce unequal and unjust societies but they can also 
seek to expose the main systems of domination and exclusion, and 
to envisage better forms of life. However, international relations 
theory must not be simply Marxist in orientation—and should not 
limit itself to the issues of capitalist production alone.

After Marxism, we moved on to some contemporary 
interpretations of Marxism, which has been influenced by the 
work of Antonio Gramsci. This is referred to as neo-Gramscianism. 
Theorists who work in this tradition are less dogmatic about 
economic determinism and are more open to cultural factors. This 
becomes very important for international relations because the 
study of international relations has to deal with both cultural and 
material or economic factors in order to understand and interpret 
world politics today. We specially dealt with the work of Robert 
Cox (1983), a neo-Gramscian, who finds the concept of hegemony 
invoked by Gramsci very useful to understand American 
hegemony over the rest of the world. Based on this, he challenges 
the realist assumption that American hegemony is solely based on 
its military superiority. He argues that post–Second World War, 
American dominance was largely based on consensus rather than 
military dominance. Cox employs this Gramscian insight that the 
more the consensus the less the need for force to explain American 
hegemony. In this, the debate between traditional Marxists and 
neo-Gramscians saw that Cox’s thesis does not go unchallenged. 
Traditional Marxists have counter-argued that by giving undue 
importance to hegemony and consensus, Cox underestimates 
the role of economic and material forces. In fact, Mike Davis 
criticizes Cox for his shallow interpretation of Gramsci, stating 
that within the work of Gramsci itself one can find arguments that 
do not underestimate the use of force and coercion to maintain 
dominance. Robert Cox, apart from the above-mentioned debate, 
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is also a part of the group of theorists who call themselves critical 
international theorists. This brings us to the next section, which 
deals with critical theory developed by the Frankfurt school and 
its influence on international relations theory.

Cox, and his neo-Gramscianism, also a part of critical 
international theory, sums up in a single statement the main 
argument of the critical school. Theorizing, for him, is always 
done for a particular purpose by someone to serve the interests of 
somebody. Critical international theory challenges the traditional 
notion of theory as an enterprise which strives for objectivity and 
neutrality. This notion of theory is based on a flawed ontological 
assumption and inadequate epistemological criteria. The desire 
to dissever subject from the object is unfeasible. These theorists 
argue that the subjective is always part of what is designated as 
objective. So the best way is to accept this fact and treat it as a 
value rather than a disadvantage. Once seen from this perspective, 
it turns out to be an advantage, when one is aware from which 
subjective standpoint a theory is constructed. More importantly, 
one also needs to be sensitive to the fact that a theory is constructed 
for some particular purpose. The problem with the realist school 
is that it shrouds the purpose and claims to be serving universal 
goals. Along with that, it declares itself to be objective and 
dispassionate. Critical international theory avoids all these tactics 
and attempts to be open about its subjective and theoretical bias, 
along with a clear declaration of its intent and goals. It claims to 
do theory not to unearth a foundational truth of world politics, 
but to challenge the assumptions that support and sustain the 
existing political network of power. It is not like realism—serving 
the interests of the dominant countries in world politics—but 
seeks to challenge the status quo by showing us the deeper nexus 
between the realist theory and the dominant society of states. In 
order to do so, we have seen that it challenges the importance 
given to the sovereign state in theories of international politics; 
it wants to decentre the state and show us other social forces that 
are at work in determining world politics today. It also urges us to 
reimagine the conception of the political community and its link 
with the modern state. Critical international theory analyses the 
changing ways in which the boundaries of community are shaped, 
sustained and transformed. It not only provides a sociological 
explanation, but also gives us ethical analysis of the practices of 
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inclusion and exclusion. It aims to achieve an alternative theory 
and practice of international relations which is non-exclusionary 
and more cosmopolitan, where the values of freedom, justice 
and equality can be realizable globally. Lastly, we looked at 
dependency theory, which in some version is directly influenced 
by Marxism and in another version by structuralism. We observed 
that both schools have their limitations in explaining the nature 
of dependency between centre or core and periphery. Moreover, 
they also disagree about the right strategy to come out of this 
dependency, though both agree that this dependency needs to be 
removed. The Marxists such as Gunder Frank believe that only a 
political revolution can break the circle of dependency, while the 
structuralists believe that some kind of ‘dependent development’ 
is possible—though, the 1980s Debt Crisis proves the contrary. 
We also saw a third kind of dependency theorist who argues that 
it is not the lack of technology or finance capital, but due to weak 
currencies that dependency is perpetuated. Weak currencies 
disable periphery countries to borrow in international markets, 
thereby making their dependency necessary. In this chapter, 
we saw how theories influenced by Marxism both directly and 
indirectly have managed to create a space for themselves in 
international relations theory. Marxism in international relations 
is, thus, an attempt to rethink the normative foundations of global 
politics and find viable means of its transformation for human 
emancipation.
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Feminism
Krishna Swamy Dara

Learning Objectives 

l	 To understand the basic arguments put forth by feminists in the realm of 
international relations

l	 To trace the history of feminist interventions in the discipline of 
international politics and to look at contemporary issues that feminists 
are engaged with

l	 To explicate the challenges that feminism poses to dominant theories 
like realism in international relations theory

l	 To critically assess the alternative vision that feminism offers to the study 
of international politics

Abstract

One of the important achievements of the feminist contribution to 
international relations has been to disclose the extent to which the 
whole field is gender biased. The range of subjects studied within the 
boundaries of the discipline, its central concerns and motives, the 
content of empirical research, the assumptions of theoretical models 
and the corresponding lack of female participation, both in academic 
and elite circles, all combined to marginalize women. It makes women’s 
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role and concerns in the international arena invisible. The discipline of 
international relations is evidently clear that it is a man’s world due to 
the dominance of men and their world view. The terms such as power, 
liberty and self-reliance are indeed masculine virtues, which determine 
success. Having constituted the field of international relations as a male-
dominated field, feminists have moved on to focus their research interests 
onto reclaiming women and femininity from the fringes.

Feminism is the name given to a conglomeration of movements 
that fight for gender equality. It involves theories, philosophies, 
activism and social movements that fight for equal and specific 
rights for women. It also aims at constructively criticizing the 
existing social order that discriminates against women. This 
existing social order where men dominate is referred to as 
patriarchy. Just as Marxists provide a criticism against capitalism, 
so do feminists against ‘patriarchy’. Some feminists, moreover, 
see a deeper link between the two. The word ‘patriarchy’ comes 
from a combination of two Greek terms pater (father) and arche 
(rule). For feminists, family is an important site where power is 
exercised on women. The father exerts power over both women 
and men through the institution of the family. This unit becomes 
the organizing basis of the whole society, making the whole 
society patriarchal. Feminists, thus, argue that the men dominate 
women through this institution of family. This kind of domination 
is called ‘structural domination’.

Simone de Beauvoir (1971) in her magnum opus The 
Second Sex develops a critique of the institution of the male-
dominated family. She also develops a critique of our common 
understandings and language, which assumes the superiority of 
the male. This forces both the male and the female to conform 
to these common assumptions, thereby producing a personality 
that is un-authentic. In this sense, patriarchy perpetrates violence 
on both men and women equally and, therefore, needs to be 
rejected by both. Feminists draw our attention to the distinction 
between masculinity and femininity. Masculinity is the quality of 
behaviour which is ascribed to males and, similarly, femininity 
is the quality that is ascribed to females. Qualities, for example, 
such as valour, honour and strength are attributed to males and 
qualities such as care, love, compassion and grace are attributed 
to females. Characteristics that are socially and culturally 
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constructed such as power, rationality and the public sphere are 
symbolically associated with masculinity; and characteristics such 
as weakness, dependence, emotions and the private sphere are 
associated with femininity. Carole Pateman (1988), a renowned 
feminist, writes ‘The patriarchal construction of the difference 
between masculinity and femininity is the political difference 
between freedom and subjection.’ Socialized into these gendered 
attributes, feminists argue that men and women behave in a 
manner that conforms to the stereotypes. It affects the very way 
in which they perceive and comprehend the world around them. 
By the 1980s, feminist academics began to challenge the gendered 
assumptions of international relations (IR). They argued that the 
study of IR, which was largely dominated by men, was deeply 
entrenched with ontologies and perspectives that are male-
centric.

Before delving into this aspect, one needs to understand 
feminism and along with it the differences within it. We will 
briefly trace out the history of feminism over the last five decades 
and chart out the different strands within it.

9.1 Politics of Feminism

We can describe feminism as a political project to understand 
and, therefore, change women’s inequality and exploitation. 
However, any generalization about feminist politics should 
not ignore differences within and between them. Feminism, 
temporally speaking, can be classified into first-wave and second-
wave feminism. First-wave feminism was concerned with legal 
and civil rights and the right to education. The most important 
characteristic feature of this period is their fight for universal 
adult suffrage. Many of these feminists were active in other 
politics as socialists, anti-colonial nationalists, pacifists, and so 
on. This kind of feminism was replaced by the second wave of 
feminism in the 1970s. The second wave of feminism had a very 
different politics that affected their understanding of sexual 
difference. They debated on the concept of formal citizenship 
to expose the contradictions between states’ constitutional 
declarations of equal citizenship and treatment of women as 
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the possessions of their husbands or communities. They argued 
that women were relegated to the ambiguous space of personal 
law. They also demonstrated that women’s membership of other 
collectivities affect their access to the experience of citizenship. 
We will come back to this point later in the chapter. As of now 
we can proceed by saying that they use the space provided by the 
success of the first-wave feminists in acquiring formal equality for 
women. The second-wave feminists differed with each other on 
their views on the possibility of alliances with other progressive 
social movements. They can be broadly labelled as liberal, radical 
and socialist feminists. Broadly speaking, liberal feminists 
sought equality by seeking an end to women’s exclusion from 
underrepresentation in office, power and employment. They also 
sought equal rights for women in the military, including combat, 
for they saw women’s ‘protection’ as a way of keeping them out of 
power. They saw women’s dependence on men as compromising 
to their claims to full citizenship. Radical feminists are critical of 
liberal feminists for seeking equality in masculinist institutions on 
men’s terms. They seek to change the institutions themselves to 
make them women-friendly. They see women’s subordination as 
a universal phenomenon, taking different forms in different times. 
Some even went to argue that women are a class systematically 
subject everywhere to men’s right to claim access to their bodies, 
children and labour. Violence becomes a weapon against women 
to keep them resourceless and ‘in their place’. Hence, these radical 
feminists draw our attention to the sexuality of politics.

The next category of feminists are called cultural feminists: 
These feminists see women as different from men; more nurturing 
and peaceable. They argue that ‘women’s values’ are what world 
politics and ecology needs. They also argue that men too can 
learn to nurture these values as women do. They are criticized 
as essentialists, reinforcing gendered stereotypes that underpin 
women’s oppression. The next category of feminists we are going 
to discuss are socialist feminists. They combine class along with 
gender. They see the Marxian category of class as inadequate in 
understanding the predicament of women. They are unable to 
explain why only women are responsible for reproductive and 
family labour, why only women are overrepresented among the 
poor and why gender inequities are often reinforced by violence 
against women. To these classic lines of difference in feminism 
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others were later added by other feminisms since 1980s. Black and 
Third World feminists accused white feminists of ignoring race, 
culture and colonial relations as affecting women’s issues. They 
locate white women in ambiguous ways as oppressed in relation 
to gender and perhaps class but privileged by their membership 
in the dominant race, culture and citizenship rights. However, 
geographic location or social identity cannot predict a person’s 
qualities. Some Third World feminists seek admission into their 
state on equal terms with men while some are socialists or leftists 
who are concerned about building alliances across class lines 
between elite and poor women.

In recent years, we see a shift in both theory and practical politics 
with the emergence of postmodern feminism. They demand 
recognition of differences between women. They destabilize 
the category of women, raising issues about who can speak for 
women. Women, according to them, are not reflected in feminist 
knowledge making and politicking. There is an ongoing tension 
in feminism between equality and difference claims: between 
trying to build the category ‘women’ for political purposes.

9.2 Sex and Gender

Feminists differ on their views on gender relations and how 
to change them. Feminists make a distinction between sex and 
gender: Sex is seen as biology, we are born male or female; while 
gender is seen as a social construct, what it means to be a male or 
a female in a particular place or time. This distinction is politically 
important. The distinction between sex and gender made room 
for the feminist project. If gender is a social construction, it can be 
changed. It also enabled feminists to explore different meanings 
of gender.

Gender is a personal identity, so the question: How do I 
experience being a woman? It is also a social identity. The question 
here is ‘what others expect of me as a woman’, and therefore, it 
is also a power relation. The question here is why women as a 
social category are almost always underrepresented in relations 
of power? Gender is political; it is contested by men and women 
to regularly subvert, challenge or strengthen gender differences. 
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It happens at home and in other places by feminists who seek 
women’s liberation and by anti-feminists who seek to take back 
what women have won through struggle. Gender may be the basis 
for a mobilized political identity, of which feminism is one. Lately, 
a more fluid representation of gender is being developed. Gender 
is seen as performance, which means we select and negotiate our 
ways through social possibilities and expectations.

Gender, seen as a process, never just ‘is’ or exists, but a lot of 
effort and labour goes into its reproduction. They criticize gender 
constructionists who continue to use the sex–gender distinction 
for reinforcing yet another dichotomy—nature and nurture—
and for treating the body as a neutral thing on which gender 
difference is written. They find it more productive to think about 
sexual difference and its stress embodiment that our first place 
of location is our body. By drawing attention to bodies, they say 
attention is inevitably drawn to sexual difference. Women’s politics 
and contests around gender are still anchored often in local and 
particularly sexual politics, which is increasingly globalized.

9.3 �History of Feminist International 
Relations

Feminist theories of, and analytical approaches to, IR have 
not come out of the ether. Individual scholars and innovative 
thinking and teaching have been crucial to the development 
of feminism. Gender took considerable time to enter the field 
of IR. This intellectual transformation had been generated by 
a network of women’s scholars along with some men working 
together to reform university curricula to reimagine professional 
associations and to launch new, scholarly journals. This network 
was created self-consciously not just across state boundaries but 
also across boundaries of race and culture and professional rank. 
The UN Decade for Women (1975–85) helped make mobilizations 
international. Many women studying for their doctorates and those 
who had academic posts took part in conferences that brought 
together feminist activists and researchers. By late 1980s, women 
studies’ courses were launched in Australia, the Philippines, India, 
Canada, Britain, Germany, Ireland, the US, and so on. Their teachers 
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overcame scepticism from their own faculty colleagues who had 
cast aspersions on the alleged lack of intellectual rigour. Women’s 
studies journals such as Signs, Women’s Studies International Forum, 
Women’s Review of Books and Feminist Review had been created. 
They attracted manuscripts from scholars working in history, 
literature, sociology, art history and anthropology.

While some courses in ‘women and politics’ had been created 
by individual academics as early as mid-1970s, there have also 
been moves by political scientists to organize women’s caucus 
inside professional groups such as The American Political Science 
Association. Little was being done in the late 1980s to bring 
feminist ideas into the field of IR. IR appeared to be a fortress 
of intellectual and professional resistance to feminist insights 
into the workings of power. Ann Tickner, led by a small group 
of American scholars, persuaded the Ford Foundation to sponsor 
a modest but intellectually innovative conference on women, 
gender and the study of IR. In 1988, it was held at Wellesley 
College, Massachusetts, in the US. By early 1990s, several feminist 
editors began to accept articles and book manuscripts that put 
these growing feminist ideas about IR into print so that they could 
be widely debated, applied and assigned to students. Among the 
early publications were Women and War by Jean Bethe Alsatian 
in 1987; International Relations Theory: Contributions of Feminist 
Standpoint by Robert Ethane in 1989; Bananas, Beaches and Bases: 
Making Sense of International Politics by Cynthia Enloe in 1990; 
Gender and International Relations by Grant and Newland in 1991; 
Gender in International Relations by Ann Tickner in 1992.

Academics such as Spike Peterson, Ann Tickner, Jindy Pettman, 
Sandra Whitworth, Christine Sylvester, Annie Sussie Runyun were 
active in the US. They decided to create an arena for an ongoing 
exchange of feminist-informed ideas about IR. Fifteen years 
later, several things have been accomplished by the International 
Studies Association (ISA), Montreal, Quebec. There was a 
women’s group operating within ISA to monitor and challenge 
sexism by academics in the ISA. Next, the Feminist Theory and 
Gender Studies Section (FTGS) of the ISA had been established for 
helping younger scholars to encourage participation by feminists 
in running of the ISA. It was also instrumental in sponsoring 
papers, setting up panels at meetings and expanding the culture 
of IR specialists. Just before the 2004 ISA conference, 18 full panels 
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and additional 81 papers were accepted and projected on gender 
feminism and IR to suggest the sheer volume of feminist research 
engaged with discipline of IR.

Meanwhile, courses on ‘gender and IR’, ‘IR feminist theory’, 
‘Women and Human Rights’, ‘Gender in International Relations’, 
‘Gender in Globalisation’ were becoming popular in universities 
across the globe. In 1999, FTGS also launched a new journal, 
International Feminist Journal of Politics (IFJP). This journal was 
to serve as a place where diverse interactions of gender and 
power would be explored. The usage of the term ‘feminist’ was 
deliberately used in the title of the journal instead of the term 
‘gender’. The aim was to encourage scholarly conversation about 
the workings of the constructed femininities and masculinities 
in local and international affairs. Several multinational feminists 
were made to serve on the journals’ advisory board along with 
other feminist male scholars.

Feminist research in IR still remains a work in progress, as the 
aforementioned facts only signify the onset of the development 
of feminist explorations in this field. Moreover, this progress 
depicts a conscious and deliberate effort by feminist scholars to 
alter the male-centric IR theorization. We will now move on from 
discussing the history of feminist IR theorizing to the feminist 
critique of IR.

9.4 �Feminist Critique of International 
Relations

Feminist scholarship entered IR with two basic critiques of the 
practice of IR. The first and foremost critique is that women 
were made invisible in the theorizing and teaching of IR. World 
politics, the subject of IR, was made to appear as if it was an 
all-male business. Women had no role in this realm. Since men 
were largely involved in the decision-making process in IR, it 
was assumed that women had no role to play in world politics. 
Women were only bystanders in this whole process. Another big 
assumption of IR theorists was that world politics affected men 
and women in the same manner. They were completely oblivious 
of the fact that politics affected women in a different way than 
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men in many fields of conflict. For example, the evils of war affect 
women much more insidiously than men. Gender, therefore, as 
an important factor was completely ignored in the analysis of 
world politics. The reason for this gross neglect, feminists argue, is 
because of the domination of males (elite) in the field and study of 
IR. Males, particularly elite males, were obsessed with standards 
and perspectives that were predominantly male.

Concepts such as conflict, competition, security and power 
were based on a particular notion of human nature. This basic 
notion of human nature was gendered. IR theorists focus on 
‘high politics’ such as diplomacy, war and statecraft, visualizing 
a world of male-centric statesmen and soldiers. States were seen 
as units, ignoring their context, and international structures were 
governed by anarchy. Feminists instead focused on individuals in 
their social, political and economic contexts. They investigate how 
war and state behaviour in the international set-up is embedded in 
unequal gendered structural relations and how this construction 
affects the lives of the individuals, particularly women.

9.5 Feminist Critique of Realist Paradigm

Feminist critique of IR begins with their critique of the dominant 
realist theory. The most prominent feminist IR theorist, Ann 
Tickner, traced masculinism and misogyny of realism, where 
the idea of glorified male warriors has been projected onto the 
behaviour of states (Tickner, 1992; 1997). In realist discourse, 
security seemed to rest on a false division between a civilized 
political order and the ‘natural’ violence of international anarchy. 
This division is traced back to Hobbes’ view of state of nature 
as a state of war—a dangerous and vile place where men have 
to rely on their resources to survive. The international realm 
outside the jurisdiction of single government was deemed to be 
anarchic and as such like a state of nature. Tickner (1997) argued 
that women were largely absent in Hobbes’ picture. She went 
onto discuss Machiavelli who, although in the context of a very 
different tradition, characterized the disorder and natural realm 
of anarchy which itself is feminine. If Hobbes’ men were in the 
state of nature, then Machiavelli’s men wished to have dominion 
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over it. Hobbes and Machiavelli are often cited in the same breath; 
these ‘founding fathers’ of the discipline have furthered a vision 
of IR in which women are practically absent. On the contrary, men 
engage in a heroic struggle to tame a wild, dangerous feminine 
anarchy.

Another important critique of the male-centred theorizing of IR 
by feminists is that it accepts the world order as given and thereby 
accepts the world order as its framework. This attitude reflects 
in their preference for scientific precision and predictability 
in understanding and manipulating IR theory to establish a 
peaceful world order. The use of scientific approach was adopted 
by behaviouralists, neo realists, liberal institutionalists and peace 
researchers. They drew models from mathematics, natural sciences 
and economics to gain scientific respectability for their theories. 
Structural theories were developed in order to explain human 
behaviour by searching for causes. They believed that human 
behaviour is generated by structures external to actors themselves 
as governed by laws of nature. Theory building is motivated by a 
desire to control and predict international affairs.

This turn towards science was based on four assumptions: 

1.	 A belief in the methodologies of science for understanding 
natural and social worlds.

2.	 Distinction is made between facts and values. 
3.	 Truth of statements can be determined by appealing to 

neutrality.
4.	 Social world has regularities like the natural world. 

These four assumptions accept the male-centred theorizing of the 
world order as given. The feminists challenged the world order 
as given, and see gender hierarchies in the world order. Another 
reason for an attraction towards scientific theorization is based 
on the belief system that equates objectivity with masculinity and 
a set of cultural values that elevates what is defined as scientific 
and masculine. Throughout the history of the modern West, men 
have been seen as the knowers; moreover, knowledge in natural 
and social sciences has been based on the lives of men in the 
public sphere. Scientific approach resulted in legitimization of 
rational activities such as politics, economics and justice, while 
devaluing natural activities like household management, child 
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rearing and caregiving. Pateman argues that in the 17th century, 
women began to be dispossessed of the economic basis needed 
for their independence with the separation of the household from 
the workplace. This resulted in a separation of the public and 
private spheres, giving each sphere a particular value. The public 
was dominated by the value of reason and the private sphere, 
which in the household was dominated by the value of feeling. 
Since women largely belong to the private sphere, they began to 
be associated with moral sentiments as opposed to ‘self-interest’ 
of the public sphere. This public–private divide has been strongly 
criticized by feminists as that which shapes and restricts the kind 
of questions that get asked and how they are answered. Feminists 
point out that ‘knowledge’ is a social construct. It is contingent in 
nature and is shaped by the cultural and historical context. They 
construct their knowledge about IR based on unheard voices of 
the disempowered and marginalized. The usage of unfamiliar 
voices for theorizing IR is strongly objected to by conventional 
scholars.

Ann Tickner (1988), reformulates Hans Morgenthau’s six 
principles of IR:

1.	 Human nature is both masculine and feminine; it contains 
elements of social reproduction and development as well 
as political domination. Dynamic objectivity offers us a 
more connected view of objectivity with less potential for 
domination. 

2.	 Feminism believes that the national interest of a state is 
dynamic, multidimensional and contingent on the social–
historical context. As a result, it cannot be understood and 
defined solely in terms of power. In the present-day world, 
the national interest of states’ demands cooperation rather 
than zero-sum solutions to a host of complex and enmeshed 
global issues, such as threat of nuclear war, economic growth 
and the struggle to stop environmental degradation. 

3.	 Power cannot be defined in a manner where its meaning 
cannot be universally applied homogeneously. Power, 
understood as ‘domination’ and as ‘control’, favours male 
centric or masculine frameworks and ignores the possibility 
of ‘collective empowerment’ and various other aspects of 
power, often related with the feminine.
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4.	 Feminism rejects the possibility of dissociating moral from 
political action. All political action has moral significance. 
Realists aim at maximizing order through power and control. 
They prioritize ordering over moral issues of justice and the 
satisfaction of basic needs essential to social reproduction. 

5.	 While arguing that the moral ambitions of particular 
nations cannot be compared and likened with universal 
moral principles, feminism attempts to discover moral 
commonalities in human aspirations which could become 
the basis for reducing international conflicts and building 
solidarity among different nations to strengthen the 
international community. 

6.	 Feminism rejects the validity of the autonomy of the 
political over the normative dimension. Since autonomy is 
linked with masculinity in Western societies, disciplinary 
efforts to construct a world view that homogenizes human 
nature and denies the pluralism inherent in it is partial and 
masculine. By fortifying around a narrowly defined political 
realm and defining the political in a way, realism excludes 
the concerns and contributions of women. 

9.6 �Feminist Critique of the Concept  
of Security

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, concepts used in IR are 
deeply gendered. Take, for example, the concept of security, 
which is thoroughly problematized by feminists like Ann Tickner, 
Christine Sylvester and many others. Security as a concept is 
central to the study of IR. Security was conventionally defined 
in political/military terms as the protection of the integrity of 
the state. It meant protecting boundaries against the dangers of a 
hostile international environment. Martin Wright, a realist, calls 
it ‘the realm of necessity’. The realists emphasize the anarchical 
structure of the system as the primary determinant of states’ 
insecurities, ignoring the domestic factors. States are declared and 
asserted as unitary actors. States’ efforts to increase their power are 
explained as an attempt to increase their security. This definition 
of security continues to be employed in the post–Cold War era. 
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Military power remains a key ingredient of international politics 
for security specialists. Even when the definition of security was 
broadened by peace researchers interested in southern poverty 
and by environmentalists, security was still defined in political/
military terms. Feminists criticize this understanding of security 
as too narrow, paying little attention to women or gender. IR 
feminists broaden the meaning of the term ‘security’, defining 
it in multidimensional and layered terms. They define security 
as reduction of all forms of violence, which includes physical, 
structural, ecological and other kind of insidious forms of violence. 
Since women are excluded from the power structures of most 
states, feminism takes women’s security as the central concern. 
They began taking individual or community as the crucial unit 
rather than the state or the international system in their definition 
of security. They also argue that security is a process rather 
than an ideal in which women must act as agents. According to 
Christine Sylvester (1994), security as a concept is both ‘elusive’ 
and ‘partial’, which also involves ‘struggle and contention’, 
and therefore it is a process. For feminists, striving for security 
involves understanding how social hierarchies are constructed 
by the international system and attempts to denaturalize and 
dismantle them.

Feminists assert that structural inequalities that are central 
contributors to the insecurity of the individuals are built into the 
modern state and international system of which it is a part. They 
challenge the ‘realist’ boundaries between anarchy and danger on 
the outside and order and security on the inside. They also believe 
that state-centric analyses miss out on the interdependence of 
insecurity across various levels of analysis. Since women’s space 
within households has been beyond the ambit of most states, 
feminists are critical of the boundaries that mark states as sole 
providers of security.

Criticizing Martin Wright’s concept of ‘political space’, where 
theorizing the notion of good life is possible, feminists demand 
radical restructuring before it can be regarded as a safe space 
for women. Feminists also understand military capabilities and 
power different from elite male IR scholars. Rather than seeing 
military capabilities as assurance against external threats to the 
state, militaries are seen as opposed to individuals, particularly 
women’s security. When analysing political/military dimensions 
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of security, feminists tend to focus on what happens during wars 
rather than on their causes. Talking of war rape, Jan Jindy Pettman 
(1996: 100–01) writes that despite evidence of mass rape and 
slavery in the Second World War, they were not prosecuted as 
war crimes. Feminists argue that rape is not just incidental to war, 
but is crucial as a military strategy. Cynthia Enloe (1990) describes 
social structures in place around most army bases where women 
go missing or are frequently kidnapped and sold into prostitution. 
Pettman also points out that in some states, even dominant 
national groups have organized demonstrations in support of 
other women. Israeli women, dressed in black, demonstrated in 
support of Palestinian women, and Belgrade feminists against 
Serbian nationalist aggression. These women have been subjected 
to numerous threats and sometimes violence for having loyalties 
towards their community rather than to women or people 
in general. At the same time, the idea of ‘women in black’ has 
been taken up in many states experiencing nationalist violence 
in expressions of solidarity with women across nationalist lines. 
In this sense, this fact buttresses the argument that states cannot 
be taken as the units, thereby questioning the existing statist 
conceptions of security.

According to UN Human Development Reports, there has been 
a sharp increase in the civilian causalities from over 10 per cent at 
the beginning of the century to 90 per cent today. According to 
reports, women are among the worst sufferers as mothers, family 
providers and caregivers. However, they constitute only 2 per 
cent of the world’s total army personnel. Women, in particular, 
are punished by economic sanctions related to military conflict, 
such as the human boycott put in place against Iraq after the Gulf 
War. Women and children together constitute a total of 80 per cent 
of the refugee population, which has increased in numbers from 
3 million to 27 million between 1970 and 1994, chiefly because of 
military conflict. For feminists, economic and structural violence 
is as important as military conflicts in understanding the issue of 
security. According to UN Human Development Report, women 
earn three quarters of men’s earnings. Of the 1.3 billion people 
estimated to be in poverty, today 70 per cent are women. Women 
receive financial aid disproportionately from formal banking 
institutions. Women, in fact, work more hours than men in 
almost all societies, but their work is underpaid and undervalued 
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because much of it is undertaken outside the realm of market 
economy. Their lives are also severely affected by environmental 
pollution and resource shortages. All these arguments challenge 
the conventional state-centric security concerns.

9.7 Feminist Interpretation of Insecurity

Feminists argue that social inequities that decrease women’s 
security cannot be comprehended using conventional tools of 
analysis. Theories that use structural explanations aspire to 
universality but fail to acknowledge how structural inequalities 
affect in various ways the security of different groups. Feminists 
argue that only by introducing gender as a category of analysis 
can the differential impact of the state system and the global 
economy on the lives of women and men be understood. 
They critiqued this search for universal loss as a way to make 
apparent how gender hierarchies manifest in a variety of ways 
across time and culture. Theories, therefore, must be sensitive 
to contingent historical contexts. Feminists have challenged the 
claim of theories that the state can be taken as granted in their 
theoretical investigations. Only by analysing the genealogy of 
the modern state system and its ever-changing political and 
economic structures can we understand the state’s limitations as 
a security provider.

Without making a clear theoretical distinction between public 
and private spheres, women’s predicament and insecurity cannot 
be comprehended. Feminists such as Spike Peterson (1992) point 
out that women were not included as citizens at the ‘time of 
foundation of the modern western state’ (simultaneously with 
the beginnings of capitalism) but confined to the private space of 
their respective households. Since they were removed from the 
public sphere of politics and the economic sphere of production, 
women lost much of their existing autonomy in agency becoming 
more dependent on men for their economic security.

In spite of the fact that many women work outside the household, 
the term woman gets understood as a housewife, a caregiver 
and a mother, thereby naturalizing this category, which results 
in decreasing her economic security and autonomy. Feminists 
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claim that the gender-differentiated roles actually buttress and 
legitimize the international quest for security by the state. They 
have argued that gender inequality is crucial for maintaining 
the military activities of the state. Thus, what goes on in wars is 
relevant to their causes and outcomes. This legitimates the idea 
that men fight wars to protect vulnerable women and children 
who cannot defend themselves. This has been an important 
incentive for the recruitment of military forces and support for 
wars. Feminists challenged this protector–protected relationship. 
If women and children are thought to be in need of protection, it 
is often observed that their protectors turn out to be the greatest 
threat to their safety. Judith Stiehm claims that this ‘dependent 
asymmetric relationship’ generates low self-esteem and low self-
reliance. This in turn results in misogynic attitude of men due to 
the presence of able-bodied competent adults who are dependent 
and incapable.

Even in UN Peacekeeping Operations, Annie Orford accounts 
that sexual assault on women were reported. Violence against 
women was dismissed as a natural behaviour of young soldiers 
attempting to enjoy themselves. This violent behaviour may 
be exacerbated by a misogynist training of soldiers who are 
instructed to fight and kill through appeals to stereotypical 
notions of masculinity. While a feminist analysis of military 
security has focused on gendered structures of state institutions, 
issues of economic security and the concept of insecurity have 
underscored the internal relationship between activities in the 
market and households. Women’s economic insecurities can 
be comprehended only by locating their issues in the context of 
patriarchal structures, mediated through race, class and ethnicity. 
Public and private distinctions have the effect of naturalizing 
women’s unpaid work in the household at the cost of women’s 
autonomy and economic security.

Many of these issues seem far removed from the concerns of IR 
but by rejecting top-down explanations, common in conventional 
theorizing, and by replacing with bottom-up approaches, feminists 
claim that the operation of global economy and states’ attempts to 
secure benefits from it are built on unequal social relations between 
men and women, which work to the detriment of women’s 
security. States compete with multinational firms in recruiting 
young, good-looking, unmarried women. These young recruits 
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are most unlikely to unionize themselves to protest against poor 
working conditions and low wages. When states are compelled to 
cut back on government spending, they often expect that women, 
by virtue of their traditional role as caregivers, will be willing to 
do welfare jobs, antecedently assumed by the state, without pay. 
According to Caroline Moser, structural adjustment programmes 
concentrated on economic efficiency assume the contingency of 
women’s unpaid labour. In this sense, women’s sense of security 
and insecurity, feminists argue, is seriously ignored by traditional 
male scholarship. Through their re-examination of the state, 
feminists demonstrate how the unequal social relationships, 
on which most states are founded, both regulate their security-
seeking tendency and are simultaneously influenced by it. We 
will now move to understand the feminist critique of the concept 
of citizenship.

9.8 Feminist Critique of Citizenship

On the subject of citizenship, various scholars understand it as 
participation in the processes of a nation state. For example, 
Hobhouse (1994) writes, ‘the people or at any rate the citizens are 
the state’. The liberal idea envisages a society of free and equal 
persons but Kymlicka (1995) puts it this way: For most people 
[society] seem to mean their nation. There is the reciprocity of 
obligation between the individual and the state. International law 
is not willing to see a qualitative difference between citizenship 
and nationality. It is arguable that citizenship as an idea assumes 
that the world can be divided into nation states with border that 
are inclusionary and exclusionary in nature. For the liberals, 
individuals are primarily isolated, autonomous, self-sufficient, 
atomistic selves, possessing valuables such as life, liberty, and in 
some versions of liberalism, property. Citizenship in this classical 
liberal view involves the protection by the state of individual 
liberties; citizens may seek to promote their own self-interest 
within the constraints of similar rights of others. This liberal 
conception of citizenship has been criticized by feminists like 
Carole Pateman and Ursula Vogel; they argue that the individual 
of classical liberal theory is actually the bourgeois male and that 
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this liberal individual has relied upon women as wives, mothers 
and caregivers.

Carole Pateman (1988) points out that women were excluded 
in the social contract of contract theories in the Western tradition: 
They were made invisible by subsuming under households 
headed by men with no legal rights of their own. The argument 
here is twofold: 

1.	 It says that the liberal individual as a theoretical construct 
has excluded women.

2.	 Liberalism has relied upon women’s traditional role as 
housewives and caregivers who hold society together. 

On this argument, liberal theory and liberal conceptions of 
citizenship efficaciously exclude the family, thereby women.

In most parts of the world, women are still struggling for full 
equality, gaining the right to vote much later than men in most 
societies. The underrepresentation of women in positions of 
political and economic power is clearly evident. Even in societies 
committed to formal equality, women are excluded from military 
jobs pertaining to combat operations. The terms like ‘citizen’, 
‘head of household’ and ‘breadwinner’ are not neutral terms but 
impregnated with masculinist underpinnings.

The feminist critique of politics has revealed that citizenship 
both as a status and as a basis for claims has historically been 
problematic for men and women outside dominant groups. 
Citizenship fabricates a public identity, long assumed to be male 
who depends in ambiguous ways on the family, home and women 
which inhere in the realm of private. It has perpetually been a 
difficult construction for feminists to tackle. Claims of citizenship 
are frequently made mostly against ‘the state’. Another way of 
comprehending the concept of citizenship is to define it as an 
individual’s legal relationship to the state. The concept of state has 
always been a difficult and complex issue for feminist politics. In 
a globalized world, feminists ask, what do we make of citizenship 
when we shift our focus beyond state boundaries, in a search for 
transnational and transformative feminist alliances? Feminist 
critics of citizenship have long argued that active citizenship 
requires material conditions which support and enable women’s 
participation in the public–political sphere.



Feminism  l  239

9.9 Feminism, Ethics and Human Rights

The universality of rights is recognized by feminists as the 
powerful protector and promoter of interests of women; however, 
the more generally specified such rights are, the less likely they 
are rhetorically effective for women. Since, feminist politics cuts 
across traditional ethical paradigms, in the case of feminists’ 
rights discourse we find two types of feminist working relation to 
international ethics. 

•	 First, feminist works point out the blind spots in mainstream 
perspective and asserts women’s inclusion in the international 
scenario—in this case, the category of international rights 
bearers (humans). 

•	 Second, feminists assert the particularity of women’s position 
to a correct thinking of rights in terms of the specific ways in 
which women’s rights are vulnerable to violation. 

This means paying attention to the fact that men and women 
as human beings are actually different. It also implies that the 
meaning of equality of rights may be of the recognition of difference 
rather than of the assumption of sameness. Feminist ethical and 
political theories have responded in different ways to challenges 
made by political activists to mainstream masculine world views 
in the context of both just war and human rights thinking.

Let us now look at feminist interpretations of ethical thinking 
in contrast to the general masculine ethical thinking. We will look 
at Ruddick’s Maternal Thinking towards a Politics of Peace (1993) for 
her critique on just war theory and Mackinnon’s (1989) feminist 
critique on the idea of human rights. We will concentrate on the 
practical and theoretical implications of their ideas. Feminist 
ethics distinguishes itself from the foundationalism and standard 
ethical paradigms. It is also critical of taking the community 
as a source of ethical value, given the fact that all communities 
in the modern world rely on the disempowering of women. 
Feminists disagree about the practical and institutional means 
of realizing their cherished ideals and goals. Feminist thinking 
on ethics has been built on the experience of the disadvantaged 
to suggest the need for an ethics of universal applicability and 
sensitivity to the particularity of women. In other words, feminist 
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perspective refuses dominant ethics that limit the choice between 
communitarian and cosmopolitan values.

One of the most important concepts in feminist moral theory 
has been the idea of the ethic of care as developed by social 
psychologists. Carole Gilligan challenges the accepted hierarchy 
of moral psychological development as put forth by Kohlberg. 
According to Kohlberg (1973), the most mature moral point of 
view is identified in the development of an impartial universalist 
and principled perspective on moral issues. This is referred to as 
the ethic of justice. Kohlberg argues that ideal women are less 
likely to manifest in the ethic of justice and more likely to remain 
at an earlier stage of moral development in which moral problems 
continue to be addressed in an ad hoc, highly personalized and 
contextualized manner. On the contrary, Gilligan argues that 
women’s moral thinking is not inferior to an ethic of justice 
and demonstrates that women have an equally advanced and 
sophisticated moral point of view.

Women’s moral judgment is more contextual, more immersed in the 
details of relationships and narratives, it shows a greater propensity 
to take the standpoint of the particular other and women appear 
more adept at revealing feelings of empathy, sympathy required by 
this. (Benhabib, 1992: 267–300) 

The key feature of the ethic of care is that it is embedded in 
the practicalities of relationships of responsibility for others. 
Critical to ethical judgement from the perspective of care is the 
importance of particularity, which means knowing who and what 
you are before making a moral judgement; connectedness means 
recognizing your actual relationship to others in the process of 
judgement; and context means paying attention to the broad and 
narrow context of ethical judgement.

Ruddick (1993), in her book, rejects the realist arguments 
as to the tragic inevitability or structural necessity of war and 
communitarian claims to the special ethical status of the collective 
group of our nation. It also formulates a critique of both utilitarian 
and Kantian versions of just war thinking. She develops her 
critique in two stages: In the first stage, Ruddick provides a 
phenomenology of ‘maternal thinking’. At the second stage, the 
implications of using ‘maternal thinking’ as a critical feminist 
standpoint is discussed. One such implication is it helps in making 
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judgements about the ethics of war and the appropriate feminist 
response to war. According to her, maternal thinking is a discipline 
in attentive love, a discipline which is rooted in the particular 
demands of a particular relation of care, as between mother 
and child and which reflects a particular range of metaphysical 
attitudes, cognitive capacities and virtues. Ruddick warns us 
that she is neither equating mothers with biological mothers nor 
presuming that actual mothers are all good at maternal thinking. 
She draws a contrast between ideals of response to threat, conflict 
and harm that are inherent in any practice in which violence 
is understood as a permissible instrument for the attainment 
of goals and modes of responding to threat, conflict and harm 
that are premised on the unacceptability of violence. Comparing 
caregiving with militarism, she writes ‘care givers are not better 
people than are militaries’. They are engaged in different projects. 
Militaries aim to dominate by creating the structural vulnerabilities 
that caregivers take for granted. They arm and train so that if other 
means of domination fail, terrifying and injuring their opponents 
by contrast in situations of bodily pain (and the fear of pain is 
the structural possibility), caregivers try to resist temptations to 
assault and neglect, even though they work among smaller, frailer 
and the vulnerable who may excite domination.

Ruddick is mindful of the problems that result in simply and 
directly applying the ideals of caregiving practices to the realm 
of international politics. However, she believes that the criterion 
of caregiving in ethical judgement has implications within the 
international realm. When maternal thinking adopts a self-
reflective critical perspective, it exposes an inherent contradiction 
between mothering and war. Mothering starts right at the time 
of the birth of a man and promises to nourish his life. Military 
thinking, on the other hand, justifies organized deliberate 
deaths and is fundamentally anti-life. Mother nourishes the 
bodies, nurtures the psychic growth and helps in developing 
the conscience of children; although the army trains the young 
soldiers to survive the extraordinary situations it itself puts 
them in, it also deliberately exposes their bodies, minds and 
consciences to dangerous conditions. This idea is derived from 
Hartsock’s adaptation of Marxian analysis of the capitalist 
system. According to Hartsock (1987), the exploitative character 
of capitalism gets exposed when perceived from the vantage point 
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of the proletariat. Similarly, the patriarchy reveals itself when seen 
from the standpoint of women who bear the brunt of this system. 
Hence, feminism comes under the class of standpoint theories. 
Based on this notion, Ruddick writes that maternal thinking is 
situated in the sphere of caring labour, which is marginalized. 
For her, both military and just war theory share a commitment 
to the expandability of concrete lives in abstract causes to which 
maternal thinking is inherently opposed. It means not just the 
rejection of war but the active embracing of peace politics. The 
struggle to end war relies on the recognition of responsibility and 
the sound understanding of the idea of care.

Ruddick places realism, morality of states, Kantianism, 
utilitarianism and communitarianism all securely in the sphere 
of masculinist theory and practice. For her, the realm of IR is 
majorly a realm of human relations. Not of state nation or rights 
of state. Ethical perspectives emerge from concrete experience 
and practices and, hence, cannot be neutral. However, she argues 
that certain forms of ethical practices are inherently morally 
superior to others. Her responses are based on the rejection of 
mainstream approaches to thinking about international ethical 
issues. 

The arguments of the above-mentioned scholars such as 
Ruddick, Mackinnon and others represent the central promise 
of feminist interventions in thinking about international ethical 
questions. These scholars recognize that international ethics and 
politics are inseparable in the sense that every ethics has political 
implications, whether acknowledged or not. They also combine 
a simultaneous recognition of particularity and universality in 
their ethical frameworks. Particularity and universality for both 
scholars combine in ways that experience of feminist activists 
teaches the impossibility of arguing from either pure particularity 
of women’s position or on the similarity of women with men. 
Feminist movement had to oscillate between these universal and 
particularistic alternatives at varied situations and struggles. This 
was possible only by undermining particular ideological positions 
to the pragmatic goal of furthering the interests and fighting the 
subjugation of women. Feminist ethics is more open, fluid and 
practical compared to traditional ethical paradigms.

One of the main challenges of feminist theory has been to 
expose the masculine political agendas that were hidden beneath 
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the rhetoric of state or individual rights. The broader challenge 
that feminists face, however, is how to go beyond that critique to 
the construction of new political possibilities in the international 
sphere. In this light, the feminist ethic of care and feminist rights-
based thinking offers complementary strengths. If the strength of 
maternal thinking is to offer a different vision of moral judgement 
and prescription for international politics, then the strength of 
feminist rights-based thinking lies in the way in which it connects 
feminist interpretations of contemporary international ethical 
life directly to a political project to restructure international law 
and institutions to reflect feminist concerns. Instead of a radically 
distinct alternative to established international ethical thinking, 
a feminist rights-based ethic utilizes resources from an already 
available international common sense to make visible the abuses 
of human rights suffered by women because they are women.

9.10 Conclusion

One of the important achievements of the feminist contribution 
to IR has been to disclose the extent to which the whole field is 
gendered. The range of subjects studied within the boundaries 
of the discipline, its central concerns and motives, the content of 
empirical research, the assumptions of theoretical models and the 
corresponding lack of female participation, both in academic and 
elite circles all combined to marginalize women. It makes women’s 
roles and issues in the international realm invisible. The discipline 
of IR shows a man’s world because of the dominance of men’s 
practice and its masculinist underpinnings. Success is measured 
in terms of power, autonomy and self-reliance, all of which come 
under masculine virtues. Having established the discipline of IR 
as a male-dominated masculinist field, feminists have moved on 
to focus their energy on reclaiming women and femininity from 
the margins.

In this chapter, by charting out the historical and conceptual 
diversity of feminist movements, we talked about first-wave 
feminism, which fought for formal equality of rights for women. 
This movement has been quite successful in achieving basic rights 
for women. This movement was succeeded by second-wave 
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feminism in the 1970s, which furthered the cause of women by 
arguing that we need to move beyond recognition of formal 
equality between the sexes. We also noticed that they were divided 
among themselves, based on their theoretical orientations. They 
were labelled as radical, cultural, liberal, socialist, black and Third 
World feminists. Barring the liberals, all feminist groups challenge 
the hegemony of the masculinist worldview that subjugates 
women. Some feminists, for example, black feminists, challenge 
the hegemony of white women in their criticism of the existing 
feminisms. We then moved on to understanding the difference 
between sex and gender. Sex, we saw was a biological category, 
and gender a social category. This difference is important to 
understand a large number of feminist arguments. We also 
dealt with a criticism of this difference by certain feminists and 
their prioritization of gender over sex in order to articulate their 
criticism of male domination. They argue for bringing back the 
category of sex as an important conceptual device in understanding 
gender discrimination and rights. Importantly, we noticed that 
feminists argue that gender is a process and performance rather 
than a given. We then moved on to discuss, in brief, the history of 
feminist interventions in IR. We traced some of the struggles that 
feminists did in order to challenge the masculinist domination 
in IR. Seminars, conferences, journals and courses started by 
selected feminists played an important role in propagating the 
feminist concerns in IR. They helped to create a space to criticize 
masculinist underpinnings of IR theorizing and practice. After 
dealing briefly with the history of feminist interventions in IR, 
we then moved on to discuss the actual criticism of IR theory and 
practice by feminists like Tickner, Cynthia Enloe, Sylvester, and 
so on. Here we dealt with the feminist critique of realism, the 
dominant theory of IR. According to feminists, realism stands on 
the gendered assumption that state and its behaviour is masculine 
and the international political arena is feminine. This assumption 
is traced back to theories of Hobbes and Machiavelli. Hobbes 
describes the state of nature as in a state of war and talks of the 
need to bring order for the sake of peace; Machiavelli describes 
nature as a woman who desires to be dominated for her own 
self-redemption. Based on this masculinist assumption, realists 
desire to bring order in IR. It is for this very reason that they look 
towards science. Science, these IR theorists believe, will bring 
about objectivity and this will help in bringing order to the chaos 



Feminism  l  245

of IR in practice. One of the important and fundamental criticisms 
of realist search for scientific objectivity by feminists is that realists 
take the world as a given rather than look at it critically. Feminists, 
on the contrary, argue that the world in not simply given to us but 
is structured by our social conditioning in our understanding of it. 
Hence, realist’s realism is not as real as they present it to be. They 
are not willing to see the underlying structures and processes 
that create the so-called reality. Feminists urge us to take social 
structures and processes in our account of reality. The attack on 
the liberal distinction of public–private by feminists also enters IR. 
Feminists argue that this distinction attributes the public sphere 
with reason and the private sphere with feeling. This relegates 
women to the private sphere.

One of the most important critiques that we observed in 
this chapter has been the critique of the concept of security. 
Security, being an important conceptual tool for the study of 
IR, comes under the feminist scanner as being deeply gendered. 
We observed how the traditional IR theorizing narrowly limits 
itself by being state-centric and misses out on the multilayered-
ness and multidimensionality of the issue of security. We noticed 
that for feminists, security involves reduction of all forms of 
violence, including physical, structural and ecological. Insecurity 
means violence perpetrated by states and individuals on others, 
particularly women. In our discussion, while dealing with the 
feminist critique of citizenship, we dealt with Carole Pateman’s 
critique of social contract theories. Her further argument is that 
citizenship constructs public into a male domain and private 
into a female domain. Active citizenship, according to feminists, 
requires conditions that support and enable women’s participation 
in political–public sphere. We then moved to discuss the feminist 
alternative to male-centric universalistic, impersonalized ethics 
and its application in IR. We looked at Ruddick’s ethic of care 
as an alternative to the standard IR theory ethic of justice. Ethic 
of care is derived from her idea of maternal thinking. We saw as 
to how she argues for taking into consideration the standpoint 
of woman in understanding ethical issues in IR. Her critique is 
against Kantianism and utilitarianism, which are firmly rooted in 
masculinist theory and practice.

The main aim of this chapter was to understand the history, 
purpose and content of feminists’ intervention in theorizing 
IR. Feminists we have observed have been self-critical and are 
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also open to criticism from other strands of theorizing in IR. 
Criticism of feminists has come not just from realists and other 
traditional schools of thought but also from postmodernists. The 
traditionalists have criticized the feminists as diverting the main 
concerns and issues that drive IR.
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Constructivism in  
International Relations
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Learning Objectives

l	 To understand the basic arguments of postmodernism and its style of 
reasoning 

l	 To comprehend the role played by postmodernists in the realm of 
international politics

l	 To explain the challenge that postmodernism as a school of thought 
made on the traditional and dominant schools of thought like realism 
and neo realism

l	 To evaluate the alternatives that postmodernism as a theory has to offer 
in comprehending international relations 

l	 To elucidate the basic arguments of constructivism 
l	 To critically evaluate the impact of constructivism in international relations

Abstract

Postmodernism is an attack upon modernity and, at the same time, not 
completely separated from it. The differences that postmodernists have 
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among themselves exist within modernity itself. The main arguments 
that postmodernists put forth in the criticism of Enlightenment Movement 
in philosophy are discussed through the concepts of ‘knowledge 
and power’, ‘genealogy’ and ‘deconstruction’. The employment of 
postmodernism in international relations theory is then shown through the 
concepts of diplomacy, sovereignty, boundaries, identities and statecraft. 
Constructivism, and how it evolved, is discussed. During constructivism’s 
formative period, the prevailing theory in international relations was neo-
realism and much of constructivism’s initial theoretical work lies in 
challenging certain basic neorealist assumptions. Constructivism zeroed 
in on the determining effect of anarchy on the behaviour of international 
actors, and moved away from neo realism’s underlying materialism, 
creating the necessary room for the identities and interests of international 
actors to take a central place in theorizing international relations. 
Both postmodernist and constructivist perspectives of international 
relations together offer a critique of realism and neo realism. While the 
postmodernists take a radical departure from realism and its new avatars, 
constructivists takes a middle ground between postmodernism and 
realism. It provides a different explanation to the existence of anarchy, 
identity and interests problematic in international relations. On the 
contrary, postmodernism completely rejects the anarchy problematic as 
pseudo. Postmodernists provide insightful criticism of the practice of 
theorizing in international politics.

The very term ‘postmodernism’ connotes various things in 
various contexts. It refers to a wide and rather heterogeneous 
variety of phenomena. It is a historical term, where the prefix 
‘post’ in Latin refers to ‘off’ or ‘away’ from the modern. The 
term ‘modern’, among other things, refers to the period that 
begins with the ‘Enlightenment’, and regarding its end scholars 
are in disagreement. Scholars like Gilles Lipovetsky (2006) have 
declared the beginning of ‘hypermodern times’ and, on the other 
hand, scholars like Jurgen Habermas talk about the ‘unfinished 
project of modernity’. Some have described ‘modernity’ as an 
attitude or a specific, critical, wakeful relation to one’s self and 
the world around it. Modernity strives for an ‘ethos of critique’ 
and the ‘spirit of cosmopolitanism’ in society. It questions and 
delegitimizes tradition. It is not willing to take ‘its orientation 
from the models supplied by another epoch. It has to create its 
normativity out of itself’ (Habermas, 1997). The most important 
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thinker whom postmodernists (Michael Foucault) identify for 
this project of modernity is Immanuel Kant. Kant is a German 
philosopher who articulated this attitude of modernity in his 
famous response to the question: ‘What is enlightenment?’ (Kant, 
1970: 54–60) Here, Kant talks of the need to liberate man from 
‘self-imposed tutelage’. Tutelage, for him, means the inability of 
using one’s own understanding without the guidance of another. 
He also calls this ‘self-incurred immaturity’. This happens not 
because one lacks the capacity to think for oneself but often due 
to a lack of courage and confidence one accepts the thinking of 
another. Therefore, Kant’s motto is ‘sapare aude’, which means to 
have courage to use your own understanding. What is implicit 
in this motto of Kant is not to rely on scriptures, prophets or any 
other authority, but to apply ‘reason’ to one’s understanding. In 
this sense, ‘reason’ displaces the position occupied by scriptures 
and religion in minds and hearts of humanity. Kant, in the words 
of Michael Foucault, describes

enlightenment as a movement when humanity is going to put its 
own reason to use, without subjecting itself to any authority … since 
its role is that of defining the conditions under which the use of 
reason is legitimate in order to determine what can be known, what 
must be done; and what may be hoped. (Foucault, 2004: 44–45)

Kant, in this sense, links will, authority and reason. It is this 
privileged status to reason, particularly, its negative form of 
‘instrumental reason’, which postmodernists like Foucault 
challenge. He also challenges the way in which Enlightenment 
prescribes the modes of application of the faculty of reason.

10.1 Knowledge and Power

One of the main arguments that postmodernists put forth in their 
criticism of the Enlightenment Movement in philosophy is that 
‘knowledge’ and ‘power’ are deeply and covertly linked. This 
precisely was denied by the philosophers of the Enlightenment 
Movement. They argued that ‘knowledge’, particularly gained 
through the use of reason, can liberate us from the evils of ‘power’ 
in society. They also argued that humanity is progressing and 
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bettering itself through history, particularly from the modern 
period. Humanity, they argued, from the Enlightenment period 
onwards, is directed towards the future rather than the past. 
G.W.F. Hegel was the key proponent of this progression in history. 
Linked to this ‘progressive’ view of history is the argument that 
knowledge of ‘truth’ or ‘absolute truth’ can be arrived at with the 
help of ‘reason’. As history progresses, we are closer to the ‘truth’ 
and humanity is realizing its true purpose, significance and 
potential. Nietzsche (1969, 1979), the major source for postmodern 
thinkers, is a critic of Hegel and his progressive view of history. 
He is not convinced that humanity is progressing towards a 
knowledge of the so-called absolute truth. In fact, he rejects the 
existence of any such thing as absolute truth or a single, objective 
reality. ‘Absolute truth’ or ‘objectivity’, in the words of Thomas 
Nagel (1986: 12), is ‘a view from nowhere’ or an impersonal 
point of view of the world around us. He writes, ‘There is only 
a perspective seeing, only a perspective knowing.’ This is not to 
argue that for Nietzsche and his successors there is no such thing 
as truth. In fact, there are many truths and no single truth has an 
edge or superior status over other truths. In simple words, there 
is no single reality but many realities. This kind of scepticism 
is called ‘perspectivism’ in philosophy, and is attributed to 
Nietzsche. The best ways of describing postmodernism as a 
philosophical movement would be as a form of scepticism, which 
has a disbelieving stance against authority, received wisdom, 
cultural and political norms. It links ‘knowledge’ with ‘power’.

Talking about the link between knowledge and power Foucault 
writes:

Perhaps too we should abandon a whole tradition that allows us to 
imagine that knowledge can exist only where the power relations 
are suspended and that knowledge can develop only outside its 
injunctions, its demands and its interests. Perhaps we should abandon 
the belief that power makes us mad and that by the same token 
the renunciation of power is one of the conditions of knowledge. 
We should admit rather that power produces knowledge (and 
not simply by encouraging it because it serves power or applying 
it because it is useful), that power and knowledge directly imply 
one another; that there is no power relation without the correlative 
constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does 
not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations. 
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These ‘power-knowledge relations’ are to be analysed, therefore, not 
on the basis of a subject of knowledge who is or is not free in relation 
to the power system, but on the contrary, the subject who knows, 
the objects to be known and the modalities of knowledge must be 
regarded as so many effects of these fundamental implications of 
power-knowledge and their historical transformations. In short, it is 
not the activity of the subject of knowledge that produces a corpus 
of knowledge, the processes and struggles that traverse it and of 
which it is made up that determines the forms and possible domains 
of knowledge. (Foucault, 1977: 27)

Postmodernists reject the simplistic view that the production of 
knowledge is a cognitive matter; it is also both a normative and 
political matter. Foucault in his works The Order of Things and 
Discipline and Punish, wanted to see if there is a common nexus 
between the field of knowledge and power. According to him, 
power and knowledge are mutually supportive and directly imply 
one another. In his piece ‘Truth and Juridical Forms’ (Foucault, 
1974), he shows us that the evolution of the penal system is 
intimately connected to the human sciences. The modern prison 
system is consistent with modern society and modern modes of 
understanding ‘Man’.

10.2 Genealogy

Linked to this dynamics of power–knowledge is the concept 
of ‘genealogy’, which is important in order to understand 
postmodernism. Put simply, genealogy is a style of historical 
method which exposes the significance of power–knowledge 
relations. Nietzsche is credited for introducing this term in order 
to criticize the concept of ‘origins’. Foucault, commenting on 
Nietzsche’s critique of the concept of origins, writes:

Why does Nietzsche challenge the pursuit of origins …? First because 
it is the attempt to capture the exact essence of things, their purest 
possibilities, and their carefully protected identities, because this 
search assumes the existence of immobile forms that precede the 
external world of accident and succession. This search is directed 
to ‘that which was already there’ the image of a primordial truth 
fully adequate to its nature, and it necessitates the removal of every 
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mask to disclose an essential identity. However, if the genealogist 
refuses to extend his faith in metaphysics, if he listens to history, 
he finds that there is ‘something altogether different’ behind things: 
not a timeless and essential secret, but the secret that they have no 
essence or their essence was fabricated in a piecemeal fashion from 
alien forms. (Foucault, 1987)

Nietzsche, according to Foucault, is challenging the assumption 
of an essential, timeless essence, which is named ‘Truth’ by 
philosophers. Nietzschean genealogy is an interrogation into the 
lineage of contemporary moral practices or institutions or ideas. 
This means tracing its descent in a Darwinian sense of struggle 
through time among contending cultural modes and values. In 
the process, these practices evolve by forcing each to eliminate 
or adapt to the others. The notion of origin and truth is replaced 
by the genealogy of form overtaking other forms. The only truth 
is the history of the way truth has been defined and produced, 
deployed, subverted and perverted. Genealogy ‘focuses on the 
process by which we have constructed origins and given meaning 
to particular representations of the past, representations that 
continuously guide our daily lives and set clear limits to political 
and social options’ (Foucault, 2000). In simple words, it focuses 
on the deeper politics and assumptions of historians and other 
intellectuals of a particular society and period in their attempts to 
construct history and knowledge of the society they live in.

This method also allows us the possibility of questioning and 
challenging the knowledge produced by institutions of the state 
and society. For example, universities and governmental agencies 
are involved in producing information and data regarding 
society. It also unleashes a different kind of politics and ethics. 
Postmodernists, using this method of genealogy, are critical of 
identity politics. They argue that our identities are not just given 
but are constructed through specific methods by the power–
knowledge nexus in order to further its own power interests. For 
example, the Hindu–Muslim identity politics served the interests 
of the ruling British. Foucault summarizes his philosophical 
project as a study of the

constitution of the subject as an object for himself; the formation 
of the procedure by which the subject is led to observe himself, 
analyze himself, interpret himself, recognize himself as a domain 
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of possible knowledge. In short, this concerns the history of 
‘subjectivity,’ if what is meant by that term is the way in which the 
subject experiences himself in a game of truth where he relates to 
himself. (Bleikar, 2000: 25)

Foucault further writes:

Maybe the target nowadays is not to discover what we are, but to 
refuse what we are. We have to imagine and to build up what we 
could be to get rid of this kind of political ‘double bind,’ which is 
the simultaneous individualism and totalization of modern power 
structures. The conclusion would be that the political, ethical, 
social, philosophical problem of our days is not to try to liberate the 
individual from the state, and from the state’s institutions, but to 
liberate us both from the state and from the type of individualisation 
linked to the state. We have to promote new forms of subjectivity 
through the refusal of this kind of individuality that has been 
imposed on us for several centuries. (Hall, 2004)

Foucault is trying to suggest that we should allow ourselves to be 
shaped by the dominant ideas and norms of society. We need to 
be more critical of these ideas, they limit the possibilities of what 
we can be; therefore, we need to be dynamic in creating ourselves. 
Now the question that immediately emerges in the mind of the 
reader is how all this is relevant in understanding international 
relations or politics. A brief preview of the reply, which we are 
going to discuss later in the chapter at length, is that our identities 
like national identities are neither natural nor given but are 
historical constructs that limit our potential to build solidarities 
with others around the globe. Let us now move on to one of the 
most popular ideas among postmodernists: Deconstruction.

10.3 Deconstruction

The basic argument of deconstruction is that the world should 
be looked at as a text. Deconstructionists call it ‘textuality’; they 
want to expose the ‘textual interplay behind/within power 
politics’ (Der Derian, 1989: 3–10). Power politics is invariably 
already constituted via textuality and ‘modes of representation’. 
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Text may be defined so broadly as to encompass not just written 
words but the entire spectrum of symbols and phenomena within 
Western thought. The same critical methods which should go 
in interpreting a text should also be employed in interpreting 
the world. Jacques Derrida (1974) is credited with employing 
this strategy in challenging the structural assumptions of early 
thinkers in interpreting a text. Derrida says we need to interpret 
interpretation more than interpret things. Therefore, ‘textual 
interplay’ means the mutually constitutive relationship between 
various interpretations in the representation and construction of 
the world. There is no intrinsic essence to a text.

Deconstruction radically challenges the dominant concepts 
and oppositions which are taken for granted. More importantly, 
its objective is to show us the effects and costs of these dominant 
concepts and oppositions. It also aims to show how these 
oppositions are linked and dependent on each other hierarchically. 
In other words, these conceptual oppositions are never neutral, 
but are inevitably hierarchical. Of the two terms, one term is more 
privileged than the other because one is seen as having fullness, 
presence and identity, while the other seems to be lacking these 
qualities. An example of this in international relations theory is 
the concept of anarchy as opposed to sovereignty, particularly in 
the realist camp. The aim of deconstruction is to show that such 
oppositions are untenable, and each term relies on the other term. 
In fact, the term which is privileged—in international relations 
case, one term could be ‘sovereignty’—gains its privilege by 
rejecting its relation or dependence to its other (anarchy). 
The opposition between the two terms is neither clear nor is it 
oppositional for Derrida. From his perspective, the two terms are 
parasitically dependent on each other. The difference between 
the two terms hides the internal deference within each term. 
Neither of the terms is simple, pure, complete, and self-same, or 
closed from each other. But this dependence of the two terms is 
deliberately ignored by creating the effect of an opposition. The 
aim of deconstruction is to destabilize the opposition between 
the oppositional terms. This strategy is employed by Richard 
K. Ashley in international relations theory. His main aim is to 
destabilize the sovereignty–anarchy opposition.

A deconstruction gets generated when the ‘deeper’ substance 
of text opposes the ‘superficial’ form of the text. In other words, 
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deconstruction contends that within the text itself, there consists 
meaning that would undermine its own assumptions and this 
exposes the internal contradictions that the text attempts to erase 
or overcome.

Derrida’s argument is that texts have multiple meanings and 
the ‘violence’ between the different meanings of a text may be 
elucidated by close textual analysis. It is for this reason Derrida 
does a ‘double reading’ of a well-known text. His aim is to expose 
the relationship between stability effects and destabilization by 
passing through two readings in any analysis. The point is to show 
how a text, discourse or institution appears to be coherent and 
consistent with itself, and how it is put together or constituted. 
While the first reading is monologic, the second reading is 
counter-memorialising. The second reading unsettles the reader 
by applying pressure to those points of instability within a text, 
discourse or institution. Its aim is to expose the internal tensions 
and how they are covered up or expelled. However, the text, 
institution or discourse is never completely at one with itself, but 
carries within it elements of tension and crisis, which renders the 
thing instable. Having explored the main ideas of postmodernism, 
we will now move on to understand how they are applied in 
the realm of international relations by theorists like Der Derian, 
Richard K. Ashley, David Campbell, R.B.J. Walker, M. Dillion, 
and so on.

10.4 �Postmodernism in International 
Relations Theory

10.4.1 Diplomacy

Let us begin by looking at the work of Der Derian (2009a; 2009b) 
who is employing postmodern ideas in critiquing international 
relations theory. He employs the Foucauldian genealogical 
analysis to the idea of diplomacy practiced in international 
relations. His book On Diplomacy comprises his most detailed 
genealogy. It is a very dense book of 200 pages, wherein he traces 
the genealogy of Western estrangement from its biblical origins 
to the present condition of techno-diplomacy. He interestingly 
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links diplomatic culture to the ideas of mediation and alienation. 
He analyses the interstices of alienation from which diplomacy 
emerges as mediation. Mediation refers to a connecting link 
for the purpose of reconciliation or intervention. It is through 
this mediation, diplomatic culture plays an important role. By 
diplomatic culture, we mean a system of symbols and social 
constraints which provides a mediation by which (territorially) 
alienated persons regain some kind of universal identity. The 
subject of Der Derain’s genealogy of Western estrangement is 
how different forms of estrangement and their mediation are 
displaced in particular contexts. It is difficult to give an overview 
of Der Derain’s genealogy of diplomacy because it looks for 
discontinuities for accidental happenings rather than regularities, 
causal relations, and so on. He develops the genealogy in six 
different chapters, each covering a particular paradigm of 
estrangement and mediation. The genealogy starts with ‘Mytho-
diplomacy’, which refers to mediation between man and god and 
between peoples through sacred symbols; for example, between 
Jews and other tribes or between Christians and Muslims, this 
mediation uses normative and non-observable knowledge; priests 
play an important role because they manipulate knowledge and 
rituals through which estrangement is mediated. This analysis 
deals with the Christian faith that can be linked to an Augustinian 
paradigm and the institutionalizing of the papacy.

The second paradigm focussed on the mediation of estrangement 
of the newly articulated city-states of Italy, by the end of the 
Middle Ages and early Renaissance. Derian called this kind of 
diplomacy ‘Proto-diplomacy’. Proto-diplomacy is conveyed in 
a Machiavellian paradigm and it arbitrates the alienation of city 
states from hegemonic empires. In a state of extreme anarchy, it 
formulates a one-sided mediation of a one-sided estrangement, like 
the Augustinian paradigm. The Augustinian paradigm mediates 
the estrangement between the myth of unity and fragmented 
reality and between two mythical units like Christianity and 
Islam. However, Proto-diplomacy differs from the early Mytho-
diplomacy because it de-sacralizes the mediation. Raison d’étre 
(reasons of the state) plays an important role because it introduces 
a form of mediation based on permanent residence. The third kind 
of diplomacy, contrary to the Augustinian and Machiavellian 
paradigm, consists of a mediation of mutual estrangement of 
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states known as ‘Diplomacy’. After the disintegration of earlier 
mediations, new states were confronted with a particular kind of 
estrangement where each state had its own king. So a new kind of 
mediation was required to reconcile among mutually estranged 
states, from a mythical and temporal unity but still connected by 
the integral values inherited from unity. Secular and reciprocal 
diplomacy based on permanent residence was an answer to these 
problems. Derian argues how the emergence of diplomatic system 
and the state system are interrelated and is partly based on the 
development of mutual estrangement between the two systems. 
They needed a diplomatic system which requires a structure of 
balance of power to operate.

After Diplomacy, in Derain’s genealogy comes ‘Anti-diplomacy’ 
which mediates between strata within a state, such as between 
classes or between nation and monarchy with other states. While 
the earlier paradigm, which he calls ‘Diplomacy’, formulates a 
mediation and a particular alienation of states, the latter, that is, 
anti-diplomacy develops a mediation of the universal elimination 
of mankind from a utopian state of universal brotherhood. Here the 
problem is not that particular entities such as states are estranged 
from universal entities (e.g. church or emperor), but rather new 
forces of universalism are estranged from the particularism of 
diplomacy. While diplomacy stresses on a horizontal reciprocal 
mediation between states, anti-diplomacy formulates a vertical 
mediation between the estrangement of man and a universal 
utopia.

The fifth paradigm is directly related to Anti-diplomacy, 
and Derian calls it ‘Neo-diplomacy’. Neo-diplomacy refers to a 
revolutionary mediation which claims a unity between people 
or class or state borders. It is a continuation of revolutionary 
war by other means, for example, propaganda or negotiation 
with diplomats without complying with diplomatic rules of 
engagement to liberate peoples. Derian puts the French and 
the Russian revolution in this category because both failed. It is 
the military extension of Neo-diplomacy which failed. Finally, 
genealogy ends with ‘Techno-diplomacy’ where, on one side, 
the states that are technologically equipped are in opposition 
to the people who are not. In his book, On Diplomacy, Derian 
gives us a profound analysis of the influence of technology and 
communication on diplomacy.
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Derian writes, ‘the immediate question is how technology in 
the sense of technical invention has transformed the relevant 
mediation of estrangement?’ This study by Derian makes several 
contributions to International Relations (IR) theory. First, by 
studying diplomacy in a genealogical way and from the angle 
of alienation, the analysis introduces new tools for the study of 
diplomacy. It moves the theory beyond the classical analysis 
without breaking with the classical framework. It engages in a 
dialogue with the classical approach without confronting it. The 
genealogical method makes it possible for Derian to avoid a state-
centric approach to diplomacy without giving up the centrality of 
power politics for understanding developments in world politics. 
The problems of diplomacy are extended from communication 
of messages between communities, exchange by official agents 
to problems of estrangement and its mediation. This focuses on 
the interrelation between particularism and universalism and 
between inside and outside. This method allows Derian to locate 
paradigmatic displacements within the spatio-temporal context.

Der Derian’s work offers ideas and methods for the study 
of diplomacy, and he participates in one of the most important 
debates in present-day IR—namely, the debate on the crisis of state 
sovereignty. This generates a general discussion on identity, inside–
outside, universalism–particularism and political community. 
The debate on inside–outside and universalism and particularism 
focuses on the issue of sovereignty. In approaching the issue 
in terms of estrangement and its mediation, Derian widens the 
scope. The crisis of sovereignty is shaped as a particular problem 
of alienation and its mediation but without limiting sovereignty to 
the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance.1 He argues how the 
dominant system has been challenged by dominated discourses 
in later periods within the paradigm of Anti-diplomacy and 
Neo-diplomacy. Der Derian’s genealogy complicates the inside–
outside problematique by showing that identity and alienation 
have horizontal as well as vertical dimensions. On the one hand, 
states are separated from other states, which mutually separates 
people inside a state from those outside the state and inside 
another state. On the other hand, inside states particular strata 

1 �Crucial period for analysing the battle lines, out of which the sovereign state 
system arose as the dominant organization of European politics. 
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may be estranged from other classes (e.g. the proletariat) and 
the outside with another class (e.g. the bourgeoisie). Der Derian 
shows how this internal inside–outside problematique may gain 
a global dimension when these strata unify with similar strata in 
other states. Proletarians of all countries unite—thus turning the 
double inside–outside problematique into an inside–inside one. 
In the analysis of Anti- and Neo-diplomacy, Der Derian indicates 
how it is this latter differentiation which embodies the tension 
between two estrangements—the cross-cutting of horizontal and 
vertical estrangements which contains challenges to the state 
system.

Let us now move on to understand what Der Derian means by 
‘estrangement’, ‘mediation’ and other terms, in order to understand 
the genealogy of diplomacy, described earlier. Refreshingly and 
interestingly, Der Derian uses the Nietzschean idea of genealogy 
and links it to the concept of alienation developed by political 
philosophers to study the history of diplomacy. Let us first try to 
understand by what the Nietzschean idea of genealogy means in 
contrast to the general idea of genealogy. Commonly understood, 
‘genealogy’ means to trace out the origins of an institution, 
idea, social practice, family, discourse, and so on. However, a 
‘Nietzschean genealogy’ is not concerned with the idea, institution 
or practice itself but the process or effects that bring forth the idea 
and the effects that the idea has on other ideas, practices and so 
on. It is, in this sense, that Der Derian employs the genealogical 
method to the study of diplomacy. He defines ‘diplomacy’ as the 
mediation between two or more estranged individuals, parties, 
groups or groups of entities. As we noticed in the previous 
description of his genealogy of diplomacy, he talks of two kinds of 
estrangement: horizontal and vertical estrangement. A horizontal 
estrangement emerges between groups, nations or tribes, while a 
vertical estrangement emerges between a group, individual and 
an ideal or good.

Different kinds of estrangement or alienation require different 
kinds of mediation. The word ‘mediation’ itself is used by Der 
Derian in two different senses. He writes:

The word ‘mediation’ will be used in two different senses. First, in 
the conventional sense (which coevally with the modern meaning of 
diplomacy), mediation means a connecting link or, for the purpose 
of reconciling, an intervention between two or more individuals 
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or entities. By utilizing this term, I admit to an interpretation 
which emphasizes the interdependent and reconciliatory nature 
of diplomacy yet acknowledge the necessity of interventions. The 
other sense of the term is derived from the theory of alienation itself, 
as drawn from the writings of Hegel and Marx. There are two types 
or orders of mediation. The first is between man (his powers) and 
nature (his needs). In this subject–object relationship, mediation 
refers to an activity, manual or intellectual, which brings man’s 
powers and needs together; at the most basic level an example 
would be one which enables man’s hunger to be fulfilled by eating. 
The second order of mediation is a historically specific one made 
necessary when man’s activity, or the product of his activity, is 
alienated from him. Examples taken from Feuerbach, Hegel and 
Marx, of mediatories acting between man and his alienated needs, 
would include god, the state and money. (Derian, 2009: 10)

The need for ‘diplomacy’ emerges, according to Der Derian, 
when the need for mediation emerges in a socio-political context 
of estrangement. Der Derian argues that in our times we are 
witnessing, what he calls, ‘techno-diplomacy’. In order to explain 
and understand this new kind of diplomacy, he employs various 
postmodern terminology used by postmodern thinkers such as 
Foucault, Jean Baudrillard, Gilles Delueze and Paul Virillo. We 
have already seen the influence of Foucault in his genealogical 
analysis. In explaining techno-diplomacy, Der Derian along with 
other scholars, such as David Campbell, concentrate and study 
the kind of estrangement that technology has brought into our 
modern lives, particularly international relations. He was highly 
influenced by the writings of Baudrillard and Virillo, who 
developed terminologies such as simulacrum, (crono)politics and 
dromology.

We will now move on to understand how Der Derian and 
other international scholars, such as Richard K. Ashley, use the 
postmodern ideas to understand international relations and 
theory.

Ashley’s main argument is that the conception of ‘anarchy’ 
produces both theoretical and practical effects in international 
relations. It defines the main concerns of international relations. 
K. Oye (1985: 1), in his article, ‘Explaining Cooperation under 
Anarchy: Hypotheses and Strategies’, writes ‘nations dwell in 
perpetual anarchy, for no central authority imposes limits on the 
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pursuit of sovereign interests’. The problem of anarchy emerges, 
according to theorists, from a lack of central, global authority. It 
is not just an empty concept. It aims to describe how international 
relations is deeply embedded in power politics; where self-interest, 
raison d’état and employing force are some of its main ingredients. 
Ashley, therefore, challenges this understanding of anarchy and 
the importance that is accorded to it by international relations 
theorists, particularly, the realists. In order to challenge this 
framework, he deploys a double reading strategy, à la Derrida. In 
the first reading, he attempts to read international relations within 
the framework of an anarchy problematique. In this reading, he 
assembles the main features of the anarchy problem.

In the second reading, he de-assembles the anarchy problem. 
The second reading shows that the anarchy problem, as 
articulated by realists, is based on a number of unquestioned 
theoretical assumptions and exclusions. In the first reading, 
where he outlines international relations in conventional terms, 
the absence of a centralization is coterminous with the existence 
of a multiplicity of states, none of which can make laws for other 
individual states. Moreover, the states have their own identifiable 
interests, capabilities, resources and territories. In the second 
reading, he questions the self-evidence of international relations 
as power politics in the midst of anarchy. He foregrounds the 
argument of the opposition between ‘sovereignty’ and ‘anarchy’, 
where the former is valued as regulative and ideal while the latter 
is negatively understood as the lack of the former. Anarchy gets 
its importance only as the opposite of sovereignty and, therefore, 
they cannot coexist. The assumptions that go into making anarchy 
the important problem is clear. If this opposition should work 
at all, then the assumption is that within the sovereign state, 
the domestic sphere should be portrayed as order and progress 
supported by a legitimate political force. Outside the state or 
country, there could be disorder, threat, chaos and anarchy. 
According to Ashley (1988: 227–62), to represent sovereignty 
and anarchy in this manner depends on converting the internal 
tension within states into tension between sovereign states. 
States must wipe out any traces of anarchy that exist within 
them in order to make the opposition between sovereignty and 
anarchy. Dissent within the states, which challenge the sovereign 
identity of a state, need to be repressed or denied as existing in 
order to make the anarchy problem prominent. In simple words, 
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anarchy that exists within states is ignored to theorize the anarchy 
problem. The opposition between sovereignty and anarchy rests 
on determining the boundary between the sovereign entity with 
an internal hegemonic centre for reconciling internal conflicts and 
the lack of it outside.

According to Ashley, this opposition has two particular effects: 
First, it represents the domestic realm in the state as stable, 
a legitimate foundation of modern political community and; 
second, it represents the domain beyond the state as dangerous 
and anarchical. Ashley calls this double exclusion. This exclusion 
is possible only if, on the one hand, a single representation of 
sovereign identity can be imposed and, on the other hand, if this 
representation can be made to appear natural and indisputable. 
Ashley questions this way of opposition with the following 
questions: First, what happens to the anarchy problem if it is not 
so clear that fully present and completed sovereign states are 
primary or unitary? Second, what happens to the anarchy problem 
if the absence of a central global regime is not overwritten with 
assumptions about the politics of power?

10.5 Critique of the Sovereign State

Sovereignty has been one of the main concerns of the study of 
‘international relations’. It is also concerned with states and 
violence. Postmodernism also makes them (states and violence) 
its central concern but with a difference. It revises them with 
insights from genealogy and deconstruction. It seeks to deal 
with new interpretations and explanations of the sovereign 
state that state-centric approaches have masked, namely the 
‘historical constitution and reconstitution as the primary mode 
of subjectivity’ (Devtak, 2005: 190) in world politics. This again 
brings us back to Foucault’s methodology of trying to discover 
the practices and representations that make the ‘sovereign state’ 
look natural and normal. We will look at the process of how the 
‘sovereign state’ is made to appear natural and normal.

The first argument is that the modern state has its origins 
in ‘violence’. The second argument is that it is a fixation of 
boundaries which results in this violence, a territorialization act. 
The third argument states that national identities are constructed 
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in foreign policy discourses. Let us now understand the problem 
of violence and state from a postmodern perspective. The 
dominant understanding in modern political thought is that 
modern political organizations like the state have emerged after 
transcending traditional, illegitimate, tyrannical and barbaric 
forms of rule. They are illegitimate because the power derived 
from these forms of rule is arbitrary, unrestrained, violent and 
unaccountable to those who are ruled, and so on; while the 
modern forms of rule are based on rational, legal, legitimate, 
peaceful and democratic values. In other words, they are morally 
better than the traditional forms of power and an improvement 
over the latter. The underlying argument is that as we move 
towards the future in history, we progress towards better forms of 
governing and instituting better organizations. This, postmoderns 
call a bluff. Violence has, in fact, taken deeper roots and the 
forms of violence have also become invisible. Scholars such as 
Campbell and Dillion argue that the relationship between politics 
and violence in modern times has become ‘deeply ambivalent’. 
On the one hand, violence produces the refuge of the sovereign 
community and, on the other hand, it is the condition from which 
the citizens of that community must be protected. It (violence) 
is simultaneously the thing which the modern state creates or 
produces and, at the same time, the thing from which the state 
claims to protect the citizen from. It is both the poison and its cure. 
Bardley Klein (1994) in his ‘Strategic Studies and World Order’ 
points to the links between violence and the state. He gives an 
account and explains the historical emergence of war-making 
states, rather than assume their existence as natural or normal. 
He analyses how political units emerge in history and how they 
are capable of relying on force to distinguish a domestic political 
space from a foreign space. He argues that ‘states rely on violence 
to constitute themselves as states’ and in the process differentiate 
between internal and external. He says, ‘strategic violence’ does 
not merely ‘patrol the frontiers’ of the state; it helps constitute them 
as well. Violence is, thus, constitutive of states. Postmodernism 
differs from traditional approaches whereby they take violence 
to be natural and regular occurrences in relations between states. 
They (realists) argue that anarchy is the chief problem; because of 
the lack of a central authority, there is nothing to stop states from 
waging wars with each other. Violence is not constitutive but 
configurative in their account of state. States are already formed 
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before violence emerges. In fact, violence modifies the way states 
are formed. Their territorial claims are modified by violence. It is 
an instrument of political power and strategic manoeuvres in the 
distribution of power hierarchy. Postmodernism, thus, helps us 
understand the hidden role of violence in modern political life.

Campbell (1993: 16) argues, ‘War makes the body politic [the 
political subject] that is invoked to sanction it’. It is fundamental 
to the structuring of states and is not something to which fully 
formed states resort for power–political reasons. Devetak writes, 
‘Violence is, according to postmodernism, inaugural as well as 
augmentative’ (2005: 107). Jenny Edkins (2000) takes a further step 
in linking violence and politics; she compares Nazi concentration 
camps with refugee camps of international organizations such as 
NATO. She argues that the concentration camp is ‘nothing more 
than the coming to fruition of the horror contained in everyday 
existence under the sway of sovereign politics of the west’ She 
further argues that NATO is equivalent to Nazis insofar as the 
bombing campaigns are concerned. These bombing campaigns 
help NATO establish its supremacy by claiming to have the sole 
authority to use violence. Its use of violence is claimed as legitimate 
violence. She goes further by saying that even humanitarianism 
can be placed at par with violence, since it too, through complicity, 
agrees with the modern state’s claim to sole legitimate use of 
power and violence. Refugee camps are like concentration camps 
because both of them take arbitrary decisions regarding life and 
death. This is so because the refugee workers are forced to choose 
between the worst off among the refugees. This is akin to Georgio 
Agamben’s term ‘bare life’ in describing the condition of famine 
victims, where their cultural and social status is depoliticized 
thereby ignoring their political voice. Even Campbell agrees with 
Edkins by saying that humanitarianism is ‘deeply implicated 
in the production of a sovereign political power that claims the 
monopoly of the legitimate use of violence’ (Edkins, 2000: 19. Next, 
we will move on to understand how territoriality is linked to 
violence and state formation.

10.5.1 Boundaries

In order to understand the ‘genealogy’ of state formation, 
postmodernism enquires into the way global political space is 
divided. Postmodernists do not assume that the world is divided 
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naturally or is based on an essential human nature. They argue 
that nothing is natural or given, nor is there any single entity which 
divides and shapes the global political space. Then an immediate 
question emerges in the readers mind: How do boundaries emerge 
in the world? This is what they call the ‘boundary question’. This 
question, they argue, is linked to other questions that deal with 
how a political subject is formed, or in simple language how 
political identities are historically and politically constituted. 
Identity, argued on similar lines, is neither given nor natural, but 
historically constituted or created due to socio-political reasons. 
They argue that a ‘political subject’ is formed by creating not 
just states but by creating physical, symbolic and ideological 
boundaries.

Richard Devetak reminds us that postmodernists are less 
concerned with what ‘sovereignty’ is than how it is constituted or 
produced in space and time. They also ask how it circulates itself. 
This leads to their other argument that there is no intrinsic need to 
divide the world—as it appears more particularly in the form of 
international boundaries—because, for them, making boundaries 
is not an innocent, non-political act. In simple, geography is about 
power relations between political actors. The boundaries between 
people are not created by nature but by historical struggles 
between power-seeking groups. Boundaries function to create 
a space for politically dominant groups to maintain their power 
over the powerless groups. In this sense, postmodernism develops 
its critique of realist school of international relations by assuming 
that global political space has been divided on some fundamental 
human nature or social reality in which humans must always be 
divided and natural.

10.5.2 Identity

Linked to the question of boundary is the question of political 
identity. It does not mean that all identities are based on some 
geographical boundary. However, most of our important 
political identities are based on nationality or some geographical 
limitation. As we also have seen that postmodernism challenges 
this dominant conception of assuming what happens in the world 
globally as a natural part of the historical process. In the same 
manner, as we discussed in earlier sections of this chapter, that 
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identity is also not just given but constructed by historio-political 
forces in society. What the postmodernists would like to ask is 
that how has political identity been created by the imposition of 
spatial distancing and domestication processes? How is it linked to 
the territorial claims of self-hood? And how does political identity 
gets constructed in opposition to the other? Ontology constructed 
in opposition to an imagined other? David Campbell deals with 
this aspect in his book titled National Deconstruction. He takes the 
case of Bosnian war and argues that the intense violence in the war 
was based on a specific norm of community or identity. He calls it 
‘ontopology’ by combining the terms ‘ontology’ and ‘politics’, and 
it means the study of the nature of existence in philosophy. In this 
context, ‘ontological’ means something which claims to be real. 
By ‘ontopology’, Campbell means the construction of community 
and this involves the perfect alignment of territory and nation and 
state and nation. This construction of single community must be 
made along with the construction of a single territory, the latter 
reinforces the former. The logic behind this is that, Campbell 
(1998: 168–70) argues, it creates a desire for a ‘coherent, bounded, 
monocultural community’. These ‘ontopological’ assumptions 
form the governing codes of subjectivity in international relations. 
Based on this argument, Campbell argues that the violence in 
Bosnia was not simply a racist distortion of ontopological norm, 
but was in fact the worsening of this same norm. The violence 
of ‘ethnic cleansing’ in pursuit of a pure, homogeneous political 
identity is simply a continuation of the same political community 
inherent in the modern nation state, insofar as they require 
boundaries, will be given to some degree of violence.

Postmodernism focuses on the discourses and practices which 
create a threat if there are differences in the constitution of 
political identity. Even ‘Cold War’ was created and maintained 
with the creation of a threat of a different political ideology called 
‘Communism’ by the capitalists in the West. But to constitute 
a coherent, singular political identity demands the silencing of 
internal dissent. There are internal minorities that threaten a 
certain construct of the identity and must be inevitably excluded 
or controlled. Identity is an effect produced, not something 
natural. Identity is defined through the establishment of 
difference and more importantly with the threat of difference. 
Campbell, nevertheless, points out that the idea of nation or 
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sovereign state is created with the talk or discourses of danger. 
The idea of American nation as a political subject was created 
in antagonistic terms to the Soviet Union as an external threat 
during the Cold War period. The concept of containment in 
the containment theory is simultaneously aimed at Americans 
and Communists, which resulted in grounding the identity to a 
territorial state.

Identities, postmodern scholars argue, do not exist prior to the 
differentiation of self and the other. The important issue is how 
something which is different becomes conceptualized as a threat 
or danger to be contained and excluded. They suggest that a 
political identity need not be constructed in contrast to an opposing 
political identity. However, the dominant mode of conducting 
international relations today is through the perpetuation of 
discourses and practices of security and foreign policy which tend 
to reproduce this reasoning. Let us now move to understand the 
concept of statecraft, which includes all the aforementioned three 
concepts of boundary, identity and violence.

10.5.3 Statecraft

In the previous section, we analysed how postmodernism is 
interested in prevailing modes of subjectivity to neutralize or 
conceal their arbitrariness by projecting an image of naturalness; 
this section will deal with statecraft. Richard Ashley further 
develops this line of thinking with the question of how the 
dominant form of subjectivity is made to appear normal by 
utilizing the concept of ‘hegemony’. This is not in the Marxist 
sense of a dominating ideology or cultural set-up, à la Foucault, 
the constellation of knowledge practices that get identified with 
a particular state and society. In other words, ‘hegemony’ means 
the circulation of a model that is exemplary or representative of 
an ideal type, which is used by the dominant groups to maintain 
their domination. Its main aim is to devalue other models that 
challenge the dominant model in the name of being less practical, 
underdeveloped, incomplete and inadequate. Scholars such as 
Ashley look into the history of the model in order to understand 
the construction of a political identity. For example, the political 
identity ‘Indian’ is created by the dominant group by defining 
what it is to be an ideal Indian. An ideal Indian is one who basically 
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represents the unity and integrity of India. He will not support 
or allow any religious, linguistic or geographical group, which 
the Indian state claims as its own, to be seceded but support the 
interdivision of linguistic states within India.

After trying to prove that the state lacks any essence, the next 
important question that postmodernists attend to is how the state 
has been made to appear as if it had an essence. In short, their 
answer is that the state is made to appear to have an essence 
by performing acts of various domestic and foreign policies or 
‘statecraft’. Statecraft traditionally referred to various policies 
and practices undertaken by states to pursue their objectives 
in the international arena. The underlying assumption of this 
understanding of statecraft is that the state is already a fully 
formed entity before it relates itself to others in the international 
setup. The postmodernist perspective on statecraft stresses the 
dynamic aspect of state formation and sees it as an unending 
process. In simple words, the state is never fully formed, but is 
continuously being made by political practices. Richard Ashley 
(1988) understands the state as ‘performatively constituted having 
no identity apart from the ceaseless enactment of the ensemble 
of foreign and domestic policies, security and defense strategies, 
protocols of treaty making and representational practices at the 
UN amongst other things’.

10.6 Constructivism

This theory gets its popularity with the works of Alexander 
Wendt. He applies the insights of social constructionism to the 
subject of international relations. Like Richard Ashley, Wendt 
also tries to problematize the concept of anarchy, heavily used 
by realists, neorealists, neoliberals and other dominant theories in 
international relations. Wendt’s article, ‘Anarchy Is What States 
Make of It: the Social Construction of Power Politics’ (1992) in 
International Organization laid the theoretical foundations for 
questioning what he considered to be a defect shared by both 
neorealists and neoliberal institutionalists—it is an allegiance to 
a vulgar sort of materialism. The central realist concept of ‘power 
politics’ has been shown as a social construction by scholars such as 
Martha Finnemore, Kathryn Sikkink and Alexander Wendt. Their 
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arguments have been uncritically accepted by the mainstream IR 
community. It states that power politics is not natural and, hence, 
it is possible to transform by human actions. Wendt opened the 
possibility for a new generation of international relations scholars 
to pursue work in a wide range of issues from a constructivist 
perspective. Wendt formulated these ideas in his central work, 
Social Theory of International Politics (1999).

Since 1990, constructivism has emerged as one of the prominent 
theories in the field of international relations. There are various 
strands of constructivism. As constructivists generated vivacious 
scholarly discussions among realists, liberals and institutionalists, 
a group of radical constructivists who took discourse and linguistics 
emerged. Richard Ashley, Friedrich Kratochwil, Nicholas Onuf 
and others still work in this arena of constructivism.

Constructivism mainly attempts to show that many central 
aspects of international relations are contrary to the assumptions 
of neo realism and neo liberalism. These aspects are socially 
constructed, which means they are given their naturalness by the 
ongoing recognition of social practices. Alexander Wendt (1999: 1) 
points out the basic tenets of constructivism. That ‘the structures 
of human association are determined primarily by shared ideas 
rather than material forces, and that the identities and interests 
of purposive actors are constructed by these shared ideas rather 
than given by nature’.

10.7 Challenging Realism

During constructivism’s formative period, Neo realism—the 
dominant school of thought in International Relations and much 
of Constructivism’s initial theoretical work—lies in challenging 
certain basic neorealist assumptions. Neorealists are basically 
‘causal structuralists’. For them, international politics can be 
explained by the ‘structure’ of the international system, an 
argument first put forth by Kenneth Waltz’s in his books, Man, the 
State and War and Theory of International Politics (1979). International 
politics for neorealists, unlike constructivists and postmodernists, 
is chiefly determined by the fact that the international system is 
anarchic. Such anarchy, they reason, pushes states to behave in a 
manner which is based on complete self-reliance for security with 
deep distrust towards others. 
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Constructivism challenges this assumption by showing that 
the constitutive powers ascribed to ‘structure’ by neorealists are 
in fact not natural or a ‘given’, but depends on the manner in 
which it is constructed by social practices. Neo realism without 
the knowledge of the nature of identities and concerns of the 
actors in the system, and the meaning that social institutions have 
for such actors, reveals very little. Wendt (1992: 396) writes, ‘it 
does not predict whether two states will be friends or foes, will 
recognize each other’s sovereignty, will have dynastic ties, will 
be revisionist or status quo powers, and so on’. Since behaviour 
of actors cannot be explained by the structure of anarchy, and 
require instead the incorporation of evidence about the interests 
and identities held by key actors, neo realism’s obsession on the 
material structure of the system (anarchy) is mislaid. 

Wendt instead argues that the manner in which anarchy 
encumbers states depends on the states’ conception of anarchy, 
and how they conceive of their own identities and interests. The 
system of anarchy cannot be construed even as ‘self-help’ set-
up. It only impels states to self-help if they conform to neorealist 
premises regarding how states view security as a competitive as 
well as a relative concept, wherein the benefit of security for one 
state implies the exit of security for a different state. In a scenario 
where states hold alternative conceptions of security, such as a 
cooperative set-up, states can maximize their security without 
negatively affecting the security of another such as the collective 
wherein states distinguish the security of other states as being 
valuable to themselves; anarchy will not lead to self-help at all. 
Neorealist conclusions depend entirely on uncritical assumptions 
about the way in which the meaning of social institutions are 
constructed by actors. Gravely, because neorealists fail to recognize 
this dependence, they incorrectly assume that such meanings are 
unchangeable, and exclude the study of the processes of social 
construction, which actually do the important explanatory work 
behind neorealist observations.

10.8 Identities and Interests

As constructivists disapprove neo realism’s conclusions about the 
determining effect of anarchy on the behaviour of international 
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actors, and move away from neo realism’s underlying materialism, 
they create the required space for the identities and interests of 
international actors to take a main place in theorizing international 
relations. As actors are not purely controlled by the demands of 
a self-help system, their identities and interests become critical in 
analysing how they behave. Just like the nature of the international 
system, constructivists view such identities andinterests as not 
objectively based in material forces but the effect of ideas and the 
social construction of such ideas.

Martha Finnemore (1996) has examined the way in which 
international organizations are necessitated in these processes of 
the social construction of actor’s perceptions of their interests. She 
attempts to ‘develop a systemic approach to understanding state 
interests and state behaviour by investigating an international 
structure, not of power, but of meaning and social value’. 
‘Interests’, she explains, ‘are not just “out there” waiting to be 
discovered; they are retraced through social interaction.’ Therein 
she provides three case studies of such construction—the creation 
of science bureaucracies in states due to the influence of UNESCO, 
the role of the Red Cross in the Geneva conventions and the World 
Bank’s influence of attitudes to poverty. Studies of such processes 
are examples of the constructivist attitude towards state interests 
and identities.

These interests and identities are central determinants of 
state behaviour, and, as such, studying their nature and their 
formation is integral to constructivist methodology in explaining 
the international system. But it is important to note that despite 
this refocus onto identities and interests—properties of states—
constructivists are not necessarily wedded to focusing their 
analysis at the unit level of international politics: the state. 
Constructivists such as Finnemore and Wendt both call attention 
to the fact that while ideas and processes tend to explain the social 
construction of identities and interests, such ideas and processes 
form a structure of their own, which impact upon international 
actors. Their central divergence from neorealists is to see this 
international structure as being primarily related to ideas rather 
than being material in nature.

Often constructivists canvass international relations by 
contemplating on the goals, threats, fears, cultures, identities and 
other rudiments of ‘social reality’ as the social constructs of the 
actors. By concentrating on how language and rhetoric are used 
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to construct the social reality, constructivists are affirmative about 
progress made in international relations than in realism.

Constructivism is frequently viewed as an alternative to 
the two leading theories of international relations, realism and 
liberalism, but is not inevitably inconsistent with either. Wendt 
shares basic assumptions with prominent realist and neorealist 
scholars, through the existence of anarchy and the centrality of 
states in the international system. Nonetheless, Wendt depicts 
anarchy in cultural rather than materialist terms; he also offers a 
sophisticated theoretical defence of the state-as-actor assumption 
in international relations theory. This is a combative issue within 
segments of the IR community, as some constructivists challenge 
Wendt on some of these assumptions.

10.9 Conclusion

In this chapter, we have dealt with both postmodernist and 
constructivist perspectives on international relations. Together, 
they offer a critique of realism and neo realism. While the 
postmodernists take a radical departure from realism and its 
new avatars, constructivism takes a middle ground between 
postmodernism and realism. It provides a different explanation 
of the existence of anarchy, identity and interest as problematic 
in international relations. On the contrary, postmodernism 
thoroughly rejects the anarchy problematic as pseudo. 
Postmodernists provide insightful criticism of the practice of 
theorizing in international politics. Both postmodernists and 
constructivists criticize the realist school and its new avatars 
for accepting naïve realism. Naïve realism is of the view that 
whatever appears or shows itself to us as real should be taken 
for reality itself. Moreover, this apparent reality should be the 
paramount consideration while dealing with the politics of 
international relations. This way of looking at reality and giving it 
supreme importance helps undermine ethical and humanitarian 
issues that are deeply intertwined with international politics 
today. In fact, postmodernists argue that this way of portraying 
‘reality’ is a deliberate attempt to justify and legitimize the status 
quo that exists between the dominant and the poor states in the 
global arena. We saw, in this chapter, the criticism of politics 
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and construction of identity in the same vein by postmodernists. 
This again is another important direction that the theory of 
international relations has taken in recent decades. Identities, 
postmodernists argue, are constructed (not always deliberate) or 
get constructed by social processes and, therefore, are not static in 
nature. Social actors impute essence to these constructions, which 
in fact lack any essence. Postmodernists have developed serious 
criticism of this aspect of essentializing identities. This criticism 
had a deep impact on international relations theory. Everything 
assumed earlier by the realist school begins to be questioned. 
For the social identities like national identities, racial identities, 
sexual identities, and so on, begin to be challenged as constructs. 
If identities are constructs, these have no permanent basis, making 
them fluid, not rigid and static. This for postmodernists is a fact 
and also a value.
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Globalization: Meaning  
and Dimensions
Adnan Farooqui

Learning Objectives

l	 To explore the issues involved in the evolution of globalization historically
l	 To represent a clear picture of the complex nature of contemporary 

globalization
l	 To trace different phases in the globalization trajectory
l	 To mark out the merits and demerits of globalization

Abstract

Globalization is the process of heightened interaction and integration 
among nations and their people, governments and corporations. This 
phenomenon impacts and transforms political systems, the economy, 
culture, environment and general human well-being. Some scholars 
trace its origins to as far back as the 15th century. Globalization as we 
understand it today has been accelerated with the aid of international trade 
and investment as well as technology. There are several perspectives on 
the nature of globalization. On one hand is the hyperglobalist perspective, 
which contends that history and economics have come together to create a 
new order of relations in which states are either converging economically 
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and politically, or state boundaries are being made irrelevant. Markets, not 
nations, determine economic activity. Key factors such as labour, capital 
and technology are globally mobile. Telecommunications technology 
gives rise to forms of mass culture which are global, and not defined by 
national cultures. In such a scenario, the idea of nation states is becoming 
redundant. On the other hand is the sceptical perspective, which contends 
that globalization is a justification for neoliberal capitalism. They do not 
believe that the nation state is losing its significance, or that markets 
can function without the backing of states. Unlike the hyperglobalists, 
they do not believe that the world is becoming a single market, but argue 
that it is the development of regional economic blocs that is facilitating 
worldwide economic development. While hyperglobalists believe that 
globalization is a different kind of political system, sceptics believe that it 
is not an end in itself, but merely a means or a process. Whatever be the 
nature of globalization, it raises fundamental political questions. Does 
globalization promote justice or freedom? Does it respect cultures? Does 
it empower people? Changes in the political, economic and social life as a 
result of globalization demand constant rethinking and newer responses 
to ever-changing historical conditions.

Globalization is a process of interaction and integration among 
the people, companies and governments of different nations, 
a process driven by international trade and investment and 
aided by information technology. This process has effects on 
the environment, on culture, on political systems, on economic 
development and prosperity and on human physical well-being 
in societies around the world.

Globalization is not new, though. For thousands of years, 
people—and, later, corporations—have been buying from and 
selling to each other in lands at great distances, such as through 
the famed Silk Route across Central Asia that connected China and 
Europe during the Middle Ages. Likewise, for centuries, people 
and corporations have invested in enterprises in other countries. 
In fact, many of the features of the current wave of globalization 
are similar to those prevailing before the outbreak of the First 
World War in 1914.

But policy and technological developments of the past few 
decades have spurred increases in cross-border trade, investment 
and migration so large that many observers believe the world has 
entered a qualitatively new phase in its economic development. 
Since 1950, for example, the volume of world trade has increased 
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by 20 times, and from just 1997 to 1999, flows of foreign investment 
nearly doubled—from $468 billion to $827 billion. Distinguishing 
this current wave of globalization from earlier ones, author 
Thomas Friedman has said that today, globalization is ‘farther, 
faster, cheaper, and deeper’.

This current wave of globalization has been driven by policies 
that have opened economies domestically and internationally. 
In the years since the Second World War, and especially during 
the past two decades, many governments have adopted free 
market economic systems, vastly increasing their own productive 
potential and creating myriad new opportunities for international 
trade and investment. Governments have also negotiated 
dramatic reductions in barriers to commerce and have established 
international agreements to promote trade in goods, services and 
investment. Taking advantage of new opportunities in foreign 
markets, corporations have built foreign factories and established 
production and marketing arrangements with foreign partners. 
A defining feature of globalization, therefore, is an international 
industrial and financial business structure.

The broad reach of globalization easily extends to daily choices 
of personal, economic and political life. For example, greater access 
to modern technologies, in the world of healthcare, could make the 
difference between life and death. In the world of communications, 
it would facilitate commerce and education and allow access to 
independent media. Globalization can also create a framework 
for cooperation among nations on a range of non-economic issues 
that have cross-border implications, such as immigration, the 
environment and legal issues. At the same time, the influx of foreign 
goods, services and capital into a country can create incentives and 
demands for strengthening the education system, as a country’s 
citizens recognize the competitive challenges before them.

Perhaps, more importantly, globalization implies that 
information and knowledge get dispersed and shared. 
Innovators—be they in business or government—can draw on 
ideas that have been successfully implemented in one jurisdiction 
and tailor them to suit their own jurisdiction. Just as important, they 
can avoid the ideas that have a clear track record of failure. Joseph 
Stiglitz, a Nobel laureate and frequent critic of globalization, has 
nonetheless observed that globalization ‘has reduced the sense 
of isolation felt in much of the developing world and has given 
many people in the developing world access to knowledge well 
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beyond the reach of even the wealthiest in any country a century 
ago’ (Stiglitz, 2003: 4).

11.1 Definition

What is globalization? Is it merely a buzzword or a meaningful 
concept of theoretical enquiry? What is new about globalization? 
When one looks at the maze of literature on globalization, one finds 
that the interpretative context of globalization has been the fast-
changing world events in the last one and a half decades, pointing 
towards the globe as an inclusive single place. However, a close look 
at its various conceptual constructions reveals that globalization 
is beset with the problems of theoretical inadequacies. Current 
formulations of globalization include several antithetical and mixed 
concepts such as homogenization, differentiation, hybridization, 
plurality, localism and relativism and also the mixed concept 
like ‘glocalization’. ‘Globalization’ is a fairly new term. Professor 
Theodore Levitt, a marketing professor at the Harvard Business 
School, apparently first employed it in a 1983 article in the Harvard 
Business Review. It is arguable, however, that the basic concept dates 
to the first humans. Defined broadly, globalization is the process 
of integrating nations and peoples—politically, economically and 
culturally—into a larger community. In this broad sense, it is little 
different from internationalization. Yet, globalization is more than 
this incremental process that over the centuries has brought people 
and nations closer together as technological innovation dissolved 
barriers of time and distance and enhanced flows of information 
promoted greater awareness and understanding.

The focus, as the term suggests, is not on nations but on the 
entire globe. Consequently, a more sophisticated definition 
might emphasize that contemporary globalization is a complex, 
controversial and synergistic process in which improvements in 
technology—especially in communications and transportation—
combine with the deregulation of markets and open borders to 
bring about vastly expanded flows of people, money, goods, 
services and information. This process integrates people, 
businesses, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and nations 
into larger networks. Globalization promotes convergence, 
harmonization, efficiency, growth and, perhaps, democratization 
and homogenization.
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Globalization also has a dark side. It produces economic 
and social dislocations and arouses public concerns over job 
security; the distribution of economic gains; and the impact of 
volatility on families, communities and nations. Many also worry 
about a growing concentration of economic power; harm to the 
environment; danger to public health and safety; the disintegration 
of indigenous cultures; and the loss of sovereignty, accountability 
and transparency in government. 

11.2 Globalization: A Trajectory

The exact periodization of the process of globalization has 
also been a matter of dispute. One opinion is that the concept 
of globalization dates back to the voyage of discovery in the 
15th century (Valaskakis, 1999: 153). According to Imanuel 
Wallerstein, the capitalist economic foundation of globalization 
was laid as early as in 16th century (1990: 165). Ronald Robertson 
(1992: 58–59) traced the historical–temporal path of globalization 
to the present complex structure of global system through five 
phases: 

1.	 The germinal (1400–1750) phase of dissolution of 
Christendom and emergence of nationalism in Europe. 

2.	 The incipient (1750–1875) phase of nation state and the initial 
phase of internationalism and universalism in Europe. 

3.	 The take-off (1875–1925) phase of conceptualization of the 
world as a single international society, global calendar, First 
World War, mass international migration and inclusion of 
non-Europeans in the international club of nation states.

4.	 The struggle for hegemony (1925–69) phase of Cold War, 
the emergence of League of Nations and the United Nations, 
and the emergence of Third World.

5.	 The uncertainty (1969–92) phase of space exploration, 
recognition of global environmental problem and global 
mass media, via space technology. 

The roots of newly emerging forces of globalization have been 
traced in specific economic and political developments in the late 
1980s or early 1990s. These events include the end of Cold War, 
dismantling of state socialism in the USSR and the collapse of the 
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Berlin Wall—all that marked the victory of the Western liberal 
economic thoughts. 

As a result in the early 1990s, everyone wanted to imitate the west, 
adopt its institutions and its philosophy, privatise state industries, 
deregulate and reduce government expenditures. In the 10 years 
from 1988 to 1998 almost all governments in the world, regardless of 
ideology, downsized their activities while private sector expanded 
theirs thus gradually replacing governments as major economic 
players on the world scene. (Thompson, 1999: 145)

All this has created new markets (service, financial and consumer), 
new actors (multinational companies, World Trade Organization 
and international NGOs), regional blocks and policy coordination 
groups (such as G-7, G-10, G-22 and Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development), new rules and norms (individualized 
liberalism, democracy, human rights movements, consensus 
on global environment and peace and multilateral agreements 
such as Intellectual Property Rights) and new faster and cheaper 
means of communication channels such as the Internet, cellular 
phones, fax, computer-aided design, and so on (UNDP, 1999: 
30). Regardless of the problem of its conceptual construction and 
debates over its newness, globalization is increasingly viewed as 
the only explanatory tool for the analysis of almost all the current 
social and economic issues. While there are groups that are sharply 
divided over the banal and bounteous effects of globalization, 
many are willing to recognize the strength and opportunities of 
globalization in terms of human advancement as well as its threats 
to social disintegration and human insecurity (UNDP, 1999). 

11.3 Various Dimensions of Globalization

11.3.1 Economic

Economic globalization refers to the increasing interdependence 
of world economies as a result of the growing scale of cross-border 
trade of commodities and services, flow of international capital and 
wide and rapid spread of technologies. It reflects the continuing 
expansion and mutual integration of market frontiers, and is an 
irreversible trend for the economic development in the whole world 



Globalization: Meaning and Dimensions  l  285

at the turn of the millennium. The rapid growing significance of 
information in all types of productive activities and marketization 
are the two major driving forces for economic globalization. In 
other words, the fast globalization of the world’s economies in 
recent years is largely based on the rapid development of science 
and technology, and has resulted from the environment in which 
market economic system has been spreading fast throughout the 
world, and has developed on the basis of increasing cross-border 
division of labour that has been penetrating down to the level of 
production chains within enterprises of different countries.

11.3.2 Social

Globalization is a term that is used in many ways, but the 
principal underlying idea is the progressive integration of 
economies and societies. It is driven by new technologies, new 
economic relationships and the national and international policies 
of a wide range of actors, including governments, international 
organizations, business, labour and civil society.

Broadly speaking, the process of globalization has two aspects. 
The first refers to those factors—such as trade, investment, 
technology, cross-border production systems, flows of information 
and communication—which bring societies and citizens closer 
together. 

The second refers to policies and institutions, such as trade and 
capital market liberalization, international standards for labour, the 
environment, corporate behaviour and other issues, agreements on 
intellectual property rights and other policies pursued at both the 
national and international level, which support the integration of 
economies and countries. In terms of the latter aspect, the existing 
pattern of globalization is not an inevitable trend—it is at least, in 
part, the product of policy choices. While technological change 
is irreversible, policies can be changed. Technological advances 
have also widened the policy choices available.

The social dimension of globalization refers to its impact on 
the life and work of people, on their families and their societies. 
Concerns and issues are often raised about the impact of 
globalization on employment, working conditions, income and 
social protection. Beyond the world of work, the social dimension 
encompasses security, culture and identity, inclusion or exclusion 
and the cohesiveness of families and communities. 
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Globalization brings new potentials for development and 
wealth creation. But there are divergent views and perceptions 
among people as concerns its economic and social impact, and 
indeed widely varying impacts on the interests and opportunities 
of different sectors and economic and social actors. Some argue 
that the present model of globalization has exacerbated problems 
of unemployment, inequality and poverty, while others contend 
that it helps reduce them. Of course, these problems predated 
globalization, but it is clear that for globalization to be politically and 
economically sustainable, it must contribute to their reduction. 

11.3.3 Political

Traditionally, politics has been undertaken within national 
political systems. National governments have been ultimately 
responsible for maintaining the security and economic welfare of 
their citizens, as well as the protection of human rights and the 
environment within their borders. With global ecological changes, 
an ever-more integrated global economy and other global trends, 
political activity increasingly takes place at the global level. 

Under globalization, politics can take place above the state 
through political integration schemes such as the European 
Union and through intergovernmental organizations such as 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank and the 
World Trade Organization. Political activity can also transcend 
national borders through global movements and NGOs. Civil 
society organizations act globally by forming alliances with 
organizations in other countries, using global communications 
systems and lobbying international organizations and other 
actors directly, instead of working through their national 
governments. 

11.3.4 Cultural

Thinking about globalization in the broadest possible terms, there 
are three principal ways that globalization can be seen to have an 
impact on global culture. These occur through:

1.	 The development of a new culture of the globally connected 
professionals and, especially, business elites.
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2.	 The proliferation of pop culture—which many critics 
complain is primarily Western.

3.	 The diffusion of beliefs and values about broader issues 
such as human rights and other social mores. 

Debates over these cultural issues are not simply esoteric ones 
either. Cultural issues have, in fact, been prominent in the outcome 
of several trade negotiations and in other kinds of international 
disputes. Each of these three ways that culture is affected by 
globalization has implications for decisions made by government 
policymakers and political systems. 

11.4 Globalization and Climate Change

There are many environmental impacts of economic globalization: 
transnational corporations moving operations to developing 
countries to avoid the stricter environmental regulations of their 
home country; free trade agreements which restrict the capacity 
of national governments to adopt environmental legislation; 
destruction of southern rainforests to provide exotic timber 
for northern consumers and to create pasture land for beef for 
northern hamburgers. The issue of climate change is one that is 
particularly intriguing because it encompasses so many ecological, 
social, economic, political and ethical aspects. 

By definition, climate change is a global issue. The composition 
of the atmosphere which surrounds the planet is altering as 
a result of the emissions of tonnes of polluting gases—called 
greenhouse gases (GHGs)—from industry, transportation, 
agriculture and consumer practices. With this thickening blanket 
of gases, the atmosphere is gradually warming. The entire planet 
will be affected by the climatic changes and impacts which are 
predicted, for example, increased droughts and floods, rising sea 
levels, more extreme temperatures, and so on. 

11.5 Globalization: Drawbacks

Globalization is deeply controversial, however. Proponents of 
globalization argue that it allows poor countries and their citizens 
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to develop economically and raise their standards of living, while 
opponents of globalization claim that the creation of an unfettered 
international free market has benefited multinational corporations 
in the Western world at the expense of local enterprises, local 
cultures and the common people. Resistance to globalization has, 
therefore, taken shape both at a popular and at a governmental 
level, as people and governments try to manage the flow of 
capital, labour, goods and ideas that constitute the current wave 
of globalization.

The global economy as a worldwide economic system began 
in ca. 1500, with the rise and spread of commercialism, and has 
evolved into an expanding system of industrial capitalism. The 
primary driver of globalization is rapid technological change 
in core countries and their ability to dominate production of 
consumer goods to the rest of the world. It involves the increasing 
interdependence of national economies, financial markets, trade, 
corporations, production, distribution and consumer marketing. 
By its very nature, globalization draws attention to the economic 
and technological aspects of life and to change at the level of 
culture or identity.

Globalization draws attention to the role of transnational 
corporations in creating a global market and system of production, 
to capital markets in creating an integrated financial system and 
to bodies such as the IMF in disseminating a particular view 
of the state’s role within the international economy. The idea 
of globalization is the object of controversy. Some of the more 
dramatic and simplistic versions of the globalization thesis have 
been challenged by scholars and journalists who are sceptical 
about the actual extent of transnationalized economic activity.

The hyperglobalist perspective contends that history and 
economics have come together to create a new order of relations 
in which states are either converging economically and politically, 
or are being made irrelevant by the activities of transnational 
business. Economic policies are determined more by markets than 
by governments and, in the economically developed portions of 
the world, the telecommunications media have facilitated the 
spread of global mass culture. According to the hyperglobalist 
perspective, key production factors such as capital technology 
and even labour are globally mobile and the notions of national 
products, national industries and national corporations have 
become redundant, as have the nation state and its strategies.
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Globalization has weakened the ability of nation states to 
regulate economic activity and govern transnational corporations. 
To achieve this they have moved production facilities to where 
costs are lowest and they adjust revenues in different countries in 
order to pay less tax and receive more subsidies. The hyperglobalist 
perspective leans towards the formation of one single world order, 
represented in international education by those who see a system 
of education, which transcends national frontiers.

The sceptical perspective argues that globalization is an apology 
for the current dominance of neo liberal free market capitalism 
or for the spread of social democratic regulation of markets. The 
sceptical perspective makes a contrast between globalization and 
the internationalization of trade. It argues that historical evidence 
indicates that the world is not becoming a single market but that it 
is the development of regional economic blocs and the facilitation 
of trade between countries. For the sceptical perspective, the 
economic era in which the gold standard between national 
currencies prevailed represents a far more globalized economic 
system than exists today. The sceptics point to equal or greater 
integration in history and that a strong nation state is needed to 
ensure the efficient running of the global economy. Sceptics see 
globalization as a process not as an end state.

The sceptical perspective is more convincing because 
internationalization and globalization are contradictory trends, 
since international trade is strengthened by the existence of 
nation states whose policies actively regulate and promote it. 
The formation of regional trading blocs results in two classes of 
countries: those countries that are members of the blocs, and those 
that are not. The increasing internationalization of trade between 
some countries has led to the marginalization of others, such as 
African countries like Somalia.

The sceptic perspective is more convincing because the nation 
state does have a role in a globalized world. Nation states do 
have the capacity to exert considerable power over the large 
transnational corporations (TNCs) that have emerged out of the 
new globalized economy. Evidence for this comes historically 
when the first great globalization was ended by nation states 
taking back control. The first great globalization ended as it 
did because nation states panicked as a result of losing direct 
control of domestic markets, along with the immediate losers of 
globalization causing political unrest.
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Many people, especially the disadvantaged, experience 
globalization as something that has been forced upon them, 
rather than as a process in which they can actively participate. 
For Africa, the era of globalization has been disastrous, with 
per capita incomes actually falling. This raises the key questions 
that must be asked about what we have made of globalization: 
Does it promote justice? Does it respect cultures? Does it work 
to enfranchise people? Does it serve or subvert freedom? Does it 
serve or subvert the truth about the human person?

One of the trends of globalization is depoliticization of publics, 
the decline of the nation state and end of traditional politics. What 
is happening is that changes in technology and work relationships 
are moving too quickly for cultures to respond. Social, legal and 
cultural safeguards and the result of people’s efforts to defend 
the common good are vitally necessary if individuals and 
intermediary groups are to maintain their centrality.

Globalization is a complex interconnection between capitalism 
and democracy, which involves positive and negative features 
that both empowers and disempowers individuals and groups. 
But globalization often risks destroying these carefully built up 
structures by exacting the adoption of new styles of working, 
living and organizing communities. Changes in the economy, 
politics and social life demand a constant rethinking of politics and 
social change in the light of globalization and the technological 
revolution, requiring new thinking as a response to ever-changing 
historical conditions.
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The United Nations:  
Changing Role
Rumki Basu

Learning Objectives

l	 To understand the historical evolution of the United Nations (UN) since 
1945

l	 To examine the structure and functions of its main organs
l	 To revisit the UN role in the maintenance of international security, human 

rights, socio-economic development and humanitarian intervention
l	 To trace the substantive achievements and the limitations to UN action 

besides examining major proposals for reform of the organization

Abstract

This chapter traces the historical evolution of the United Nations (UN) 
and the changes and challenges that it has faced since its establishment 
in 1945. The UN is a multinational voluntary organization, premised on 
the notion that states are the primary units in the international system. 
This article looks at the major functions of the UN in the spheres of 
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peace and security, economic and social development, human rights and 
humanitarian intervention. Finally, substantive achievements coupled 
with limits to UN action are traced with a discussion on the major 
proposals that emanate from UN reforms. 

The United Nations (UN), established on 24 October 1945 by 51 
countries, was a result of initiatives taken by the coalition of states 
that had led the Second World War. All de jure states—with the 
single exception of the Vatican—today are members of the UN, 
each having agreed to accept the obligations of the UN Charter. 
According to the Charter, the UN has four objectives: 

•	 To maintain international peace and security
•	 To develop friendly relations among nations
•	 To cooperate in solving international problems and in 

promoting respect for human rights
•	 To be a centre for harmonizing the actions of nations

The UN family of organizations is made up of a group of 
international institutions, which include its six principal organs, 
the specialized agencies such as the World Health Organization 
(WHO), the International Labour Organization (ILO), and the 
programmes and funds, such as the United Nations Children’s 
Emergency Fund (UNICEF) and the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP). The Secretary General manages this 
sprawling system by means of the Chief Executive Board (CEB) 
for coordination—a body comprising of the heads of UN bodies 
and agencies which meet twice a year under the Secretary 
General’s supervision to discuss common issues.

Membership of the UN is open to all peace-loving nations that 
accept the obligations of the Charter and, in the judgement of the 
organization, are able and willing to carry out these obligations. 
Admission to UN is by a two-third majority vote by the General 
Assembly upon the recommendations of the Security Council.
There are six principal organs of the UN: the General Assembly, 

the Security Council, the Economic and Social Council, the 
Trusteeship Council, the International Court of Justice and the 
Secretariat. 
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12.1 �The Main Organs of the United Nations: 
Structure and Functions

12.1.1 The General Assembly

The General Assembly is the main deliberative organ, akin to a 
world parliament and consisting of all the members of the UN. 
The UN is the first international organization in history to achieve 
near universal membership. Beginning with 51 members at its 
inception, the General Assembly now comprises 193 members. 
The increase is as much a result of the success of the decolonization 
movement of the 1950s and 1960s—which brought in the bulk of 
developing countries within its fold—as the end of the Cold War, 
which saw the addition of new members from Eastern Europe and 
the erstwhile USSR. Each General Assembly member has one vote 
and is entitled to be represented at meetings by five delegates and 
five alternates. Except the International Court of Justice, all four 
organs have to submit annual reports to the General Assembly, 
making it mandatory for the General Assembly to play a role in 
all UN activities.

Under the ‘Uniting for Peace’ resolution, adopted in November 
1950, the Assembly may take action if the Security Council, due 
to a lack of unanimity of the permanent members, fails to exercise 
its primary responsibility in any case where there appears to be a 
threat to the peace, breach of the peace or act of aggression. More 
precisely, the Assembly is empowered to consider the matter 
immediately with a view to making recommendations to members 
for collective measures, including the use of armed force when 
necessary to maintain or restore international peace and security. 
If the Assembly is not in session, an emergency special session 
may be convened at a very short notice.
The General Assembly has a substantive right of decision 

only with regard to the internal affairs of the UN; as a general 
rule, recommendations, whatever their political and/or moral 
force, have no legally binding character and cannot create direct 
legal obligations for members. All members are entitled to equal 
voting rights, with decisions on ‘important questions’—such as 
recommendations on peace and security, election of members 
to organs, admission, suspension and expulsion of members, 
trusteeship questions and budgetary matters—being taken by 
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a two-thirds majority of the members present and voting, and 
decision on ‘other questions’ by a simple majority.

There are six main committees on each of which every 
member has the right to be represented by one delegate. Like 
other legislative bodies, it employs a system of standing (i.e. 
permanent) committees, wherein delegates debate, review and 
vote on issues, which are then presented to the General Assembly 
plenary for consideration. The six main committees are as follows: 
The First Committee (Disarmament and International Security); 
Second Committee (Economic and Financial); Third Committee 
(Social, Humanitarian and Cultural); Fourth Committee (Special 
Political and Decolonization); Fifth Committee (Administrative 
and Budgetary) and Sixth Committee (Legal). In addition, there 
is a 28-member General Committee, composed of the president 
and 21 vice-presidents of the Assembly and the chairpersons of 
the main committees—which meets frequently during sessions to 
coordinate the proceedings of the Assembly and its committees 
and generally to supervise the smooth running of the Assembly’s 
work. The Credentials Committee, consisting of nine members 
appointed on the proposal of the president at the beginning of 
each session of the Assembly, is charged with the task of verifying 
the credentials of representatives. There are also two standing 
committees: an Advisory Committee on Administrative and 
Budgetary Questions (ACABQ), consisting of 16 members, and 
a Committee on Contributions, composed of 18 members, which 
recommends the scale of members’ payments to the UN. Many 
subsidiary and ad hoc bodies have been set up by the Assembly 
in order to deal with specific matters.

12.1.2 �The Role of the General Assembly  
in World Affairs

The General Assembly deals with three broad areas: (a) definition 
of norms that should apply to certain areas of world politics, 
(b) commitment of UN resources to various programmes and 
(c) management of conflicts between and among nations.

The Assembly is one of the best arenas for discussing general 
norms of international behaviour since virtually all states of the 
world are represented in it. The Assembly has always devoted 
a sizeable part of its time to such discussions, and these have 
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greatly influenced the development of norms of international 
behaviour on many issues. Over the years, the Assembly has 
played an important role in debates on such questions as the 
status and implications of self-determination, the principle of 
non-interference of states in each other’s affairs and decisions 
regarding participation or non-participation in its activities.

The Assembly is also the best forum for most discussions about 
committing UN resources to various programmes. The Assembly 
can create new UN bodies and it controls allocation of the UN 
budget, giving it the ability to commit the organization to a wide 
range of activities. Spending decisions allocate a small but real 
set of resources, while assessment decisions determine who 
will provide those resources. Arguments about spending have 
usually pitted the majority against the minority, though until the 
1970s, these arguments operated within a context created by the 
realization that no industrial state, Eastern or Western, wanted 
the total budget to grow ceaselessly. This realization thus softened 
the East–West and the early West–Third World arguments. After 
1973, the struggle intensified as the Third World majority sought 
to use the regular budget to assure a level of resource transfer 
to the developing world that most industrial states refused to 
support. The old consensus limiting the regular budget by placing 
both peacekeeping and economic activities in voluntary budgets 
is also being increasingly challenged.
The charter specifies that member states should first try to 

manage conflicts by recourse to non-UN procedures or institutions, 
and assigns primary responsibility for UN conflict management 
efforts to the Security Council. Even so, the Assembly has tried 
to help manage various conflicts. Sometimes, this results from 
the Security Council’s failure to find a course of action due to the 
veto; at other times, this results from member states’ decisions 
that they prefer to bring the conflict to the assembly. In any event, 
the Assembly has not been a very effective manager of conflicts. 
Despite some noteworthy successes, such as its response to the 
Suez Crisis of 1956, the Assembly is too large a body to play an 
effective role and seldom controls enough material resources to 
do so.
Assembly majorities can influence the UN system in several 

ways. They can influence the activities of some principal organs 
through the assembly’s power to elect members. They can 
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directly control activity by the Secretariat or subsidiary organs of 
the Assembly. They can use Assembly authority to carry out a 
considerable amount of formal and informal restructuring of the 
UN system. They can try to influence specialized agency activities 
through recommendations.
The history of the General Assembly might be described 

as that of a progressive increase in its authority and influence, 
especially in relation to the Security Council, between 1945 and 
1960, followed by a progressive decline.
In the first few years of its life, the Assembly had its role 

enhanced. The Security Council was perpetually frustrated by 
the free use of the veto, mainly by the Soviet Union, ways had 
to be sought, especially by the Western powers, to bypass the 
Council altogether. In 1950, after the outbreak of the Korean War, 
a resolution—known as the ‘Uniting for Peace Resolution’—was 
passed, enabling a special assembly to be called at any time 
when the Security Council found itself frustrated by a veto from 
taking effective action on the affirmative vote of seven members 
of the Council or by a simple majority of the assembly. This was 
done, moreover, to be able to recommend, if necessary, the use of 
force—this was the real extension of the Assembly’s powers. The 
resolution also created a Peace Observation Commission and a 
Collective Measures Committee, under the assembly, to help that 
body protect international peace and security, though after the 
first two or three years, neither was used.
In the late 1950s, this Uniting for Peace procedure was used 

two or three times. It led to the zenith of the assembly’s powers. A 
special assembly was called by this means at the time of the Suez 
and Hungarian crises in 1956. Over Suez, it led to the creation 
of the United Nations Emergency Force by the Assembly. Over 
Hungary, the special assembly was able to achieve little, though 
it perhaps served to focus public attention on the crisis and to 
express the verdict of the majority of world opinion against the 
Soviet action. The Uniting for Peace Procedure was used again 
during the crisis concerning Jordan and Lebanon in 1958, when a 
force of observers (the UN Observation Group in Lebanon) was 
sent to defuse the crisis and to deter foreign infiltration. Finally, 
during the crisis in the Congo in the early 1960s, though the UN 
force was authorized and controlled by the Security Council, the 
assembly also kept the situation under close supervision, and 
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played a dominant role in the next two or three years in influencing 
UN action in the area.
During the 1950s, therefore, the Assembly had come to play 

a major part in determining the UN’s response to a number of 
world crisis situations. From 1960 onwards, however, the role of 
the Assembly on war and peace questions began to decline. There 
were a number of reasons for this. First, the outright opposition 
of the Soviet Union and France to the use previously made of the 
Assembly, their refusal to contribute to the costs of peacekeeping 
operations the Assembly had authorized, and the prolonged 
financial crisis resulting from this constitutional difference of view 
served to induce some caution among the other major powers 
in mobilizing the Assembly. Second, the increasing size of the 
Assembly, as well as the change in its composition—Afro-Asian 
members came to hold more than two thirds of the votes—meant 
that it came to be thought of as a less suitable instrument for use in 
such situations by the US as much as by the Soviet Union. Third, 
the far less frequent use of the Soviet veto in the Council reduced 
the need for an alternative agency. Finally, the desire of the other 
permanent members to retain the special influence which they held 
in the Security Council encouraged the restoration of the Council’s 
supremacy on questions of security. There were still occasional 
special assemblies: on Rhodesia (1965), South–West Africa (1967), 
on the June War (1967) and on North–South issues in 1974–75. 
But later peacekeeping operations in the Congo and Cyprus were 
discussed and authorized by the Security Council and not the 
Assembly. The prolonged discussions on the settlement of the 
Middle East crisis from the autumn of 1967 onwards took place in 
the Security Council. So was the main debate on Southern Africa 
in the late 1970s. In times of crisis, it was once more the Council, 
rather than the Assembly, to which conflicting parties looked for 
redress.

On other questions, however, the Assembly has extended its 
role. This resulted partly from the change in its membership, both 
in numbers and in composition. From a membership of 51 in 1945, 
it has grown to 193. This has transformed the regional balance. 
Developing countries now represent well over two thirds of the 
total membership.

The advent of new members inevitably meant an increased 
focusing of attention on their problems. The primarily European 
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problems, the division of Germany, Berlin, human rights in East 
Europe, which had dominated the early years are now rarely 
discussed. For a period in the late 1950s and early 1960s, colonial 
issues dominated the scene beginning with discussions on 
Morocco, Tunisia and Algeria in the early 1950s, and culminating 
in debates, often of great intensity, mainly on African questions 
in the mid-1960s. Thereafter, questions of Southern Africa 
have claimed more time of the Assembly than any other single 
problem.

The end of the Cold War has led to a new consensus on major 
issues. The views of industrialized and developing countries 
have increasingly converged, and this has been reflected in the 
voting patterns. Since the 1990s, only 30 per cent of the General 
Assembly’s resolutions were adopted without consensus.
It is a forum where the weak and developing countries can 

protect their interests, restrain the strong and promote a more 
equitable world order. The Third World, which constitutes about 
three fourths of UN membership, now enjoys an overwhelming 
majority in the world body. They can, acting as a bloc, get any 
resolution passed by a simple or, if necessary, two-thirds majority 
in the General Assembly. They can use this majority to elect 
members of other principal organs of the UN, restructure the 
UN system, initiate new areas of activity, assign new tasks to 
UN organs and commit UN resources for new programmes. The 
developed countries greatly resent this automatic majority of the 
developing states, which they feel is being used by them to further 
their own foreign policy interests. The single topmost obsession 
of the Third World is ‘development’, and these countries would 
like to utilize the UN to help in a large-scale transfer of resources 
from the developed to the developing world.
As a deliberative body, the General Assembly is concerned 

mainly with aggregating interests and making decisions. It also 
serves as an important socializer of new governments—whether 
of new or old states—by providing for intensive interaction with 
virtually all other states, under a well-developed set of formal 
and informal rules for transacting business. It has some effect on 
the articulation of interests, though more on the choice of place 
for expressing them than on content, except in so far as it helps 
governments exchange ideas with one another more quickly. 
Though the application of rules and implementation of decisions 
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are outside its direct purview, the Assembly seeks to influence 
how these are carried out.

12.1.3 The Security Council

The UN Security Council was given the main responsibility for 
maintaining international peace and security. It includes five 
permanent members, namely the US, Britain, France, the Soviet 
Union (later Russia) and China—the so-called P-5—as well as 
10 non-permanent members. The non-permanent members are 
elected for two-year terms on the basis of equitable geographical 
distribution. The decisions of the Security Council are binding and 
must only be passed by a majority of 9 out of the 15 members, as 
well as each of the five permanent members. These five permanent 
members, therefore, have veto power over all Security Council 
decisions.

The Security Council’s permanent membership, representing 
the power configuration at the end of the Second World War, does 
not either reflect today’s distribution of military or economic power 
among states or other geographical realities. Germany, Japan and 
India have made strong appeals for permanent membership. 
Developing countries have demanded a better reflection of their 
numbers in the Security Council, with countries such as India, 
Egypt, Brazil and Nigeria staking particular claims. However, it 
has proved to be impossible to reach agreement on new permanent 
members. Should the European Union be represented instead of 
Great Britain, France and Germany individually? How would 
Pakistan feel about India’s candidacy? How would South Africa 
feel about a Nigerian seat? Likewise, it is very unlikely that the 
P-5 countries will relinquish their veto even though the use of the 
veto has declined in the post–Cold War era.1

1 From 1945 to 2004, the veto had been used 257 times, the largest number (122 
vetoes) being used by the erstwhile Soviet Union and the second largest number 
(80) by the United Nations. Given the nature of the United Nations, the likelihood 
that the P-5 would never accede to limiting their unilateral power of veto is not 
likely. From another perspective, it may be argued that ensuring great power 
unanimity in all major security decisions of the UN is important if the decisions 
are to be implemented in true spirit.
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When the Security Council considers a threat to international 
peace, it first explores ways to settle the dispute peacefully under 
the terms of Chapter VI of the UN Charter, suggesting principles 
for a settlement or mediation. In the event of fighting, the Security 
Council may try to secure a ceasefire or send a peacekeeping 
mission to help the parties maintain the truce.2 The Council can 
also take measures to enforce its decisions under Chapter VII of the 
Charter. It can, for instance, impose economic sanctions or order 
an arms embargo when peace has been threatened or diplomatic 
efforts found unsuccessful. On rare occasions, the Security Council 
has authorized member states to use ‘all necessary means’ (e.g. 
the Gulf War 1990), including collective military action, to see 
that its decisions are carried out. It had used collective security 
provisions only once before in 1950 to defend South Korea against 
North Korea.
In the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001, 

the Council created the Counter-Terrorism Committee (CTC) to 
monitor implementation of resolution 1373, concerning measures 
and strategies to combat the threat of international terrorism. 
Under resolution 1535 of 2004, the Council established the Counter-
Terrorism Committee Executive Directorate (CTED) with a view 
to promoting closer cooperation and coordination in the field. The 
Council established in the early 1990s the International Criminal 
Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and the International 
Criminal for Rwanda (ICTR) to prosecute and punish war 
criminals from the Balkan and Rwandan wars.
The Council makes recommendations to the General Assembly 

on the appointment of a new Secretary General and on the 
admission of new members to the UN. Among UN organs, the 
Security Council has the authority to execute its mandates and 
to require all members to abide by its directives when it imposes 
enforcement measures against a state. Security Council resolutions 
are legally binding under international law. Despite Chapters 

2 Among the tasks discharged by peacekeeping operations over the years are:
• Maintenance of ceasefires and separation of forces in conflict zones.
• Preventive deployment before conflict breaks out.
• Protection of humanitarian operations.
• �Implementation of a comprehensive peace settlement includes tasks such 

as observing elections, monitoring human rights coordinating support for 
economic reconstructions.
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VI and VII, during the Cold War, when superpower difference 
stood in the way of enforcement measures, the Council frequently 
authorized ‘peace keeping operations’—not explicitly anticipated 
by the UN founders—an evolving method of settling disputes 
both within and between states. Peacekeeping functions were later 
elaborated to include peacemaking and peace-building measures 
as well. Other Council-authorized operations have included the 
missions in Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan and Liberia. The success 
of the UN Transitional Administration in East Timor, guiding the 
tiny country to democratic elections and full independence, is well 
recorded. Election monitoring operations have perhaps been even 
more significant. During the 1990s, UN monitors guided elections 
in Cambodia and in various Central American countries. In fact, 
in the post–Cold War era, the Security Council resolutions have 
addressed tough issues with relative consensus and legitimacy, 
leading even the US to seek shelter under the Security Council 
umbrella for many of its activities in Iraq. By the summer of 2004, 
even the US had returned to the UN to seek help and legitimacy 
for the reconstruction of a fractured Iraq—six months after the 
US had launched a largely unilateral pre-emptive strike without 
Security Council authorization.3

However, the Council’s historical record has often been 
disappointing. The Council has passed unimplementable or 
irrelevant resolutions. For instance, the so-called safe areas the 
Council set up in Bosnia in the mid-1990s—during the devastating 
civil wars in erstwhile Yugoslavia—were anything but ‘safe’ for 
the Muslim populations that sought refuge there. The Council 
refused to intervene in the Rwandan genocide of 1994. However, 
by the end of the 20th century, the Council found itself handling 
new conflict areas such as rehabilitating failed states, managing 
ethnic and religious conflict, civil wars, potentially radicalizing 
nationalist movements (as in the Middle East, among the Kurds 
and in Asia) and terrorism, along with the old problems that 
were mandated in 1945, such as combating traditional interstate 
aggression. 

The Security Council should therefore be seen, above all, as a 
bargaining mechanism, permanently available, for negotiating 

3 Security Council Resolution 1511, regarding Iraq’s future, passed unanimously 
on October, 2003.
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agreed courses of action over crisis situations among individual 
powers and groups of nations, or at least promoting negotiations 
elsewhere. Every decision will therefore be a compromise. The 
Council is not—like cabinets within the national states—a unified 
and single-minded decision-making body, comprising ministers 
who are already close colleagues and committed to a common 
policy. It is rather like an ad hoc committee formed among 
mutually distrustful parties, in which every decision has to be 
negotiated among the adherents of different points of view. Where 
interests are not too divergent, it may be possible to achieve a 
consensus on some matters at least (as over Cyprus, the Congo 
and the Middle East). Over other issues, where there is a direct 
conflict affecting permanent members (Hungary, Vietnam), this 
may seem improbable. 

Whether or not the Security Council develops a greater degree 
of political skill is yet to be seen, but over the last two decades, its 
primacy within the UN system has been largely restored. It has 
even begun to reassert itself. It has, over Rhodesia or in the Iraqi 
annexation of Kuwait, made use of sanctions of a stringent kind, 
which have been almost universally applied. It has set up several 
peacekeeping forces and may establish more. It has claimed the 
right to lay down the general terms of a settlement in the Middle 
East, something rarely attempted before by an international 
organization after an armed conflict. It was the basic focus for 
pressures for change in Southern Africa.

But if self-renewal is to be matched by a corresponding degree 
of effectiveness, the Council will need to develop further the 
techniques of peaceful settlement of disputes, and prompt action 
after the outbreak of hostilities in any part of the world.
Lastly, the Security Council must reflect the changing power 

composition and roles in today’s world. The number of its 
permanent members needs to be increased to give seats to rising 
and potentially great powers like Germany, Japan, Brazil, India, 
and so on. A more representative Security Council, reflecting 
present-day international realities, is an absolute imperative for 
the UN in the 21st century.4

4 The discussion on the General Assembly’s role in world affairs is based on 
Rumki Basu’s book (2004: 49–61).
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12.1.4 The Economic and Social Council

The Economic and Social Council, under the authority of the 
General Assembly, is the organ responsible for the economic and 
social work of the UN and the coordination of the policies and 
activities of the specialized agencies and its institutions—known as 
the UN ‘family’. It consists of 54 members, 18 of whom are elected 
each year by the General Assembly for a three-year term; each 
member has one representative and one vote. Retiring members are 
eligible for immediate re-election. The Council meets throughout 
the year and holds a major session in July. The president is elected 
for one year and may be re-elected immediately.

The Economic and Social Council is empowered for the 
following actions: 

1.	 To make or initiate studies, reports and recommendations 
on international economic, social, cultural, educational, 
health and related matters.

2.	 To make recommendations for the purpose of promoting 
respect for, and observance of, human rights and 
fundamental freedoms.

3.	 To call international conferences and prepare draft 
conventions for submission to the General Assembly on 
matters within its competence.

4.	 To negotiate agreements with the specialized agencies, 
defining their relationship with the UN.

5.	 To perform services, approved by the Assembly, for members 
of the UN and, upon request, for the specialized agencies. 

6.	 To make arrangements for accrediting consultation with 
non-governmental organizations concerned with matters 
falling within its competence. 

Decisions of the Council are made by a simple majority of members 
present and voting.

A number of standing committees, commissions and other 
subsidiary bodies have been set up by the Economic and Social 
Council and meet at UN Headquarters or in other locations. 
The functional commissions include the Statistical Commission, 
Commission on Population and Development, Commission 
for Social Development, Commission on the Status of Women, 
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Commission on Narcotic Drugs, Commission on Science and 
Technology for Development, Commission on Crime Prevention 
and Criminal justice and the Commission on Sustainable 
Development. The Commission on Human Rights, previously 
related to the Economic and Social Council, was replaced, according 
to a General Assembly resolution adopted on 15 March 2006, by 
a 47-member Human Rights Council as a subsidiary body of the 
General Assembly. Each of these commissions is the principal UN 
agency in its field, drafting treaties and model legislation besides 
monitoring the fulfilment of previous agreements.

Also under the Economic and Social Council’s authority are 
the five regional economic commissions, aimed at assisting the 
development of the major regions of the world and at strengthening 
economic relations of the countries in each region, both among 
themselves and with other countries of the world. These are as 
follows:

•	 the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific 
(ESCAP), based in Bangkok;

•	 the Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia 
(ESCWA), based in Beirut;

•	 the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA), based in Addis 
Ababa;

•	 the Economic Commission for Europe (ECE), based in 
Geneva; and 

•	 the Economic Commission for Latin America and the 
Caribbean (ECLAC), based in Santiago. 

The commissions are responsible for studying the problems of 
their respective regions and help finance development projects in 
their respective regions.

The Economic and Social Council has made arrangements for 
consultation with international non-governmental organizations 
and, after consultation with the member countries, with 
national organizations. There are over 2,600 non-governmental 
organizations, classified into three categories, having consultative 
status with the Economic and Social Council; they may send 
observers to public meetings of the Council and its subsidiary 
bodies and may submit written statements. They may also consult 
with the Secretariat of the UN on matters of mutual concern. 
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Finally, the Council itself is a body of very limited powers. It 
can only study, discuss and recommend; and even in this, it is 
subordinate to the overriding authority of the General Assembly. 
However, it is important to note that about 70 per cent of the UN’s 
budget funds are ECOSOC-related activities.

12.1.5 The Trusteeship Council

The Trusteeship Council bore prime responsibility for supervising 
the administration of territories placed under the International 
Trusteeship System established by the UN. The basic goals of the 
system—the promotion of the advancement of the inhabitants of 
the trust territories and their progressive development towards 
self-government or independence—have been fulfilled. The trust 
territories, mostly in Africa, have attained independence, either as 
separate states or by joining neighbouring independent countries. 
The Council acts under the authority of the General Assembly 
or, in the case of a ‘strategic area’, under the authority of the 
Security Council. Membership of the Council is not based on a 
predetermined number, since the charter intended to provide for 
a balance between members administering trust territories and 
members that did not. At present, the Council, whose size has 
progressively decreased, consists of the five permanent members 
of the Security Council (i.e. China, France, Russia, the UK and 
the US). China, however, did not take part in the work of the 
Council until May 1989. The Trusteeship Council, having fully 
accomplished its task, no longer holds regular meetings; special 
sessions may be convened whenever necessary. Decisions of 
the Trusteeship Council are made by a majority of the members 
present and voting, each member having one vote. A proposal 
has been put forward by the Secretary-General to reconstitute 
the Council as the forum through which member countries 
exercise their collective trusteeship for the integrity of the global 
environment and common areas such as the oceans, atmosphere 
and outer space.

12.1.6 The International Court of Justice

The International Court of Justice is the principal judicial organ 
of the UN. Its statute is an integral part of the UN Charter. All 
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countries which are parties to the statute of the court can be 
parties to cases before it; no private party can present a case. 
Other states can refer cases to it under conditions laid down by 
the Security Council. The General Assembly, the Security Council 
and the specialized agencies can ask for advisory opinion on legal 
questions within the scope of their activities. The court consists 
of 15 judges elected by the General Assembly and the Security 
Council.

The jurisdiction of the court is twofold—contentious and 
advisory—and covers all questions which the parties refer to it, 
and all matters provided for in the UN Charter or in treaties and 
conventions in force. Disputes concerning the jurisdiction of the 
court are settled by the court itself. States may bind themselves 
in advance to accept the jurisdiction of the court in special cases, 
either by signing a treaty or convention which provides for 
reference to the court or by making a special declaration to this 
effect. From 1946 to 2005, of the 100 cases referred to the court, 
the court had delivered 89 judgements. Of the 75 countries that 
had been involved in litigation, the US, followed by the UK, was 
involved most often. The court had rendered 25 advisory opinions 
(till 2005) in various topics, including issues of UN membership, 
territorial status of Namibia and Western Sahara, expenses of UN 
operations, status of human rights special rapporteurs, and so on. 
Today, the International Court of Justice has become a source of 
international law and a part of a multilateral framework for the 
resolution of disputes, the preservation of peace, rules of war and 
protection of human rights.

According to the statute, the court may apply in its decisions 
in the following areas: (a) international conventions, establishing 
rules recognized by the contesting countries; (b) international 
custom as evidence of a general practice accepted as law; (c) the 
general principles of law recognized by nations; and (d) judicial 
decisions and the teachings of the most highly qualified publicists 
of the various nations, as a subsidiary means for determining 
the rules of law. If the parties concerned so agree, the court may 
decide ‘exequo et bono’, that is, according to practical fairness 
rather than strict law. The Security Council can be called upon 
by one of the parties in a case to determine measures to be taken 
to give effect to a judgement of the court if the other party fails 
to perform its obligations under that judgement. The record of 
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the international court will perhaps not seem impressive. On 
issues where international law can be most uncertain or most 
contested and which most often gives rise to war—the limits of 
permissible external intervention in civil war situations, political 
support for revolutionary movements, the right of nationalization 
of international waterways or other resources—the rulings of the 
international court have not been brought into play at all. A still 
more contentious issue concerns the lack of enforcement power 
available to the court to secure compliance when it does makes 
judgements. The Security Council can, under Article 94, decide 
upon measures to be taken to give effect to ‘the judgements’ 
of the court, but it has never done so. This leads to a situation 
where many doubt the utility of bringing disputes to the court, 
wondering whether the other disputants involved will accept its 
jurisdiction and comply with its judgements. 

12.1.7 The Secretariat

The Secretariat carries out the administrative work of the UN and 
implements the policies of the General Assembly, the Security 
Council and the other organs. At its head is the Secretary-General, 
who provides overall intellectual guidance and administrative 
directions to lower staff. The Secretariat (in 2004) consists of 
departments and offices with a total staff of 9,000 under the 
regular budget and nearly 25,000 under special funding, Duty 
stations include UN Headquarters in New York, as well as UN 
offices in Geneva, Vienna, Nairobi and other locations.

On the recommendation of the other bodies, the Secretariat also 
performs several research functions and some quasi-management 
functions. By the mid-1990s, support for peacekeeping activities 
had become a major function. Yet, the role of the Secretariat 
remains primarily bureaucratic and it lacks the political power 
and the right of initiative of, for instance, the Commission of the 
European Union. The one exception to this is the power of the 
Secretary-General under Article 99 of the charter, to bring to the 
notice of the Security Council situations that are likely to lead 
to a breakdown of international peace and security. This article, 
which may appear innocuous at first, was the legal basis for the 
remarkable expansion of the diplomatic role of the Secretary-
General over the years. Due to this, the Secretary-General is 
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empowered to become involved in a large range of areas that can 
be loosely interpreted as threats to peace, including economic and 
social problems and humanitarian crises.

12.2 The Budget

The biennial budget of the UN is initially submitted by 
the Secretary-General and reviewed by the committee on 
Administrative and Budgetary Questions (ACABQ), which 
is empowered to recommend modifications to the General 
Assembly. The programmatic aspects are reviewed by the 34-
member Committee for Programme and Co-ordination (CPC). 
The regular budget covers the administrative and other expenses 
of the central Secretariat and the other principal organs of the UN, 
both at headquarters and throughout the world. Many activities 
of the UN are financed mainly by voluntary contributions outside 
the regular budget; such activities include United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), the World Food Programme 
(WFP), United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), United 
Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), and United Nations 
Population Fund (UNFPA). Additional activities are financed 
by voluntary contributions to trust funds or special accounts 
established for each purpose.

Contributions of member countries are the main source of funds 
for the regular budget, in accordance with a scale of assessments 
specified by the General Assembly on the advice of the Committee 
on Contributions. The amount of the contribution of a member 
country is determined primarily by the total national income of 
that country in relation to that of other member countries. In 2000, 
the Assembly fixed a maximum of 22 per cent and a minimum of 
0.001 per cent of the budget for any one contributor. As a result of 
arrears in payments by some members, a serious financial crisis 
developed in 1986 and 1987. The US withheld its contributions and 
demanded financial reforms and the introduction of ‘weighted 
voting’ on budgetary matters. A panel of 18 experts was set up 
in December 1985 to review UN administration and finance; the 
resulting report was submitted to the Secretary-General in August 
1986 and the recommendations were subsequently approved by 
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the General Assembly. The most significant innovation involved 
greater control over spending and the adoption of the budget 
by consensus, giving major contributors a substantial power, 
although the budget itself remained eventually subject to approval 
by the General Assembly. In the 1990s, the financial crisis of the 
UN continued due to payment defaulters both for the regular 
budget and for peacekeeping operations.
In the scale of assessments for 2007, more than 100 countries, 

or nearly 60 per cent of the membership of the UN, were each 
contributing between 0.001 and 0.03 per cent of the budget. In 2010, 
the largest contributors included the US (22 per cent), followed by 
Japan (16.6), Germany (8.57), the UK (6.64), France (6.30) and Italy 
(4.89). A few other countries (Canada, Spain, China, South Korea, 
the Netherlands, Australia, Brazil, Switzerland and Russia) paid 
between 1 and 3 per cent.

12.3 �The United Nations and the Maintenance 
of International Peace and Security

Since member states could not agree upon the arrangements laid 
out in Chapter VII of the Charter, especially with regard to setting 
up of a UN army for retaliatory action against an aggressor state, 
there followed a series of improvisations to address matters 
of peace and security. First, an enforcement procedure was 
established, under which the Security Council agreed to a mandate 
for an agent to act on its behalf. The Korean conflict in 1950, and 
the Gulf War in 1990, when action was undertaken principally by 
the US and its allies are instances of this kind.

Second, though no reference to peacekeeping exists in the UN 
Charter, classical peacekeeping mandates are based on Chapter 
VI of the UN Charter. Traditional peacekeeping involves the 
establishment of a UN force under UN command to be placed 
between the parties to a dispute after a ceasefire. Such a force only 
uses its weapons in self-defence, is established with the consent of 
the host state, and does not include forces from the major powers. 
This instrument was first used in November 1956, when a UN 
force was sent to Egypt to facilitate the exodus of the British and 
French forces from the Suez canal area, and then to stand between 
Egyptian and Israeli forces. Since the Suez crisis, there have been a 
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number of classical peacekeeping missions like the ones in Congo, 
Cyprus and Lebanon.

Third, there have been innovations in peacekeeping, sometimes 
called ‘multidimensional peacekeeping’ or ‘peace enforcement’, 
which emerged after the end of the Cold War.5 These forces are 
likely to use force to achieve humanitarian ends, sophisticated 
military equipment, and more likely to include recruits from 
major powers. Such forces were sometimes used in civil wars 
and, therefore, addressed intra-state wars as well as international 
conflict. A key problem was that the forces found it increasingly 
difficult to maintain a neutral position and were targeted by 
both sides. Examples include the intervention in Somalia in the 
early 1990s and intervention in the former Yugoslavia in the mid-
1990s. The new peacekeeping mandates were sometimes based 
on Chapter VII of the UN Charter. By 2005, UN peacekeeping 
operations had involved 60 operations since 1948 and accounted 
for nearly 70,000 military personnel around the world (at its peak 
in 1993). Among the tasks discharged by peacekeeping operations 
over the years have been (a) maintenance of ceasefires and 
separation of forces; (b) preventive deployment; (c) protection of 
humanitarian operations; (d) implementation of a comprehensive 
peace settlement. In the early 1990s, nearly 47 operations had been 
launched as the UN’s agenda for peace and security expanded 
quickly in the post–Cold War era. Secretary General Boutros Ghali 
outlined the more ambitious role for the UN in his seminal report 
‘An Agenda for Peace’. The report described interconnected roles 
for the UN to maintain peace and security in the post–Cold War 
context, which included (a) preventive diplomacy; (b) traditional 
peacekeeping; (c) peacemaking and peace enforcement and (d) 
post-conflict peace-building.

Although the UN peacekeeping presence has proved its worth 
in the field, its future is problematic. A Special Committee on 

5 The term peacekeeping cannot be found in the UN Charter. Created as a 
pragmatic innovation existing legally somewhere between Chapters VI and VII 
of the Charter—Chapter VI½ is often invoked to mean fusing these two UN 
responsibilities—peacekeeping has evolved from the placement of a neutral force 
between consenting combatant governments to a comprehensive project meant 
to reconstruct failed states. Second-generation peacekeeping (post–Cold War) 
engages in the processes of peacemaking and nation building, that is a central 
institution in the construction of domestic societies.
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Peacekeeping Operations, established during the financial crisis 
of 1964–65, has laboured for more than 20 years without resolving 
the thorny issues of finance and control. Apart from the merits of 
particular operations, the US has favoured an active supervising 
role for the Secretary-General, while the Soviet Union would 
confer sole power on the Security Council. In practice, since 
1973 peacekeepers have followed guidelines prepared by the 
Secretary-General and approved by the Council. The expertise of 
the Secretariat and a small cadre of peacekeepers in the field is an 
international asset of great potential value in future operations. 
Several middle powers have been willing to supply needed troops 
and have also accumulated valuable experience in the process.
It can be said that though the efforts of UN forces have not 

yielded effective results in all cases, it cannot be denied that most 
of them did a creditable job. The success of UN peacekeeping 
efforts depends on the consent of the host states, cooperation of 
the Great Powers, and the suppliers of forces, whether military, 
police or civilian. Withdrawal of consent by the host state can 
lead either to the termination of the operations or to a period of 
severe disturbances. Similarly, without the cooperation of the big 
powers UN peacekeeping measures are bound to fail. Finally, 
unless the states contributing forces and finances come forward 
with necessary forces and finances, UN peacekeeping cannot 
succeed.
The UN is getting increasingly drawn into internal conflicts, 

resolving which is a much more treacherous undertaking than 
monitoring peace on international borders.

The UN and the international community will have to discuss 
and define a set of criteria which will trigger appropriate 
peacekeeping action if the UN is to be turned into peacemaker 
of the first recourse, rather than peacekeeper of the last resort. 
In order to bring that about, several reports have suggested the 
following6:

6 See the relevant websites for further information on UN Peacekeeping:
• �An Agenda for Peace: Preventive diplomacy, peacemaking and peacekeeping. 

(www.un.org/docs/sg/agpeace.html)
• �Report of the Panel on United Nations Peace operations (www.un.org/

peace/reports/peace_operations)
• �UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations Best Practices Unit (www.

un.org/depts/dpko/lessons/)
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•	 Establishment of an early warning office that continuously 
monitors potential trouble spots around the world.

•	 Setting up permanent conflict resolution committees in 
each region of the world to defuse tensions before violence 
erupts.

•	 Deploying peacekeepers proactively to prevent aggression, 
when warranted by an early warning alert or when requested 
by a government.

•	 Creation of a two-tier UN peace force consisting of a 
permanent, individually recruited, non-combat force, as 
well as a specially trained backup army, made up of troop 
of contingents available to the Security Council on short 
notice.

•	 Establishing a regular annual peacekeeping budget, with a 
reserve fund to cover unforeseen expenses.

Expenditures on UN peacekeeping grew sixfold between 1987 
and 1992, to US$1.4 billion. That might seem like a massive sum, 
but during the same period, the nations of the world spent about 
US$1 trillion every year on their militaries. And as recently as 
1991, governments devoted US$1,877 to military purposes, for 
each dollar the UN charged them for peacekeeping.
Traditionally, UN peacekeeping has been effective in the conflict 

areas where the warring parties have favoured the presence of 
peacekeepers. Even in the case of Cambodia, where the UN had 
undertaken a rather difficult job, the blue helmets stepped in after 
arriving at a comprehensive peace settlement from the warring 
factions. The winning strategy is therefore to be diplomatically 
aggressive but militarily passive. Both in Bosnia and in Somalia 
there was no such consensus. 

Recent experiences suggest that UN peacemaking operations 
should be undertaken only when they are absolutely necessary.

The international community has drawn lessons from past 
operations, and is working to strengthen the UN peacekeeping 
capacity in a number of areas. A blueprint of reform was provided 
by the Secretary-General’s Panel on Peace Operations, chaired 
by Ambassador Lakhdar Brahimi, which issued its report in 
2000.

The Security Council and other bodies are now tackling the 
major issues at stake, which include:
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•	 Enhancing preparedness
•	 Speeding up deployment
•	 Strengthening the deterrent capacities of peacekeepers 
•	 Ensuring full political and financial support by member 

states

12.4 Intervention within States

The ‘new peacekeeping’ increasingly being adopted by the 
UN in the post–Cold War period was the product of a greater 
inclination to intervene within states. The argument that what 
transpired within states was a matter of ‘domestic jurisdiction’ 
came to be strongly opposed. Many member states believed that 
the international community, working through the UN, should 
address individual, civil and political rights, as well as basic 
human needs like food, healthcare, employment and shelter. This 
challenged the traditional belief that national governments should 
ignore the internal affairs of states in order to preserve international 
harmony and peace. Globally, civil society groups advocated that 
violations of individuals’ rights were a major cause of interstate 
conflict, that deprivation and denial of basic human rights within 
states risked international disorder. The UN reinforced this new 
perception that pursuing justice for individuals, or ensuring 
‘human security’, was an aspect of national interest and global 
concern.

UN actions to further ‘human rights’ or ‘universal values’ 
within states reflected an increasing concern with questions of 
justice for individuals and conditions within states. Yet in the past, 
the UN had helped promote the traditional view of the primacy of 
international order between states over justice for individuals, so 
the new focus on individual rights was a significant change. The 
reason for this change was the increasing consensus in the UN that 
global peace and security was also threatened by civil wars, gross 
human rights violations and severe injustice and deprivation of 
citizens within states.
A difficulty with carrying out the new tasks of the UN was 

that it seemed to run against the doctrine of non-intervention. 
Intervention was traditionally defined as deliberate incursion into 
a state without its consent by some outside agency, in order to 
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change the functioning, policies and goals of its government and 
achieve effects that favour the intervening agency.
It was pointed out that the UN Charter did not assert merely 

the rights of states, but also the rights of peoples: Statehood could 
be interpreted as being conditional upon respect for such rights. 
There was ample evidence in the UN Charter to justify the view 
that extreme transgressions of human rights could be a justification 
for intervention by the international community.
In response to UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s request to 

the international community to find a new consensus on issues 
of external military intervention for the purpose of human 
protection, the International Commission on Intervention and 
State Sovereignty was established by the Government of Canada 
in 2000. Its report, entitled ‘The Responsibility to Protect’, was 
presented to the Secretary-General in 2001. The central argument 
of the report is that sovereign states have a responsibility to 
protect their own citizens from avoidable catastrophes such as 
mass murder, rape and starvation, but when they are unwilling 
or unable to do so, that responsibility must be borne by the 
broader community of states. Where a population is suffering 
serious harm and the state in question is unwilling or unable to 
halt it, the principle of non-intervention yields to the international 
responsibility to protect.

There is debate about whether the existing Charter of the UN, 
relying in particular on the approval of the Security Council, 
is adequate for the authorization of new forms of intervention, 
or whether further safeguards were necessary, such as a two-
thirds majority in the General Assembly and the supervision of 
the International Court of Justice. In most cases, the UN Security 
Council has not given explicit approval for such action. Rather, it 
uses indirect language, such as authorizing member states to use 
‘all necessary means’ under Chapter VII of the Charter to carry 
out its decisions.

To conclude, the UN’s record on the maintenance of 
international peace and security has been mixed. On the one hand, 
there have been varied kinds of interventions and responses since 
the end of the Cold War. There has been a stronger assertion of 
the responsibility of international society, represented by the 
UN, for gross violations of human rights anywhere in the globe. 
Intimations of a new world order in the aftermath of the Gulf 
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War in 1991 quickly gave way to doubts about UN efficiency and 
activism with what were seen as failures in Somalia, Rwanda, 
other parts of Africa, and the former Yugoslavia, and increasing 
disagreement about the proper role of the UN in Kosovo and Iraq 
in 2003. 

12.5 Economic and Social Development

The UN aim of ‘social progress and better standards of life in 
larger freedom’ has received growing attention over the past 
decades.7 The UN system currently devotes most of its personnel 
and financial resources to the economic and social development 
of the poorer member countries in which two thirds of the 
world’s people live. A wide-ranging international action was 
initiated by the UN with the proclamation of the Development 
Decades, beginning with the 1960s. The need for a world plan 
or ‘strategy’ on the necessary measures became evident before 
the First Decade ended. Intensive work, over several years, led 
to the agreement on the International Development Strategy for 
the Second Decade (the 1970s), intended to cover virtually every 
area of economic and social development; among other goals, the 
strategy stressed the need for fairer economic and commercial 
policies and greater financial resources for developing countries. 
However, no substantial progress was deemed to be possible 
without a far-reaching modification of the structures and rules 
governing international economic and financial relations.
In 1974, the General Assembly held its first special session on 

economic problems and adopted a Declaration and a Programme 
of Action on the Establishment of a New International Economic 
Order so as ‘to eliminate the widening gap between the developed 
and the developing countries and ensure steadily accelerating 
economic and social development in peace and justice’.8 In 
December 1974, a few months after the call for a new international 
economic order, the Assembly adopted a Charter of Economic 
Rights and Duties of States with a view to establishing ‘generally 

7 Quoted from Preamble of UN Charter, last line of first paragraph in the website 
www.un.org/aboutun/charter.

8 Quoted from UN resolution 3201 (S-VI) 1st May 1974.
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accepted norms to govern international economic relations 
systematically and to promote a new international economic 
order’.9

The International Development Strategy for the Third 
Development Decade was proclaimed by the Assembly in 
December 1980. Despite modest progress, the overall situation 
in developing countries actually worsened while the proposed 
global negotiations between North and South failed to materialize. 
The especially critical situation in Africa promoted the General 
Assembly to convene in May 1986 a special session devoted to 
that region; the session adopted the UN Programme of Action for 
African Economic Recovery and Development (UNPAAERD), 
1986–90, seeking to mobilize political and financial support for 
economic reforms. Also in 1986, the Assembly sought to promote 
international cooperation for resolving the external debt problems 
of developing countries. In subsequent sessions, the Assembly 
broadened the area of agreement of measures to cope with major 
problems arising from the persistent external indebtedness of 
developing countries. The International Development Strategy 
for the Fourth UN Development Decade (1991–2000) was adopted 
in 1990 by the General Assembly. The relationship between 
economic growth and human welfare became the crucial theme of 
development efforts in the 1990s. The General Assembly proclaimed 
1997–2006 the International Decade for the Eradication of Poverty 
with a view to eradicating absolute poverty and reducing to a 
substantial extent overall global poverty through national action 
and international cooperation. At the Millennium Summit, held 
in September 2000, world leaders committed themselves to halve, 
by 2015, the number of people, living on less than US$1 dollar a 
day, and set a number of other targets in the fight against poverty 
and disease going under the name of Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) (see Box 12.1).

There has been an increased perception that issues of peace 
and security encompass traditional threats such as aggression 
between states and civil conflict within states. There is the 
recognition that conditions within states, including human rights, 
justice, development and equality have a bearing on global peace. 
The more integrated global context has meant that economic and 

9 UN resolution, 1974.
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Box 12.1: Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)

Goal 1	 :	 Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger
Target 1-A	 :	 Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people 

whose income is less than one dollar a day
Target 1-B	 :	 Achieve full and productive employment and decent work 

for all, including women and young people
Target 1-C	 : 	 Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people 

who suffer from hunger
Goal 2	 :	 Achieve universal primary education
Target 2-A	 : 	 Ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls 

alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary 
schooling

Goal 3	 :	 Promote gender equality and empower women
Garget 3-A	 : 	 Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary 

education, preferably by 2005, and in all levels of 
education no later than 2015

Goal 4	 :	 Reduce child mortality
Target 4-A	 :	 Reduce by two-thirds, between 1990 and 2015, the under-

five mortality rate
Goal 5	 :	 Improve maternal health
Target 5-A	 :	 Reduce by three-quarters, between 1990 and 2015, the 

maternal mortality ratio
Target 5-B	 :	 Achieve, by 2015, universal access to reproductive health 

5.3 Contraceptive prevalence rate
Goal 6	 :	 Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases
Target 6-A	 :	 Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the spread of 

HIV/AIDS for all those who need it.
Target 6-B	 :	 Achieve, by 2010, universal access to treatment for HIV/

AIDS for all those who need it.
Target 6-C	 :	 Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the incidence 

of malaria and other major diseases.
Goal 7	 :	 Ensure environmental sustainability
Target 7-A	 :	 Integrate the principles of sustainable development into 

country policies and programmes and reverse the loss of 
environmental resources

Target 7-B	 :	 Reduce biodiversity loss, achieving, by 2010, a significant 
reduction in the rate of loss

Target 7-C	 :	 Halve, by 2015, the proportion of people without 
sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic 
sanitation

Target 7-D	 :	 By 2020, to have achieved a significant improvement in 
the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers
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Goal 8	 :	 Develop a global partnership for development
Target 8-A	 :	 Develop further an open, rule-based, predictable, non-

discriminatory trading and financial system; includes 
a commitment to good governance, development and 
poverty reduction—both nationally and internationally

Target 8-B	 :	 Address the special needs of the least developed countries; 
includes: tariff and quota free access for the least developed 
countries’ exports; enhanced programme of debt relief for 
heavily indebted poor countries (HIPC) and cancellation 
of official bilateral debt; and more generous ODA for 
countries committed to poverty reduction

Target 8-C	 : 	 Address the special needs of landlocked developing 
countries and small island developing States (through 
the Programme of Action for Sustainable Development 
of Small island Developing States and the outcome 
of the twenty-second special session of the General 
Assembly).

Target 8-D	 :	 Deal comprehensively with the debt problems of 
developing countries through national and international 
measures in order to make debt sustainable in the long 
term.

Target 8-E	 : 	 In cooperation with pharmaceutical companies, provide 
access to affordable essential drugs in developing 
countries.

Target 8-F	 :	 In cooperation with the private sector, make available the 
benefits of new technologies, especially information and 
communications.

social problems in one part of the world may have an impact on 
other areas. In the decades following 1960 a concept of thematic 
diplomacy emerged that emphasized international cooperation 
to solve human problems of a global character. These may be 
intrastate domestic problems, but with a potential for erupting 
into interstate disputes. Often dubbed the other United Nations 
during the Cold War—because it addressed ‘peripheral’ issues—
‘thematic diplomacy’ emerged by the close of the millennium 
as a central mission of the UN. The UN subsequently identified 
some thematic areas critical to world peace such as disarmament, 
decolonization and human rights. Many intergovernmental 

Source: United Nations.
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organizations (IGOs) were brought into the UN System besides 
specialized agencies to handle thematic issues and concerns.

The number of institutions within the UN system that address 
economic and social issues have significantly increased since the 
founding of the UN. Nonetheless, the main contributor states 
have been giving less and less to economic and social institutions; 
mostly well below the 0.7 per cent of Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) that had been promised as part of the UN Development 
Decade’s agenda. By the mid-1990s, there was a crippling financial 
crisis in the regular Assessed Budget for the UN, and in the budget 
for peacekeeping operations. This was only mitigated when the 
US agreed, under certain conditions, to repay what it owed the 
UN when it returned to full funding in December 2002.

Paradoxically, despite the shortage of funds, the changes in the 
economic and social machinery of the UN have been promising, 
and the UN’s roles in economic and social areas have been largely 
positive. The UN has acquired skills and resources with regard to 
key economic and social problems, such as rebuilding failed states, 
supporting democratization, promoting human development and 
addressing HIV/AIDS, poverty, and disease. These skills have 
made the UN an indispensable institution.

Over the past decade, a number of new issues were brought on to 
the international agenda and these were reflected in the economic 
and social organizations. Several global conferences were convened 
to discuss pressing problems, such as environmental issues at a 
conference in Rio de Janeiro (1992), human rights at a conference in 
Vienna (1993), population questions at a conference in Cairo (1994), 
and women’s issues at a conference in Beijing (1995). Follow-up 
conferences on the same theme were planned 10 years later to take 
stock of progress. Such conferences represented a growing sense of 
the interdependence of the globe, and the globalization of human 
concerns. They stimulated a renewed interest in translating broad 
concerns into more specific and more manageable programmes. 

12.6 �Humanitarian Assistance and  
Human Rights

A number of bodies have been set up by the UN in order to assist 
groups needing ‘special help’ in emergency conditions. The 
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General Assembly created the UNICEF in 1946 and extended its 
mandate indefinitely in 1953. The UNHCR was established by 
the Assembly with effect from January 1951; the UNRWA began 
work in 1950 as a subsidiary organ of the General Assembly. The 
UN has provided assistance for emergency relief and longer-term 
rehabilitation on several occasions. It has assisted in medium and 
long-term rehabilitation and development programmes, especially 
in the Sudano-Sahelian region through the establishment of the 
UN Sudano-Sahelian Office (UNSO) in 1973. Activities are funded 
through the UN Trust Fund for Sudano-Sahelian activities, 
managed by UNSO. In order to strengthen the coordination of 
humanitarian assistance, an Emergency Relief Co-ordinator was 
appointed in 1992 to provide leadership for rapid and coherent 
response to natural disasters and other emergencies. The co-
ordinator heads the Office for the Co-ordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (OCHA), which is in charge of the organization and 
management of UN assistance in humanitarian crises going 
beyond the capacity and mandate of any single agency.
In furtherance of the UN purpose of achieving international 

cooperation in promoting and encouraging respect for human 
rights and fundamental freedoms for all, regardless of race, 
sex, language or religion, the General Assembly adopted on 10 
December 1948 the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, under 
which, for the first time in history, responsibility for the protection 
and pursuit of human rights was assumed by the international 
community and was accepted as a permanent obligation. 
The Universal Declaration covers not only civil and political 
rights but also economic, social and cultural rights. Another 
important accomplishment was the coming into force in 1976 of 
legally binding international agreements for the protection and 
promotion of human rights. These are the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the latter including an 
Optional Protocol, all adopted by the General Assembly in 1966. 
An additional protocol (Second Optional Protocol) to ban capital 
punishment, under the International Covenant on Civil and 
Political Rights, was adopted by the General Assembly in 1989. 
The General Assembly established in December 1993 the Office 
of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) as the 
official with principal responsibility for the Organization’s human 
rights activities.
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The principle that the individual is to be held responsible for 
serious violations of human rights—recognized in the Charter 
of the Nuremberg Tribunal for the trial of the major Second 
World War criminals—has led the Security Council to establish 
international tribunals (the aforementioned ICTY and ICTR) 
dealing with serious violations of international humanitarian 
law.

Besides torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading 
treatment or punishment, attention is being given by the UN to 
other human rights questions such as slavery and slave trade, 
genocide, statelessness, religious intolerance and the treatment of 
migrant workers. The rights of children have been brought by the 
UN within an all-encompassing document, the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, adopted by the General Assembly in 1989. The 
rights of the disabled, the elderly and the young as well as human 
rights in armed conflicts have also been considered. Another basic 
commitment of the UN concerns the achievement of equality of 
rights for men and women, both in law and in fact.

12.7 Decolonization

The UN has played a crucial role in the transition of peoples 
belonging to more than 80 nations from colonial domination to 
freedom. Decolonization made early significant gains under 
the International Trusteeship System; the progress was greatly 
accelerated by the Declaration on the Granting of Independence 
to Colonial Countries and Peoples, proclaimed by the General 
Assembly in 1960, and by the work of the Special Committee 
established by the Assembly in 1961 to examine on a regular basis 
the application of the Declaration and to make recommendations 
to help speed its implementation. To observe the 30th anniversary 
of the Declaration in 1990, the Assembly designated the final 
decade of the century (1990–2000) as the International Decade for 
the Eradication of Colonialism. Decolonization is one of the great 
revolutions of our century. It was brought on by forces that were 
neither generated nor controlled by the UN, but it helped promote 
a more peaceful transition to independence and self government. 
Since 1945, the UN provided a forum where anti-colonial 



The United Nations: Changing Role  l  323

spokesmen could articulate their position, it greatly expanded the 
principle of international accountability and it developed more 
effective instruments for international supervision of colonial 
administration. Above all, it gave an element of legitimacy to 
independence movements everywhere in the world. For all 
purposes, the functions of the Trusteeship Council are now over 
following the completion of its mandate. 

12.8 Achievements

For over 60 years, the UN, despite all its shortcomings, has been 
an indispensable institution, a ‘happening concern’, which has left 
a permanent imprint on nearly every major political, economic, 
social and humanitarian problems of our age in its efforts to find 
solutions to them. The post-1945 era in global politics has been 
one of unprecedented transition in every part of the globe—an era 
of decolonization and emergence of a host of newly independent 
nations on the world scene, Cold War between the superpowers, 
continuing nuclear arms race, struggle for modernization and 
development in the Third World, recurring regional conflicts 
and most importantly, several technological changes which have 
created proximity and more extensive contacts among the peoples 
of the world than was ever possible in any previous global era. 
The UN has played a role in each of these developments on the 
world scene, developments, which have accelerated multinational 
cooperation. Let us now examine some of the major achievements 
of the UN before we turn to some of the limits to UN action.
It is true that the UN has not been able to prevent wars, 

which is evident from the fact that there have been more than 
500 regional conflicts since 1945, and the nation states have not 
yet come to a stage of evolution where they can renounce war as 
an instrument of national policy. Though it is true that nuclear 
weapons have not been used since 1945, thus averting a major 
world catastrophe, conventional weapons have frequently been 
employed in regional conflicts and the race for conventional as 
well as nuclear arms is still on. However, despite all this, the 
UN as an organization has made some modest contributions to 
reduce or contain conflicts in various regions of the world. The 
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outbreak of hostilities anywhere brings a UN response, generally 
as a moderator or pacifier. Peacekeeping has been one of the 
most significant innovations under the UN Charter, which had 
originally provided for the device of collective security—this has 
been used only twice, since the inception of the UN. Collective 
security however became unworkable and the UN resorted to 
‘peacekeeping’ to defuse tension in various conflict regions of the 
world. Classical peacekeeping gave way to innovative methods 
of peacekeeping in the post–Cold War period. It is this dynamism 
and innovative character of the UN which has helped it to survive 
in a world that has changed so rapidly since 1945.

Through its trusteeship and non-self-governing provisions, 
the UN has provided the basic instrument needed for one of the 
biggest revolutions of our time: decolonization. It is debatable 
whether this process could have taken place in a relatively 
peaceful manner had it not been for the efforts of the UN. 
Through its principle of trusteeship, it has been able to maintain 
the international accountability needed for the transformation of 
the colonial states into independent ones. It has provided them 
with a forum where they can stand on an equal footing with their 
colonial masters, thus breaking down the barriers of the past 
centuries without recrimination.
It is, however, in the field of functional cooperation that the 

UN record has been most impressive. The work of UN agencies 
in such areas as health, transportation, communication, food, 
science and education has made the world body an indispensable 
organ of multinational cooperation. ‘Development’ and ‘security’ 
has been prefixed with a ‘human’ connotation—thanks largely to 
the efforts of the UN. Human development and human security 
are both global concerns today.
Through multilateral programmes in specific functional areas, 

the UN has given international protection and material assistance 
to millions of refugees and has aided children and other target 
groups to meet their special needs. Rights of women and 
children are now clearly codified in UN conventions as are the 
rights of minorities and the ‘differently abled’. The UN system 
has also helped in a substantial flow of technical assistance and 
development capital to needy counties. Although the wide gap 
between the rich and the poor has not been bridged, the UN has 
made a significant contribution to the growth of the idea that 
development is an international responsibility.
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The UN role in promoting human rights has been limited 
largely to rule-making. Violations of UN standards in this regard 
have been innumerable Nevertheless, through discussions, 
declaration, reports and international covenants sponsored by 
the UN, the organization seems to have promoted the cause of 
human rights as never before in the past.

12.9 The Limits of UN Action

Judged by its self-proclaimed aims and agenda, the achievements 
of the UN have been modest. Given the feasibility limits that exist 
on effective international action, this does not seem surprising. The 
divisive effects of differing ideologies, cultures, material interest 
and levels of development have very often hindered effective 
multilateral cooperation. In the more sensitive areas of peace and 
security, where national power, prestige, and resource allocation 
are at stake, the UN has since its very inception been hampered 
by serious and continuing divisions—East–West, North–South, 
colonial–anticolonial, regional and bilateral power rivalries and so 
on. Another serious limitation on UN performance in every field 
has been the inability of the UN to enforce its decisions on states 
reluctant to conform to multilateral control or any kind of global 
governance mechanism. This is true not only of the permanent 
members of the Security Council (armed with the veto, which 
can nullify any action against them), but also of other recalcitrant 
states against whom it has not been possible to impose decisions. 
The greatest limitation of the UN system was and will remain 
the sovereignty of states and until a global consensus is forged 
on the need for a wider acceptance of the mechanisms of global 
governance, the UN will continue to function pretty much as it 
does today.

12.10 Millennium Declaration 

The Millennium Summit Declaration in 2000 was adopted 
following three days of unprecedented meetings which brought 
together the largest gathering of world leaders in history. One 
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hundred heads of state, 47 heads of government, three crown 
princes, five vice-presidents and three deputy prime ministers 
took part in the event, which drew some 8,000 delegates and 5,500 
journalists.
The Declaration spells out values and principles, as well as goals 

in the key priority areas of peace, development, the environment, 
human rights, protecting the vulnerable, the special needs of 
Africa, and strengthening of the UN. In addition, leaders called 
for specific follow-up action, requesting the General Assembly to 
regularly review progress in implementing the Declaration, and 
asking the Secretary-General to issue periodic reports as a basis 
for further action.

‘We believe that the central challenge we face today is to ensure 
that globalisation becomes a positive force for all the world’s 
people,’ the Declaration states in its opening section. ‘For a while 
globalisation offers great opportunities, at present its benefits are 
very unevenly shared, while its costs are unevenly distributed’ 
(We the Peoples).10

The opening section also identifies six core values as ‘essential’ 
to international relations, namely freedom, equality, solidarity, 
tolerance, respect for nature and shared responsibility. In addition, 
the leaders reaffirmed their commitment to the UN and expressed 
their determination to establish a just and lasting peace all over 
the world in accordance with the UN Charter.
The Declaration sets out a number of measures in the area of 

peace and disarmament, including providing the UN with the 
necessary resources for conflict prevention, peacekeeping and 
related tasks.

‘We will spare no effort to free our fellow men, women 
and children from the abject and dehumanising conditions of 
extreme poverty,’ the Declaration states in its longest section, on 
development.11 Leaders set out a specific timetable for reducing 
poverty (halving the number of people in extreme poverty by the 
year 2015), ensuring universal primary education for boys and 
girls (by three quarters by 2015), halting the spread of HIV/AIDS 

10 United Nations Millennium Declaration, A/Res/55/2 (18th September 2000), 
quoted from paragraph 5, second line, available at www.un.org/millennium/sg/
report

11 Ibid., paragraph 11.
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(by 2015) and improving the lives of at least 100 million slum 
dwellers (by 2020).

Other measures to achieve poverty eradication concern 
promoting gender equality, working with the private sector, 
and providing access to information technology. In addition, the 
Declaration commits member states to ‘an open, equitable, rule-
based, predictable and non-discriminatory multilateral trading 
and financial system’.12

On the environment, the Declaration calls for such measures 
as ensuring the entry-into-force of the Kyoto Protocol, which 
contains binding targets for the reduction of greenhouse gases, 
and pressing for full implementation of treaties on biodiversity 
and desertification.

‘We will spare no effort to promote democracy and strengthen 
the rule of law’, the Declaration states.13 It calls for specific measures 
to secure the rights of all people, with particular mention of 
women, minorities and migrant workers, among others. Leaders 
undertake to eliminate acts of racism and xenophobia-on the rise 
in many societies—and to ensure media freedom as well as the 
public’s right to information.
The Declaration also outlines a series of specific measures on 

meeting the special needs of Africa, including debt cancellation, 
improved market access, enhanced Official Development 
Assistance, and increased flows of Foreign Direct Investment as 
well as transfers of technology.
On strengthening the UN, the leaders reaffirmed the central 

position of the General Assembly as the chief deliberative, policy 
making and representative UN organ. They also resolved to 
intensify efforts to achieve a comprehensive reform of the Security 
Council.
In addition, leaders resolved to ensure that the UN is provided 

with timely and predictable resources to do its job. The Declaration 
also calls for giving the private sector, non-governmental 
organizations and civil society more opportunities to realize the 
UN’s goals. 
In the report, ‘Road Map towards the Implementation of the 

United Nations Millennium Declaration’ published in 2001, the 

12 United Nations Millennium Declaration: paragraph 13.
13 Ibid.: paragraph 24.
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Secretary-General examines in detail how member states, the UN 
bodies, international organizations and civil society are putting 
into practice the goals set out in the Millennium Declaration.
The final section of the road map, ‘Strengthening the United 

Nations’, argues that ‘renewing the capacity of the Organisation 
to provide a space for genuine dialogue and a catalyst for effective 
action calls for improved coordination among its principal organs 
and enhanced partnerships with other multilateral organisations 
and civil society’.14 Specifically, there is a need to reaffirm the 
central position of the General Assembly, achieve a comprehensive 
reform of the Security Council towards more representativeness 
and strengthen the role of the Economic and Social Council to take 
deliberate steps towards a new world economic order.15

Key reforms in this area, says the Secretary-General, will 
involve ensuring the safety of UN and associated personnel. He 
also notes the importance of the organization receiving needed 
financial resources on a timely and predictable basis. Among 
other recommendations for strengthening the organization, 
the road map stresses the need for continuing to adopt the 
best internal management practices. It recommends building 
a stronger relationship among the UN, the Bretton Woods 
institutions and the World Trade Organization through the 
UN body established for that purpose—the Administrative 
Committee on Coordination. 

12.11 United Nations Reform

Four factors drove the UN reform process at the end of the 
millennium:

•	 The US government demands for serious institutional 
changes.

•	 A long-term financial crisis brought on by many members’ 
non-payment of their UN assessments, most particularly the 

14 United Nations Millennium Declaration, paragraph 29.
15 UN General Assembly, Implementation of the United Nations Millennium 

Declaration: Report of the Secretary General, UN document A/58/323 (New York: 
UN, 2 September 2003).
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unwillingness of the US to meet its financial obligations to 
the organization.

•	 The expansion of UN obligations, particularly for 
peacekeeping—the UN Administrative and Budgetary 
Committee approved US$2.8 billion for peacekeeping in 
2004–05, with an expectation that the cost could rise by 60 
per cent in the following year—in the post–Cold War world, 
including engaging in nation building, battling terrorism 
and providing humanitarian assistance.

•	 The election of an activist secretary-general who made 
reform the hallmark of his tenure in office. (Moore Jr and 
Pubantz, 2006: 100)16

In 1996, faced with implacable US opposition to the re-election of 
Boutros-Ghali, the Security Council nominated and the General 
Assembly chose Kofi Annan of Ghana as the seventh secretary-
general of the UN. On July 16 he delivered on his commitment, 
issuing ‘Renewing the United Nations’, the most sweeping set 
of administrative and financial reform proposals made in the 
institution’s history. During the next six years, Annan pushed 
many of his proposals through the General Assembly and then 
undertook an effort to reform the programmatic direction of the 
world body and to address the growing demands for structural 
change in the half-century-old organization. This last area of 
reform came in response to the institutional crisis created in 2003 
by the US-led war in Iraq.
As one of its concluding acts in 1997, the General Assembly 

approved ‘Renewing the United Nations’. Annan’s reform 
programme consolidated 12 Secretariat entities into 5, cut UN 
personnel 25 per cent below 1987 levels, reduced administrative 
costs by 33 per cent, set up a development account in which cost-
cutting savings could be held for development programmes in 
poor countries and decentralized ‘decision-making at the country 
level while [consolidating] the UN presence under “one [UN] 
flag”’.17 This last change reflected Annan’s effort to enhance 

16 See the Chapter on UN Reform in Moore and Pubantz (2006: 100).
17 All these measures were approved by the General Assembly based on the 

proposals of Kofi Annan presented in a document ‘Renewing the United Nations: 
A Programme for Reform’, UN document A/51/950. New York: United Nations, 
16 July 1997. 
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the role and authority of the UN resident coordinator in each 
country where the organization had programmes and to bring 
together all in-country UN agencies into one ‘UN House’. The 
approved reforms addressed the near-bankruptcy of the UN by 
shifting the organization to a ‘results-based budgeting’ system, 
enhancing accountability requirements for all UN subdivisions 
and specialized agencies, calling for the creation of a revolving 
credit fund of $1one billion, and establishing ‘sunset provisions’ 
to guarantee that bodies no longer needed would be disbanded.
In February 2003 the secretary-general appointed a panel of 

eminent persons, headed by Fernando Henrique Cardoso, the 
former president of Brazil, to look at UN–civil society relations 
and to make recommendations on how such relations might be 
deepened. The panel issued the Cardoso Report in June 2004.18 

Panel members called for a ‘paradigm shift’ in the work of the 
UN, with reforms based on four principles:

•	 The UN should become an ‘outward-looking organization’, 
serving as the ‘convener’ of multiple constituencies, 
facilitating rather than ‘doing’. It should put global issues 
rather than the institution at the centre of its work.

•	 The UN should include more, not fewer, actors in its 
deliberations, creating permanent partnerships whenever 
possible. Noting that critics often described NGOs as 
unelected, nondemocratic advocacy groups that speak 
for few more than their members and that are far less 
representative than sovereign states, the panel asserted 
that ‘politically active citizens now express their concerns 
through civil society mechanisms rather than the traditional 
instruments of democracy’.19 The UN must recognize that 
‘global civil society now wields real power in the name of 
citizens.’20 

•	 The UN must attempt to connect the global with the local, 
recognizing that in the process of globalization, the nation 
state cannot always be the mediator between the citizen 

18 The Cardoso Report, ‘Panel of Eminent Persons on United Nations—Civil 
Society Relations, We the Peoples: Civil Society, the United Nations and Global 
Governance’, UN document A/58/817. New York: United Nations, 21 June 2004.

19 Ibid., 20.
20 Ibid., 25.
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and the world. The UN will implement its programmes 
effectively only if it has a working relationship with the sub-
national actors present in local communities. 

•	 The UN should accept an explicit role in strengthening 
global governance and tackling the democratic deficits it is 
prone to, ‘emphasizing participatory democracy and deeper 
accountability of institutions to the global public’.21 In other 
words, the UN needs to go beyond its intergovernmental 
nature and become an actor itself in civil society, promoting 
a particular political ideology and its supporting values and 
institutions.

The UN Charter provides a constitutional framework for the 
UN. Like any written foundational document, it lays out an 
organizational and functional arrangement that met its authors’ 
needs but has required amendment and reinterpretation as times 
and conditions have changed. Although the Charter has been 
amended formally only five times in the UN’s history, the majority 
of changes in the UN have resulted from informal revisions in UN 
practice. Most important, the growth in UN membership, Cold 
War pressures, financial woes, US discontent with the UN and 
peacekeeping and new-era demands on the organization have 
forced concerted reform in the world body. 

Box 12.2: 2005 World Summit Outcome

At the September 2005 World Summit, held at UN Headquarters, 
world leaders agreed to take action on a range of global challenges. Their 
commitments included:

• � Development. Achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
by 2015; $50 billion a year by 2010 to fight poverty; developing 
countries to adopt MDG national plans by 2006; quick-impact 
initiatives to support anti-malaria efforts, education, healthcare; 
innovative sources of financing for development; ensuring long-term 
debt sustainability with increased grant-based financing; cancelling 
100 per cent of the official multilateral and bilateral debt of heavily 

21 Cardoso Report, 2004.

(Box 12.2 Contd.)
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indebted poor countries (HIPCs); where appropriate, significant debt 
relief or restructuring for other low and middle-income developing 
countries; commitment to trade liberalization, implementing the 
development aspects of the WTO’s Doha work programme.

• � Terrorism. Unqualified condemnation by all governments of terrorism 
‘in all its forms and manifestations, committed by whomever, 
wherever and for whatever purposes’; push for a comprehensive 
convention against terrorism within a year; early entry into force of 
the nuclear terrorism convention; all states to join and implement all 
anti-terrorism conventions; an anti-terrorism strategy to make the 
international community stronger, terrorists weaker.

• � Peacebuilding, Peacekeeping and Peacemaking. Creating a 
Peacebuilding Commission to help countries transition from war to 
peace, backed by a support office and standing fund; a standing police 
capacity for UN peacekeeping operations; strengthening the Secretary 
General’s capacity for mediation and good offices.

• � Responsibility to Protect. Unambiguous acceptance of collective 
international responsibility to protect populations from genocide, war 
crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity; willingness to 
take timely, decisive collective action through the Security Council.

• � Human Rights, Democracy and Rule of Law. Strengthening the UN 
human rights machinery; doubling the High Commissioner’s budget; 
establishing a Human Rights Council during the coming year; reaffirming 
democracy as a universal value; welcoming a new Democracy Fund; 
eliminating pervasive gender discrimination, including inequalities in 
education, property ownership, violence against women and girls, and 
impunity. Ratifications during the Summit triggered the entry into 
force of the Convention against Corruption.

• � Management Reform. Strengthening the UN’s oversight capacity, 
expanding oversight to additional agencies; an independent oversight 
advisory committee; further developing a new ethics office; reviewing 
all UN mandates older than five years; overhauling rules and 
policies on budget, finance and human resource to improve the UN’s 
responsiveness; a one-time staff buyout, to ensure the UN has the 
appropriate staff for today’s challenges.

• � Environment. Recognizing the serious challenge of climate change; 
acting through the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change; 
assisting the most vulnerable, such as small island developing states, 
creating a global early warning system for all natural hazards.

• � International Health. Scaling up response to HIV/AIDS, TB and 
malaria, through prevention, care, treatment and support, and 

(Box 12.2 Contd.)
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12.12 Conclusion

It is generally agreed that the UN should try to become far more 
effective than it is today by acting as ‘a centre for harmonizing 
the interest of nations’. It should be better equipped to enable it 
to become such a centre, for the UN is not what was once hoped it 
would be—a world government or in any respect a superstate, able 
to act outside the framework of decisions made by its members. 
The UN can, therefore, be best defined as a state-serving, state-
restraining and state-protecting organization. What it can do, if 
properly used, is to modify interstate relations by maximizing the 
asset which it does possess—its influence. The general direction 
in which the UN should seek to move is towards anticipation of 
potential conflicts, promotion of negotiations and the formulation 
of general norms of international behaviour. 

The functions and activities of the UN are moulded by the basic 
dimensions and dynamic processes of the international system, 
but the UN is itself an actor in the system and is sometimes able to 
influence its environment significantly if we examine its various 

mobilizing additional resources; fighting infectious diseases, including 
full implementation of the new International Health Regulations, and 
support for the Global Outbreak Alert and Response Network of the 
WHO.

• � Humanitarian Assistance. Improving the Central Emergency 
Revolving Fund, so that relief arrives reliably and immediately when 
disasters occur; recognizing the Guiding Principles on Internal 
Displacement as an important framework for protecting the internally 
displaced.

• � Updating the UN Charter. Updating the Charter by winding up 
the Trusteeship Council, marking completion of UN’s historic 
decolonization role, and deleting the Charter’s anachronistic references 
to ‘enemy states’.

Many of these commitments have already been accomplished, and many 
others are well under way. (For the full text of the 2005 World Summit 
Outcome, see www.un.org/summit2005)

Source: United Nations (2008: 16). Also available at www.un.org
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roles carefully in the following roles: (a) as a norm setter, (b) as 
an articulator and aggregator of interests, (c) conflict manager 
and (d) a force for political change. The current flexibility in the 
international system creates both opportunities and pitfalls for the 
UN. In many areas of the globe (Russia, East Europe and China) 
we have witnessed political change of a phenomenal character. 
However, in large parts of Asia and Africa, there is acute 
poverty, violations of human rights and civil wars. The situation 
by its very nature emphasizes the norm creation and collective 
legitimization role of the organization. The fact that many of the 
emerging problems are relatively new ones makes them seem 
more promising areas for UN activity. As to the pitfalls, the 
temptation to move into each new area as a major participant, 
despite the obvious political limitations on the capacities of the 
organization in the present international system raises serious 
dangers of over-commitment. The Millennium Development 
Goals focused on both development and democratization. As 
world conflicts shifted from interstate to intrastate origins, the 
focus of UN activity also shifted accordingly. Kofi Annan (2000: 
48) wrote, ‘Once synonymous with the defense of territory from 
external attack, the requirements of security today have come 
to embrace the protection of communities and individuals from 
internal violence.’22 He argued for the UN to defend ‘personal 
sovereignty’. Through the nexus of peacekeeping and nation-
building, the UN could address the domestic ‘security’ problems, 
could raise the standards of living for the local population and 
could promote international stability by promoting human rights 
within countries. New multilateral partnerships between the 
United Nations and sub-national levels of government and non 
state actors could provide a basis for UN success in countering 
these challenges.

22 Also see the following works of Kofi Annan.
• �‘Renewing the United Nations: A Programme for Reform’, UN document 

A/51/950. New York: UN, 2001.
• �‘Strengthening of the UN: An Agenda for Further Change’, UN document 
A/57/387. New York: UN, 2002
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Human Rights and  
International Politics
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Learning Objectives

l	 To explore the concept of human rights and its evolution
l	 To understand the basic issues involved in the international campaign for 

human rights
l	 To focus on the role of the UNO in the evolution of an international 

human rights regime
l	 To elucidate on the complex links between human rights and 

international relations
l	 To nurture a culture of human dignity and respect for the human rights 

of all peoples in all nations across the world

Abstract

The new millennium has witnessed an international human rights 
regime, nascent in form but gaining momentum with each passing 
decade. The regime-in-evolution may not have taken a definite form, 
but over the years, a global understanding of an internationally 
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workable model of human rights has changed to a considerable extent. 
The new and emerging international human rights regime is the 
gradual outcome of a concept developed by the founders of the UN. 
They dreamt of an ideal world community, whose existence would be a 
prerequisite for shaping a world based on peaceful coexistence among 
nations. Since the Universal Declaration on Human Rights (1948), 
the cause of human rights has received tremendous recognition from 
states as well as the peoples of the world. This movement has been so 
dynamic that, one after another, the UN has covered various groups 
under its human rights umbrella, leading to hopes and aspirations of 
the evolution of an internationally guaranteed human rights regime. 
The cause of preservation, protection and promotion of human rights, 
in general, and of women, children, the aged, the disabled, the refugees, 
and so on, in particular, has been an agenda of urgent nature at the 
UN. In the following text, an attempt is made to explore the genesis of 
human rights, the contribution of classical liberalism to contemporary 
concepts of freedom and obligations, the nature and main contents of 
the UN human rights system, the Western and Asian perspectives on 
human rights, and concluding observations on the concept and practice 
of international ‘human rights interventions’ today.

Today ‘human rights’ has become an important aspect of civic 
life. Its multi-dimensional nature has made its invocation 
very popular in national and international politics, among the 
academia, sociologists, political scientists and others. 

Human rights are those rights to which all human beings, per 
se, are entitled and can lay claims upon in society. 

The conceptualization of the content of human rights is a 
development of the 20th century, which continues into the new 
millennium. The central theme concentrates around the provision, 
protection and promotion of these rights. The UN Charter’s (United 
Nation, 1998: 5) reaffirmation of ‘faith in fundamental human 
rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in the equal 
rights of men and women and of nations large and small’ was the 
beginning of our quest for a universally guaranteed human rights 
charter for all citizens of the world. It is still the central plank of the 
debates on human rights. Major players in international politics 
have had an impact on the process of realization of these rights. 
Today, human rights has become a hugely contested domain. The 
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politics of human rights intervention globally has also re-opened 
many debates on the legitimacy of the pursuit of collective ideals 
and the limits of sovereignty in our post-globalized world today.

However, there are certain indicators that highlight the true 
value of human rights in the contemporary world.

•	 In post-war international politics (since 1945), there has 
been a landmark shift in focus, from ‘war politics’ to ‘aid 
politics’, termed as ‘aid diplomacy’. States and their people 
were ideologically divided into two blocs—the capitalist 
bloc versus the communist. All political, economic and 
military activities concentrated on ‘aid diplomacy’ to attract 
states towards these major blocs. The issues of development, 
democracy, human rights and good governance were 
temporarily sidetracked. The end of the Cold War in the 
1990s brought in much change and the world gradually 
realized, recognized and came to pursue the value and 
dignity of pursuing human rights goals as legitimate goals 
of national policy. Now, international relations and politics 
is characterized by its focus on human rights.

•	 A major breakthrough in the struggle for human rights 
was observed at the Vienna Declaration and Programme of 
Action. In this, UN World Conference on Human Rights, a 
new global action programme was finalized and adopted 
by the member states for the next century. Followed by a 
compact series of issue-based programmes, Vienna set the 
global human rights’ agenda into motion. Social integration, 
sustainable development, environment protection, gender 
equality are some significant issues in this context.

•	 The UN Declaration of Human Rights (1948) was reiterated 
again and again by the General Assembly of the UN as ‘a 
common standard of achievement for all peoples and all 
nations … by teaching and education to promote respect 
for these rights and freedoms …’ (United Nations, 1998: 
6). Accordingly, the member states pursued and planned 
human rights promotional policies. In India, too, major 
policy decisions were taken in this arena since the 1990s.
	 The National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) was 
established in 1993 which is contributing towards the 
provision, protection and promotion of human rights and 
freedoms in India. NHRC prepared the syllabi and the core 
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curricula of human rights–related teaching material for 
school, college and universities in India. Thus, articulation 
of human rights consciousness has increased among the 
new generation. Degree courses on human rights have 
been launched at educational institutes of higher learning 
to create human rights consciousness through value-based 
education.

•	 The Western conceptualization of rights and its focus on 
individualism is not generally acceptable and appreciated 
by the non-Western world. The cultural rejuvenation of 
nations and a general wave of enlightenment have led to 
a new perspective on rights and freedoms all over the 
world. Be it South Asia, South-East Asia or Central Asia, 
everywhere arguments for ‘cultural relativism’ are being 
offered to counter Western perspectives on human rights. 
‘Cultural relativism’, in simple words, implies the cultural 
peculiarities of a country and the values of a specific group 
of people. This doesn’t imply any disagreement on the 
significance of human rights, nor on the realization and 
promotion of the same.

13.1. Historical Landmarks

The development of the concept of human rights and freedoms 
is characterized by its focus on the nation state before the Second 
World War and a universal approach after the war.

In the first stage of development, the following are recognized 
as significant contributions towards the cause of rights:

•	 Magna Carta, 1215 (England)
•	 Bill of Rights, 1688 (England)
•	 Declaration of Independence, 1776 (the US)
•	 Rights of Man and the Citizen, 1789 (France)
•	 Declaration of the Rights of the working and the exploited 

people, 1918 (Russia)

Though these declarations focused on nation states and sanctified 
the rights and freedoms of their own people, they are still 
important landmarks. They set the pace for fighting against all 
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kinds of exploitation and oppression of the individual. The 
immediate result realized was in the form of specific liberties of 
citizens recognized by states through the law or by constitutional 
guarantees. The next phase of development starts with the end 
of the Second World War. The new era observed the emergence 
and later popularity of a more universalistic approach towards 
human rights issues. In this context, the first major development 
occurred in the form of the UN Charter, which determined:

To reaffirm faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and 
worth of the human person, in the equal rights of men and women 
and of nations large and small .... To establish conditions under 
which justice and respect for the obligations arising from treaties 
and other sources of international law can be maintained, and to 
promote, social progress and better standards of life in larger 
freedom. (United Nations, 2006: 3)

Accordingly, the governments of the respective states agreed 
to promote friendly relations and cooperation in solving their 
political, social, economic and other problems. Here, a student 
of international politics will closely observe how it has been 
interwoven with human rights and freedoms, how it has been 
made an integral part of governance and how human rights have 
been recognized as a focal point of international relations.

The world community experienced another milestone when 
the UN General Assembly adopted the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights in 1948 (see Box 13.1). It is a comprehensive 
scheme of rights which provides a starting point of any discussion 
on human rights today.

Box 13.1: Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Abbreviated), 
Adopted in 1948

Now, therefore, THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY proclaims this Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights as a common standard of achievement for all 
peoples and all nations, to the end that every individual and every organ 
of society, keeping this Declaration constantly in mind, shall strive by 
teaching and education to promote respect for these rights and freedoms:

Article 1	 Rights to Equality
Article 2	 Freedom from Discrimination 
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Article 3	 Right to Life, Liberty, Personal Security V 
Article 4 	 Right from Slavery 
Article 5 	 Right from Torture, Degrading Treatment
Article 6	 Right to Recognition as a Person before the Law
Article 7 	 Right to Equality before the Law 
Article 8 	 Right to Remedy by Competent Tribunal 
Article 9 	 Freedom from Arbitrary Arrest, Exile 
Article 10 	 Right to Fair Public Hearing 
Article 11 	 Right to be Considered Innocent until Proven Guilty 
Article 12 	 Freedom from Interference with Privacy, Family, House and 

Correspondence 
Article 13 	 Right to Free Movement in and out of the Country 
Article 14 	 Right to Asylum in Other Countries from Persecution 
Article 15 	 Right to a Nationality and Freedom to Change It 
Article 16 	 Right to Marriage and Family 
Article 17 	 Right to Own Property 
Article 18 	 Right to Belief and Religion 
Article 19 	 Right to Opinion and Information 
Article 20 	 Right to Peaceful Assembly and Association 
Article 21 	 Right to Participate in Government and in Free Elections 
Article 22 	 Right to Social Security 
Article 23 	 Right to Desirable Work and to Join Trade Unions 
Article 24 	 Right to Rest and Leisure 
Article 25	 Right to Adequate Living Standard 
Article 26 	 Right to Education
Article 27 	 Right to Participate in the Cultural Life of Community 
Article 28 	 Right to Social Order Assuring Human Rights 
Article 29 	 Community Duties Essential to Free and Full Development 
Article 30 	 Freedom from State or Personal Interference in the above 

Rights

Source: United Nations.

The subsequent years observed a chain of important documents 
on human rights adopted by international organizations. During 
this process, almost all significant features of human life were 
considered from a human rights’ perspective and made an integral 
part of international agreements. Of these, some are as follows:

•	 ICESCR: International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights; 1966 (enforced 1976)
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•	 ICCPR: International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
1966 (enforced 1976)

•	 The European Covenant on Human Rights, 1950 (enforced 
1953)

•	 The American Covenant on Human Rights, 1969 (enforced 
1978)

•	 The Helsinki Accords, 1975
•	 The African Charter on People’s and Human Rights, 1981 

(enforced 1986)

Merely signing of these treaties by the states is not an achievement 
but these have been the instruments in the formulation of state 
policies. The two most important covenants of 1966, as mentioned 
above, have been made legally binding on the states. International 
monitoring of human rights has also changed the perspective on 
human rights issues.

Though the national interest perceptions of major powers 
dominates international politics, the UN has always been a central 
arbiter. The UN has gained the status of an effective platform 
for human rights topics for discussion and policy decisions. The 
socio-economic and political milieu within nations still promotes 
injustice, indignity and inequality which are the biggest deterrents 
to the realization of human rights. The fundamental guarantor of 
the human rights of citizens will always be the constitutional-
legal rights regime of a state. International bodies can only act as 
promotional or watchdog agencies.

In such a complex environment, a large number of institutions, 
groups and individuals continue to strive towards the realization 
of a universal common standard of human dignity and welfare.

Box 13.2: UN Human Rights Instruments: Some Landmarks

There are various human rights instruments and UN declarations which 
the nations have pledged themselves to, in promoting human rights. Some 
prominent among them are:

The First, Second, Third and Fourth Geneva Conventions (dealing with 
conduct of war, treatment of prisoners and protection of civilians in war 
time) 

(1) � The Convention on Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of 
Genocide 
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13.2 New Dimensions of Individual Rights

Individualism is a product of Western political philosophy which 
perceives a person as an independent unit of society born with 
certain rights. His relationship with fellow beings as well as 
society may act as hindrances to the personal development of an 
individual. This conceptualization of individual rights continued 
to dominate the Western world for many centuries.

In the post-war era, individualism got new dimensions. 
Now, the authority of sovereign nation states accepts the legal 
obligations under various international treaties. Citizens are now 
treated according to international covenants which have been 
signed by states. The states and their governments are obliged to 
protect the rights and freedoms of their citizens. Such a common 
and universal standard of individuals’ treatment could not have 
been imagined up to the 19th century. The rights from infancy 
to old age have been recognized and followed by states, under 
certain covenants. This is the international human rights regime 
that exists today.

13.3 Universal versus Cultural Relativism

In the background of new dimensions to individualism, the very 
concept and meaning of specific human rights in Asian countries 

(2) � Convention on Political Rights of Women 
(3) � International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination (CERD) 
(4) � Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 

Against Women (CEDAW) 
(5) � Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel Inhuman and 

Degrading Treatment or Punishment 
(6) � International Convention on the Rights of the Child (CAT) 
(7) � The Convention Relating to the Status of Stateless Persons 
(8) � The Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. 
(9) � The Slavery Convention of 1926 and its Supplementary Convention 

Adopted in 1956.

Source: United Nations.
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differ from that of universalization of these rights. Though 
the Western developed world’s perspective dominates, some 
regional dimensions of human rights have been enshrined in the 
American, African, Arab and European Charters. The peculiar 
customs, traditions, cultural values and other features hardly find 
any representation in these universal covenants. Reflecting many 
variables, the culture of Asia has not been included in any regional 
framework regarding the content and compliance of basic rights. 
The issues of community development in most of the Asian states 
need an elaborate human rights system.

Since most developing states are suffering from extreme 
poverty and other socio-economic problems, there is an urgent 
need to reconsider the contents and issues of human rights from 
an Asian perspective. For instance, China, the most populated 
country of the world has its own peculiar socio-economic and 
ideological perspectives. In the name of individualism, the Chinese 
society will not accept the breaking away of its family system. 
It will also not welcome international monitoring of its human 
rights’ performance. There has been resistance to the ever-rising 
‘trade-based foreign policy’ instruments used by developed states 
towards China. Likewise, the cultural diversities of other Asian 
states like India, Indonesia, and so on, have reflected different 
understandings of human rights. This pluralistic approach differs 
from that of the universal common standards, though nobody 
denies the importance of these ‘universal’ rights.

The Chinese representative at the Vienna Conference (1993) 
raised the issue of plural co-existence of human rights regimes 
which directly or indirectly challenged the imposition of the 
Western model of liberal individualism. The remarks of the 
Chinese delegate at the Vienna Conference are notable:

The concept of human rights is a product of historical development. 
Countries at different stages of development or with different 
historical traditions and cultural backgrounds also have different 
understandings and practices of human rights. Thus, one should 
not and cannot think that the human rights standards and models 
of certain countries are the only proper ones and demand that all 
countries comply with them. It is neither realistic nor workable 
to make international economic assistance or even international 
cooperation conditional on them.
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In the Asian region, a reconciliation of the process of development 
and human rights may indeed be re-conceptualized. It would 
help in evolving a multi-cultural human rights regime that 
would contribute towards the realization of human rights of the 
common man. How can the peoples of the Third World enjoy the 
fruits of civil and political rights unless and until their survival 
is ensured under a pluralistic human rights regime? At present, 
socio-political and economic conditions are so country specific 
that the full realization of civil, political, social, economic and 
cultural rights of every human being seems impossible. Thus, the 
argument for ‘cultural relativism’ for human rights concepts and 
practices seem quite genuine and deserve serious consideration. 
It also needs an empathetic hearing to make the conceptualization 
of human rights truly universal.

13.4 Three Generations of Human Rights

The French Revolution (1789) lit the torch of freedom and generated 
an irresistible momentum with its slogan, ‘Liberty, Equality and 
Fraternity’. Its remarkable contribution towards the development 
of human rights was realized by future generations. It also set an 
order of priority in case of rights consistent with the requirements 
of human kind. This scale of priority was universalized under 
the intense and widespread support of the UN as international 
standards to be followed by member states. The very first part of 
the French Revolutionary slogan, that is, ‘Liberty’ was considered 
crucial in the understanding of human rights and their proper 
growth. Accordingly, civil and political rights are now universally 
recognized as first generation rights, reflected in the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 1966.

Another content of the French Revolution’s slogan was ‘Equality’, 
which symbolizes all types of economic, social and cultural rights. 
These rights are essential for the overall development of human 
beings. These rights are second generation rights, adopted by 
the UN General Assembly in 1966 as International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR).

As innumerable groups constitute the human kind, group 
or collective rights generate fraternity and brotherhood among 
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varieties of human population. So, the third part of the French 
Revolution slogan, that is, ‘Fraternity’, reflects the third generation 
rights. The Third World or the developing states are asking for 
these rights from their developed counterparts. In the context of 
international relations, these three generation of rights are being 
taken up by diplomats and foreign policy makers for debate and 
discussion in the international fora.

13.5 �Democracy, Development and  
Human Rights

The campaign for human rights has affected and counter-affected 
international relations in a multitude of ways. Since the Second 
World War, the Allied Powers successfully maintained their 
hegemony over international affairs by the use of economic and 
military superiority. Meanwhile, struggle for power divided them 
into two blocs on the basis of their respective ideologies, that is, 
the capitalist versus the communist bloc. The capitalists or the 
Western bloc was determined to promote and develop democracy 
in the world and, therefore, offered aid to developing states for 
their development on certain political conditions. The communist 
bloc, led by the USSR, mobilized its allies in favour of spreading 
communism and structured their foreign policies accordingly. 
Termed as ‘Cold War’, this phase of international affairs was 
realized to be as disastrous as any war among nations.

In the name of peace and security, the US insisted on the 
development of democracy and the need for development of 
poor states as a major plank of its international policy. On the 
other hand, the USSR also wrapped foreign policy matters within 
the cover of socialism and socialist democracy. Thus, the two 
superpowers got involved in a fierce competition that threatened 
the freedoms of the human kind.

During 1970s, a major political development termed as 
‘détente’ occurred and the two superpowers had diplomatic 
talks at Helsinki (Finland) to resolve their conflicts in the interest 
of world peace and security. The US, with the overwhelming 
support of France, UK and Canada, succeeded in getting human 
rights observance recognized in international norms of behaviour 
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even by the communist states. Accordingly, some common 
international standards were also recognized by the Soviet bloc, 
which strengthened the cause of human rights everywhere. 
Subsequently, the goals of democracy, development and human 
rights were recognized as the foundations of foreign policy making. 
Not only this, these dialogues between the two superpowers 
helped in the promotion and growth of democratic governments 
and institutions, political pluralism and in the institutionalization 
of human rights.

Interestingly, the emergence of human rights to a primary 
position in the conduct of international relations changed the 
whole scenario of world politics. For developing societies, 
another phase of struggle against foreign domination began as 
their development continued to depend upon the aid policies of 
the West. Human rights, thus, got political strings to influence, 
mould and frame foreign policies.

13.6 �Vienna Declaration on  
Human Rights, 1993

The major political upheaval in the disintegration of the USSR 
and the ongoing process of peace and security in Europe 
coincided with the finalization of the human rights documents 
as common international standards in the history of human 
rights. At this juncture, the Vienna Declaration on Human Rights, 
1993, reconfirmed all the documents on the subject resolved and 
adopted by the UN. With the active support of all member states, 
international obligations of member states have been recognized 
by this Declaration.

Following are the main features of this historic convention:

•	 It was proclaimed that all human rights are universal, 
indivisible, interdependent and interrelated. The 171 
signatory states unequivocally stated that human rights 
had become ‘the legitimate concern of the international 
community’.

•	 For the first time, the significance of national and international 
particularities and various historical, cultural and religious 
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backgrounds was recognized and it was considered the 
duty of states, regardless of their political, economic and 
cultural systems, to promote and protect all human rights 
and fundamental freedoms.

•	 Another landmark of the Vienna Declaration was the linkage 
established between democracy, development and respect 
for human rights and fundamental freedoms. These were 
proclaimed as interdependent and mutually reinforcing.

•	 Right to development was affirmed as an important human 
right which should be attainable in a democracy. Since then, 
efforts have been made to formulate an internationally 
acceptable right to development and implement the same 
by the states in their respective regions.

•	 The Vienna Declaration also established an international 
standard by insisting on the right of the international 
community to be concerned with human rights.

•	 A very significant feature of this Declaration was regarding 
women’s rights, which was never debated with so much 
concern. It was stated that states will focus on the areas of 
domestic violence involving women and will be accountable 
to the international community. Other types of societal 
violations like racism, ethnic cleansing, genocide, xenophobia 
and so on, were also stated to be the states’ responsibility, to 
be checked and taken seriously.

•	 At Vienna, 171 states pledged to promote a special variety of 
education, that is, human rights education, through public 
policies. They also affirmed the need to create extensive 
public awareness of their rights and propagate the cause. 
Another key issue of eradication of poverty and hunger was 
also taken up as a major duty of states.

13.7 Human Rights Interventions

The inclusion of human rights on the global agenda has brought in 
several other issues to the forefront: issues of domestic jurisdiction 
and national sovereignty in case of international ‘humanitarian’ 
interventions. A view has emerged that the international 
community may have an obligation to intervene in order to protect 
human rights—inalienable rights accorded to every individual 
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by virtue of his or her humanity—in situations where sovereign 
states fail to do so or are themselves responsible for the violations 
of human rights. Until recent decades, it was taken for granted 
that governmental behaviour towards its own citizens falls within 
the purview of ‘domestic jurisdiction’ and therefore other states 
cannot intervene in such matters. No longer is this the case. Not 
only the UN and other international organizations on behalf of 
the international community, but NGOs are increasingly willing 
to disregard sovereignty in order to voice their concern, to protect 
or restore human rights to ensure that citizens are not abused by 
their political regimes.

It was the increasing use of violence in 20th-century warfare 
(both interstate and intrastate) and its severely negative impacts in 
the lives of citizens (especially the Holocaust), that prompted the 
victors to hold the Nuremberg and Tokyo trials. These trials were 
significant because they established the principle that individuals 
could be held accountable by the world community for their 
actions even when those actions were ordered by superiors in the 
political or military regime hierarchy.

This new concept of ‘crimes against humanity’ and the 
argument that not only states but individual members of the 
government or defence personnel could be charged with these 
crimes established the position that decision-makers at all levels 
had to distinguish between legitimate acts of warfare and criminal 
violence and brutality. The murder of six million Jews—like the 
later ‘ethnic cleansing’ in Bosnia and Kosovo and genocide in 
Rwanda—came to be regarded by the international community as 
deplorable violations of human rights and a principle established 
that wartime action by a sovereign state, or individuals involved 
in criminal acts could be tried and punished not only by other 
sovereign states but by outside tribunals as well.

Thus, both the Nuremberg and Tokyo trials established the notion 
of individual responsibility but also limited state sovereignty in 
using violence. In addition to the Geneva Convention that bound 
states with the obligation to treat non-combatants and prisoners of 
war humanely, they also had an international obligation to follow 
the principle of ‘universal’ human rights, even in the treatment 
of their own citizens. For the first time, the global regulation of 
violence through international law entered the realm of the state’s 
domestic jurisdiction—the use of violence by states within its own 
boundaries.



350  l  Mehtab Manzar

Since the Second World War, UN conventions, international and 
regional human rights tribunals have reinforced and expanded the 
Nuremberg precedent. In May 1996, the first international criminal 
court since Nuremberg, the International Criminal Tribunal 
was convened in the Hague, where former Yugoslav President 
Milosevic was indicted for war crimes. An additional step was 
taken in Rome in 1998 to establish a permanent International 
Criminal Court (ICC) to try individuals charged with genocide, 
war crimes and crimes against humanity.

13.8 �Protection of Human Rights: 
Challenges Ahead

The intended goal of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
as a ‘common standard of achievement for all peoples’ is still a 
dream yet to come true. The role and scope of the UN’s actions 
in the promotion and protection of human rights has expanded 
enormously during the last six decades. Consciousness about the 
rights has also increased widely. Large numbers of individuals, 
organizations, agencies as well as states are involved in the 
task. Under the collective efforts of the UN, global standards 
of acceptable national behaviour have been set. States now feel 
obliged to play an active and supportive role for the realization of 
human rights and freedoms. A number of UN-funded programmes 
have been enacted to eradicate extreme poverty and illiteracy, 
malnutrition and ill health. Several funds and donations by 
individuals, organizations and states have been used to improve 
common standards of human life. People’s awareness has also 
increased. Democratic governments have been established and 
the move to democratize institutions continues. The work of non-
governmental organizations has immensely contributed towards 
the popularization of human rights.

But hurdles, too, are many. The realization of a common 
standard of human rights is still a challenging task. Even violations 
of human rights have increased many times than before. ‘Ethnic 
cleansing’ has taken disastrous forms in many parts of Asia and 
Africa. Fascist political regimes exist in many regions. Racial 
discrimination is being nurtured in suburban areas of even 
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developed societies. The gulf between the poor and the rich has 
widened. Eradication of poverty is yet to be achieved though 
the Millennium Development Goals have been spelt out by UN 
members. The developing societies face financial challenges to 
realize equal economic rights for their peoples. The third generation 
rights or the right to development, right to clean environment, 
and so on, seem far too difficult to be achieved. Extreme lack of 
resources, infrastructure, political willingness, illiteracy and ill 
health have posed many challenges to the undeveloped world.

Still, under the leadership of the UN, hopes for the realization, 
protection and promotion of human rights are being kept alive. 
A world of democracy, human rights and development requires 
political and economic pressure on the states, NGOs and others 
involved in these actions directly as well as indirectly. The 
international pressure on the developed countries to act with 
more responsibility and accountability must be generated. More 
commitments by the Western world will definitely improve 
the situation, in particular, of human rights. Legal measures to 
enforce human rights and documentation of effective laws need 
serious efforts on the part of the actors and agencies.

Through ratification of international human rights treaties, 
governments undertake to put into place, the domestic policies 
and legislation compatible with their treaty obligations. Where 
domestic legal proceedings fail to address human rights abuses, 
redressal mechanisms for individual complaints are available at 
the regional and international levels to ensure that international 
standards are implemented at the local level. The principle of 
universality of human rights is the cornerstone of international 
human rights law. The 1993 Vienna World Conference on Human 
Rights noted that it is the duty of states to promote and protect 
all human rights and fundamental freedoms, irrespective of their 
political, economic and cultural system. 

13.9 Conclusion

The post–Second World War era witnessed reconstruction 
of mutual trust as the most desirable human activity in that 
environment of massive destruction—both human and material. 
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The establishment of the UN by the winners of the Second 
World War conceptualized desired trends in world politics. The 
relations among the nations were streamlined in a well-planned 
manner which also established Western dominance on foreign 
affairs. Meanwhile, the dignity and worth of the individual 
got wide recognition by the UN member states. Since then, the 
interdependence of nations has been increasing day by day. 
Under such circumstances, the significance of human rights has 
also immensely increased.

The major cause of democracy and development have been 
integrated with the concern for human rights. Now, international 
relations has recognized human rights as a major issue of concern. 
Under the UN, the creation of a comprehensive body of human 
rights law is one of the greatest achievements of the organization. 
A wide range of human rights—from first to second and now to 
third generation—have been conceptualized and documented, 
which all nations can operationalize. These instruments include 
civil, political, economic, social, cultural, rights as well as the 
right to development and the right to a clean environment. The 
struggle is spread over a long period of time and there are many 
challenges and threats in the path of realization, promotion and 
protection of human rights.
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The Global Environment:  
Issues and Debates
Rumki Basu

Learning Objectives

l	 To understand the wide range of agreements, institutions and regimes 
that have developed for international environmental governance

l	 To comprehend the contested issues in the global environment debate 
between the developed and the developing nations

l	 To understand that environmental issues (global and local) are intimately 
linked to the dynamics of political decision-making and economic 
processes

l	 To understand the politics of global environmental negotiations and the 
difficulties in operationalizing the concept of sustainable development

Abstract

Environmental awareness and concerns emerged in the late 1960s and 
since the 1970s, a wide range of agreements, institutions and regimes 
for international environmental governance have developed. The global 
environment debate is often seen as a debate between the developed and the 
developing countries on issues of economic growth versus environmental 
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sustainability. Virtually all environmental issues (global or local) are 
intimately linked to the dynamics of political decision-making and 
economic processes. Since the late 1980s, and particularly since the Rio 
Summit of 1992, many international political processes have engaged 
with the linked issues of development and environment and the contested 
domain of sustainable development. Although established perspectives 
within international relations theory provide important insights into the 
character and outcomes of such activities, global environmental issues 
raise serious challenges for public policies of states. An understanding of 
the causes and impacts of global environmental change is an urgent task 
in order to improve knowledge of how to develop effective responses. This 
chapter examines phases in the development of environmental regimes 
and the contested issues in the global environmental debate between the 
developed and the developing countries in the last three decades. The 
primary challenge of the 21st century is to shape patterns of development 
to promote sustainability that includes preserving biodiversity and pre-
empting damaging climate change.

The state of the global environment remained substantially 
unaffected by the impact of human activity throughout most 
of history. Today, the world population is estimated to be over 
six billion and the story has changed. The human impact of this 
enormous size of the world’s population is now truly being felt on 
the whole global system. There is not one, but multiple, problems of 
the environment. All of these can be linked to the consequences of 
human activity, which cumulatively have had a deleterious effect 
on the human environment. Besides other anticipated problems, 
the most haunting one is that of chronic shortage of food. Since 
the world population is growing at a rate of a little less than 2 per 
cent a year, it will touch 11 billion by the last decade of the 21st 
century, a daunting thought indeed. The next issue is that of global 
warming, which has attracted so much attention that it seems to be 
the major issue of the global environment. There is now sufficient 
scientific evidence to suggest that the world is getting warmer 
primarily because of the side effects of industrial production 
and agro practices, wherein various gases—particularly carbon 
dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide and water vapour—are released 
into the atmosphere. This is known as the greenhouse effect. These 
trap heat, which would otherwise have escaped but will now 
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raise the temperature of the earth. The consequences that follow 
are the rising of sea levels and the probable increase in violent 
and destructive storms. Among the factors that aggravate global 
warming is deforestation, an ongoing global phenomenon. Forests 
are being cut down primarily for the sake of human habitat, or to 
increase farming land. Plants, including trees, breathe in carbon 
dioxide and breathe out oxygen. The net reduction worldwide of 
forest cover is more than the effort to plant trees. Deforestation is 
also linked with problems of biodiversity.1

Forests are natural habitats for animal and plant life; with the 
loss of terrain, many species become extinct. Another problem is 
the reduction in the ozone layer, which envelops the earth at a 
height between 10 and 35 kilometres, that keeps harmful radiation 
down to levels that the present living in habitants of the earth can 
tolerate. This layer is being damaged by the use of chemicals on 
the earth such as the chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs).2 

Other problems concern natural resources and fossil fuels 
that will be depleted after a period of time. Coal, petrol and 
gas extraction have deleterious effects on the environment. 
All of these are global problems and can be solved only by 
intergovernmental efforts, which puts them firmly in the ambit 
of IR. Since the late 1960s, awareness of the risks and impact 
of a wide range of international environmental problems has 
increased greatly. Since that time, it has become clear that most 
of the world’s seas and oceans are overfished. Soil is being 
degraded and eroded on a massive scale throughout the world. 
Forests are being denuded, for example, the area of tropical 
rainforest has reduced by over 50 per cent since 1950 and the 
process continues unabated. As a result, thousands of plant and 
animal species are probably becoming extinct each year. The 
dumping of waste products into the sea, air and land means the 
pollution of habitat and atmosphere on an unprecedented scale. 
In addition, with sewage and oil spills, these have seriously 

1 Biodiversity is the range of life forms on our planet, as seen in the variety of 
living organisms and the range of ecological communities. During the last century, 
erosion of biodiversity, in terms of extinction of plant and animal species, has been 
increasingly observed.

2 The aerosol propellants, refrigerant fluids and farm-blowing agents are 
members of chlorofluorocarbons known by a trade name Freon.
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damaged sea and river environments. Acid rain,3 stratospheric 
ozone depletion, and climate change are major regional or global 
problems arising from atmospheric pollution.

There are several senses in which the environment can be said 
to have become a global issue. Some environmental problems are 
intrinsically global. CFCs released into the atmosphere contribute 
to ozone layer depletion irrespective of where they are emitted 
just as carbon dioxide emissions. Second, many other problems 
are inherently transnational in that by their very nature, they 
cross state boundaries, for example, omission of sulphur dioxide 
by one state will be carried by winds and waters as acid rain on 
other countries. Wastes dumped into an enclosed sea affect all 
littoral states. Even problems that are relatively local or national 
in scale may concurrently be faced in so many countries that 
they start having a global resonance, for example, unsustainable 
agricultural practices, soil erosion, deforestation and so on. Lastly, 
some problems relate to the exploitation of the global commons, 
such as the oceans, deep sea bed, atmosphere and outer space. The 
effects are global, and the problems can only be tackled through 
cooperation on a global scale. However, the scientific evidence 
concerning such processes is still subject to scholarly dispute—
and the time horizon so seemingly distant that these issues do not 
move to the forefront of debates in the international arena. 

There are many questions in tackling global environmental 
issues. Which groups can promote and which can obstruct moves 
to combat environmental problems, such as global warming? What 
is the role of states versus the private sector firms, individuals 
and pressure groups? When there is no global authority, any 
action has to involve the coordination of actions by international 
organizations in which states are likely to be significant actors. 
The problem is how to restrict industrial production to levels 
consistent with a sustainable environment, even though this is 
smaller than the level the firms would produce in the interests 
of profit. Thus, actors have to act against their own, individual 
self-interest in the short and long run as well as a matter of policy, 
which is not easy, unless we have farsighted and wise national 

3 Production of carbonic, hydrochloric and sulphuric acids that fall to earth 
mixed with rain water, thus, increasing the acidity of soils, lakes and streams and 
killing fish, trees and other forest plant life.
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political regimes—it is states that will impose laws and extract 
compliance. Individual firms within a state may break laws in 
the interest of profit and states themselves may break laws if they 
believe that by doing so, it helps their national economies.

There are efforts to try to combat and contain environmental 
problems by international agreements and environmental 
regimes.4 If one country does not cut back on unsustainable forms 
of economic activity while the others do, that country will have an 
advantage. Similarly, poor countries hard pressed with domestic 
compulsions may prioritize economic development ahead of fears 
of long-term environmental damage. Thus, any success that will 
be achieved in environmental negotiations will only be possible 
with all parties agreeing to cut back on destructive activities. The 
most recent agreement was the Kyoto Protocol signed in Japan 
in 1997 by 160 countries. Thirty-eight countries, including the 
US, agreed to reduce their greenhouse gases (GHG) by 5.2 per 
cent below the 1990 levels by 2012. The US agreed to reduce them 
by 7 per cent and the countries of the European Union by 8 per 
cent. However, after 2001, the new US administration declined to 
go ahead with the Protocol. The US produces about one quarter 
of the world’s greenhouse gases, and this withdrawal was the 
result of pressure from domestic business interests, who wanted 
a competitive advantage over the more constrained European 
industries.

14.1 �Global Environmental Negotiations:  
A Brief History

The Stockholm Conference (1972) was a catalytic event in the 
growth of the global environmental movement. It was the first 
time when the political, social and economic problems of the global 
environment were discussed at an intergovernmental forum with 
a view to actually taking corrective measures in terms of policy. 

4 An international environmental regime is an international agreement or social 
institution with more or less agreed upon principles, norms, rules, decision-making 
procedures and programmes that govern the activities and shape the expectations 
of actors in a specific environmental issue area.
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It had several important consequences. First, the conference was 
the greatest acknowledgement of the fact that environment had 
become a matter of global concern. Before Stockholm, developed 
countries largely determined environmental priorities; after 
Stockholm, the needs of least developed and developing countries 
became a key factor in determining international policy. Third, the 
presence of so many non-governmental organizations (NGOs) at 
the conference marked the beginning of a new and more insistent 
role for non-governmental bodies. Finally, the most tangible 
outcome was the creation of the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP). Creation of a new, international organization 
to handle the focus of a new interest in global responses to global 
problems on the environment was a wise decision of the global 
community.

The second wave of the global environmental movement since 
the 1980s gave birth to an interest in understanding the economic 
and political components of environmental issues. These were 
better comprehended and better addressed than in the earlier 
decades. The major landmarks of this period were the World 
Commission on Environment and Development (1986), Rio 
Conference (1992), Kyoto Protocol (1997) and the Johannesburg 
Summit (2002).

The World Commission on Environment and Development 
is popularly known as the Brundtland Commission. It firmly 
linked the economy and environment through its promotion of 
‘sustainable development’.5 It defines ‘sustainable development’ 
as development to be both economically and environmentally 
sound so that the needs of the world’s current population could 
be met without jeopardizing those of the future generations. 
Part of the commission’s mandate was to explore new methods 
of international cooperation that would foster understanding of 
the concept of sustainable development and allow it to develop 
further. To that end, it promoted a major international conference 
held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 known as the Earth Summit. Three 
new conventions were agreed at the Rio Conference besides 

5 It refers to programmes that maintain an appropriate balance between economic 
development, social development and environmental protection. In practice, this 
is a contested concept in that groups with differing political, economic, social and 
environmental perspectives disagree about its exact meaning.
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Agenda 21. Each of these came rapidly in force but the process of 
making these conventions effective has proved a long-term task.

The outcomes of Rio can be summarized as follows:

•	 The Framework Convention6 on Climate Change (FCCC): 
It emphasized the role of developed countries in the 
production of greenhouse gases, who agreed to take steps 
to cut greenhouse gas emissions to 1990 levels by the year 
2000. The Rio Convention established—though not legally 
binding—the principle that climate change was a serious 
issue that needed policy action by all states. The most 
important obligations in the FCCC are that parties must 
provide regular reports on their national greenhouse gas 
emissions and measures taken to limit such emissions. 
It came into force from 1994 after 153 states signed the 
convention.

•	 The Convention on Biological Diversity: This was negotiated 
under the auspices of UNEP and came into force from 1993 
after being signed by 155 states. The developing countries 
had the maximum type of species that needed to be protected 
while the developed countries had a virtual monopoly of 
Research and Development (R&D) in biotechnology and, 
therefore, wanted a strict patents regime. Efforts were 
aimed at reaching a compromise between the needs of the 
two sides. Parties must develop plans to protect biodiversity 
and to submit reports that will be internationally reviewed. 
The principles clarifying states’ sovereign rights to genetic 
resources on their territory were highly contentious, though 
such rights were affirmed in highly qualified terms.

•	 Agenda 21: This agenda was meant to ensure that the concept 
of sustainable development became an important principle of 
the UN by integrating the goals of environmental protection 
and economic development, based on local community and 

6 The conventions on climate change and bio-diversity were framework norms, 
institutions and procedures for coordinated international actions, including 
procedures for regularly reviewing commitments and for strengthening or 
revising them and developing other rules and institutions of the regime as deemed 
appropriate by the parties. However, the initial obligations on parties in the 
convention were weak.
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free market principles. It is a 400-page document with 40 
chapters aiming at providing a programme of action for 
sustainable development. The Global Environment Facility 
is to provide agreed incremental costs to help developing 
countries implement Agenda 21.

•	 The Forest Principle: It emphasized the sovereign right 
of individual states to exploit forest resources within the 
general principles of forest protection and management. 

The Rio Conference also gave birth to the Kyoto Protocol, 
which brought out the tensions between global environmental 
management and the national needs of economic development of 
individual countries. At the core of the 1997 Kyoto Protocol are 
legally binding commitments by industrialized states to limit their 
greenhouse gas emissions. These negotiations clearly displayed 
the differences between the developed and the developing 
countries and how outcomes were diluted by the need to reach 
consensus among the participatory states. Despite the signing of 
the Kyoto Protocol, its success has not been spectacular due to the 
withdrawal of the US from its commitments and the opposition 
of Australia in particular. The Kyoto Protocol requires the nation 
states to commit themselves to a reduction in their emissions 
of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases. It divides states 
into two categories: (a) Annex 1—developed countries (b) Annex 
2—developing countries. There was agreement about ‘common 
but differentiated responsibilities’ of the two categories of states. 
The agreement explicitly states that the Annex 1 countries have 
to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by an average of 5 per 
cent below their 1990 levels. The agreement came into force on 
16 February 2005. To achieve this agreement, a number of so-
called flexibility mechanisms were established in the Protocol, 
for example, Joint Implementation (allowing industrialized states 
to share the credit for emission reductions achieved in specific 
joint projects), Emissions Trading (allowing industrialized states 
to exchange part of their national emission allowances) and the 
Clean Development Mechanism (allowing industrialized states to 
obtain emission credits for financing approved climate-friendly 
projects in developing countries). Till date, 169 countries have 
signed the agreement. India signed and ratified the Protocol in 
August 2002. Since India is exempted from the framework of the 
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treaty, it is expected to gain from the Protocol in terms of transfer 
of technology and related foreign investments. India has pointed 
out that the per capita emission rates of the developing countries 
are a tiny fraction of those in the developed world. Following 
the principle of ‘common but differentiated responsibility’, India 
maintains that the major responsibility of curbing emission rests 
with the developed countries, which have accumulated emissions 
over a long period of time. 

After Rio, the United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development was held in Johannesburg in 2002. However, as an 
implementation focused summit, Johannesburg did not produce 
a particularly dramatic outcome or lay down any magic formula. 
It only led to a realization that practical and sustained steps were 
needed to address many of the world’s pressing environmental 
crises. Some important new targets were established, such as the 
need to reduce the proportion of people without access to basic 
sanitation into half by 2015, to use and produce chemicals by 2020 
in ways that do not lead to significant adverse effects on human 
health and the environment, to maintain or restore depleted fish 
stocks to levels that can produce the maximum sustainable yield 
on an urgent basis by 2015 and to achieve by 2010 a significant 
reduction in the current rate of loss of biological diversity.

14.2 �Global Regime for Addressing Climate 
Change

In response to the concerns about the potential impact of 
accumulated and rising stock of GHG emissions and the need 
to address climate change, an international regime of action 
was agreed to by the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC), 1992. The convention seeks to 
achieve stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations in the 
atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic 
interference with the climate system. The convention affirms 
that climate change is a global problem requiring global efforts 
from all countries, but also recognizes the primary contribution 
of the developed countries to the high stock of carbon dioxide 
emissions in the atmosphere, and expects the developed countries 
to necessarily take the lead. As per the principle of ‘common 
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but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities’, 
developing countries, including India, have no obligation to 
reduce the greenhouse gas emissions. The convention recognizes 
that economic and social development and poverty eradication are 
the first and overriding priorities of the developing countries, and 
that, in course of meeting the developmental needs, the emissions 
of developing countries are bound to rise. Any mitigation action by 
the developing countries must, therefore, be taken in the context 
of sustainable development and in consistency with their national 
priorities. Further, the convention also recognizes that the extent 
to which developing countries will effectively implement their 
commitments, that is, take actions to mitigate emissions under 
the convention will depend on the effective implementation by 
developed countries of their commitments relating to provision 
of financial resources and transfer of technology. 

All industrialized countries are required under the Convention 
to have binding commitments to reduce their emissions. The 
Kyoto Protocol was signed by the parties to UNFCCC in 1997 to 
agree on quantified and specific emission reduction targets for 
each of the 37 industrialized countries that are listed in Annex-I of 
the convention. The Kyoto Protocol lays down binding quantified 
emission reduction targets for all industrialized countries for the 
first commitment period 2008–12, although the US, the world’s 
biggest emitter of greenhouse gases, did not ratify the Kyoto 
Protocol. 

In international negotiations conducted under the UNFCCC, 
the industrialized countries have called upon developing countries 
to contribute to the global effort to address climate change. 
Specifically, it has been suggested that while the developed 
countries will take appropriate emission reduction targets in the 
mid-term, the developing countries should follow a low carbon 
development path and deviate in terms of GHG emission from 
business as usual scenario. It has also been suggested that the 
developing countries should place their domestic mitigation 
actions at the same level of international review as the mitigation 
commitments of developed countries. Implicit in the arguments 
of the developed countries is the suggestion that the international 
support for adaptation to and mitigation of climate change in 
developing countries will depend on willingness of developing 
countries to subject their national action plans to review and 
progress in terms of low carbon development.
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14.3 The Global Environment Debate

Today, nearly half of the world’s 6 billion people live on less than 
$2 per day and between 1 and 2 billion people do not have access 
to safe drinking water. Three million people die each year from 
water-borne diseases. According to the 2009 Human Development 
Report, 54 countries became poorer during the 1990s. While the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) include halving the 
proportion of people living in extreme poverty by 2015, there is 
an implicit acceptance that countries in sub-Saharan Africa will 
not reach the goals for poverty eradication until 2147, and for child 
mortality until 2167. Yet, there are no plans for major international 
investment in developing countries, especially for essential 
infrastructure related to, for example, water and sewage treatment, 
education and healthcare.

The issue of economic growth versus environmental 
conservation can also be seen as a debate between the developed 
countries versus the developing ones. Industrial countries such 
as the US and other countries of Europe have depended upon 
large-scale polluting industries for their economic growth 
and development. Now, they fear that uncontrolled economic 
development in the developing world will lead to environmental 
pollution and degradation. They point out that deforestation 
threatens biodiversity while heavy industry adds to more pollution 
and demands more energy, often produced from burning fossil 
fuels such as coal. 

Developing countries such as India, China7 and Brazil have 
to make industrialization and economic development a priority 
because they have to support their growing populations. 
Developing countries must address their current developmental 
problems; they cannot afford to worry about future environmental 
disasters. They also point out that as First World countries are 

7 China has dramatically reduced its emissions growth rate, now just half its 
economic growth rate, through slower population growth, energy efficiency 
improvements, fuel switching from coal to natural gas, and afforestation. Emissions 
growth has been reduced over the past three decades by an estimated 250 million 
tonnes of carbon per year, about one third of China’s current emissions. Continued 
policies for economic reform, efficiency and environmental protection could 
reduce emissions growth by an additional 500 million tonnes a year in 2020.
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most to blame for current environmental damage and are the 
major polluters, it is unfair to demand that developing nations 
limit their own growth to solve these problems. We cannot expect 
developing nations to share the ‘green’ concerns of developed 
countries when they are faced with cyclical poverty and a constant 
battle for survival. 

According to the developed world, a vast amount of natural 
resources has already been endangering the earth’s carrying 
capacity. In any case, poverty and environmental damage are 
often linked. Destroying forests leaves people nowhere to go, 
except urban slums. Polluted water can lead to crop failures. 
Climate change will turn fertile fields into desert and flood coastal 
areas where hundreds of millions live. Developing countries have 
to choose sustainable development if they want a future for their 
people.

The industrialized world’s emphasis on ‘green issues’ is seen 
as undue interference by the developing countries: a view that 
contributes to a great divide between the First and Third Worlds. 
The developing countries believe it is a deliberate attempt to stop 
possible economic competitors. The US and European Union (EU) 
have already put high tariffs (import taxes) on products made 
cheaply in developing countries (for example, canned tomatoes, 
shoes), which could be sold in America or Europe. By delimiting 
the development of profitable but polluting industries like steel or 
oil refineries, some emerging powers in the developing world are 
being forced to remain economically backward. Obviously, the 
world would be better if all nations stuck to strict environmental 
rules. The reality is that for many nations, such rules are not in 
their interests. For example, closing China’s huge Capital Iron 
and Steelworks, a major source of pollution, would cost 40,000 
jobs. The equal application of strict environmental policies would 
create huge barriers to economic progress, at a risk to political 
stability.

Industrialized states opine that rapid industrialization does not 
necessarily over-pressurize the environment. Scientific advances 
have made industries much less polluting. Developing countries 
can learn from the environmental mistakes of the developed world 
and more from recent disasters in communist countries such as 
China and the former USSR. For example, efficient new steelworks 
use much less water, raw materials and power, while producing 
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much less pollution than traditional factories. Nuclear-generating 
plants can provide more energy than coal while contributing far 
less to global warming. Alternative, renewable types of energy 
such as solar, wind and hydro-power should be explored.

The developing world reports that it is hypocritical for rich 
developed countries to demand that poorer nations make 
conservation their priority. After all, they became developed in 
the first place by polluting their environment in the industrial 
revolution. Now that they have cut down their own trees, polluted 
their water sources and poured billions of tonnes of carbon into the 
air, they are in no position to tell others to behave differently. In 
any case, as countries become richer, they become more concerned 
about the environment, and can afford to do something about it. 
For developing countries, conservation can therefore wait until 
they are more prosperous.

Developed countries argue that nations are losing more from 
pollution than they are gaining from industrialization. China is 
a perfect example. The last 20 years of economic development in 
globalized China have created chronic air and water pollution. 
This has increased health problems and resulted in annual 
losses to farmers of crops worth billions. Uncontrolled growth 
is, therefore, not only bad for the environment, it also makes no 
economic sense. Climate change will affect the whole planet, not 
just the developed world. In fact, it is likely to have particularly 
terrible effects on developing countries as sea levels rise, deserts 
advance, and natural disasters become more common. It is no 
use if Europe reduces its emissions into the atmosphere while 
unchecked growth in China and India leads to much greater 
overall pollution. Instead, developed countries need to transfer 
‘greener’ technologies to the developing world, and partially 
subsidize their environmental protection efforts. 

Scientific progress has made people too confident in their 
abilities to control their environment. In just half a century, the 
world’s nuclear industry has had at least four serious accidents: 
Windscale (UK, 1957), Three Mile Island (US, 1979), Chernobyl 
(USSR, 1986) and in Japan in 2011. The nuclear power industry 
still cannot store its waste safely. Hydro-power sounds great but 
damming rivers is itself damaging to the environment. It also 
forces large numbers of people off their land and creates ecological 
refugees.
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We now have the knowledge to feed the world’s increasing 
population without harming the environment. Genetically 
modified crops can benefit the developing world by requiring 
much less water, fertilizer or pesticide use while giving better 
yields. This seems like an example of economic development 
leading to environmental benefits. However, in the short run, such 
hybrid crops can cause environmental problems by crowding out 
native plants and the wildlife which relies on them. The farmer 
growing hybrid crops must buy costly new seed every year 
because it cannot be saved to plant the following year’s crops. 
As a result, fertile lands may lie idle and unploughed, resulting 
in droughts and desertification. Therefore, knowledge can be a 
double-edged weapon.

In conclusion, looking at both sides of the debate it seems fairly 
evident that economic development has always taken priority 
over environmental concerns in both the First and Third Worlds. 
Economic growth, even at the expense of some environmental 
damage, has been sought to be justified by the need to feed 
the rising world population and removal of poverty has been 
prioritized over every other concern.

14.4 �The Politics of Environmental 
Negotiations

The 1992 Rio Conference was widely regarded as a success. 
However, its real impact could only be felt as to how the earth 
summit agreements and conventions were subsequently 
developed and implemented. In order to achieve agreement 
for these conventions to be signed in time, it was felt necessary 
for many contentious issues to be sidestepped or diluted. Thus, 
many key rules, institutions and procedures remained to be 
worked out before the convention could even begin to operate. 
Indeed, in the case of the Biodiversity Convention, even the aims 
and priorities of the agreement remained unclear. However, 
the three earth summit conventions came into force remarkably 
quickly—all within two years of being signed. In many respects, 
the early progress in implementing commitments in the Climate 
Convention was amazing. Developed country parties mostly 
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prepared detailed national reports on their national greenhouse 
gas emissions, their projected future emissions and their policies 
and measures to reduce them. These reports were internationally 
reviewed in detail, in a way that established promising precedents 
for the future. However, the lack of legally binding commitments 
to limit emissions caused wide concern. 

In this context, negotiations for a Kyoto Protocol, including 
more stringent commitments for industrial states, were bound to 
be difficult, and this was precisely the case. All oil-exporting OPEC 
countries—their nominal allies in the G77 group of developing 
countries—campaigned strongly against any substantial 
commitments for developed countries, fearing that emission-
reduction measures would reduce demand for oil, and thus 
threaten their incomes. Similarly, the EU and some other West 
European states broadly supported emission-reduction targets 
of 5–10 per cent by 2010, but several other developed countries, 
including the US, Japan, Australia and Canada, were reluctant to 
support any obligations requiring emission reductions. Former 
communist countries in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet 
Union were typically suspicious of any obligations that could 
impede their economic recovery, and several did not think it fair 
that they should be classed as developed countries when relatively 
wealthy states such as South Korea, and Malaysia were classed as 
developing countries and, thus, under no immediate pressure to 
limit their emissions.

These debates highlight how complex issues can become in 
global negotiations. The differences of states even within the 
groups of developed and developing states are in many ways 
as great as the differences between these groups. Even within 
Western developed countries, Southern European governments 
argued that their countries are comparatively poor and should 
not have to stabilize their emissions yet; Japan and others argued 
that they should not have to accept the same percentage cuts 
in emissions as the US, for example, because they have already 
implemented energy efficiency measures. Moreover, the number 
of elites within developing countries like Brazil, India and 
China far exceed the populations of medium or small developed 
countries. Surely, some way, these elites should not be entirely 
exempt from pressure to adopt more ‘climate-friendly’ lifestyles. 
However, negotiators were aware that any attempt in the name 
of equity to negotiate separate targets for each country, taking 
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into account its individual circumstances, is a recipe for failure. 
Special pleading and complexity would bog the negotiations 
down.

In the event, the Kyoto Protocol was successfully agreed 
upon in December 1997, and involved more stringent limits on 
most developed countries emissions than many had expected 
in the circumstances. This was a major achievement, but many 
challenges remained. The challenges of making the Biodiversity 
Convention effective proved to be at least as intractable. Scant 
progress was made on what many in the developed countries 
regarded as the main goal to protect natural habitats and, thus, 
the diversity of species of wildlife that depend upon them. Many 
developing countries had a wider agenda, including securing 
international financial and technology assistance and gaining a 
share of the economic benefits of biodiversity and bio-technology 
by securing intellectual property rights over any genetic resources 
from their territory and any products made from them. These were 
demands that most developed countries were reluctant to accept. 
However, it will clearly do little to prevent loss of species or 
natural habitats. The effectiveness of the Biodiversity Convention 
in promoting these goals, therefore, remained in doubt at the turn 
of the century.

Similarly, although the Convention to Combat Desertification 
came into force by 1996, it was primarily designed to encourage 
donor countries to provide aid and assistance to developing 
countries in dry regions that are facing problems of land 
degradation. Donor countries are, thereby, intimately linked 
with broader development programmes, and this is how most of 
them have preferred to approach the issue during a period when 
development aid budgets were generally declining.

The 1992 Rio Conference established several institutions to 
promote the overall implementation and further development of 
Agenda 21. The most significant of these were the Commission 
for Sustainable Development (CSD) and the Global Environment 
Facility (GEF), working in association with UNEP, UNDP and 
other UN bodies. 

The CSD consists of representatives of 53 states, elected for 
three-year terms in a way that ensures equitable geographical 
representation. It began its work in 1993, and has met annually 
since then to review progress on different aspects of Agenda 21, 
with numerous preparatory meetings.
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Its role of reviewing national reports on aspects of sustainable 
development may be of wider significance. The significance of 
the CSD process in simply stimulating governments to review 
their practices and prepare policies for inclusion in their national 
reports should not be underestimated. Moreover, the CSD has 
provided a forum where governments can be called to account, 
for the contents of their policies or for the gap between these and 
reality.

Global Environment Facility (GEF) funds only amount to a 
few billion dollars ($3 billion was allocated for 1994–97), which 
is a tiny amount compared to the massive international flows 
of funds that take place through normal economic transactions, 
and also compared to the funds needed to implement sustainable 
development. However, numerous relatively small GEF grants 
to developing countries and to former communist states have 
contributed significantly to the preparation of national plans to 
promote sustainability. Moreover, in such countries, modest funds 
can contribute significantly to ‘institutional capacity building’ 
where local expertise or resources are lacking. GEF funds for large-
scale projects have been much slower to flow, and are a continual 
source of friction between recipients and donor countries.

At the end of the 20th century, debates increasingly focused 
on the challenges of developing international mechanisms to 
shape broader patterns of trade and investment in line with 
environmental goals. Some believe that the norms and rules 
of the World Trade Organization (WTO), with its focus on 
removing constraints on international trade and investment, 
is inimical to efforts to promote environmental protection, 
sustainable development, and other social goals. Transnational 
NGO norms and rules proved resonant in 2000, for example, 
when they succeeded in disrupting the Seattle meeting of the 
WTO. Principles have arguably been established whereby global 
environmental regimes, such as the ozone layer protection regime, 
may restrict trade in direct pursuit of its goals without falling foul 
of WTO rules. However, the situation is much less clear when 
restrictions on trade for environmental purposes are imposed 
as part of national or regional measures that do not command 
wide support at the global level. In this context, tensions between 
environmental and trading regimes are likely to be a continuing 
source of friction. The Copenhagen accord was a bargain between 
the BASIC (Brazil-South Africa-India-China bloc) and the US. 
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BASIC gave the idea of International Consultation and Analysis 
(ICA) of (developing countries actions) and the US gave the idea 
of fast track finance to trying developing countries on board on 
transparency and accountability issues. 

Box 14.1: Two Important Summits in 2012

Nagoya Biodiversity Summit
The historic adoption of Nagoya Protocol has created a framework that 
balances access to genetic resources on the basis of prior informed consent 
and mutually agreed terms with the fair and equitable sharing of benefits 
while taking into account the important role of traditional knowledge. With 
this, the community of nations will be permitted to meet the unprecedented 
challenges of the continued loss of biodiversity compounded by climate 
change. 

This is expected to enter into force by 2012, with support from the 
Global Environment Facility of US$ 1 million to support early entry into 
force. 

Rio +20 Summit 
The United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development in Brazil 
in 2012 adopted a 53-page document ‘The Future We Want’. Among 
the decisions taken, a particularly intense one focused on Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) with the developing countries finally prevailing 
in setting-up an intergovernmental process to develop these goals in a 
transparent and inclusive manner, consistent with the Rio Principles. On 
other counts the developed countries prevailed, especially in restricting the 
scope of financial assistance and resources and technology transfer that 
would be available to developing countries in aiding them to move towards 
sustainable development.

Source: Adapted from UN Documents.

14.5 Conclusion

Since the Kyoto Protocol, there has been lot of debate on the issue 
of an international agreement on environmental protection. The 
agreement says that China, India and other developing countries 
are exempted from the requirements of the Kyoto Protocol as they 
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are not the main contributors of the polluting gases. Critics argue 
that China, India and other developing countries will soon be the 
top contributors to greenhouse gases. Since there is no restriction 
on reduction of carbon emission in these countries, the thrust 
towards industry will be driven from developed countries to 
these countries. The main opposition has come from the US which 
vehemently opposes the treaty since China has been exempted 
from the requirements of the Protocol. China is the second largest 
emitter of carbon dioxide. Hence, the US is concerned with the 
way there has been a division of the entire world into Annex 1 
and Annex 2 countries.

Some public policy experts who are sceptical of global warming 
see Kyoto as a scheme to either slow the growth of the world’s 
industrial democracies or to excuse the Third World from global 
obligations. Others argue the protocol does not go far enough 
to curb greenhouse emissions. Even environmental economists 
have been critical of the Kyoto Protocol. Many see the costs of the 
Kyoto Protocol as outweighing the benefits; some believe that the 
standards which Kyoto sets are too optimistic while others see a 
highly inequitable and inefficient agreement which would do little 
to curb greenhouse gas emissions. It should be noted, however, 
that this opposition is not unanimous, and that the inclusion of 
emissions trading has led some environmental economists to 
embrace the treaty.

Further, there is controversy surrounding the use of 1990 as 
a base year, as well as not using per capita emissions as a basis. 
Countries had varied and diverse achievements in energy 
efficiency in 1990. For example, the former Soviet Union and 
East European countries did little to tackle the problem, and 
their energy efficiency was at its worst level in 1990; the year just 
before their communist regimes fell. On the other hand, Japan, as 
a big importer of natural resources had to improve its efficiency 
after 1973. The former Soviet Union remained complacent in 
complying with the norms concerning emission while it benefited 
financially from emission related trade. There is an argument that 
the use of per capita emissions as a basis in the following Kyoto-
type treaties can reduce the sense of inequality among developed 
and developing countries alike, as it can reveal inactivities and 
responsibilities among countries. In Australia, there is a strong 
and vocal anti-Kyoto lobby, with over 20,000 counter signatures 
presented to the government.
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In December 2009, the nations of the world and most of its 
leaders met in Copenhagen to agree on ambitious and immediate 
global action to combat climate change. The Copenhagen Accord 
was crafted by a group of countries, including the biggest, richest, 
poorest and smallest, and incorporating nations responsible for 
80 per cent of global emissions. It represents a letter of political 
intent to limit the global temperature rise, it asks countries to 
record national emission reduction pledges and promises defined 
short and long-term finance for the developing world. The accord 
was not accepted as a formal decision under the UN’s Climate 
Change Convention. But its aims are anchored strongly in the 
convention’s objectives. Any country can now associate itself 
with those aims. Many countries pledged action in Copenhagen 
and the world should expect them to honour those pledges. Also 
at Copenhagen, negotiators came close to decisions on a set of 
measures which would make a long-term response operational: 
a framework to help poor countries adapt, a mechanism to 
speed technology transfer, a programme to build capacity and 
agreements to cut emissions from deforestation and agriculture. 
It will take time for countries to digest the implications. This is 
well and good, for they must come to terms with the challenges 
ahead. Now, industrialized countries can resume discussions to 
raise their collective mid-term emission cuts into the minus 25 
to 40 per cent range that science has indicated would avoid the 
worst climate impacts. Countries need to discuss how the long-
term finance will be raised. In Copenhagen, nations pledged $30 
billion in short-term finance for immediate action, and this money 
is sitting in national budgets. 

The question whether geopolitical shifts are making 
multilateral agreements harder to reach must also be confronted. 
Multilateral agreements are the only tools the world has to agree 
on laws, regulations, accounting norms and market mechanisms 
that consolidate and catalyse global action. Every tool we have 
to combat climate change on a global scale has come through the 
multilateral process: the Kyoto Protocol, the Clean Development 
Mechanism, the Adaptation Fund for developing nations, and the 
Convention’s financial arm (GEF), which gives dedicated funding 
access for the poorest and most vulnerable. To reinvent these 
structures would take time and money the world does not have. 
Copenhagen set out to deliver an agreement on four essential 
areas: medium-term emission cuts by industrialized countries; 
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action by developing countries to limit emissions; finance to 
implement action; and an equitable governance of the climate 
regime. Those issues are as relevant as ever.

Environmental politics is the politics of scarcity, for example, 
decreasing resources such as clean water and arable land 
provoke conflicts. In the Third World, the politics of poverty 
embodies nothing but skeletal intra-state resource wars. The 
poor everywhere are fighting for food, land water and habitat. 
Environmental conflicts are conflicts about basic human needs 
and livelihood issues. Poverty also leads to large-scale migration 
caused by environmental stress and war. Besides, greed has no 
boundaries. Japan’s attempts to secure oil, minerals and other 
resources in China and South East Asia during the Second World 
War and in part Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 to secure 
disputed oil fields are such examples. Oil and minerals are of as 
much concern to states as land, rivers and forests. Massive influx 
of peoples affect land distribution patterns, economic relations 
and the balance of political power among ethnic and religious 
groups leading to intergroup conflicts and violence.

In conclusion, it is not difficult to surmise that environmental 
scarcities will only worsen over the next few decades as 
population growth leads to a decrease in the quantity and 
quality of renewable resources. Their unequal access to different 
population groups is and will remain a source of conflict. The 
political and social effects of poverty and inequality are too well 
known to be further elaborated. Therefore, the biggest challenge 
of the future is to understand the significance of environmental 
problems and find country-wise solutions by adopting the course 
of sustainable development at the national level and solutions to 
global environmental issues through multilateral cooperation.
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Terrorism
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Learning Objectives

l	 To explore the fundamental issues involved in the evolution of terrorism 
historically

l	 To represent a clear picture of the complex nature of contemporary 
terrorism 

l	 To trace different phases in the history of terrorism worldwide
l	 To mark out differences between terrorism and insurgency

Abstract

This article examines terrorism as a tactic and an ideology. Terrorism 
is as old as recorded history. In the modern era, terrorism began during 
the French Revolution. It was viewed then as a positive concept, which 
was useful in consolidating power and imposing order in the nascent 
revolutionary state. In its current form, terrorism is a pejorative term. 
Terrorism can become a political weapon in the arsenal of both the 
terrorist and the terrorized. Status quo actors such as states often tend to 
abuse the term to define its actions and interests in opposition to those of 
the terrorists. Terrorism contains three important elements: the creation 
of fear, the seemingly random use of violence and attacks on the innocent. 
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The causes espoused by groups resorting to terrorism are varied and 
can include ethno-nationalism and separatism, left-wing revolutions, 
religious or right-wing extremism. The relationship between terrorism 
and democracy is a key question. The more contentious the politics and 
the more divided a society is in a democracy, the higher are the chances 
of it falling prey to terrorism.

Terrorism has been viewed as a major disruptive force by 
governments as long as recorded history. The Bible advocates 
terror, assassination, and annihilation in several places (see 
the Book of Numbers and Book of Joshua). Regicide, or the 
killing of kings by rivals, and the brutal suppression of loyalists 
afterwards, has been an established pattern of political ascent 
since Julius Caesar (44 BC). The Zealots in Israel (AD 100) fought 
Roman occupation with hit-and-run tactics in public places. The 
Assassins in Iraq (AD 1100) fought the Christian Crusaders with 
suicide tactics. The Spanish Inquisition (1469–1600) dealt with 
Heretics by systematized torture, and the whole medieval era 
was based on terrorizing countryside. The Luddites (1811–1816) 
destroyed machinery and any symbol of modern technology. A 
Serb terrorist (1914) started the First World War. Hitler’s rise to 
power (1932) involved plans for genocide. Nations like Ireland, 
Cyprus, Algeria, Tunisia and Israel probably would have never 
become republics if not for revolutionary terrorism, and more 
than a few people would say the US was founded on terrorism. 
Terrorism has helped shape world history in a variety of ways, 
and it has long meant different things to different people.

The term ‘terrorism’ is notoriously difficult to define. For one 
thing, it has evolved over the centuries since terrorist tactics were 
first used. As will be explained shortly, modern-era ‘terrorism’ 
began during the French Revolution as a positive concept, 
referring to the means whereby the nascent revolutionary state 
consolidated power and imposed order (Hoffman, 1998: 15). It 
has evolved through numerous phases and meanings since then, 
but it is obviously a pejorative term in its current form (Hoffman, 
1998: 15). (It is perhaps because of the pejorative nature of the term 
‘terrorism’ that the debates over its meaning seem interminable.) 
Second, some historical actors who have committed or condoned 
‘terrorist’ acts have achieved legitimacy in the international 
system; thus, the judgment of history might lead some cynically 
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to conclude that acts are ‘terrorist’ only to the extent that they 
challenge the international status quo and fail.1 The term can 
become a weapon in the political arsenal of both the terrorist and 
the terrorized, and is often especially abused by the status quo 
actor, usually a state, that finds the motivations of the ‘terrorist’ 
to be against its interests. But beyond those problems, the term 
is subjective and hard to define because it is usually associated 
with trying to create public fear, and thus terrorism in intended 
to be a matter of perception. Terrorists have no power if they do 
not inspire fear in the minds of their onlookers, either because 
that feeling of ‘terror’ enhances their rational political leverage or 
because it satisfies the irrational dictates of the fanatical religious 
doctrine they espouse—or both. The more outrageous, shocking, 
unexpected and attention-grabbing an attack is, the more the 
terrorist gains, or believes he gains, power. Thus, terrorism at a 
minimum contains three important elements: the creation of fear, 
the seemingly random use of violence and attacks on the innocent 
(Frey and Morris, 1991: 3).

Ideology and motivation also influence the objectives of 
terrorist operations, especially regarding the casualty rate. Groups 
with secular ideologies and non-religious goals will often attempt 
highly selective and discriminate acts of violence to achieve a 
specific political aim. This often requires them to keep casualties at 
the minimum amount necessary to attain the objective. This is both 
to avoid a backlash that might severely damage the organization, 
and also maintain the appearance of a rational group that has 
legitimate grievances. By limiting their attacks, they reduce the 
risk of undermining external political and economic support. 
Groups that comprise a ‘wing’ of an insurgency, or are affiliated 
with aboveground, sometimes legitimate, political organizations 
often operate under these constraints. The tensions caused by 
balancing these considerations are often a prime factor in the 
development of splinter groups and internal factions within these 
organizations. 

In contrast, religiously oriented and millenarian groups 
typically attempt to inflict as many casualties as possible. Because 

1 The usually cited examples include Menachim Begin and Israel’s Irgun, and 
Nelson Mandela and the African National Congress, although many others could 
arguably be added.
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of the apocalyptic frame of reference they use, loss of life is 
irrelevant and more casualties are better. Losses among their co-
religionists are of little account, because such casualties will reap 
the benefits of the afterlife. Likewise, non-believers, whether they 
are the intended target or collateral damage, deserve death, and 
killing them may be considered a moral duty. Fear of backlash 
rarely concerns these groups, as it is often one of their goals to 
provoke overreaction by their enemies, and hopefully widen the 
conflict.

The type of target selected will often reflect motivations and 
ideologies. For groups professing secular political or social 
motivations, their targets are highly symbolic of authority—
government offices, banks, national airlines and multinational 
corporations with direct relation to the established order. 
Likewise, they conduct attacks on representative individuals 
whom they associate with economic exploitation, social injustice 
or political repression. While religious groups also use much of 
this symbolism, there is a trend to connect it to greater physical 
devastation. There also is a tendency to add religiously affiliated 
individuals, such as missionaries, and religious activities, such as 
worship services, to the targeting equation.

Another common form of symbolism utilized in terrorist 
targeting is striking on particular anniversaries or commemorative 
dates. Nationalist groups may strike to commemorate battles 
won or lost during a conventional struggle, whereas religious 
groups may strike to mark particularly appropriate observances. 
Many groups will attempt to commemorate anniversaries of 
successful operations, or the executions or deaths of notable 
individuals related to their particular conflict. Likewise, striking 
on days of particular significance to the enemy can also provide 
the required impact. Since there are more events than operations, 
assessment of the likelihood of an attack on a commemorative 
date is only useful when analysed against the operational pattern 
of a particular group or specific members of a group’s leadership 
cadre.

However, terrorism should not be confused with traditional 
warfare. In war, a target is selected because it has military value 
and will achieve a specific military objective. In modern warfare, 
a specific target is attacked or destroyed because the action serves 
a specific military necessity, achieves a specific result (utility) 
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and leads to a specific goal (objective) while limiting collateral 
damage (proportional use of force) to the civilian population. In 
terrorism, the target is of little interest, per se. What is important 
is that the target will elicit a certain reaction on the part of the 
greater society. Terrorism is not defined by the fact that life is lost 
in an act of violence or the amount of life that is lost. Terrorism 
is defined by the intended effect of the use of violence and the 
purpose of the terrorist act. 

15.1 Causes of Terrorism

Explaining terrorism in terms of background conditions—social, 
economic, demographic, political or cultural—is insufficient at 
best and wrong at worst. Focusing exclusively on underlying 
structures provides little predictive capacity. ‘Root causes’ may, in 
fact, influence the subsequent trajectory of terrorism more than its 
onset since they determine the extent of social support for violence 
by justifying grievances. Even when background conditions hold 
relatively constant, terrorist activity may escalate or decline. 
Furthermore, contagion processes may operate cross-nationally 
and result in the spread of terrorism from the point of origin to 
locales with different conditions. ‘Globalization’, for example, 
facilitates the spread of terrorism but it is not a direct cause. (One 
paradox of globalization worth noting is that groups with the 
most fervent anti-Western ideologies exploit Western technology 
for their own gain. Groups with apparently anti-modernist 
agendas may themselves be the result of modernization.) Instead, 
historical contingencies and the perceptions and intentions of 
small, radicalized political conspiracies are most important in 
explaining terrorism. We must not forget that terrorism requires 
the active participation of only a very small number of individuals 
who may or may not represent collective interests. Terrorism is 
not a monolithic phenomenon but rather quite diverse, not only in 
terms of ideology but in organization and inception. Sometimes, 
terrorism is associated with a social movement or political party 
that enjoys significant popular support, largely as a result of 
its non-violent activities such as providing much needed social 
services. (Hamas and Hezbollah are examples of such implanted 
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organisations.) Such actors employ terrorism because it is a 
temporarily expedient means of pressuring a government. They 
can survive, even flourish, without using terrorism. Other groups 
are more socially isolated. They may be splinter factions of larger 
organizations, or small groups that have formed in order to use 
terrorism. Such groups have few options other than terrorism 
and, over time, it may become an identity for them as much as a 
strategy. Groups of both types are subject to internal strains and 
divisions, and factionalism is common. Their leaders struggle to 
maintain cohesion and loyalty.

Introducing this distinction raises another point: in some 
circumstances, terrorism may be seen as legitimate by popular 
audiences, especially when they are it is discriminated against 
and access to power is blocked. It cannot be denied that in some 
circumstances, the public may not only support the goals behind 
terrorism but the method itself.

15.2 Terrorism and Democracy

The relationship between terrorism and democracy is a key 
concern. Are certain types of regimes more likely to experience 
terrorism than others? In particular, are democracies more at 
risk than other types of states? Do regimes that do not tolerate 
dissent force opponents into terrorism? Will democracy prevent 
terrorism?

A key point to recognize here is that ‘democracy’ is far too broad 
a term. Not all democracies are equally inclusive or pluralistic or 
respectful of minority rights. Elected majorities may discriminate 
systematically against minorities. Many of the world’s functioning 
democracies are limited or partial.

They are likely to be less developed, less wealthy and less stable 
than consolidated democracies. However defined, democracy 
does not guarantee immunity. Democracy and terrorism are not 
polar opposites: saying ‘yes’ to democracy, unfortunately, does 
not mean saying ‘no’ to terrorism. Established liberal democracies 
with long traditions of free speech and tolerance of dissent have 
been the targets of both domestic and foreign terrorism, both at 
home and abroad. We can point not only to the US but also to 
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Canada, Great Britain, Germany, France, Greece, Italy, Spain, 
Turkey and India.

The causes espoused by the groups resorting to terrorism were 
varied, including ethno-nationalism and separatism, left-wing 
revolutionism, religion and rightwing extremism. In the case of 
terrorism that is generated within a democracy, the degree of social, 
ethnic and political heterogeneity or fragmentation within the 
state appears to be a critical variable. Highly contentious polities 
and divided societies are likely to be associated with a greater risk 
of terrorism. They are typically associated with the prevalence of 
other forms of political violence as well. The instigating factors for 
violence constitute a complex, dynamic equation that is difficult 
to solve regardless of regime type. Thus, we should ask not only 
where terrorism is likely to occur but also where it will have the 
most serious consequences for democracy. Transitional or new 
democracies are the most fragile, because their authority is weak 
and the legacy of past oppression may be strong. Terrorism has 
the potential to jeopardize democratic transitions. Reference can 
be made, for example, to the effect of terrorism on movements 
away from military rule in Chile, Argentina, Uruguay, Spain, and 
Algeria. Terrorism in these cases persisted through the transition 
process.

15.2.1 International Politics

The causes of terrorism are international as well as domestic. 
Advances in technology enhance their mobility and their ability 
to communicate internally and externally. They take advantage 
of the weakness of state borders and the sheer volume of travel 
the international order, perceived as a manifestation of Western 
domination of the Muslim world. Another source of concern at 
the level of the international system is state weakness, whether 
collapse or involvement in extensive civil conflict (the former 
often a result of the latter). Some failed or failing states—those 
without central governments or with governments that cannot 
maintain control over their territory or populations—become 
hosts for radical conspiracies that both impede stabilization and 
export terrorism to other targets and audiences. Prolonged civil 
conflict and instability produce waves of refugees and immigrants 
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who form alienated diasporas in which terrorist groups may find 
shelter.

Economic weakness and political repression may also 
contribute to immigration. Dissatisfaction with local conditions 
is displaced onto the international system. These conditions are, 
thus, a serious problem for the international community. Another 
consideration to note is that any type of regime, democratic or 
authoritarian, may be involved in an asymmetric conflict outside 
its borders. Stable and well-developed democracies may not face 
a serious threat from internally generated terrorism, but external 
intervention or political, economic, and cultural presence may 
provoke terrorism from the outside. Thus, a state’s susceptibility 
to terrorism is determined not just by how it treats its citizens 
at home but by its actions abroad. When such actions lack 
international legitimacy and local populations perceive them as 
unjust, radical groups come to see terrorism as an appropriate 
response. Not all interventions are the same, of course, and some 
are perceived positively by the populations in question. Indeed, 
such a reception may be more likely when interventions are 
genuinely multilateral.

15.2.2 Religion

A last question that must be addressed is the role of religion. 
Religious doctrine is a ‘tool of mobilization’ or a justification 
for terrorism rather than a direct cause. For example, discontent 
with the political and economic status quo leads to support for 
radical Islamist groups. Religiosity itself is not a cause of political 
radicalism. Appeals to religion are likely to be a way of framing or 
representing a struggle in terms that a potential constituency will 
understand rather than the determinants of a strategic choice. As 
noted above, groups espousing similar goals often choose different 
methods, disagreeing over the means more than over the ends. A 
number of factors contribute to the choice of terrorism, including 
disillusionment over the possibility of change through non-
violence or through violence other than terrorism (for example, 
guerrilla warfare) as well as conceptions of religious doctrine. 
Religious justifications are often combined with other, explicitly 
political, goals, such as nationalism or self-determination.
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15.3 The History of Terrorism

The following historical review is designed to show how modern 
terrorism and the use of terror have developed. The goal of this 
section is not to provide a detailed review of each historical stage, 
but rather to show that terrorism has a historical and theoretical 
developmental history. Each stage is briefly discussed in order 
to show how the use of terror developed as a tool to achieve 
specific goals and objectives. The review also demonstrates that 
methods of terrorism have not changed through history and only 
the political goals, objectives, targets, tools of implementation, 
perpetrators and victims of terror have changed.

15.3.1 Religion and Terror Are Old Companions

Religion and terrorism have been companions throughout history. 
The history of terrorism and religion dates back to almost 2000 
years ago when the Jewish resistance group known as Sicarii-
Zealots carried out terrorist campaigns to force insurrection 
against the Romans in Judea. These campaigns included the 
use of assassins (sicarii, or daggermen), who would infiltrate 
Roman-controlled cities and stab Jewish collaborators or Roman 
legionnaires with a sica (dagger), kidnapping members of the staff 
of the Temple Guard to hold for ransom, or use poison on a large 
scale. The English word ‘assassin’ comes from a Shiite Muslim 
sect (Nizari Isma’ilis—also known as hashashins or ‘hashish-
eaters’), who fought Sunni Muslims (1090–1275), and during 
medieval Christendom resisted occupation during the Crusades 
(1095–1291). They were known to spread terror through murder; 
their victims including women and children.

15.3.2 The Reign of Terror in France (1793–94)

Modern terrorism began with Maximilien Robespierre and the 
Jacobin Party’s Reign of Terror. (It was during this period that the 
term ‘terrorism’ was first used. Robespierre’s reign was the first 
terror organized nationwide by revolutionaries actually seizing 
power and becoming a punitive government proclaiming murder 
as the law of the land.) Robespierre initiated the idea that terrorism 
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has utility as a tool to achieve governmental ends, and he used 
terror systematically to suppress opposition to his government. 
Robespierre introduced government-sponsored terrorism: the 
use of terror to maintain power and suppress political rivals. The 
French Revolution provided the first uses of the words ‘terrorist’ 
and ‘terrorism’. Use of the word ‘terrorism’ began in 1795 in 
reference to the Reign of Terror initiated by the Revolutionary 
government. The agents of the Committee of Public Safety and 
the National Convention that enforced the policies of ‘The Terror’ 
were referred to as ‘Terrorists’.

15.3.3 The Anarchists (1871–1914)

Anarchists, who believe in abolishing all government, were very 
active throughout Europe during the late-19th and early-20th 
centuries. To achieve their goals, anarchists introduced individual 
terrorism—the selective use of terror against an individual or 
group. The use of terror was selective because targets were chosen 
based on their governmental titles and positions in the nobility. 
Individual terrorism is target-specific in that the terrorist acts are 
controlled to limit collateral injury to innocent bystanders. The 
concept of limited collateral damage and not targeting innocents 
did not survive the second half of the 20th century. In addition 
to introducing individual terrorism, anarchists developed the 
concept of propaganda by deed—terrorism has a communicative 
effect. According to anarchist theory, the masses are asleep and 
need to be awakened so that they can be unified to revolt. In 
other words, terrorism would stir the spirit of revolt within the 
masses. Between 1890 and 1908, anarchists were responsible for 
killing the kings and queens of Russia, Austria-Hungary, Italy 
and Portugal as well as the President of France. Anarchists were 
also active in the US between 1890 and 1910, setting off bombs on 
Wall Street. The two most widely known acts by anarchists were 
the assassinations of President McKinley (1901) and of Archduke 
Ferdinand (1914), which started the ‘war to end all wars’, that is, 
the First World War.

However, long before the outbreak of the First World War 
in Europe in 1914, what would later be termed state-sponsored 
terrorism had already started to manifest itself. For instance, many 
officials in the Serbian government and military were involved 
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(albeit unofficially) in supporting, training and arming the 
various Balkan groups that were active prior to the assassination 
of the Archduke Franz Ferdinand on 28 June 1914 in Sarajevo—an 
act carried out by an activist from one such group, the ‘Young 
Bosnians’ and credited with setting in progress the chain of events 
that led to the war itself. 

The 1930s saw a fresh wave of political assassinations deserving 
of the word ‘terrorism’. This led to proposals at the League of 
Nations for conventions to prevent and punish terrorism as well 
as the establishment of an international criminal court—neither 
of which came to aught as they were overshadowed by the events 
which eventually led to the Second World War. Despite this, 
during the interwar years, terrorism increasingly referred to the 
oppressive measures imposed by various totalitarian regimes, most 
notably those in Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy and Stalinist Russia. 

15.4 Terrorism since the Second World War 

The preponderance of non-state groups in the terrorism that 
emerged in the wake of the Second World War shifted the 
immediate focus for such activity from Europe itself to that 
continent’s various colonies. Across the Middle East Asia and 
Africa, nascent nationalist movements resisted European attempts 
to resume colonial business as usual after the defeat of the Axis 
powers. That the colonialists had been so recently expelled from 
or subjugated in their overseas empires by the Japanese provided 
psychological succour to such indigenous uprisings by dispelling 
the myth of European invincibility. 

Often, these nationalist and anti-colonial groups conducted 
guerrilla warfare, which differed from terrorism mainly in that it 
tended towards larger bodies of ‘irregulars’ operating along more 
military lines than their terrorist cousins, and often in the open 
from a defined geographical area over which they held sway. 
Such was the case in China and Indochina, where such forces 
conducted insurgencies against the Kuomintang regime and the 
French colonial government, respectively. Elsewhere, such as 
with the fight against French rule in Algeria, these campaigns 
were fought in both rural and urban areas and by terrorist and 
guerrilla means. 
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Still other such struggles like those in Kenya, Malaysia, Cyprus 
and Palestine (all involving the British who, along with the French, 
bore the brunt of this new wave of terrorism—a corollary of their 
large pre-war empires) were fought by groups who can more 
readily be described as terrorist. These groups quickly learned 
to exploit the burgeoning globalization of the world’s media. 
They were the first to recognize the publicity value inherent 
in terrorism and to choreograph their violence for an audience 
far beyond the immediate geographical loci of their respective 
struggles. Moreover, in some cases (such as in Algeria, Cyprus, 
Kenya and Israel), terrorism arguably helped such organizations 
in the successful realization of their goals. 

Through the 1960s and 1970s, the numbers of those groups 
that might be described as terrorist swelled to include not only 
nationalists, but those motivated by ethnic and ideological 
considerations. The former included groups such as the Palestinian 
Liberation Organization (and its many affiliates), the Basque 
ETA, and the Provisional Irish Republican Army, while the latter 
comprised organizations such as the Red Army Faction (in what 
was then West Germany) and the Italian Red Brigades. As with 
the emergence of modern terrorism almost a century earlier, 
the US was not immune from this latest wave, although there 
the identity-crisis-driven motivations of the white middle-class 
Weathermen starkly contrasted with the ghetto-bred malcontent 
of the Black Panther movement.

Like their anti-colonialist predecessors of the immediate 
post-war era, many of the terrorist groups of this period readily 
appreciated and adopted methods that would allow them to 
publicize their goals and accomplishments internationally. 
Forerunners in this were the Palestinian groups who pioneered 
the hijacking of a chief symbol and means of the new age of 
globalization—the jet airliner—as a mode of operation and 
publicity. One such group, Black September, staged what was 
(until the attacks on America of 11 September 2001) perhaps 
the greatest terrorist publicity coup then seen, with the seizure 
and murder of 11 Israeli athletes at the 1972 Olympic Games. 
Such incidents resulted in the Palestinian groups providing the 
inspiration (and in some cases mentorship and training) for many 
of the new generation of terrorists organizations.

Many of these organizations have, today, declined or ceased to 
exist altogether, while others, such as the Palestinian, Northern 
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Irish and Spanish Basque groups, motivated by more enduring 
causes, remain active today—although some now have made 
moves towards political rather than terrorist methods. Meanwhile, 
by the mid-1980s, state-sponsored terrorism re-emerged—the 
catalyst for the series of attacks against American and other 
Western targets in the Middle East. Countries such as Iran, Iraq, 
Libya and Syria came to the fore as the principle such sponsors 
of terrorism. Falling into a related category were those countries, 
such as North Korea, who directly participated in coverts acts of 
what could be described as terrorism.

Such state-sponsored terrorism remains a concern of the 
international community today, although it has been somewhat 
overshadowed in recent times by the re-emergence of the 
religiously inspired terrorist. The latest manifestation of this trend 
began in 1979, when the revolution that transformed Iran into an 
Islamic republic led it to use and support terrorism as a means 
of propagating its ideals beyond its own border. Before long, the 
trend had spread beyond Iran to places as far afield as Japan and 
the US, and beyond Islam to every major world religion as well 
as many minor cults. From the Sarin attack on the Tokyo subway 
by the Aum Shinrikyo in 1995 to the Oklahoma bombing the same 
year, religion was again added to the complex mix of motivations 
that led to acts of terrorism. The Al Qaeda attacks of 11 September 
2001, brought home to the world, and most particularly the US, 
just how dangerous this latest mutation of terrorism is.

15.5 September 11 attacks

The September 11 attacks (often referred to as September 11th or 
9/11) were a series of coordinated suicide attacks by Al Qaeda 
upon the US on 11 September 2001. On that morning, 19 Al 
Qaeda terrorists hijacked four commercial passenger jet airliners. 
The hijackers intentionally crashed two of the airliners into the 
Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in New York City, killing 
everyone on board and many others working in the buildings. 
Both buildings collapsed within two hours, destroying nearby 
buildings and damaging others. The hijackers crashed a third 
airliner into the Pentagon in Arlington, Virginia, just outside 
Washington, D.C. The fourth plane crashed into a field near 
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Shanksville in rural Pennsylvania after some of its passengers and 
flight crew attempted to retake control of the plane, which the 
hijackers had redirected toward Washington, D.C. There were no 
survivors from any of the flights.

As a result of the attacks, 2,973 victims and the 19 hijackers died. 
The overwhelming majority of casualties were civilians, including 
nationals of over 70 countries. The US responded to the attacks 
by launching the War on Terrorism. It invaded Afghanistan to 
depose the Taliban who had harboured Al Qaeda terrorists. The 
US also enacted the USA PATRIOT Act. Many other countries 
also strengthened their anti-terrorism legislation and expanded 
law enforcement powers. 

15.6 War on Terror

The war on terror is the common term for what the George W. 
Bush administration perceived or presented as the military, 
political, legal and ideological conflict against Islamic terrorism, 
Islamic militants and the regimes and organizations tied to them 
or that supported them, and was specifically used in reference 
to operations led by the US and were supported by separate 
operations led by the United Kingdom and other countries, since 
the 11 September 2001 attacks. It has since been expanded beyond 
the Bush administration, both in its scope and participating 
nation states, as well as in the interpretation of the term. The 
administration of President Barack Obama has discontinued use 
of the term ‘War on Terror’ and instead uses the term ‘Overseas 
Contingency Operation’. However, President Obama has stated 
that the US is at war with Al Qaeda.

The stated objectives of the war in the US are to protect the 
citizens of the US and allies, to protect the business interests of 
the US and allies at home and abroad, break up terrorist cells in 
the US and disrupt the activities of the international network of 
terrorist organizations made up of a number of groups under the 
umbrella of Al Qaeda. Both the term and the policies it denotes 
have been a source of ongoing controversy, as critics argue it has 
been used to justify unilateral preventive war (despite Bush’s 
claims for a pre-emptive one), human rights abuses and other 
violations of international law.
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15.7 �Difference between Terrorism and 
Insurgency

A key difference is that an insurgency is a movement—a political 
effort with a specific aim. This sets it apart from both guerrilla 
warfare and terrorism, as they are both methods available to 
pursue the goals of the political movement.

Another difference is the intent of the component activities 
and operations of insurgencies versus terrorism. There is nothing 
inherent in either insurgency or guerrilla warfare that requires 
the use of terror. Some of the more successful insurgencies and 
guerrilla campaigns employed terrorism and terror tactics, and 
some developed into conflicts where terror tactics and terrorism 
became predominant; there have been others that effectively 
renounced the use of terrorism. The deliberate choice to use 
terrorism considers its effectiveness in inspiring further resistance, 
destroying government efficiency and mobilizing support. 
Although there are places where terrorism, guerrilla warfare, 
and criminal behaviour all overlap, groups that are exclusively 
terrorist, or subordinate ‘wings’ of insurgencies formed to 
specifically employ terror tactics, demonstrate clear differences 
in their objectives and operations. Disagreement on the costs of 
using terror tactics, or whether terror operations are to be given 
primacy within the insurgency campaign, have frequently led to 
the ‘urban guerrilla’ or terrorist wings of an insurgency splintering 
off to pursue the revolutionary goal by their own methods.

The ultimate goal of an insurgency is to challenge the existing 
government for control of all or a portion of its territory, or force 
political concessions in sharing political power. Insurgencies 
require the active or tacit support of some portion of the population 
involved. External support, recognition or approval from other 
countries or political entities can be useful to insurgents, but is 
not required. A terror group does not require and rarely has the 
active support or even the sympathy of a large fraction of the 
population. While insurgents will frequently describe themselves 
as ‘insurgents’ or ‘guerrillas’, terrorists will not refer to themselves 
as ‘terrorists’ but describe themselves using military or political 
terminology (‘freedom fighters’, ‘soldiers’, ‘activists’). Terrorism 
relies on public impact, and is therefore conscious of the advantage 
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of avoiding the negative connotations of the term ‘terrorists’ in 
identifying themselves.

Terrorism does not attempt to challenge government forces 
directly, but acts to change perceptions as to the effectiveness or 
legitimacy of the government itself. This is done by ensuring the 
widest possible knowledge of the acts of terrorist violence among 
the target audience. Rarely will terrorists attempt to ‘control’ terrain, 
as it ties them to identifiable locations and reduces their mobility 
and security. Terrorists, as a rule, avoid direct confrontations with 
government forces. A guerrilla force may have something to gain 
from a clash with a government combat force, such as proving 
that they can effectively challenge the military effectiveness of the 
government. A terrorist group has nothing to gain from such a 
clash. This is not to say that they do not target military or security 
forces, but that they will not engage in anything resembling a ‘fair 
fight’, or even a ‘fight’ at all. Terrorists use methods that neutralize 
the strengths of conventional forces. Bombings and mortar attacks 
on civilian targets where military or security personnel spend off-
duty time, ambushes of undefended convoys and assassinations 
of poorly protected individuals are common tactics.

Insurgency need not require the targeting of non-combatants, 
although many insurgencies expand the accepted legal definition 
of combatants to include police and security personnel in addition 
to the military. Terrorists do not discriminate between combatants 
and non-combatants, or if they do, they broaden the category of 
‘combatants’ so much as to render it meaningless. Defining all 
members of a nation or ethnic group, plus any citizen of any nation 
that supports that nation as ‘combatants’ is simply a justification 
for frightfulness. Deliberate dehumanization and criminalization 
of the enemy in the terrorists’ mind justifies extreme measures 
against anyone identified as hostile. Terrorists often expand their 
groups of acceptable targets, and conduct operations against new 
targets without any warning or notice of hostilities.

Ultimately, the difference between insurgency and terrorism 
comes down to the intent of the actor. Insurgency movements and 
guerrilla forces can adhere to international norms regarding the 
law of war in achieving their goals, but terrorists are, by definition, 
conducting crimes under both civil and military legal codes. 
Terrorists routinely claim that were they to adhere to any ‘law 
of war’ or accept any constraints on the scope of their violence, it 
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would place them at a disadvantage vis-à-vis the establishment. 
Since the nature of the terrorist mindset is absolutist, their goals 
are of paramount importance, and any limitations on a terrorist’s 
means to prosecute the struggle are unacceptable.
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Development and Security: 
Changing Paradigms
Rumki Basu

Learning Objectives

l	 To explore the contested nature of the concept of ‘development’ and 
‘security’ and their impact on the international system

l	 To trace the North–South dialogue through the Development Decades 
and beyond to the current phase of globalization

l	 To highlight the critical debates on human development and human 
security and their impact on interstate relations and prescriptions for 
domestic policy

l	 To examine the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which reflect a 
rare convergence in the North–South debate

Abstract

This chapter explores the contested nature of the concept of ‘development’ 
and its impact on the international system. The North–South dialogue is 
traced through the Development Decades from the 1960s to the 1990s and 
beyond, to the current phase of globalization. The role of UNCTAD and 
UNDP in trying to bridge the North–South gap and in reconceptualizing 
development is also described. The North–South dialogue of the last five 
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decades and the critical debates on development and security in academic 
circles and multilateral fora have all highlighted the contested terrain of 
these concepts, their impact on inter-state relations and prescriptions 
for domestic policy. In large sections of the globe, amazing prosperity 
coexists with huge deprivations and inequalities within and between 
states. The Millennium Development Goals reflect a rare convergence 
in the North–South debate, a far cry from the era of the 1970s when 
the demand for a New International Economic order had been voiced 
repeatedly, goals set by dialogue but never operationalized in practice. 

Traditionally, the discipline of international relations has focused 
on issues relating to inter-state political or economic relations, and 
matters of war and peace. Development issues entered the lexicon 
of international relations much later when North (economically 
developed bloc of countries) versus South (economically 
developing bloc of countries) debates came to occupy a prominent 
place in the United Nations and other international fora from 
the 1960s.1 Earlier, mainstream realist and liberal scholars had 
often overlooked the impact of internal policies on international 
relations, viewing them as issues of domestic politics and, 
therefore, not a focus of study in international politics. Marxist 
theorists on the subject did highlight persistent and deepening 
intra- and inter-state inequalities within and between the North 
and the South bloc of countries but not much debate flourished on 
these issues before the 1970s. In the 1990s, disciplinary sub-fields 
like international political economy emerged, which touched on 
issues of poverty, development and interstate inequalities in its 
syllabi.

The designations ‘North’ and ‘South’ to indicate economic and 
political differences are comparable to the First World and the 
Third World. Typically, nations north of the equator have been 

1 The developed (‘development’ being equated with ‘economic growth’) 
countries were termed the First World, and the world’s poor regions were called 
by various names, used interchangeably—Third World countries, less developed 
countries (LDCs), underdeveloped countries (UDCs) or developing countries. The 
Second World referred to the socialist bloc of countries of the erstwhile USSR, 
China and Eastern Europe. International relations scholars often argue that the 
North is the core region specializing in producing manufactured goods and the 
South is the periphery specializing in extracting raw materials through agriculture 
and mining.
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historically at the forefront of economic and political modernization 
and beneficiaries of the Industrial Revolution. Conversely, Third 
World countries are usually ex-colonial nations located south 
of the equator, economically underdeveloped and alluded to as 
economies in transition. During the Cold War, the Soviet Union 
and its allies in the Soviet bloc were placed in a category called the 
Second World, a category that has now ceased to exist. 

The Human Development Reports (1990 onwards) of United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) truly began the 
process of redefining ‘development’ and ‘security’ by prefixing 
both with a ‘human’ face. In the progress and power rating of states 
where, traditionally, Gross National Product (GNP) and military 
parameters are counted as important, the UNDP looked at other 
indices of citizen well-being within states—marking a radical 
departure by introducing other parameters in the development 
rating of states.2

Since the Second World War, ‘development’ was looked at as 
being synonymous with economic growth and rising national 
incomes. The liberals postulated that economic growth would 
‘trickle down’ to the lowest layers of society, raising general 
standards of living. Poverty was defined as a situation where 
people do not have the money to buy food or the basic necessities 
of life. Poverty is seen as ‘income’ poverty, dependent on cash 
transactions in the market place for its eradication. The poor exist 
in all societies, even those which are termed as ‘rich’ by Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) standards. It just refers to a condition 
where due to a lack of purchasing power, a particular class of 
people are unable to satisfy their basic needs for food, education, 
clothing, shelter or health in a society at a particular point of 
time, through market transactions. Countries with lower national 
incomes were considered less developed than those with higher 
incomes. This was conventional wisdom as presented by traditional 
development theory in academic discourse. Throughout the 50 
years following the Second World War, impressive growth rates 

2 In 1990, the UN Development Programme developed the Human Development 
Index (HDI) to measure the development achievements of countries, giving equal 
weightage to life expectancy, adult literacy and average local purchasing power. 
HDI parameters result in a very different evaluation of countries’ achievements 
than does the traditional measurement of development based on per capita GDP. 
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occurred in the US and Western Europe (countries of the North), 
which officially followed the capitalist mode of growth and 
production. Yet, global polarization continued, with the economic 
gap between the rich and the poor states increasing by noticeable 
leaps over the years. Most of the world’s poor lived in the Third 
World without access to basic amenities and sustainable incomes. 
Capitalism and socialism took different views on the causes and 
amelioration of poverty. Capitalism pointed to the lack of capital 
and infrastructure with low productivity and growth rates as 
causes emphasizing on raising of overall growth rates to remove 
poverty. Marxists view international relations, including global 
North–South relations, in terms of a struggle between economic 
classes (workers versus owners of the forces of production) that 
have differential access to power and resources. Many Marxists 
have attributed poverty in the South to the concentration of wealth 
and resources in the North. By their logic, capitalists in the North 
exploit the South economically, using the wealth generated to buy 
off workers in the North. 

Today’s North–South gap can be traced to the colonization 
of the Third World regions by Europe over the past several 
centuries, which eventually led to the wave of anti-colonial 
movements in several parts of the world at several times after the 
Second World War in Asia and Africa. Following independence, 
Third World states were left with legacies of colonialism that 
made the economic take off for rapid economic growth very 
difficult. Third World states have had mixed success in breaking 
the barriers of poverty and meeting the basic needs of the people 
in the years following the Second World War. War has been a 
major impediment to meeting the basic needs and socio-economic 
progress of the people. Almost all the wars of the past 50 years 
(inter-state and intra-state) have been fought in the Third World. 
Many political groups throughout the developing world have 
turned to political revolution as a strategy for changing economic 
inequality and poverty. Often, especially during the Cold War, 
states in the North were drawn into supporting one side or the 
other during such revolutions. North–South relations, although 
rooted in a basic economic reality, the huge gap in national income 
and standards of living of the people in each bloc of countries 
show how difficult it has become to separate issues of political 
economy from international security issues. The original political 
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relations contained in European imperialism led to appalling 
economic conditions in the South—that in turn led to political 
movements for independence and later to political revolutions 
in some Asian and African states aiming at economic equality 
through basic structural changes in society. The different aspects 
of the North–South divide—from ‘hunger’ to ‘refugees’ to the 
structure of ‘commodity exports’—all contain both ‘development’ 
and ‘security’ aspects and issues.

Today, poverty, malnutrition, disease, gender and class 
disparities continue to hold the world’s attention even as the 
uneven impact of globalization generate animated debates in 
the academic world. Globalization has sharpened inequality 
within both the North and the South, as well as between the 
North and the South. As North America and Western Europe 
enjoy overwhelming prosperity, per capita incomes in Russia and 
Eastern Europe have shrunk considerably. China and parts of 
South East Asia, and Latin America, have gradually moved out of 
poverty but much of Africa is still very poor. In the global South, 
as a whole, trends such as intermittent civil war, hunger and 
environmental degradation continue to persist. Globalization, 
therefore, has exacerbated inequalities, and the losers are among 
the world’s poorest in the South.3 In all, about a billion people 
live in grossest poverty, without access to basic food, education, 
healthcare or sustainable livelihoods. They are concentrated in 
the densely populated states of South Asia and Africa. 

In the early years of the 21st century, rising social inequalities 
in the developed world coexist with the growing deprivation of 
millions in the erstwhile communist states thrust into poverty 
by the transition to market economies. Third World mixed 
economies undergoing structural adjustment policies are also 

3 The 1990s saw 21 countries experience decade-long declines in social and 
economic indicators and no fewer than 100 countries—all developing or in 
transition—experiencing serious economic decline over the past three decades. 
(UNDP, 2003). The African continent looked increasingly excluded from any 
economic benefits of globalization and 33 countries ended the 1990s more heavily 
indebted than they had been two decades earlier (Easterly, 2002). China and 
India (the new globalizers) maintained steady growth in the last 20 years, despite 
regional disparities and inter-class inequalities. Though human development 
indicators improved dramatically in the post-1990s period, severe deprivations 
still continue globally.



398  l  Rumki Basu

experiencing the severe shocks of transition. The enormity of 
these global challenges were recognized by the UN in 2000 with 
the adoption of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 
These targets, across eight areas, ranging from poverty to health, 
gender, education, environment and development, were meant to 
set the development agenda for the 21st century.4

16.1 North–South Politics

The North–South politics visible in the UN since the 1950s had 
certain distinctive features that made it different from other 
political struggles in the world. It was not a struggle for power 
between any two nations or bloc of states (for example, the 
Cold War) but a group struggle between two major economic 
groupings in different world fora. It was not based on strategic 
issues (peace and war) nor was it a contest between two opposing 
ideological viewpoints represented by two groups of nations. 
Strictly speaking, it was not a contest for votes or for converts in 
global bodies, since all members of each bloc ipso facto belonged 
to one camp or the other.

Therefore, some logical conclusions followed. North–South 
politics is not really a struggle for power; it takes the form not of 
bitter antagonism between the major contestants but a struggle of 
the poorer group for a more egalitarian world economic order by 
a radical redistribution of the world’s resources. Moreover, since 
North–South issues reflect a divergence of economic interests 
rather than political ones, it cuts across traditional ideological 
divisions, and arises mainly in the economic rather than in the 
political debates and institutions of the UN. Finally, it is not just a 
contest for votes, but confrontation and negotiation between large 
organized groups of states cutting across the whole membership 
of the UN.

The first signs of ‘groupism’ on an economic basis started 
crystallizing from the very inception of the UN—half its members 
were from developing countries, mainly Latin America. It was 

4 UN Millennium Declaration, A/Res/55/2 18th September 2000.
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largely at their insistence that the Economic and Social Council 
(ECOSOC) was given an equal status with the other principal 
organs of the UN. It was in response to their demands that, in 
1948, the Expanded Program of Technical Assistance (EPTA) of 
the UN was initiated. Financed by voluntary contributions—60 
per cent of its 20 million dollar budget coming from the US—EPTA 
was the most substantive UN programme at the time. One of the 
first strategies adopted—since votes were difficult to muster—
was the periodic mobilization of reports and resolutions in the 
General Assembly or ECOSOC on economic issues. In the years 
that followed, the developed countries showed great reluctance 
to get down to a particular framework for transfer of resources 
from the rich to the poor countries and when ECOSOC finally 
voted in favour of a Special UN Fund for Economic Development 
(SUNFED) in 1957, the developed countries made it obvious 
that they were not yet ready to contribute to the fund. Making 
the first confrontation in what would become the North–South 
debate eventually, the developing countries of the Third World 
demanded that the industrialized states give as much as 1 per cent 
of their gross national product to the fund, citing the need to build 
schools, roads, hospitals, dams and other essential infrastructure 
for further economic development.

However, over the years, SUNFED never achieved its funding 
goals. The failure could partly be attributed to the Cold War 
competition between the US and the Soviet Union, each suspicious 
of UN development projects and investments that might be used 
as instruments of power and influence. Aid programmes to the 
Third World were seen in the West as attempts to spread the 
Communist influence. In the early 1960s, the US countered the 
Soviet initiative with expanded aid programmes—military and 
economic—of its own. US leaders believed that the struggle 
between the ‘free’ world and communism would be won or lost 
largely through foreign aid to backward states of Africa, Latin 
America and Asia.

The US versus USSR competition in aid did lead to a steady flow 
of funds to the developing world, but these did not specifically 
address the recipient’s needs. Largely meant to advance specific 
terms of trade or the foreign policy goals of the superpowers, 
the aid was often spent inefficiently without spurring long-term 
growth or sustainable development in the states concerned. 
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The developing countries, mainly belonging to what came to be 
known as the ‘non-aligned’ bloc, preferred that assistance come 
through multilateral agencies such as the UN with no ‘strings’ 
attached. Several of these countries remained non-aligned during 
the Cold War, joining neither Western alliances of northern states 
nor Soviet-inspired alliances such as the Warsaw Pact. The non-
aligned bloc became the largest bloc in the UN and had a voting 
majority as well.

The continued pressures by the Third World eventually forced 
the West to put forth their compromise alternatives, like the Special 
Fund for developing countries and the International Development 
Association (an affiliate of the World Bank) for loans and funds 
needed in the developing countries. Most newly independent 
Third World nations, since the end of the Second World War have 
shown two main priorities—nation-building and socio-economic 
progress in the shortest possible time. One of the greatest 
contributions of the UN has been to create opportunities for a 
meaningful dialogue between the developed and the developing 
countries and among the developing countries themselves. The 
dialogue has been carried on for years now and has covered 
almost all possible aspects of development—objectives, strategies 
and evaluation of results. The principal fora for carrying on the 
dialogue have been the ECOSOC, the General Assembly and 
its committees and innumerable conferences, committees and 
agencies of the UN system.

Economic questions are the only ones that have actively 
promoted bloc politics for a very long time. They are, thus, the 
ones on which regional groups normally vote together; there are 
exceptions, such as Scandinavian countries, Ireland and France 
who have quite often voted apart from other rich states. Similarly, 
among the developing countries, there is divergence between 
the less and the least developed ones. However, an identity of 
economic interests will remain the base for a fundamental political 
divide among nations for years to come.

The dialogue has had an educative experience for both the 
North (developed) and the South (developing) countries. For the 
world at large, the dialogue has been equally enlightening since the 
deliberations have stressed the urgency of economic development, 
the causes and cures of poverty and the responsibilities of the more 
fortunate to alleviate poverty through resource transfers from the 
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developed to the developing world. The main divide has been 
on the strategies of development, with the developed countries 
advocating long-term gradualist policies and the developing states 
demanding rapid progress through short-term measures, capital 
transfers and aid from the North to the South bloc of countries.

16.2 UNCTAD and UNDP

During the First Development Decade, the majority of developing 
countries—through voting majorities in the General Assembly—
helped initiate two UN bodies that were responsible for much 
of UN policies on development in the 20th century—the UN 
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and the UN 
Development Programme (UNDP). The initiative for a conference 
on trade and development first came from the Non-Aligned 
Movement (NAM), a group of developing countries characterized 
by their professed neutrality in the East–West (capitalist versus 
socialist) conflict. UNCTAD originated in 1964, and met regularly 
every four years, remaining firmly committed to ameliorating 
the economic problems of underdevelopment in the global South 
by negotiating with the industrialized nations of the North, 
particularly on trade issues. It disburses an annual budget of 
US$50 million and another US$25 million in technical assistance 
funds, helping governments deal with foreign direct investment 
and problems related to economic globalization. UNCTAD assists 
needy countries in attracting investors by means of reliable 
financial information at the corporate level. In the confrontational 
era of the 1960s and 1970s, the chief activist and spokesperson of 
the South was Raul Prebisch, who was head of UNCTAD for a 
long time. The major initiatives taken during his tenure included 
the creation of commodity agreements and the establishment 
of a General System of Preference (GSP) on tariffs for poorer 
countries to open the markets of developed states to products 
from developing countries and increased financial aid from the 
developed North to the South. The UNCTAD secretariat under 
Prebisch also promoted the establishment of the Common Fund, 
which supported price stabilization. An important development 
during this era was the creation of a Third World caucus known 
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as the Group of 77 (G-77), which under Prebisch’s leadership put 
together a set of consensus demands regarding transfer of capital 
and resources from the rich to the poor countries. During the next 
40 years, the G-77 grew to 133 nations, finding in their cohesion 
the voting strength to dominate UNCTAD’s agenda.

One of the most controversial proposals, the G-77 and UNCTAD 
put forward was known as the New International Economic Order 
(NIEO) in 1974, calling for a radical reform of the world trade 
system with a new set of rules, including more favourable terms 
of trade for primary commodities, the transfer of technology to 
developing countries, a charter establishing the economic rights 
and duties of states in the world system, more liberal aid policies 
and to require the world’s industrialized states and multinational 
corporations to conform their aid and investment policies to 
United Nations–approved guidelines. The NIEO, which truly 
called for a global redistribution of wealth, found little support 
in developed countries and by the 1980s, the NIEO agenda was 
politically dead, superseded by a new concern for the growing 
debt levels of developing states. In May 2003, UNCTAD became 
the co-owner (with the World Bank) of the Debt Management 
and Financial Analysis System (DMFAS), giving it the ability to 
work with 61 low- and middle-income states on lowering and 
managing their debt levels. The NIEO’s recommendations were 
also becoming irrelevant as a result of the rapid expansion of free 
markets as the Cold War came to an end.

Although the success of neo liberal free market policies 
undermined the initial thrust of UNCTAD, the relative decline of 
developing countries’ economies during the 1990s revived interest 
in the role of the organization. In recent years, issues of particular 
importance to UNCTAD included the flight of capital of least 
developed, landlocked and island countries, calling on financial 
institutions to correct inequities in the world trading system, 
newly exacerbated by global economic liberalization, which 
have kept developing countries permanently impoverished and 
dependent on developed nations for goods, support and markets 
for their underpriced exports (Weiss, 1986).

The General Assembly replaced the Special UN Fund for 
Economic Development and the Expanded Program of Technical 
Assistance with a new organization—the UN Development 
Programme (UNDP) in 1965. Like UNCTAD, UNDP is an 
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outcome of the First Development Decade and a subsidiary 
organ of the General Assembly. With headquarters in New 
York, it serves as a lead agency for all UN development efforts. 
It maintains a network of national and regional offices in more 
than 170 countries and territories. About 90 per cent of the 
UNDP budget go to about 65 nations with nearly 90 per cent of 
the world’s poorest people. UNDP started the annual Human 
Development Report, which pioneered a new concept of rating 
the development of individual countries on the basis of citizen 
well-being within nations. UNDP has become increasingly 
active in diverse fields, from natural disaster management to 
supporting elections in transitional states. To attain the larger 
goal of sustainable human development, UNDP has focused 
on poverty eradication, democratic governance, energy and 
environment crisis prevention and recovery.

16.3 The Development Decades 

Four major campaigns to speed Third World development have 
taken place in the form of Development Decades for the 1960s, 
1970s, 1980s and 1990s of the 20th century. The First Development 
Decade call was given in 1961, when the 16th General Assembly 
proclaimed the need to mobilize and sustain support for the 
measures required on the part of both developed and developing 
societies to accelerate progress towards self-sustaining growth of 
the economy of individual nations and their social advancement. 
The target set by the Assembly was to raise the annual rate of 
growth in the developing countries to a minimum of 5 per cent. 
All UN member states were urged to pursue policies and adopt 
measures aimed at achieving this goal.

Subsequently, it has been observed that all the Development 
Decades—with different targets—suffered from a lack of 
willpower and planning leading to goal displacement by member 
states. For each decade, the goal of a transfer of 1 per cent of total 
GNP from each of the developed states to the developing states 
was established as the primary objective. In fact, actual assistance 
fell to 0.51 per cent of GNP in 1960 and below 0.40 per cent in 
the 1970s and 1980s. Growing population growth further negated 
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program goals by diverting attention within the developing 
countries to increasing food production to avert famines.

In the Third Development Decade, the UN adopted a New 
International Development Strategy (NIDS) and established a 
Substantial New Programme of Action (SNPA) for the Least 
Developed Countries. NIDS aims at getting each developed 
country to transfer 0.7 per cent of its GNP each year for Third 
World development assistance. It also strongly recommended 
that the industrialized countries convert their public loans given 
to the poorest countries to outright grants. To help speed up the 
economies of developing nations, the strategy urges the developed 
nations to at least reach, if not surpass, the targets fixed for 
official development assistance, divert some of the funds released 
(following disarmament) to the needy countries and recycle part 
of the huge surpluses built up by some industrialized nations to 
the developing ones. To supplement their efforts, the General 
Assembly, in 1967, established the UN Industrial Development 
Organisation which became a UN-specialized agency in 1986. 
Its main objective was to accelerate the industrialization of the 
developing countries with the active assistance of the industrialized 
countries.

Most UN efforts to finance economic development have taken 
the form of loan programmes carried on by the World Bank group—
the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, the 
International Finance Corporation, the International Development 
Association and also the International Monetary Fund. After the 
Second World War, plans had been drawn by the US and her allies 
for a stable post-war international order, with these institutions 
providing the foundations based on the pursuit of free trade, but 
allowing an appropriate role for state intervention in the market 
in support of national and global security. The decision-making 
procedures of these international economic institutions favoured a 
small group of developed Western states through ‘weighted voting’. 
Their relationship with the UN, which in the General Assembly has 
more democratic procedures, has not been an easy one.

Technical assistance, which involves the teaching of skills 
and new technologies, is a vital instrument of development 
programmes. It has occupied a sizable portion of the energies 
and funds of the advanced countries and UN development 
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programmes. The Expanded Programme of Technical Assistance 
(EPTA) and a Special Fund was merged into the UN Development 
Programme (UNDP) in 1965 to secure a unified approach. The 
UNDP is the world’s largest agency for technical cooperation, 
currently supportive of several thousand development projects in 
the developing world. 

Despite large-scale efforts by the UN family, where on balance 
do the developing states stand today? Although more has been 
done to promote world economic development during the last two 
decades than in all the past ages of history, much more is needed 
and expected. Large pockets of poverty dot the globe where the 
basic necessities of life do not exist. The issue of poverty moved 
up the global political agenda at the close of the 20th century, 
as evidenced in the declaration of the UN’s first MDGs. While 
World Bank figures for the 1990s showed a global improvement 
in reducing the number of people living on less than a dollar a 
day (2 billion), the picture is mixed everywhere. In sub-Saharan 
Africa, the situation worsened; in the Russian Federation, the 
Commonwealth of Independent States, Latin America and some 
Middle Eastern states, the overall picture was grim. Even in states 
like China and India, interstate inequalities continue unabated. 
Average per capita incomes in the industrialized nations are now 
about 50 times more than those of the least developed countries. 
By the end of the century, not a single former Second or Third 
World country had graduated to the ranks of the First World. 
Despite significant improvements in global social indicators, such 
as adult literacy, access to safe water and infant mortality rates, the 
global deprivation picture in ‘basic needs’ is truly overwhelming. 
Between 1990 and 2000, the GDP in the least developed countries 
grew only by 3.2 per cent, compared with 3.4 per cent for the 
more fortunate developing countries (Moore Jr and Pubartz, 
2006: 263–64).

Industrialized countries pledged at the General Assembly in 
1980 to devote 0.7 per cent of their GNP for Official Development 
Assistance (ODA) to developing countries. But that target has 
been reached by only a few countries today—currently, Denmark, 
Finland, Norway and Sweden. On an average, ODA has remained 
at less than half of the targeted level or about 0.3 per cent of the 
GNP of the industrialized countries, falling in real terms with the 
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end of the Cold War. In 1999, ODA, at $56 billion, represented a 
mere 0.24 per cent of the GNP of the 21 main donor countries. The 
largest donor continued to be Japan, followed by the US, France 
and Germany (Moore Jr and Pubartz, 2006: 263–64).

Motivated by egalitarian concerns in the 1970s, the developing 
countries had campaigned unsuccessfully for a New International 
Economic Order (NIEO). In fact, they had called for reforms of the 
existing order and were especially concerned about the declining 
terms of trade for poor countries. They wanted the prevailing 
order to be made more user friendly for the producers of primary 
commodities through such mechanisms as index—linking the 
prices of primary products to the prices of manufactured goods. 
They were also interested in defending their right to exercise 
sovereignty over their natural resources and to form producer 
cartels. In the past, official development finance from northern 
governments represented the bulk of the financial resources 
going into developing countries. But in the last few years, private 
investment in developing countries has increased dramatically, 
and private investment and loans now far outweigh official 
flows. Of the total net resource flows of $240 billion to developing 
countries in 1998, $147 billion was from private sources and only 
$88 billion was from official flows including non-ODA funds. In 
1999, for example, developing countries received only 24 per cent 
of foreign direct investment globally. Africa’s share was a mere 
1.2 per cent (Moore Jr and Pubartz, 2006: 263–64).

Box 16.1: Group of Eight (G-8)

The Group of Eight (G-8, formerly G-6 and G-7) is a forum, created by 
France in 1975, for governments of six countries in the world: France, 
Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom and the United States. In 
1976, Canada joined the group. With the joining of Russia in 1997, the 
group became G-8. The European Union is represented within the G-8.

Each calendar year, the responsibility of hosting the G8 rotates through 
the member states. Lately, both France and the United Kingdom have 
expressed a desire to expand the group to include five developing countries, 
referred to as the Outreach Five (O5) or the Plus Five: Brazil, China, India, 
Mexico, and South Africa. These countries have participated as guests in 
previous meetings, which are sometimes called G8+5.
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16.4 The Right to Development

Despite the creation of UNCTAD and UNDP, NIEO remained only 
on paper; resolutions were made but never implemented; targets 
were not met even halfway. The East–West confrontation is dead; 
the North–South dialogue does not seem to move anywhere—it 
has been rendered toothless by the onslaught of globalization. The 
industrialized North firmly believes that development could best 
be achieved by full participation in the World Trade System and 
the creation of free market economies at home. In December 1986, 
the General Assembly declared ‘development’ to be an inalienable 
human right by virtue of which each person and all peoples are 
entitled to participate in, contribute to and enjoy economic, social, 
cultural and political development in which all human rights 
and fundamental freedoms can be fully realized. Several world 
conferences subsequently reaffirmed the principle. Among them, 
the most important were the Rio Declaration of the 1992 Earth 
Summit, the 1993 Vienna Declaration on Human Rights and the 
Declaration of the Third UN Conference on the Least Developed 
Countries in 2001. The General Assembly in 1977 adopted the 
Agenda for Development. The core thrust of the agenda was 
reaffirming the importance of development and resituating the 
UN’s central role in that process. The agenda addressed the familiar 
components of development—economic growth, trade finance, 
science and technology, poverty eradication, employment and 
human resource development—but also placed new emphasis on 

Box 16.2: Group of Twenty (G-20)

The Group of Twenty (G-20) is a group of finance ministers and central 
bank governors from 20 economies: 19 countries plus the European single 
currency. Collectively, the G-20 economies comprise 85 per cent of global 
gross national product, 80 per cent of world trade and two-thirds of the 
world population.

The G-20 is a forum for cooperation and consultation on matters 
pertaining to the international financial system. It studies, reviews 
and promotes discussion of policy issues pertaining to the promotion of 
international financial stability, and seeks to address issues that go beyond 
the responsibilities of any one organization.
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the role of democracy, human rights, popular participation, good 
governance and the empowerment of women.

Between 1980 and 2001 in the three UN conferences on the 
plight of least developed countries (149 in number), signs could 
be seen that the UN’s attention had generated new international 
initiatives to solve their problems. Lending states evinced a new 
interest in debt relief, as evidenced by the World Bank and IMF’s 
(International Monetary Fund) creation of the Heavily Indebted 
Poor Countries (HIPC) Initiative in 1996. Faced with the harsh 
reality that the poorest countries spend several times more 
funds on servicing accumulated international debt than on the 
problems facing their people, the initiative sought to achieve ‘debt 
sustainability’ in these states and overall poverty reduction. In June 
2005, the G-8 reached agreement on a $40 billion write-off of debt 
owed by 18 of the world’s poorest countries and owed mostly to 
the IMF, the World Bank and the African Development Bank.

In their Millennium Declaration in the UN in September 2000, 
world leaders stressed that making globalization a positive force 
for all is the central challenge before the international community. 
People must feel included if globalization is to succeed. There is still a 
great diversity in approaches to development among the developed 
and developing countries. The industrialized West would like to 
see a greater measure of political and economic freedom, freer 
trade, reduced restrictions on investment opportunities, internal 
reforms and free exchange of currencies—to hasten desirable 
economic changes in developing states. On the other hand, most 
Third World leaders feel that though multilateral development 
programmes have remained useful and desirable, they are not 
central to development. Most academics and scholars feel that 
it would be unrealistic to expect the leading capitalistic states of 
the world to promote industrial growth and lend capital to the 
public sector in Third World countries. Conversely, very poor 
countries cannot be expected to generate the savings needed for 
private investment on a large scale or to allow the domination of 
their economies through Structural Adjustment Programmes or 
other kinds of conditional aid programmes. The issues facing the 
international economy have become truly more complex. Third 
World debt alone is of such magnitude—and is so intertwined with 
other issues like trade and financial flows—that the approaches of 
the past are clearly inadequate.
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The Cold War provided a context in which there was 
competition between the Western and the Eastern bloc of nations 
to win allies in the Third World. The US believed that market-
led economic growth would result in development, whereas the 
USSR attempted to sell its economic system, based on centralized 
planning, as the most rapid means for the newly independent 
states to achieve industrialization and development. Yet, in the 
early post-war and postcolonial decades, all states, whether in 
the West, East or Third World, favoured state intervention in 
development. With the ending of the Cold War and the collapse 
of the Eastern bloc after 1989, neo classical economic policies that 
favoured a minimalist state and an enhanced role for the market 
became predominant under the economic logic of globalization. 
By the end of the 1990s, the advanced industrial bloc of nations 
(the G-8) and associated international financial institutions 
were championing a slightly modified version of the neo liberal 
economic orthodoxy, labelled the ‘post Washington consensus’ 
which stressed pro-poor growth and poverty reduction based 
on continued domestic policy reform and growth through trade 
liberalization. The MDGs reflect a rare convergence in the North–
South debate that were a far cry from the NIEO and South’s 
persistent demands on a recalcitrant North that dominated 
development debates in the 1960s and 1970s. 

The end of the Cold War, terminating in the US–USSR 
confrontation, along with the economic realities of globalization, 
enabled a much more cooperative atmosphere to emerge during 
the Millennium Summit. This situation does not mean that 
differences have evaporated between the North and the South. 
The South countries continue to emphasize on the structural 
impediments built into the Bretton Woods system, the need to 
bridge the huge gap between the North and the South and the 
need to look into the specific needs of the heavily indebted poor 
countries. Conversely, the North group of countries focused on 
the MDGs that called for better governance in least developed 
countries, market liberalization, need for adoption of poverty 
reduction and better human development policies and the need 
to protect the environment. The MDGs and the commitment to 
sustainable human development and environment marked a 
greater degree of cooperation on these problems between the 
North and the South than ever before.
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16.5 �Human Development and Human 
Security: An Alternative Approach

Economic growth or development refers to the combined 
processes of capital accumulation, rising national incomes, 
increasing diversification of employment and labour skills, 
that is, a move from primary sectors to tertiary sectors with the 
adoption of new technological styles and other related social and 
economic changes (Buzan et al., 1998: 5–26; Baldwin, 1997: 5–26). 
By this measure, most of the developing world showed progress 
on economic development in the 1970s, with an average of 3 per 
cent GDP growth rates. However, in the 1980s, this pace slowed 
down everywhere except in Asia. Per capita GDP declined in 
Latin America, Africa and the Middle East (Boer and Koek, 1999: 
519–22). In the 1990s, real economic growth returned to much of 
the South—about 5 or 6 per cent annual growth for the South as 
a whole, except for China and India, which continued with high 
growth rates. Development varies hugely within countries and 
between regions and countries. The gap between the rich and 
the poor is, however, widening over the years. In the decade of 
the 1990s, parts of the South prospered and others stagnated or 
declined.

From a capitalist perspective, capital accumulation in the 
North creates faster economic growth, which ultimately will 
bring more wealth to the South as well (a trickle-down approach). 
Socialists do not view the North–South disparities as justified by 
global growth benefits. They favour policy moves to shift income 
from North to South in order to foster economic growth in the 
Third World. Such redistributive policies would not slow global 
economic growth—as capitalists fear—but lead to a more balanced 
and stable developmental pattern.

As it stands today, most states of the South are mixed economies. 
Their developmental patterns are widely divergent and cannot 
lead to any definitive model building along binary lines (Klare, 
1996: 353–58). 

In 1990, the UNDP developed the Human Development Index 
(HDI) to measure the development achievements of countries 
giving equal weightage to life expectancy, adult literacy and 
average local purchasing power. HDI parameters result in a very 
different evaluation of countries’ achievements than does the 
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traditional measurement of development based on per capita GDP. 
For example, China, Sri Lanka, Hungary and Sweden fare much 
better under the HDI index than they do under the traditional 
GDP indices. The HDI has become an even more sophisticated 
instrument now, as HDI data is being disaggregated in certain 
countries along gender, regional, racial and ethnic groupings. The 
Human Poverty Index (HPI) reflects the distribution of progress 
on HDI measurements, while the Gender Empowerment Index 
(GEI) monitors the relative position of women worldwide. 
The promotion of the HDI reveals the contrasting approaches 
to development of UNDP on the one hand, and the IMF and 
World Bank, on the other. Critics of the conventional approach 
to development do not believe that independently statistical 
measurements of economic growth and per capita GDP are alone 
competent to give us a convincing picture of what is happening 
in developing countries or indeed to human welfare across the 
world. The Human Development approach advocates Professors 
Mahbub ul Haq and Amartya Sen plead for more emphasis on 
the pattern of distribution of the national product within societies 
in terms of actual citizen entitlements. They believe that the 
process of globalization has resulted in increasing economic 
differentiation between and within countries, which simply 
cannot be overlooked. The trickle-down approach—the idea that 
overall economic growth as measured by increases in the GDP 
would automatically bring benefits to the poor—has not worked. 
Despite impressive rates of growth in GDP per capita enjoyed by 
developing countries, this success was not reflected in the well-
being of their populations at large, whose basic needs have still 
not being met. There was, consequently, a dawning recognition in 
academic circles that growth reduces poverty only if accompanied 
by specific economic and social policies directed to that end. The 
first Human Development Report in 1990 opened with these words 
which have guided all subsequent reports: ‘People are the real 
wealth of a nation.’ With its wealth of empirical data and innovative 
approach to measuring development, the Human Development 
Report had a profound impact on development thinking around 
the world. Featuring the Human Development Index, every report 
presents agenda-setting data and analysis and calls international 
attention to issues and policy options that put people at the 
centre of strategies to meet the challenges of development. That 
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the objective of development should be to create an enabling 
environment for people to enjoy long, healthy and creative lives 
may appear self-evident today. A central objective of the report 
for the past 20 years has been to emphasize that development 
is primarily and fundamentally about people. Addressing these 
issues requires new tools. The 2010 Report introduces three 
measures to the report family of indices—the Inequality-adjusted 
Human Development Index, the Gender Inequality Index and the 
Multidimensional Poverty Index. These state-of-the-art measures 
incorporate recent advances in theory and measurement and 
support the centrality of inequality and poverty in the human 
development framework. These experimental series have been 
introduced with the intention of simulating reasoned public debate 
beyond the traditional focus on aggregates. Many challenges lie 
ahead. Some are related to policy: development policies must 
be based on the local context and sound overarching principles; 
numerous problems go beyond the capacity of individual states 
and require democratically accountable global institutions. 
These are also implications for research: deeper analysis of the 
surprisingly weak relationship between economic growth and 
improvements in health and education and careful consideration 
of how the multidimensionality of development objectives affects 
development thinking are just two examples.

With the end of the Cold War, the concept of ‘security’ has also 
increasingly come to be scrutinized by scholars and practitioners 
of international relations. In the classical formulation, security 
implies how states use coercion to handle threats to their territorial 
integrity, and their domestic governments, primarily from other 
states.

For others, this formulation of security is too one sided, in its 
emphasis on force in a world where there are weapons of mass 
destruction and where interdependence is a hard reality. It was 
felt that this must be supplemented by an evolving concept 
of ‘cooperative security’. The second major criticism is that the 
concept restricts the scope of security to military threats from 
other states. Threats from other states in today’s context could 
be ‘environmental’, ‘economic’ and ‘cultural’ besides emanating 
from ‘non-state’ actors. This inclusive notion of security, which 
broadens the instruments and sources of threat, may be called 
‘comprehensive security’. A third more fundamental critique 
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suggests that the notion of security cannot consider only the state 
as the central focus, the protection and welfare of its citizens, 
that is, the security of human beings within a state should also 
be included in a study of the concept. Critiques of the dominant 
models of economic growth and development had also started 
gaining ground from the 1960s. In the mid-1970s, in international 
relations, the multinational World Order Models Project (WOMP) 

launched an ambitious effort to plan and construct a more stable 
and just world order and, as a part of this endeavour, the question 
of individual well-being and security came to be sketched and 
included as part of serious academic discourse (Bajpai and 
Mallavarapu, 2005).

In the 1980s, two other independent commissions contributed 
to the changing parameters on development and security. The 
first was the North–South Report of Willy Brandt of 1980 (Brandt 
et al., 1980), the second being the Olof Palme ‘Common Security’ 
report (Independent Commission on Disarmament and Security 
Issues, 1982) in the same period. With the end of the Cold War in 
1991, the Stockholm Initiative on Global Security and Governance 
issued a call for Common Responsibility in the 1990s, which 
referred to a wider concept of security dealing with threats that 
stem from failures in development, environmental degradation, 
excessive population growth and movement and lack of progress 
towards democracy. Four years later, the commission on global 
governance report, our Global Neighbourhood, echoed the 
Stockholm Initiative’s words on security: ‘the concept of global 
security must be broadened from the traditional focus on the 
security of states to include, the security of people and the security 
of the planet’ (1995).

If these commission reports were the precursors to the evolving 
concept of human security it was Mahbub ul Haq in UNDP—a 
central figure in the launching of the HDI earlier—who outlined 
the approach to human security in his paper ‘New Imperatives of 
Human Security’ (1994) which will be summarized below.

Haq argues that human security is not about protecting the 
boundaries of states and territories alone but also about providing 
the basic needs of individuals and people. Whereas the classical 
conception of security emphasizes territorial integrity and national 
independence as the primary values that need to be protected 
by force and armaments, human security pertains to protecting 
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the vulnerabilities of people, by raising the living and well-
being of the citizens inside states. The major threats to security 
are: disease, terrorism, poverty, environmental degradation, 
illiteracy, sharp inequalities among and within states. This world 
order is embedded in the prevailing conceptions and practices of 
development, the reliance on arms for security, the divide between 
North and South globally, and the increasing marginalization of 
global institutions. Mahbub ul Haq gives a radical programme that 
could be a great help in achieving human security challenges to 
public policy. Human security was attainable through sustainable 
development, not through the strength of arms or nuclear power. 
In particular, he spells out five radical steps to operationalize 
the new conception of security: development with emphasis 
on equity, sustainability and grass-roots participation, a peace 
dividend to underwrite the broader agenda of human security, 
a new partnership between North and South based on justice not 
charity—which emphasizes equitable access to global market 
opportunities and economic restructuring—a new framework of 
global governance built on reform of international institutions 
and finally, a growing role for global civil society (Haq, 1994).

The North–South dialogue in multinational fora for the 
last five decades and the critical debates on development and 
security in academic circles since the 1970s have all highlighted 
the contested terrain of these dialogues. However, from the 
1970s, alternative approaches to development originated from 
various NGOs, scholars and economists, UN bodies and grass-
roots social movements across the world. There was an emerging 
consensus that the process of development should include, 
endogenous, self-reliant ecologically sustainable approaches and 
be based on structural transformations of the economy, gender 
and class relations in society. Grass-roots movements on specific 
issues like the Narmada dam project or the Chipko movement 
in the Himalayas gave valuable inputs to development theory. 
This momentum continued and it has become the norm to hold 
alternative NGO conferences today. The world Social Forum 
meets annually, apart from any UN event.

Democracy is the soul of the alternative view of development. 
The global transition over 1990s and beyond was characterized 
more by the establishment of formal institutions or restoration 
of the electoral process, than by substantive changes in the 
power structure of societies and the associated entitlements 
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of their citizens to state resources. In the face of the continuing 
onslaught of globalization and erosion of local community control, 
people are standing up for a wider diffusion of the benefits of 
globalization by regulations of the market. Protest movements 
symbolize the struggle for real democracy, which means people’s 
control over their lives and decisions that affect their community. 
These ‘alternative’ approaches to development—which virtually 
evolved from the grass roots—stresses on equity, participation, 
self-reliance and sustainability. 

In this context, scholars like Amartya Sen, in several 
publications, put forth the view that development is not about 
gross availability of products in the market; it is about the access 
to these by the availability of purchasing power in the hands of 
citizens as consumers. State intervention is absolutely necessary 
in guaranteeing a basic minimum to its citizens—food, education 
healthcare and employment. These are citizen entitlements, 
which empower the citizen to purchase the things he needs from 
the market. Therefore, according to Sen, development is both a 
process and a product; it is a process of empowering the citizens 
with certain entitlements that will help them enter the market 
with adequate purchasing power to buy products of their choice 
as consumers. The necessary goods exist because development 
has already occurred. The debate has also shifted from ‘growth’ to 
‘sustainable development’. The Brundtland Commission Report 
of 1987 supported the idea that the pursuit of development by 
the present generations must include inter-generational equity 
as well as intra-generational equity. The report stressed on the 
national limits to growth emphasizing that growth itself needed 
to be made environment friendly and sustainable.5

It is clear that when we consider the changing notions of 
development and security, we are entering into contested terrain. 
Definitions have changed in 50 years as have the content and 
context of debates on these issues. In large sections of the globe, 
where the forces of globalization have yielded amazing prosperity, 
acute poverty, hunger, deprivation and inequalities still persist. 
The traditional approaches to development stressed on growth 
alone, the current approaches stress on equity and sustainability. 
‘Security’ earlier meant the territorial security of states; now it has 

5 The Brundtland Commission Report on Environment & Development, 1987.
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taken on composite meanings, including the personal well-being 
of citizens within states moving, therefore, from a state-centric to 
an individual-centric conceptualization that has united parts of the 
North and South in support of what has now come to be known as 
the concept of ‘human security’. Prescription for normative public 
policy would highly differ with differences in approach. The 
modern approach to development and security would prescribe 
people-centric, accountable, equitable and environment-friendly 
public policies by states. The concept of human security is not just 
an addition to the existing field of international studies, but should 
be considered as a transformational synthesis incorporating 
security, development and human rights into a single framework, 
critically evaluating existing concepts and their interconnections. 
It is a shift from understanding international relations and security 
from a statist perspective to a citizen perspective. It rethinks peace 
beyond the classical understanding as ‘non-war’ to espouse the 
causes of ‘positive peace’, which presupposes the elimination of 
‘structural violence’, ushering in an era of economic development, 
social justice, democratization disarmament, respect for the rule 
of law and human rights. We can argue, as many scholars have 
done, that a convincing way to operationalize human security 
within the above-mentioned framework is by conceptualizing 
it as a ‘global public good’. As Sen (1999) points out, while the 
nature of today’s challenges have become increasingly complex 
and diverse, so too have the instruments to respond to them. 
In this context, one should distinguish between foundational 
prevention (long-term strategy for equitable, culturally sensitive 
and representative development) and crisis prevention. It also 
requires consensus at the global level for a new framework of 
development cooperation, strategic partnerships based on mutual 
benefits, linkages between domestic and international events and 
responses, coordination between non-state or sub-state actors with 
nation states and multilateral or international organizations.

Box 16.3: What Is Human Security?

The 1994 UNDP Human Development Report synthesized threats to human 
security in seven components: economic, food, health, environmental, 
personal, community and political security as follows:
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1. � Economic security, where the main threat is poverty, requires an 
assured basic income—either from productive and remunerative 
work (through employment by the public or private sector, wage 
employment or self-employment) or from government-financed social 
safety nets.

2. � Food security, where the threats are hunger and famine, requires that 
all people at all times should have both physical and economic access 
to basic food—that they should be entitled to food, by growing it for 
themselves, by buying it, or by using the public food distribution 
system. The availability of food is a necessary but not a sufficient 
condition for food security. People often go hungry because they 
cannot afford to buy food, not because food is unavailable.

3. � Health security, where the threats include injury are disease, requires 
access to healthcare and health services, including safe and affordable 
family planning. The threats to health security are greater for poor 
people in rural areas, particularly women and children, who are more 
exposed to disease.

4. � Environmental security, where the threats are pollution, environmental 
degradation and resource depletion, requires a healthy physical 
environment, security from the degradation of the local ecosystems, 
air and water pollution, deforestation, desertification, salinization, 
natural hazards (e.g. cyclones, earthquakes, floods, droughts or 
landslides) and man-made disasters (e.g. due to road or nuclear 
accidents or poorly built slum buildings).

5. � Personal security, where the threats include various forms of violence, 
requires security from physical violence and from various threats. 
People are increasingly threatened by sudden, unpredictable violence 
(e.g. threats from the state through physical torture inflicted by the 
military or police), threats from other states such as wars, threats from 
international or cross-border terrorism, threats from other groups of 
people such as ethnic or religious conflicts, threats from individuals 
or gangs against other individuals or street violence, from hostage-
taking, threats directed against women such as domestic violence, 
abuse or rape, directed against children such as child abuse, neglected 
child labour, or child prostitution, and threats to one’s self such as 
suicides or drug abuse.

6. � Community security, where the threat is to the integrity of cultural 
diversity, requires security from oppressive traditional practices, 
treating women harshly, discriminating against ethnic or indigenous 
groups and refugees, group rebellion and armed conflicts.

(Box 16.3 Contd.)
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16.6 Conclusion

The North–South debate began in earnest during preparations 
for the 1964 UNCTAD conference and reached new heights 
with the call for a New International Economic order in the 
mid-1970s. The idea was to level the economic playing field 
for the developing world and was a passionate call to change 
international economic relationships. However, since the 
1980s, the NIEO ceased to be a matter of serious discussion, 
the bargaining position of the South as a bloc diminished, 
with a number of countries suffering from unsustainable debt 
burdens resulting from the ramifications of the oil crisis and 
in need of assistance from the northern-dominated Bretton 
Woods institutions. IMF/World Bank help to these bankrupt 
or financially besieged economies came with conditionalities 
attached. Orthodox Structural Adjustment Programmes called 
for the slashing of state budgets, privatization of state-owned 
industries, and liberalization of trade, which have considerable 
social impacts. By the end of the 1990s, gaps between and within 
countries have increased. UNDP, however, challenged the IMF/
World Bank’s narrow pursuit of neo liberal strategies to enhance 
national growth. The early 1990s represented the beginning of 
‘mainstreaming’ human concerns into structural adjustment 
programmes: a compromise framing of essential issues that 
moved states beyond North–South confrontation to a middle 
ground, that is, instead of arguing that important new priorities 
require new institutions and posts, existing institutions can 
be reoriented and existing resources reallocated around new 
priorities, for example, gender mainstreaming is an approach to 
promote equality that involves ensuring that gender perspectives 
and attention to the goal of gender equality are central to all 

7. � Political security, where the threat is political repression, requires respect 
for human rights, protection from military dictatorships or abuse, from 
political or state repression, from the practice of torture, ill-treatment or 
disappearance, and from political detention and imprisonment.

Source: 1994 UNDP Human Development Report.

(Box 16.3 Contd.)
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activities—policy development, research, advocacy, dialogue, 
legislation, resource allocation, and so on (Weiss, 2008: 158).

While even today, the South versus North confrontation 
continues in many multilateral fora, the barriers came down during 
the Millennium summit, when heads of state and governments 
agreed to eight major goals (and 18 targets): eradicate extreme 
poverty and hunger; achieve universal primary education; 
promote gender equality and empower women; reduce child 
mortality, improve maternal health; combat HIV/AIDS, malaria 
and other diseases; ensure environmental sustainability and 
develop a global partnership for development—by 2015. The 
reinforcement of the MDG was a major theme at the September 
2005 World Summit, which became the largest ever gathering, 
with over 150 heads of state and governments at UN Headquarters 
in New York. The G-20 Summit in Seoul in 2010 was a milestone, 
as it was the first time that the G-20 Summit had been held in 
the Asia-Pacific region, now the emerging centre of gravity for 
the world economy, where the dynamic economies of China and 
India are leading the post-recession global recovery. Finally, the 
global crisis has highlighted the long pending agenda of reform 
of international financial architecture. These include reform of 
IMF conditionalities, creation of a global reserve currency based 
on special drawing rights that can be issued in a countercyclical 
manner, and enhanced voice and quota of developing countries 
in the Bretton Woods Institutions for addressing the democratic 
deficit, which are high on the agenda to restore the legitimacy, 
effectiveness and development friendliness of the international 
financial system. The new thinking in the post-crisis world is that 
the achievement of the MDG and the narrowing of development 
gaps have a central place in achieving strong, sustainable and 
balanced growth. In this respect, the United Nations and of the 
leaders of 20 nations should work together to seek a better future 
for all nations, and for all the world’s people.

The official development goals of the world community in 2005 
were a far cry from the NIEO and the South’s persistent demands 
on a recalcitrant North that dominated the development debate 
in the 1960s and 1970s. This situation did not mean, however, that 
policy differences no longer remained between developed and 
developing states. In fact, the South continues to emphasize the 
structural impediments built into the Bretton Woods system, the 
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need to overcome the economic inequalities between the two and 
the elimination of debt as a precondition to economic development. 
Conversely, rich nations focused on the MDG that called for better 
governance in least developed countries, domestic responsibilities 
for education and health goals and the need to save the planet 
from a resource-depleting model of development. Nonetheless, 
in the MDG, the global commitment to remove hunger and 
poverty by adopting more sustainable models of growth by all 
countries—North and South—do mark a point of convergence in 
the over 40 years old North–South dialogue regarding the ends of 
development.
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Learning Objectives

l	 To describe the basic tenets of India’s foreign policy
l	 To explain the reasons for continuity and change in India’s foreign policy
l	 To elucidate changing parameters of India’s foreign policy in the light of 

globalization and post–Cold War environment
l	 To evaluate the nature and functioning of India’s foreign policy

Abstract 

Ever since India achieved independence in 1947, it has striven 
assiduously to evolve and adopt a foreign policy commensurate with 
its national interests and the vision set by its leaders who were at 
the helm of affairs. Accordingly, India became one of the founding 
members of the Non-aligned Movement in the post–Second World War 
period and in setting up of the United Nations (UN), established in 
1945. During the Cold War period, India consciously chose its foreign 
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policy of not aligning with any major power bloc and, instead, devoted 
its energy and time in nation-building and national reconstruction. 
The end of the Cold War did not create any turbulence in its foreign 
policy orientation rather it made India’s leaders look towards real 
politik to cultivate and strengthen its diplomatic and economic ties 
with major countries of the world and regional bodies. In the 21st 
century, India has fine tuned its relations with other countries of the 
world from a position of strength. With the US, India has increasingly 
tried to engage in a win–win partnership in economic, defence and 
IT sectors. The signing of the Indo-US Civilian Nuclear Pact on 2nd 
March 2006 is a pointer in that direction. With Russia, once its major 
defence partner during the erstwhile Soviet Union years, India does 
have significant strategic and economic cooperation in various fronts. 
In spite of China having fought a major war with India in 1962, 
India and China have continued to court each other, taking trade and 
commerce between the two nations to new heights. Similarly, India, 
being an important member of the British Commonwealth of Nations, 
has continued to take pivotal interest in enhancing areas of cultural 
and economic linkages with Great Britain and other countries of the 
European Union (EU). The vibrant Indian diaspora population living 
in the EU has been the bridge through which both sides have forged 
closer partnership. France and Germany, two leading countries in 
EU today, have recognized the significance of India’s hard and soft 
power status and have accordingly made a number of important India-
centric initiatives. India’s relations with West Asia, particularly Saudi 
Arabia, United Arab Emirates and Israel have been strong and steady. 
A new direction has been added with a new equation being forged 
between India and Israel in various facets of their bilateral relations. 
Historically, India has had close friendship with countries of Africa, 
Latin America and West Asia, as these regions underwent a parallel 
process of decolonization and nation-building like that of India. Apart 
from increase in volume in trade and commerce with countries of West 
Asia, India in spite of its Arab-friendly foreign policy has sought to 
explore and expand its relationship with Israel as well. Similarly, India 
has close relationship with countries in the African continent. In South 
Asia, India has been a proactive member of South Asian Association 
of Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and South Asian Free Trade 
Agreement (SAFTA). In addition to various Confidence-building 
Measures (CBMs) at both military and non-military levels, India has 
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extended its hands of friendship and cooperation to all countries of the 
region in a variety of ways. 

17.1 Basic Determinants 

With India achieving independence in 1947 from the erstwhile 
British colonial rule, the onerous task of formulating its foreign 
policy fell upon its first prime minister, Pandit Jawaharlal 
Nehru of the Indian National Congress party. Nehru followed 
the policy of anti-colonialism and anti-racialism and it reflected 
in India’s support for the Indonesian struggle for independence 
from the Dutch and for abolition of the racial apartheid regime in 
South Africa. India also voiced support for communist China’s 
inclusion in the UN. Due to ideological reasons and also for 
self-preservation and in trying to maintain a distinct identity 
on the part of a newly independent state, Nehru embraced the 
policy of neutrality. As the world after the Second World War 
was a bipolar one, divided between two competing and rival 
blocs, India served as a facilitator in a number of international 
crisis situations, including its active participation in UN Peace 
Keeping Operations and in acting as interlocutor for exchange 
of prisoners between the US and China at the end of the Korean 
War. On a wider canvas, India termed its policy as one of non-
alignment, by staying away from rival military blocs of NATO 
and the Warsaw Pact, and at the same time forming a third force 
commensurate with its national interests. India, in the 1950s and 
early 1960s, during the Nehruvian era, followed a planned and 
regulated economic system with emphasis on the public sector. 
In this regard, heavy industry received substantial support 
from the Soviet Union, the US and other Western countries. 
Agriculture, however, remained in the hands of the private 
sector. The policy of mixed economy, pursued from the1950s 
to the 1980s, had a mixed impact. The Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) growth rate was a marginal low of 3 per cent. However, 
in the agricultural sector in the 1970s, thanks to the ushering in 
of the Green Revolution, India yielded sufficient food grains due 
to improved technologies, and from a food deficit nation, India 
became a food surplus one.
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Keeping in mind India’s diversity and magnitude in terms 
of geography, long coastline, languages, religions, population, 
castes and multi-ethnic structure, Nehru and the founding fathers 
of India’s Constitution followed a policy of secular democracy. 
Nehru and his successors also maintained cordial relationship 
with other countries of the world. 

Although India extended its hands of friendship to its 
neighbours, including China and Pakistan, there were several 
setbacks as well. In 1962, India and China fought a bitter border 
war across the Himalayas, which exposed India’s vulnerability 
in its military preparedness. Similarly, with Pakistan, three major 
wars in 1948, 1965 and 1971 as well as a limited war over Kargil in 
1999 further exacerbated the hostilities between the two nations. 

During the Cold War years (1945–90), India courted friendship 
with major countries of the world. During John F. Kennedy and 
L. B. Johnson’s presidencies in the US in the 1960s, India sought 
and received generous economic stimulus packages under PL-
480 scheme as well as US military and diplomatic support during 
the Sino-Indian war of 1962. With the Soviet Union, India signed 
a Treaty of Peace, Friendship, and Cooperation in August 1971. 
India obtained substantial economic and military aid from Soviet 
Union as well. With its South Asian neighbours, especially, 
Pakistan, Nepal, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, India signed various 
bilateral accords as a sign of goodwill and understanding. 

In the 1990s, the end of Cold War led to the demise of the 
bipolar world political order. Around the same time, India was 
undergoing serious economic problems of its own. Under the 
premiership of P. V. Narasimha Rao, India chose a pragmatic 
policy of economic liberalization, adjusting its foreign policy to 
the changing domestic and international realities. 

With India becoming a nuclear weapon country in 1998 and the 
Indian economy booming with a much higher growth rate, India 
has been taken seriously by major world powers. India, on her part, 
has also followed a policy of global engagement by creating more 
market opportunities and has emerged as a world superpower 
in information technology. On the strategic front, in the post–11 
September 2001 environment, India’s cooperation with the global 
war on terrorism and its proactive stand on counter-terrorism has 
been lauded universally. On the Kashmir front, closer to home, 
although the issue is a vexed one, yet some tangible movements 
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have taken place between India and Pakistan by the initiatives 
of meaningful confidence-building measures (CBMs), military as 
well as non-military. 

17.2 Policy of Non-alignment 

The movement for non-alignment took shape in 1954 in Colombo, 
Sri Lanka, where India’s prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, 
echoed the voice of Chinese premier, Zhou Enlai, in formulating 
the Doctrine of Panch Sheel. 

The five principles were as follows: 

1.	 Mutual non-aggression
2.	 Mutual respect for each other’s territorial integrity and 

sovereignty
3.	 Mutual non-interference in domestic affairs
4.	 Equality and mutual benefit
5.	 Peaceful coexistence

The characteristic features of non-alignment are as follows: 

1.	 Non-alignment stands for plurality and democratic equality 
among community of nations. It affirms faith in self-
determination and for an end to colonialism. It opposes 
all forms of pressures and outside interventions in the 
internal policies of a nation. It stands for international 
cooperation and functional relationship in an increasingly 
interdependent world. 

2.	 It opposes all forms of racialism and discrimination and 
it champions the cause of fundamental human freedoms. 
Economic and social justice is the motto of non-alignment. 

3.	 Non-alignment, through its ideological agnosticism in 
determining international relationships, stood for each 
nation’s ability in determining its own internal socio-political 
philosophies. It upheld the validity of differing and opposing 
socio-economic concepts and opposed the imposition of an 
external or alien ideology. In effect, it argued that a nation 
must have the right to evolve from its own civilizational 
roots and unique economic circumstances. 
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4.	 Non-alignment rests on the presumption that national 
security is linked with national strength of individual 
nations. It negates the validity of military power in ensuring 
internal legitimacy; even less is it prudent to surrender to 
outside protection 

5.	 Lastly, one of the major characteristics of non-alignment 
is that it asserts that international peace is an inalienable 
prerequisite for attaining national aspirations and for the 
exercise of sovereign independence. It, therefore, pleads for 
peaceful coexistence and avoidance of confrontation that 
will lead to international strife. In the face of weapons of 
mass destruction and the potentialities of nuclear war, it 
pleads for peaceful resolution of international disputes. 

Nehru’s concept of non-alignment received a receptive audience 
from a number of world leaders, such as Gamal Abdul Nasser 
of Egypt, Marshall Tito of Yugoslavia, N’Krumah of Ghana and 
Sukarno of Indonesia. 

During the Belgrade Summit of 1961, five conditions were 
identified for a state to become a bona fide member of the Non-
aligned Movement (NAM), which were as follows: 

1.	 The state willing to join NAM must formulate an independent 
foreign policy aimed at establishing mutual cooperation 
among nation states. 

2.	 That the said state would support independence and right 
to self-determination of every nationality.

3.	 That the state would not be a member of any military 
alliance created out of conflicts of big powers.

4.	 If that state enters into any bilateral or any regional military 
alliance, that agreement or alliance must not be created out 
of conflicts of the big powers. 

5.	 If that state allows any foreign military base on its soil, the 
said military base must not be created out of conflicts of big 
powers. 

During the Cold War years when both the US and the USSR were 
jockeying for world dominance and enhancing their respective 
spheres of influence, the leaders of various countries who struggled 
to achieve independence from long colonial rule chose a policy of 
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not aligning with the US bloc or Soviet alliance. India, on her part, 
from the 1950s to the 1990s, carved a niche for herself as a leader 
of the Third World and other developing nations, commensurate 
with its obligations towards the UN and the NAM. The end of the 
Cold War in the early 1990s created obstacles for the non-aligned 
movement, as some member countries were not quite sure about 
the future direction of NAM in terms of its strategy and long-term 
viability. 

Critics of non-alignment argue that the group also included 
countries that openly allied with the Soviet Union, such as Cuba. 
Nehru was also faulted for being too idealistic and devoid of 
realism and not quite pragmatic in securing India’s national 
interests. 

In the new millennium, the tasks for a non-aligned country like 
India is manifold, which are as follows:

1.	 The non-alignment movement must give meaning and 
substance to the notion of political sovereignty through true 
economic sovereignty.

2.	 Continuous struggle against domination, exploitation, war, 
poverty, illiteracy and subjugation of women.

3.	 Commitment to the concept of one world and one political 
community.

4.	 Struggle for the establishment of a balanced system of 
international economic relations.

5.	 Call for revolution of a different kind—to enable those who 
remained marginalized at the bottom to avail opportunities 
provided by the society and the state.

17.3 India as an Emerging Power 

With a population in excess of 1 billion and a growing influence 
in international relations, India is likely to leap into the category 
of an emerging global power. India’s foreign policy in the 21st 
century is driven by the following factors: 

1.	 Economic growth: For decades, India’s GDP Growth Rate 
was between 2 to 3 per cent. However, with the policy of 
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economic liberalization in 1991, followed by India’s entry in 
to a globalized world, India now has a growth rate of 9.5 per 
cent. Other factors that will contribute to our growth story 
in the future are: we have the second largest labour force 
in the world (440 million); our foreign exchange reserves 
amount to US$284 billion (the fifth largest). With a savings 
rate of 28 per cent of GDP and investment rate of 26 per cent 
of GDP, only China and South Korea have a better record 
than India. In addition to its traditional friends in West 
Asia, Russia, European Union (EU), Latin America and the 
US, India has adopted a ‘look east’ policy to take advantage 
of the huge trade potential in East Asia and South East Asia. 
India’s engagement with Association of South East Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) and South Asian Association of Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC) countries provide her a growing 
leverage with a wider market as well. What kind of foreign 
policy would enable us to eradicate poverty—grow at 8–10 
per cent and transform India into a moderately well-off 
state where our people can realize their potential— is what 
our foreign policy makers must look at.

2.	 Energy security: In view of India importing 70 per cent of its 
oil and 50 per cent of its gas, the Indian public is recognizing 
the need for alternative sources of energy and being more 
attentive to environmental concerns. At the same time, India 
is open to the idea of Iran–Pakistan–India–pipeline as that 
would ensure a reliable access to energy resources. Also, 
under the US–India July 2005 civilian nuclear agreement, 
India’s civilian reactors are poised for a big upswing and 
by many estimates, nuclear energy is going to account for 
nearly 15 per cent of India’s energy needs by the year 2020. 

3.	 Nuclear capability: With the 1998 Pokhran-II explosion, 
India has been declared a de facto nuclear weapon state, 
with estimated 150–200 nuclear arsenals at its disposal. 
While India’s nuclear doctrine envisages a ‘credible, 
minimum deterrent through land-, air- and sea-based 
capabilities, India has opted for a ‘no first use’ and ‘voluntary 
moratorium on further tests’. Since the Kargil Conflict of 
1999, both India and Pakistan have embarked upon a series 
of meaningful CBMs, military as well as non-military, aimed 
at de-escalating tension between the two countries. 
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4.	 Resilience of India’s democratic tradition: In spite of huge 
a population, teeming poverty and the divergent demands 
of India’s 20 language groups, 50,000 castes and 500,000 
villages, India has overcome obstacles to the country’s 
growth by maintaining secular and multicultural ethos, 
complimented by a free and vibrant media, independent 
judiciary, regularly scheduled elections and competing 
political parties. India’s heritage of tolerance and pluralism 
are embedded in its splendid diversity and the propensity 
for social harmony, political accommodation and conflict 
management. 

5.	 India as a soft power: As distinct from hard power, in which 
India has excelled in terms of nuclear deterrence, military 
modernization and robust economic growth, India’s influence 
as a soft power has also increased manifold in shaping values, 
beliefs and attitudes of a wide cross-section of the world 
population. 

Yet, challenges to India’s claim to become an emerging power 
remains. Twenty-six per cent of India’s population is below the 
poverty line even after 60 years of India’s independence; 45 per 
cent of children under the age of five suffer from malnutrition; 
and 15 per cent men and 48 per cent women are illiterate. India 
ranks 119th out of 177 countries in the Human Development 
Index, a ranking which needs substantial improvement. India also 
faces several intra-state conflicts and the scourge of extremism, in 
the form of Naxalism, that needs to be addressed with a sound 
strategy. 

17.4 India and the United States 

Both India and the US are stable democracies—one the largest 
in the world, the other the oldest. From America’s standpoint, 
post–Second World War, a new democratic regime in India was 
counted upon as a strategic ally for containing the Soviet influence 
in Asia. Yet, India refused to be an ally of the US. Strongly allied 
with Britain through both World Wars, the US had a policy of 
ambivalence towards colonial India. American Presidents F. D. 
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Roosevelt and Harry Truman paid scant attention to the cause of 
Indian independence and did not pressurize either Churchill or 
Atlee—the British Premiers during the Second World War—to 
give independence to India. In the wake of the Second World 
War, when America emerged as the world’s leading economic and 
military superpower, India, endowed with abundant raw produce, 
emerged as an attractive potential trade partner for the US. 

In the 1960s, India, under the dynamic leadership of Jawaharlal 
Nehru, looked upon John F. Kennedy with hope and optimism. 
The changing scene in international relations permitted both 
India and the US to play useful roles. Kennedy understood the 
pivotal role India could play in checkmating the influence of two 
communist giants, the People’s Republic of China and the Soviet 
Union. 

Although, both India and the US abhorred colonialism in all 
forms, yet their divergent roles in international affairs guided the 
two nations to look at the issue differently. For the US, particularly 
in the aftermath of the Second World War, the emergence of two 
communist countries—the Soviet Union and China—as major 
world powers was of particular concern. As a result, although the 
US officially declared its opposition to colonialism, yet in many 
cases it supported some of its European allies such as Britain, 
France, Portugal, in its drive against communism. On India’s 
part, anti-colonialism, along with non-alignment, had been 
its official policy since it achieved independence in 1947. India 
had consistently voted in favour of self-determination and de-
colonization. 

The 1970s saw the downhill in Indo–US relations due to 
divergent world views and policy orientations of Prime Minister 
Mrs Indira Gandhi and President Nixon, and the much publicized 
US tilt towards Pakistan in the Bangladesh crisis of 1970–71. The 
1980s and 1990s have witnessed a major turnaround, with both 
sides committing themselves to taking the bilateral relationship to 
a higher level. In particular, President Clinton’s South Asia policy 
had a distinct India-friendly focus. 

The summit meetings in 2006 in New Delhi and in 2005 in 
Washington D.C. between Prime Minister Dr Manmohan Singh 
and President George W. Bush indicated the level of profound 
transformation in Indo–US relations and the establishment of 
a global, strategic partnership between the two countries. The 
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leaders of the two of the greatest democracies in the world 
pledged to promote stability, democracy, rule of law, human 
freedom, prosperity and peace throughout the world. Even 
during President Bush’s campaign for presidency in 2000, his 
foreign policy advisers saw the importance of moving beyond 
the traditional South Asian prism and treating India from the 
perspective of a global balance of power. In the national security 
strategy announced by the Bush Administration in 2002, India was 
placed for the first time in the category of global powers. This was 
a big departure from the traditional approach in Washington that 
saw India as part of a South Asian, rather than an Asian or global, 
balance of power. The new assessment in Washington was further 
refined in the US National Intelligence Council’s report Mapping 
Global Future that was published at the end of 2004. It laid out 
the long-term implications of the tectonic changes unfolding in 
the world. The report recognized that West European powers, 
Japan and Russia were on an irreversible path of relative decline 
and that China and India were rising in the international system. 
The report argued that the rising powers such as China and India 
have the potential to render obsolete old categories—East and 
West, North and South, aligned and non-aligned, developed 
and developing—and that traditional, geographic grouping will 
increasingly lose salience in international relations; competition 
for allegiances will be more open, less fixed than in the past. 

The catastrophic tsunami earthquake that struck South and 
South-East Asia in December 2004 provided an opportunity 
for the Indian and US navies and Coast Guards to work closely 
together in search, rescue and reconstruction efforts. The Next 
Steps in Strategic Partnership (NSSP) process, first launched in 
January 2004, provided US licensing arrangements for Indian 
imports of sensitive items and technology, leading to a big boost 
in high-tech trade between the two countries. The conclusion of 
a successful Open Skies Agreement between India and the US 
has added further momentum in bilateral relations. Enhanced 
connectivity between the two countries in terms of greater aerial 
flights has provided increased trade, tourism and business and, 
therefore, greater cooperation between the two countries on a 
wide range of issues. 

The new parameters of the defence relationship include 
cooperation in various defence technologies, continued joint and 



436  l  Mohammed Badrul Alam

combined exercises and exchanges, expansion of defence trade, 
increased opportunities for technology transfer, collaboration, 
coproduction and research and developments efforts. The armed 
forces of the two countries have held a number of joint military 
exercises aimed at enhancing interoperability of all the services. 
During President Bush’s visit to India in March 2006, the two 
countries agreed to the conclusion of a Maritime Cooperation 
Framework to enhance security in the maritime domain, to 
prevent piracy and other transnational crimes at sea, carry out 
search and rescue operations, combat marine pollution, respond 
to natural disasters, address emergent threats and enhance 
cooperative capabilities including thorough logistics support. For 
US and India, this agreement was vital in securing seal lanes in 
and around Indian Ocean and the adjoining seas. 

In terms of economic relations, India–US bilateral trade grew 
from US$13.49 billion in 2001 to US$31.917 billion in 2006. India’s 
major export products include gems and jewellery, textiles, 
organic chemicals and engineering goods. Main imports from the 
US are machinery, precious stones and metals, organic chemicals, 
optical and medical instruments, aircraft and aviation machinery. 
The US is one of the largest foreign direct investors in India. The 
US is also the most important destination of Indian investment 
abroad. Between 1996 and 2006, Indian companies invested 
US$2,619.1 million in the US, largely in manufacturing and non-
financial services. The economic dialogue has two broad items 
in biotechnology and information technology. The IT theme has 
been expanded to become the Information and Communications 
Technology Working Group (ICT Working Group). 

The Science and Technology (S&T) Agreement between India 
and the US provides cooperation in these fields between the S&T 
communities of both countries. 

The agreement provides cooperation in areas such as basic 
sciences, space, energy, nanotechnology, health and IT. The 
agreement also establishes Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) 
protocols and other provisions necessary to conduct active 
collaborative research. India and the US have also agreed to 
enhance joint activities in space cooperation including in-space 
navigation and in the commercial space arena. There is a US–India 
Joint Working Group (JWG) on Civilian Space Cooperation that 
discusses joint activities. During the visit to India by President 
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Bush in 2006, the leaders of the two countries announced 
the establishment of a Bi-National Science and Technology 
Commission that was co-funded by the two governments. 

With India emerging fast as a soft power, cultural ties 
between the two countries have grown to a more popular level 
of mainstream American society. Students from India continue 
to enrol themselves in large numbers in American universities 
and institutions of higher learning. Similarly, the Indian 
diaspora residing in the US has been extremely proactive and 
visible in presenting themselves as a model minority, due to 
their high educational profile, economic affluence and political 
participation. 

The year 2008 is a significant turning point in the course of 
Indo–US relations. The controversial civilian nuclear agreement 
between India and the US that was signed during Indian Prime 
Minister Dr Manmohan Singh’s visit to Washington in July 
2005 received the US Congress’ approval to go forward. Intense 
negotiations by both sides led to the accord, known as the 123 
Agreement. Under the landmark treaty, India would subject its 
civilian nuclear programme under International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA) safeguards, support nuclear non-proliferation 
programmes, work to prevent the export of nuclear-related 
materials and abide by a self-imposed moratorium on nuclear  
weapons testing. In exchange, America would essentially recognize 
India as a Nuclear Weapons State; thus, agreeing to supply 
uninterrupted nuclear fuel and import natural uranium to help 
build an advanced and robust civilian nuclear energy programme. 
In spite of India not being a signatory to the Nuclear Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT), the US has offered to address the energy security 
needs of India. This commitment was renewed by President 
Barack Obama and his administration when he visited India in 
November 2010. India and the US are committed to the formation 
of a ‘strong, viable partnership’ in multiple spheres based on 
shared common values including respect for individual liberty, 
justice, rule of law and democracy. President Obama has referred 
to India as an ‘indispensable partner’ instead of an ‘ally’.

Somewhere down the line, Washington has figured out that 
India is not cut to be a pliant ally in the traditional sense. But 
we do have a huge market that the US considers very attractive. 
Besides, Obama was perhaps the first US president whose visit to 
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India would be measured by the number of jobs he could create for 
Americans back home, struggling with 10 per cent unemployment. 
India needs the US to invest in India’s development. India also 
needs the US market, their technology, their defence equipment, 
their expertise in diverse fields and their innovation. 

India’s relations with the US have been substantially transformed 
in the past few years, resulting in wide-ranging engagement 
across many fields including defence and security issues, counter-
terrorism, science and technology, health, trade, space, energy, 
agriculture, maritime cooperation and the environment. The 18 
July 2005 decision to cooperate in civil nuclear energy is a symbol 
of this transformed relationship. India and the US are committed 
to the formation of a strong, viable partnership in multiple spheres, 
based on shared common values, including respect for individual 
liberty, justice, rule of law and democracy. President Obama—
in his speech made at the Indian Parliament on 8 November 
2010—pledged to support India’s case for the latter’s entry to UN 
Security Council as a permanent member and India extended 
its commitment towards a host of issues, including counter-
terrorism efforts and in bringing about stability in neighbouring 
Afghanistan, thereby, forging even greater levels of partnership 
between the two countries. This relationship is likely to witness 
further upswing in the coming years. 

17.5 India and Russia 

India and the Russian Federation’s strategic partnership have 
served as a stabilizing factor in global peace and security. India and 
Russia, as strategic partners, have reaffirmed their commitment 
to cooperate bilaterally and at international forums. These are 
geared towards the establishment of a multipolar and just world 
order, based on sovereign equality of all states, their territorial 
integrity and non-interference in their internal affairs. 

The meeting between the Prime Minister of India, Dr Manmohan 
Singh, and the Prime Minister of Russia in 2008 began on a 
promising note. The Russian Premier’s visit to India was also timed 
to coincide with the second session of the India–Russia Forum on 
Trade and Investment. The event resulted in two outcomes that 
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were considered significant: first, it was decided to establish a 
Chief Executive Officer (CEO) Council, which was akin to Joint 
Business Council; second, a Joint Task Force (JTF) monitored the 
implementation of the recommendations of the joint study group 
for taking trade and economic relations between the two countries 
to newer heights by removing the obstacles to bilateral trade and 
commerce. 

Upon conclusion of the summit-level talks, the following 
documents were signed: 

1.	 Agreement between the Government of India and the 
Government of the Russian Federation on reciprocal 
protection of intellectual property rights in the field of 
military–technical cooperation. 

2.	 Agreement between the Government of India and the 
Government of the Russian Federation on safeguard 
technologies while implementing long-term cooperation 
in the area of joint development, operation and use of the 
GLONASS System for peaceful purposes. 

3.	 Agreement between the Indian Space Research Organization 
and the Federal Space Agency of the Russian Federation on 
cooperation in the field of solar physics and solar–terrestrial 
relationships within the framework of the Coronas-Photon 
Project. 

Based on mutual trust and understanding, Indo-Russian relations 
are characterized by remarkable stability and continuity. The 
two sides agreed that the strategic partnership between the two 
countries served their long-term supreme national interests 
and would further consolidate their multifaceted bilateral 
cooperation. The two sides emphasized that their strong and 
forward-looking bilateral relations promoted peace, stability 
and security in the region and in the world. India and the 
Russian Federation maintained close and regular contacts at 
all levels. Expressing satisfaction at the results achieved, the 
sides agreed that the range and depth of bilateral cooperation 
had the potential to be expanded, particularly in high priority 
areas such as energy security, trade and commerce, high 
technologies, exploration of outer space and peaceful uses of 
nuclear energy. 
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Both sides agreed that cooperation in science and technology 
continued to be core components of their strategic partnership 
and, in that context, they assessed positively the role played 
by the Indo-Russian Integrated Long-Term Programme (ILTP) 
for scientific and technological cooperation. The two countries 
also agreed to cooperate in information and computer software 
technology, biotechnology and nanotechnology. The two sides 
reaffirmed their willingness to strengthen cooperation in the 
sphere of space and pay particular attention to their trade and 
economic relations. They confirmed their intention to intensify 
efforts aimed at further development and diversification of 
various areas of cooperation in this field, and make it a strong 
benchmark of their strategic partnership. The two sides agreed to 
pay special attention to promoting investments in both countries 
in the fields of shared interest such as energy, power generation 
and basic infrastructure as well as in technologically advanced 
and knowledge-intensive spheres of their economies. 

India and Russia have reiterated their preparedness to 
continue their bilateral energy dialogue, concentrating on ways to 
enhance energy security, opportunities for improving the process 
of diversification of energy supplies and for strengthening 
commercial energy partnerships in prospective oil and gas 
projects in India, Russia and in other countries such as the Central 
Asian Republics. 

The Russian side recognized India’s growing energy 
requirements to support the latter’s economic development. India 
and the Russian Federation intended to continue their efforts to 
achieve this objective. The two sides agreed to promote people-to-
people contacts at all levels, and to closer interaction in the fields 
of culture and education. 

Based on mutuality of each other’s interests and concerns, the 
document on global challenges and threats to world security and 
stability further reinforced the commitment of the two countries to 
work closely together in meeting the new threats and challenges 
faced by India, Russia and the world as a whole. 

The two countries emphasized the need to jointly find new ways 
and means to strengthen bilateral trade and economic relations by 
promoting investments and trade as well as by removing trade 
barriers and tariffs. The leaders agreed to accord high priority to 
discussing and formulating policies to encourage and facilitate 
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mutually beneficial commercial interaction between the private 
sectors of the two countries.

Both India and Russia represent expanding market economies 
that have achieved high growth rates in recent years. Both sides 
expressed satisfaction at the progress of bilateral cooperation in 
the field of science and technology within the overall framework 
of the ILTP. 

Both countries supported the continued movement towards 
disarmament and multilateral negotiations aimed at nuclear 
disarmament. Both sides reiterated their commitment to further 
strengthen and tighten their systems of export controls without 
adversely affecting the peaceful application of dual-use materials 
and technologies. 

The two sides acknowledged the importance of the pivotal role 
of the UN in the preservation of world peace, security and stability 
in accordance with the UN Charter. Both sides emphasized the 
need for meaningful reform of the UN system in order to further 
strengthen it and agreed to work towards promoting an early 
consensus in this regard. 

Both countries agreed on the need to expand the UN Security 
Council to make it more representative and a more effective tool 
to promote international peace and security. Assessing India as an 
important and influential member of the international community, 
the Russian Federation reaffirmed its support to India as a 
much deserving and a very strong candidate for the permanent 
membership in an expanded and reformed UN Security Council. 

There was a complete unity of views of India and the Russian 
Federation on the ominous threat posed by international terrorism 
and related incidents in the two countries and to international 
peace, stability and security. Both sides noted with deep concern, 
the growing transnational linkages of terrorist organizations and 
also the role of transnational organized crime and illicit trade in 
arms and drugs in supporting terrorism. Both sides noted that 
cooperation in combating international terrorism is an important 
cornerstone of their strategic bilateral ties. 

Enduring ties of friendship, trust and confidence and 
commonality of interests confer on India and Russia a unique 
capability to contribute to the evolution of a genuine new world 
order, which would be stable, secure, equitable and sustainable 
and will be based on due respect for the principles of the UN 
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Charter and international law. To fulfil this vision, both sides 
endeavoured to strengthen relevant international institutions 
and mechanisms. Both countries reaffirmed that there was a need 
for the international community to commit itself fully to the UN 
and multilateralism. Both countries favoured the strengthening 
of the UN’s central role in promoting international security in the 
post–Cold War world. They stood for enhancing the efficiency of 
the UN and its key body, the Security Council, and making them 
more reflective of the contemporary geopolitical and economic 
realities and rendering them more representative of the interest 
of the vast majority of the UN members. In this context, Russia 
reaffirmed its support to India as a strong and fitting candidate 
for permanent membership in an expanded United Nations 
Security Council. 

Both the countries reiterated their commitment to work towards 
a new cooperative security order that recognized the legitimate 
security interests of all countries and promoted global peace and 
stability and strengthened non-proliferation and disarmament 
goals. India and Russia are convinced that the promotion of 
the disarmament process, including reduction and eventual 
elimination of nuclear weapons, is one of the most important 
components of security, both in Asia and in the world at large. 
Both are fully determined to strengthen cooperation in the fight 
against terrorism, separatism and extremism, and the support 
these phenomena receive from organized crime groups and illicit 
arms and drugs trafficking cartel. Both the countries regarded 
these as global threats, which could be effectively countered only 
through collective, comprehensive, determined and sustained 
efforts of the international community. India and Russia remained 
fully committed to implement this resolution and called for an 
early agreement on and entry into force of the Comprehensive 
Convention on International Terrorism and the Convention for 
the Suppression of Acts of Nuclear Terrorism. 

The two countries agreed to enhance bilateral cooperation 
in order to combat terrorism, including in the context of the 
cooperation under the aegis of the JWG on Afghanistan and the 
group on terrorism set up by the National Security Council of 
India and the Security Council of the Russian Federation. The 
agreement to set up an Indo-Russian JWG on Counter-terrorism 
was likely to further strengthen cooperation in this sphere. 
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Both sides recognized that factors influencing global energy 
production and supplies constituted an element of vital national 
interest and would be the subject of regular bilateral and ongoing 
discussions through relevant mechanisms. India and Russia are 
committed to strengthen cooperation in all areas of the energy 
sector, taking into account the needs of energy security, sustainable 
development and environmental protection. The Republic of India 
and the Russian Federation have agreed to widen and strengthen 
the framework of the existing cooperation in different areas and 
to consolidate their strategic partnership by taking it to a higher 
level in the years to come. Similar synergy was witnessed when 
Dmitry Medvedev visited India on an official visit in December 
2010, which apart from collaboration on defence, nuclear reactors 
and energy issues also included Russia’s support for India as 
a deserving and strong candidate for a permanent seat in an 
expanded UN Security Council. 

17.6 India and China 

India was one of the earliest countries—the second in the non-
socialist world and the first in South Asia—to recognize the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) on 1 April 1950. In 1954, India 
and China enunciated the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence 
known as Panch Sheel. The five principles of Panch Sheel are: 

•	 Mutual respect for each other’s territorial integrity and 
sovereignty 

•	 Mutual non-aggression
•	 Equality and mutual benefit 
•	 Mutual non-interference in each other’s internal affairs 
•	 Peaceful coexistence

Panch Sheel provided basic foundations for: 

1.	 Beneficial relations basic between China and India, based 
on trust, equality and mutuality of interest.

2.	 Cooperative security system based on peace and justice.
3.	 Improved trade, commerce and technology for mutual 

benefit for people of both countries. 
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The circumstances leading to the Sino-Indian war of 1962 led to 
a serious setback in bilateral relations. Nevertheless, India and 
China restored diplomatic relations in 1976. In 1979, the then 
External Affairs Minister, A. B. Vajpayee, made a landmark visit to 
China, which led to the renewal of contacts at the highest political 
level after two decades. 

The visit of Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi to China in 
December 1988 was an important milestone in India–China 
relations. It marked the resumption of political dialogue after 
an interval of 28 years. Both sides agreed to develop and expand 
bilateral relations in every arena. It was also agreed to establish 
a JWG on the contentious boundary question to seek a fair, just, 
reasonable and mutually acceptable solution. Among the key 
CBMs that were put in place by several rounds of JWGs are the 
following: 

1.	 Military-to-military meetings to be held twice a year along 
the eastern and western sectors of the border at Burn La 
Pass and Spanggur Gap.

2.	 Establishment of hotlines between military headquarters.
3.	 Military-to-military communication links to be established 

at strategic points.
4.	 Frequent meetings between local commanders on both 

sides.
5.	 Mutual transparency on location of military positions along 

the entire border.
6.	 Military-to-military communication links to be established 

at strategic points along the eastern and western sector. 

Besides the JWG—on the border issue—and the Joint Economic 
Group (JEG)—on economic and commercial issues—there are 
bilateral exchanges in areas of science and technology, outer 
space, mining, defence, personnel and culture. 

Relations between the two countries have improved steadily 
after 1988. High-level exchanges provided the necessary impetus 
to the growth of long-term good neighbourly relations. The 
Agreement on the Maintenance of Peace and Tranquillity along 
the Line of Actual Control (LAC) in the India–China Border Area 
is a case in point. 
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President Jiang Zemin’s state visit to India in November 1996 
was the first by a Chinese head of state in contemporary times. 
During his visit, the two countries agreed to work towards a 
constructive, mutually beneficial and cooperative relationship 
while continuing to address outstanding differences. Four 
agreements were signed, of which the most important was one on 
Confidence Building Measures (CBMs) in the military field along 
the LAC in the India–China Border Areas. Each side agreed on the 
following measures: 

  1.	 To seek a mutually acceptable settlement of the border 
dispute and pending a final settlement; to respect the LAC. 

  2.	 Not to use military might against each other.
  3.	 To limit or reduce their respective military forces and 

major categories of armaments within mutually agreed 
geographical zones alone the LAC.

  4.	 To avoid large-scale military exercises involving more 
than one division.

  5.	 To prohibit flights of combat aircraft within 10 km of the 
LAC without prior and adequate notification.

  6.	 To prohibit firing, blasting, hunting within 2 km of the 
LAC.

  7.	 To hold regular flag meetings, between border commanders 
of both sides at specified border points.

  8.	 Agreement concerning maintenance and security of 
Consulate-General of India in Hong Kong.

  9.	 Agreement in combating drug trafficking and related 
crimes.

10.	 Agreement on maritime transport and to extend Most 
Favoured Nation (MFN) treatment on each other’s vessels 
at ports. 

Bilateral relations suffered a setback after India’s Pokhran-II 
nuclear tests in May 1998. In early 1999, both countries made 
efforts to resume official-level dialogue, with foreign ministers of 
both sides holding talks in February 1999. Both sides reiterated 
that neither country is a potential threat to the other. 

Commerce and Industry Minister, Murasoli Maran, visited 
China in February 2000 during which an India–China Bilateral 
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Agreement for China’s Accession to the WTO was signed. India 
and China jointly commemorated the 50th anniversary of the 
establishment of diplomatic relations on 1 April 2000 through 
staging a number of events held in both New Delhi and Beijing. 

President K. R. Narayanan visited China in May–June 2000. 
This was the second visit by an Indian head of state to China 
in the last 50 years and was significant, as it marked a shift to 
normalcy in bilateral relations. The two presidents held official 
talks coinciding with the 50th anniversary of the establishment of 
diplomatic relations. 

Premier Zhu Rongji visited India from 13–18 January 2002, 
accompanied by a high-level delegation, which included the 
Minister for Labour and Social Security, Mr Zhang Zuoji, and 
MOFTEC Minister, Mr Shi Guangsheng. Six Memorandum of 
Understandings/Agreements (MoUs) were signed during the 
visit, related to cooperation in tourism, provision of hydrological 
data by China to India, peaceful uses of outer space, science and 
technology and phyto-sanitary measures. 

During Jaswant Singh’s, former External Affairs Minister, visit 
to China from 29 March to 02 April 2002, a dialogue architecture, 
instituting regular meetings, at various levels was agreed to. The 
second meeting of the India–China Eminent Persons Group was 
held in Beijing from 28–29 May 2002. Lok Sabha speaker, Manohar 
Joshi’s, visit to China from 5–10 January 2003 helped strengthen 
parliamentary cooperation between the two countries. 

Leaders of both the countries have also maintained regular 
contacts, meeting frequently during international gatherings. 
President Jiang Zemin met Prime Minister Vajpayee at Almaty 
during Conference on Interaction and Confidence-Building 
Measures in Asia (CICA) Summit on 4 June 2002. Prime Minister 
Vajpayee met new Chinese President, Hu Jintao, for the first time in 
St Petersburg on 31 May 2003. Both India and China have instituted 
a wide-ranging dialogue on security issues, counter-terrorism 
and policy planning. Consultations between the foreign and 
commerce ministries, which are held on a regular basis, provide 
an opportunity for a frank exchange of views between the two 
sides. There is also regular interaction between various strategic 
and foreign policy think tanks at the Track-II level. 

Prime Minister A. B. Vajpayee made an official visit to China 
from 22–27 June 2003. Ten agreements and a Joint Declaration 
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on Principles for Relations and Comprehensive Cooperation 
between India and China were concluded. It was the first ever joint 
document of its kind signed by the leaders of the two countries. 

The visit by Indian Prime Minister, Dr Manmohan Singh, to 
China in January 2008 culminated in the signing of ‘A Shared 
Vision for the 21st Century of China and India’. It was another 
important milestone for the development of bilateral relations. 
Two countries made a commitment to build a harmonious world 
of durable peace and common prosperity, thus, further advancing 
China–India strategic partnership. 

The two sides made serious efforts to promote CBMs through 
steadily enhanced contacts in the field of defence. The two sides 
welcomed the commencement of the China–India Defence 
Dialogue and expressed their satisfaction at the successful 
conclusion of the first joint antiterrorism training between their 
armed forces in December 2007. The two sides also welcomed 
their efforts to set an example on trans-border rivers by 
commencing cooperation since 2002. The assistance extended 
by China on the provision of flood season hydrological data 
has assisted India in ensuring the safety and security of its 
population in the regions along these rivers. These steps have 
contributed positively in building mutual understanding and 
trust between China and India. 

In the first quarter of 2008, China has become India’s number 
one trading partner, apart from the EU. Encouraged by the strong 
growth, the two sides have upgraded the target for trade volume 
from US$40 billion to US$60 billion by 2010. Mutual investments 
are also expanding in various sectors. 

Wen Jiabao, China’s prime minister, visited India from 15–17 
December 2010, and the two sides agreed that as the two largest 
developing countries in the world, India and China shoulder 
important and historical responsibilities of ensuring their 
comprehensive and sustainable economic and social development. 
Both the countries also pledged to make a vital contribution to 
advancing peace and development in Asia and to the world at 
large. 

Contentious issues, such as the issue of Tibet, the status of 
Arunachal Pradesh, Sikkim’s accession to the Indian union, and 
so on, are being mutually resolved through active and ongoing 
dialogue between the leaders of both China and India. 
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17.7 India and Regions

17.7.1 India and EU 

EU–India relations date back to the early 1960s. India was among 
the first countries to set up diplomatic relations with the European 
Economic Community. Subsequently, bilateral agreements were 
signed in 1973 and 1981. The 1994 cooperation agreement—signed 
20 December 1993—is a wide-ranging third generation agreement 
that encompasses issues beyond trade and economic cooperation. 
India’s partnership with the EU is a partnership based on shared 
values and common commitment to democracy, pluralism, multi-
centralism, human rights and religious freedom. 

The institutional basis for EU–India political dialogue is a Joint 
Political Statement, signed simultaneously with the third generation 
Cooperation Agreement. The Commission Communication for a 
‘EU–India Enhanced Partnership’ of June 1996 was a leap forward 
and it contributed to put the commission at the forefront of EU–
India relations. The Commission Communication of 16 June 2004 
was another milestone, as it set out concrete proposals to upgrade 
the relationship to a strategic partnership. The Council—in its 
Conclusions of 11 October 2004—endorsed the commission’s 
approach. The agreement at The Hague Summit in November 
2004 to launch Strategic Partnership and to implement an action 
plan set the scene for another big stride in bilateral relations. The 
Action Plan was agreed upon at the 6th Summit in Delhi on 7 
September 2004 to spell out concrete areas, where the EU and 
India can be proactive and influence actors in political, economic 
and social developments across the globe. 

17.7.2 Economic and Development Cooperation 

The 1994 Cooperation Agreement provides for an EC India Joint 
Commission as the central mechanism to oversee and guide the 
entire range of cooperation activities between India and the EC. 
Three separate sub-commissions—on trade, economic cooperation 
and development cooperation—cover a more comprehensive 
agenda. These sub-commissions report directly to the Joint 
Commission. 
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The EU–India Joint Commission meeting confirmed the 
determination of India and the EU to operationalize the 
commitments made in the ‘Joint Action Plan’, adopted at the 
EU–India Summit. Broad agreement was achieved on issues 
such as the negotiation of an EU–India maritime transport 
agreement; discussions on a horizontal civil aviation agreement; 
the designation of members of the newly established ‘EU–India 
CEO Round Table’; the EU–India dialogue on employment and 
social affairs; industrial policy issues; the protection of intellectual 
property rights; bilateral cooperation on environment and climate 
change; science and technology; education, civil society exchanges 
and cultural cooperation as well as the programming of EC 
development assistance to India. The Joint Commission agreed 
to establish a bilateral ad hoc steering group to monitor regularly 
the implementation of the Joint Action Plan on a regular basis. 

The Helsinki summit of October 2006 envisaged EU–India 
trade to reach its optimum potential with the conclusion of a 
bilateral Free Trade Agreement to boost trade and commerce. 
Political dialogue between the EU and India ranged from energy 
and environment to transport and employment along with 
significant progress in fields such as civil aviation, maritime 
transport and renewable energy. By joining efforts, the EU and 
India, the world’s two largest democracies strived to have a great 
impact in addressing global challenges such as peace and security, 
governance and climate change. 

Commissioner for External Relations and European 
Neighbourhood Policy, Benita Ferrero-Waldner and Trade 
Commissioner Peter Mandelson, have portrayed India as a country 
with enormous potential as a global player as well as a vital 
partner in the South Asia region. Recognizing India’s successful 
economic transition, the focus was on development cooperation 
programmes, thus, providing support for its efforts to attain the 
Millennium Development Goals in a credible and constructive 
way. For this twofold approach, the EU earmarked €470 million 
for new cooperation projects in India from 2007 to 2013. 

Since the 1990’s India–EU bilateral relations have progressed 
from trade in goods, mostly in traditional sectors, and development 
and economic cooperation into a strategic partnership. Today, in 
addition to core trade, investment and cooperation issues, the 
relationship includes serious policy dialogues on a constantly 



450  l  Mohammed Badrul Alam

increasing number of burning issues such as energy and 
environment, climate change, and culture, regular exchanges at 
civil society level and between parliamentarians in the EU and 
India. 

The EU continues to be India’s main trading partner accounting 
for one-fifth of her total trade as well as the biggest source of 
actual foreign direct investment into India. Bilateral trade in 
goods touched €46 billion in 2006. The EU is also one of India’s 
leading partners in development and economic cooperation. 
The two countries cooperate regularly at the multilateral level, 
whether at the UN or the WTO. The EU supports the efforts 
towards regional cooperation in South Asia under the aegis of 
SAARC. India has also recently joined the Asia Europe Meeting 
(ASEM), which provides a new forum for the two sides to work 
together on issues of mutual interest and concern. Cooperation in 
the field of science and technology is growing rapidly. Currently, 
new joint cooperation initiatives are being launched in the field of 
environment, energy, materials, nanotechnology, agriculture and 
biotechnology. 

Germany, the UK and Belgium are main EU trading partners of 
India. Between 2000 and 2006, EU trade in goods with India grew 
by about 80 per cent, with exports increasing from €14 billion to 
€25 billion and imports from €13 billion to €23 billion. As a result, 
the EU deficit in trade with India rose from €1 billion in 2000 to 
€2 billion in 2006. In 2006, India accounted for 2.1 per cent of EU 
exports and 1.7 per cent of EU imports. 

Among the EU member states, Germany—with €6.3 billion or 
26 per cent of the total exports—was the largest exporter to India 
in 2006, followed by Belgium (€4.6 billion or 19 per cent) and the 
UK (€4.0 billion or 16 per cent). The UK (€4.5 billion or 20 per cent) 
was the largest importer, followed by Germany (€3.9 billion or 17 
per cent), Belgium and Italy (€3.0 billion or 13 per cent each). The 
largest surplus in trade with India in 2006 was concluded with 
Germany (+€2.5 billion) and the largest deficit in Spain (–€1.2 
billion). Around 80 per cent of EU exports to India in 2006 were 
machinery and vehicles and other manufactured articles, while 
other manufactured articles accounted for more than 60 per cent 
of imports. Furthermore, the main EU exports to India were 
unworked diamonds and aircraft, while the main imports were 
worked diamonds and clothes. 
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In short, the EU offers to contribute to India tangibly by: 

•	 Strengthening the economic reforms, the small and medium 
business sector and stable and sustained market economy. 

•	 Assisting India in its relentless pursuit for a genuine social, 
structural and political transformation, based on vibrant 
democracy, cultural diversity, secularism, pluralism and the 
rule of law. 

•	 Cooperating with India in combating terrorism globally. 
•	 Actively supporting the integration of India into international 

political economy in the process of globalization. 
•	 Reducing poverty and initiating self-help measures in rural 

areas and strengthening democratic order at the grass-roots 
level. 

•	 Continuing the process of dialogue between India and the 
EU aimed at sustainable development. 

•	 Promoting the development of medial as an agent of positive 
change in society. 

17.7.3 India and West Asia 

India’s relations with major countries of West Asia have been 
robust and in an ascendant mode. It has been facilitated due 
to historical relations marked by geographical proximity, 
commonalities in culture, religion and the movement of people 
and commercial intercourse. Certain core principles such as the 
concept of non-alignment, opposition to military blocs, right to 
self-determination of all the colonial people have shaped India’s 
relation with West Asia. To the countries of West Asia, India has 
been perceived as a powerful and yet an emerging country of 
enormous potential. In this contest, it is imperative to examine and 
evaluate India’s relations with three key countries of West Asian 
region, namely, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates and Israel. 

17.7.4 India–Saudi Arabia 

Indo–Saudi relations are multifaceted and cordial. India and Saudi 
Arabia signed four accords in the presence of Prime Minister Dr 
Manmohan Singh and Saudi King Abdullah in New Delhi in 2007. 
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They were (a) the MoU on combating crime, (b) agreement on 
avoidance of double taxation, (c) bilateral investment protection 
agreement and (d) agreement for cooperation in the field of youth 
and sports. 

India and Saudi Arabia trade relations go back several decades. 
Today, the bilateral business ties are being steadily expanded and 
further strengthened by continuous interaction and cooperation, 
including regular exchange of business delegations. Besides being 
a major trade partner, India sees Saudi Arabia as an important 
economic partner for investments, joint ventures, transfer of 
technology projects and joint projects in third world countries as 
well as knowledge-based industries. India is the fourth largest 
trading partner for Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia is the fifteenth 
largest market in the world for Indian exports and is the destination 
of more than 1.76 per cent of India’s global exports. On the other 
hand, Saudi Arabia is the source of 5.5 per cent of India’s global 
imports. 

Being complemented by Indian manpower—skilled, unskilled 
and semi-skilled—the Saudi economy is an important dimension 
of the Indo-Saudi relationship: 1.4 million Indians are at present 
working in Saudi Arabia. These people have made immense 
contribution to Saudi economy, and they play a vital role in 
strengthening Indo-Saudi bilateral relations. The wealth of 
resources India can offer Saudi Arabia in the realm of knowledge 
economy is amazing—more than 380 universities, 11,200 colleges 
and 1,500 research institutions as well as the increase in the IT 
workforce from 6, 800 in 1986 to 650,000 in 2003 to over two 
million in 2010. 

Today, Indo–Saudi business relations are growing steadily, 
reflecting the inherent strength and complementary nature of 
the two economies. Various high-level dialogues have led to a 
sound basis for a constructive, mutually beneficial relationship. 
The outlook for Indo–Saudi business and political ties are very 
promising. 

17.7.5 India–UAE 

India has had social and mercantile contact with the region, 
comprising the seven emirates, which now form the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE), since at least 3000 B.C. The relationship between 
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India and the UAE has been traditionally close and friendly and 
rests on solid foundations of political, economic and cultural 
links. People-to-people contacts and barter trade for clothes and 
spices from India in exchange for dates and pearls from the region 
have existed for centuries. Sharjah, Abu Dhabi and Dubai were 
the main hubs for trade with the Western coast of India and, in 
particular, the Malabar coast. 

The bilateral relations have been on the upswing as a result 
of regular high-level interactions. Today, UAE is home to over 
one million Indians. A large Indian expatriate community resides 
and engages in the UAE in economically productive activities. 
Several agreements and MoUs were signed between the two 
sides: Framework Agreement for developing industrial relations; 
protocol amending the Agreement for Avoidance of Double 
Taxation and Prevention of Fiscal Evasion with respect of Taxes 
on Income; MoU for Technical Cooperation between Bureau of 
Indian Standards (BIS) and Emirates Authority for Standardization 
and Metrology (ESMA); MoU for Technical Cooperation in 
Accreditation Activities between National Accreditation Board 
for Testing and Calibration Laboratories and Emirates Authority 
for Standardization and Metrology; MoU between the Securities 
and Exchange Board of India and the Emirates Securities and 
Commodities Authority for Assistance and Mutual Cooperation 
on the Exchange of Information. 

17.7.5.1 Important Bilateral Treaties 
India has signed the following treaties with the UAE: 

•	 Extradition Treaty, Mutual Legal Assistance Treaty in 
Criminal Matters and Mutual Legal Assistance Treaty in 
Civil Matters provide for extradition and mutual legal 
assistance in civil and criminal matters.

•	 Agreement on Juridical and Judicial Cooperation in civil 
and commercial matters provides for juridical and judicial 
cooperation in civil and commercial matters.

•	 Agreement to Combat Trafficking in Narcotic Drugs 
and Psychotropic Substances provide for exchange of 
information through nodal agencies on smugglers, suspects, 
financiers, organizers and those involved in trafficking of 
narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances.
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•	 Civil Aviation Agreement provides for establishing air 
services between and beyond India and the UAE.

•	 Cultural Agreement provides for cultural exchange 
programmes.

•	 Defence Cooperation Agreement provides for cooperation 
between the two countries in matters related to security and 
defence and for annual meetings of ‘Strategic Dialogue’.

•	 Information Cooperation Agreement: Signed between the 
Emirates News Agency (WAM) and the Press Trust of India 
(PTI), provides for cooperation and exchange of news.

•	 Channel Carriage Agreement between the Directorate 
General of Doordarshan Broadcasting Corporation of 
India (Prasar Bharati) and the Emirates Cable TV and 
Multimedia LLC (E-Vision) provides for the down-linking 
and distribution of DD World signals in the UAE through 
E-Vision’s cable network.

•	 MoU on Manpower Sourcing signed in December 2006.

17.7.5.2 Bilateral Economic and Commercial Relations 
India and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) enjoy a strong 
and friendly relationship based on historical contacts, shared 
traditions and values. This relationship has been buttressed by 
long-standing people-to-people and commercial contacts. 

This relationship has evolved into a fruitful partnership in the 
economic and commercial sphere with the UAE emerging as the 
second largest market globally for Indian products. At the same 
time, Indians have emerged as important investors within the 
UAE and India as an important export destination for the UAE-
manufactured goods. 

UAE, a long-standing commercial and business hub of the 
Arabian world, has also emerged as the third major re-export 
centre in the world after Singapore and Hong Kong. Thus, the 
UAE market is important for the opportunities it provides as a 
major centre for important markets such as Iran, Iraq, Africa, 
CIS countries (Commonwealth of Independent States) and so 
on. An Indo–UAE Joint Commission for Economic, Scientific and 
Technical Cooperation was set up in January 1975. It discussed 
issues towards promoting bilateral cooperation in the following 
fields: trade and investment; combating crime, terrorism and 
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illicit activities; education, culture, youth and sports; health, 
science and technology, agriculture and environment; manpower; 
energy, hydrocarbons, petrochemicals and fertilizers; customs 
cooperation; civil aviation and telecommunications and other 
issues. India’s definitive edge in high-tech areas such as 
development of super computers, complete nuclear fuel cycle 
facilities, emerging technologies in biotechnology, biogenetics 
and pharmaceuticals are of immense strategic importance to UAE 
and other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries. 

17.7.5.3 Defence 
India has been training UAE defence personnel in various 
disciplines at its specialized institutions. Since 1990, the UAE 
Armed Forces have evinced interest in closer defence cooperation. 
H.H. Lt. Gen. Sheikh Mohammed Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Chief 
of Staff of the UAE Armed Forces, visited India in 1991, 1996 
and again in 2003. India has been participating regularly in all 
international defence exhibitions (IDEX) organized by the General 
Exhibitions Corporation of the UAE. 

17.7.6 India–Israel 

It was in 1992 that India granted full diplomatic recognition 
to Israel, leading India and Israel to establish embassies in each 
other’s country. Since then, the Indo-Israeli bilateral relationship 
has attained a new momentum with a significant upward trend. 
However, while the exchanges in diverse fields intensified, the 
overall dialogue deliberately remained low profile. Such an 
approach was thought to be necessary in order to insulate the other 
vital national interests India had in West Asia from being affected 
by the Arab hostility towards Israel. A growing Indo-Israeli 
relationship has the potential to make a significant impact on global 
politics by altering the strategic balance of power, not only in South 
Asia and West Asia, but also in the larger Asian region, which has 
been in a state of flux in recent times. However, notwithstanding 
the convergence of interests on a variety of issues between India 
and Israel, this bilateral relationship will have to be carefully 
managed because of a host of systemic constraints, including the 
Palestinian issue which circumscribe this relationship. 
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17.7.6.1 Defence Collaboration 
The basis for Indo–Israeli bilateral ties is provided by the defence 
cooperation between the two states, with India emerging as Israel’s 
largest arms market, displacing Turkey, and Israel becoming 
India’s biggest arms supplier. 

India and Israel not only exchange crucial intelligence 
information on international terrorist groups but Israel has also 
assured India of fighting terrorism in Kashmir by providing 
important logistical support such as specialized surveillance 
equipment, cooperation in intelligence gathering, joint exercises 
and cooperation to stop money laundering and terror funding. 
The scale of intelligence cooperation between India and Israel has 
become more extensive. 

17.7.6.2 Other Areas of Cooperation 
Though cooperation in the realm of defence and anti-terrorism 
has driven India and Israel closer, the two states are also making 
concerted attempts to diversify this relationship. The emergence 
of India and Israel as industrialized and technologically advanced 
states makes their cooperation in a variety of fields meaningful 
and mutually beneficial. 

There has been a sixfold increase in India’s trade with Israel in 
the last decade with India becoming Israel’s second largest trading 
partner in Asia in non-military goods and services. India’s non-
military trade with Israel reached US$1.27 billion in 2002 from 
just US$202 million in 1992, which is still not commensurate with 
the vast potential. Also, a single product—diamonds—accounts 
for nearly 65 per cent of total trade. 

India and Israel have decided to set up a joint fund for research 
and development with the aim of promoting technology-based 
trade and collaboration that will help them tap into the global 
market together. 

New areas of cooperation have also been identified by the two 
states, including the agricultural sector, farm research, science, 
public health, information technology, telecommunications and 
cooperation in space. India and Israel have decided to set up a joint 
economic committee to identify new measures to stimulate trade 
and a joint committee on agriculture aimed at greater cooperation 
in that sector. Israeli industry is keen to take advantage of 
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synergies with India in various areas such as telecom, information 
technology, and biotechnology. Also, an Indo-Israeli CEOs forum, 
comprising senior business executives from both countries, has 
been established to deliberate on trade and economic matters. 

Israel has offered to help India with venture capital funding for 
communications and information technology projects, advanced 
agricultural technologies and aerospace engineering. In the 
agricultural sector, cooperation in areas such as forestation in arid 
areas, desertification, pollution, water conservation, recycling 
of wastewater, low-cost technologies for pollution control and 
environmental monitoring methods have been envisaged by the 
two states. Indian companies are also hoping to sell more chemical 
and pharmaceutical products in Israel and invest in joint ventures 
there to gain better access to markets in Europe and the US, which 
have free trade agreements with Israel. 

17.7.7 India and Africa 

The relationship between Africa and India dates back to more 
than a thousand years. India and Africa are bonded together 
by very long traditions of friendship and common historical 
struggle against colonialism, apartheid, racism and injustice. 
This shared historical background, based on colonialism and a 
successful attainment of independence, is one of the important 
bases for strengthening the India–Africa partnership in the 21st 
century. 

The rapid emergence of India in the globalized world raises the 
demand for tapping Africa’s natural resources, which are available 
in the African continent. Africa also has to be industrialized for an 
equitable distribution in sustainable development of the continent. 
It is also in the above environment of strengthening the India–
Africa Partnership in the 21st century that India has launched and 
implemented a number of initiatives to support various aspects 
of the continent’s peace, stability and overall development efforts. 
These include reforms in institutions of global governance. Such 
efforts have been visible in the following areas: 

1.	 Human resources development and capacity building: 
Many Africans are being trained in Indian universities and 
other institutions of higher learning. 
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2.	 India has launched many lines of credit to Africa to facilitate 
its process of development.

3.	 India has announced the e-connectivity programme, which 
will benefit 53 countries of the African Union to boost 
development in tele-education and telemedicine and has 
provided technical assistance to various African countries 
under South–South Cooperation. African governments 
have shown keen interest in accessing Indian assistance in 
bridging the digital divide. India has already made a vast 
contribution through building the Pan-African E-Network, 
which will connect nations of the African Union through 
satellite and fibre optic network. The network will connect 
5 universities, 53 learning centres, 10 super-speciality 
hospitals and 53 remote hospitals in India and Africa, 
leading info-tech firms such as Tata Consultancy and HCL, 
NIIT and Aptech to launch operations across Africa. 

4.	 India has supported the peacekeeping process in many 
countries in Africa under the aegis of UN.

Although India and Africa share a steady relationship, there 
are also onerous challenges. Therefore, the strategic partnership 
between India and Africa in the 21st century should bring 
tangible solutions to various issues that are included in the 
African Programme, namely, The New Partnership for Africa’s 
Development (NEPAD).

Some of these issues among others are as follows:

1.	 Raise the level of key investments in human capital 
development in Africa.

2.	 Promote more capacity building, technology acquisition 
as well as knowledge generation, sharing and application 
mechanisms. 

3.	 Rapid acceleration of the process of African industrialization 
so as to add to the huge African natural resources and 
procure fair and competitive prices for the African goods. 

4.	 Expansion of development of infrastructure facilities that 
will enhance and facilitate intra-African trade and economic 
development in the continent. 

5.	 Facilitate trade, economic cooperation and provide 
improved market access for African products.
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6.	 Sharing India’s successful experience on green revolution 
for boosting food production and agricultural products for 
combating hunger and disease in Africa.

Specific areas of collaboration in this regard range from 
provision of agricultural inputs, agro-processing and watershed 
management. Combating hunger and disease in Africa are two of 
the core areas of strategic partnership in the 21st century. This will 
be in sync with the first of the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDG), set by world leaders at the United Nations Summit 2000, 
aimed at reducing the proportion of hungry people by half by 
2015. The target areas of the MDG are facing a profound challenge 
in Africa. 

Ever since India’s economic liberalization that was launched in 
the early 1990s, India’s foreign policy has been increasingly driven 
towards finding export markets, attracting foreign capital and the 
necessary know-how. This policy shift is echoed across Africa, as 
most of the economies there are going through similar economic 
reforms and processes of liberalization. The Indian stand on the 
Western agricultural subsidies at the WTO round of negotiations 
has been in consonance with the views of most African nations. 

Another factor is the ‘outward-looking’ attitude of India’s 
private sector. Tempted by the easy availability of capital and 
driven by the search for new markets, Indian companies have 
been targeting those regions in Africa in which they had shown 
little interest. The economic boom in India and the success of both 
home-grown and Non-resident Indian/Person of Indian Origin 
(NRI/PIO) companies in Europe and parts of South America 
have provided Indian businesses the confidence to venture into 
Africa. Booming trade is an important marker of this shift. Trade 
has grown from US$967 million in 1990–91 to US$25 billion in 
2006–07 (inclusive of oil imports). 

Increased activities of Indian companies in Africa have spurred 
the government to link its economic diplomacy in the continent 
more explicitly to its economic requirements. The Indian 
engagement reflects India’s private enterprise led bottom-up 
approach of its economy. 

As part of Africa’s growing strategic importance, India’s 
growing energy needs have forced it to diversify its oil imports. 
In the past, India has been dependent on West Asian countries 
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for its oil imports. In recent years, India, like the US and other 
major powers, has recognized the vast energy potential of African 
countries. 

Also, countries on the eastern coast of Africa, from South Africa 
to Somalia, fall under India’s maritime strategic neighbourhood. 
Insecurity in the Indian Ocean region is on the rise, given 
the existence of terrorist and militant, separatist or extremist 
organizations and transnational criminal syndicates involved 
in trafficking in drugs, arms and humans and piracy. Alarming 
increase in incidents of piracy in Somali waters, in particular, 
threatens the security of the Sea Lines of Communications 
(SLOCs). The Indian Navy, particularly its Coast Guard, has been 
active in its diplomacy in the Indian Ocean, providing maritime 
security cover during the African Union summit in 2003 and the 
World Economic Forum in 2004 in Mozambique. 

African countries hold India in high esteem—in particular, 
on account of the resilience of its democratic institutions and the 
manner and speed of its economic growth. India, as a democratic 
developing country, serves as a role model for these African 
countries and is a source of support in various sectors, especially 
agriculture, services and small- and medium-scale manufacturing. 
Above all, it is the new image of India—that of a leader in the 
information technology industry and computer software, 
biotechnology and telecommunications—that has attracted Africa 
to India. 

India and Africa are making a concerted joint effort to improve 
the well-being of their peoples and societies. It is here that India’s 
real influence in Africa will emanate —from its success in achieving 
sustained economic growth and lifting millions out of poverty in a 
democratic, postcolonial setting. The Indian leadership is strongly 
committed to its African partners in tackling various impediments 
to its economic growth in fields of infrastructure, education and 
labour. It is imperative that India remains dedicated in addressing 
its own developmental challenges successfully so that countries 
of Africa, consider it as an attractive and rightful partner for the 
future. 

While India continues its dialogue with Africans, it (India) 
should be aware that it cannot and should not match the pace 
or the extent of engagement of the EU, US or China, and rather 
should leverage the strengths of the unique Indian model. This 
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uniqueness is reflected in recognizing the splendid diversity of 
the African continent, forging ties based on a model that stresses 
Indian uniqueness in trade and technological assistance, avoiding 
emulating the Chinese model of investing in Africa, involving 
the vast Indian diaspora residing in various parts of Africa and 
becoming a stakeholder in Africa’s overall development. 

17.8 India and Her Neighbours 

17.8.1 India and Nepal 

Bilateral ties with Nepal have consistently been close and have 
reflected the historical, geographical, cultural and linguistic links 
between the two nations. This also manifests in state-to-state 
relations that have grown robust over the years, reinforced by 
regular exchange of visits at high levels, notwithstanding the 
political changes in both the countries in the past few years. 

The signing of the India–Nepal Treaty of Peace and Friendship 
in 1950 established the framework for the historical ties between 
the two countries. This treaty is a symbol of the very special 
relationship that prevails between India and Nepal. It is a non-
reciprocal treaty, which offers extremely beneficial terms to 
Nepal. Formal trade relations between the two countries were 
established in 1951 with the signing of the Treaty of Trade. In 1978, 
instead of a single treaty, three different agreements were signed. 
India modified these significantly in 1991—after the advent 
of democratic government in Nepal—to provide substantial 
unilateral concessions. In December 1996, the Treaty of Trade was 
renewed for a further period of five years with the provision for 
automatic renewal of the treaty every five years. 

Under the Treaty of Trade, India provides—on a non-reciprocal 
basis—duty-free access, without quantitative restrictions, to the 
Indian market of all Nepalese-manufactured articles, barring 
a short negative list. Such imports from Nepal are facilitated 
through a simple procedure of Certificate of Origin issued by the 
Federation of Nepalese Chambers of Commerce and Industry and 
other affiliated chambers of commerce to which this power has 
been delegated by the Government of Nepal. 
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India has traditionally enjoyed a substantial favourable 
balance of trade vis-à-vis Nepal. Among the several reasons for 
this are Nepal’s underdeveloped industrial base, narrow range 
of exports, facility of easy import of daily use items from India, 
including import of inputs for some of Nepal’s major exports such 
as readymade garments and unauthorised trade through the long 
and open border. 

As Nepal has embarked on a new path toward democratization 
with the abolition of monarchy and ushering in of constitutional 
reforms and democratic election in 2008, India has steadfastly 
supported Nepal and its people’s yearning for a free and liberal 
democracy. 

17.8.2 India and Bhutan 

Bhutan has a unique relationship with India. Indo–Bhutan 
relationship is relatively trouble free, compared to other bilateral 
relations in the South Asian region. Bhutan and India share 
traditional, warm, friendly and close bilateral relations—both at 
a political and economic level. Both enjoy open borders and free 
trade between the two countries. 

Bhutan signed a political treaty with independent India in 
1949, much before it stepped out of its self-imposed isolation in 
the early 1960s. According to the Indo–Bhutan Treaty, 1949—at 
least theoretically—Bhutan is required to consult India in the 
conduct of its external relations. However, the treaty—which was 
signed in 1949—has never become an irritant in the traditional 
warm relationship that exists between the two countries. The 
Indian Military Training Team (IMTRAT) is based in Bhutan 
to provide training to Bhutanese security forces. The prime 
minister of India assured that India will stand by the Himalayan 
country as a factor of stability and support in his visit on 2008 
while addressing the first-ever joint sitting of Bhutan’s newly 
elected parliament. 

Since a decade, the militants of north-east India have taken 
unauthorized shelter in the territories of Bhutan. The militants 
of United Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA), the National 
Democratic Front of Bodoland (NDFB) and Kamtapuri Liberation 
Organization are operating against the Indian security forces 
from their bases in southern, eastern and central Bhutan. The 
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Indian army, the Government of India and the state government 
of Assam have been persuading the Government of Bhutan to 
initiate a joint Indo–Bhutan army operation to drive out these 
militants from Bhutan. 

India is the single largest donor to Bhutan. Bhutan receives over 
20 per cent of the annual budget of the Indian Ministry of External 
Affairs (MEA). Bhutan’s economy is entirely dependent on India, 
as Bhutan depends on foreign aids for financing its developmental 
programmes and establishment costs. India has been the largest 
donor of external aid to Bhutan and its main development partner. 
Bhutan’s first and second Five Year Economic Development Plan 
(1962–67) was totally funded by India. India has contributed 
generously from the First to the current Eighth Five Year Plan 
(1997–2002). 

India is not only Bhutan’s prime development partner but 
also its leading trade partner, and has undertaken a series of 
infrastructure development projects in Bhutan. Bhutan enjoys 
complete free trade with India. Indo–Bhutan Trade Treaty was 
signed in 1972. Despite the efforts at diversification, India has 
been the biggest market for Bhutan’s products and imports. 
India is not only the major foreign aid contributor to Bhutan’s 
economic development and its programme of Gross National 
Happiness (GNH), but a mainstay for its economic survival. India 
wholly financed the first two five-year economic development 
programmes. Before the 1980s, third country import and export 
was non-existent in Bhutan. Indian aid accounts for more than 
60 per cent in its fifth five-year economic development plan. 
India and Bhutan are well placed to create a new paradigm for 
intergovernmental cooperation in the areas of water security and 
environmental integrity. 

17.8.3 India–Maldives Relations 

The bilateral treaty signed on 8 August 1949 provides the 
framework for India–Maldives relations and is guided by the 
principle of beneficial bilateralism. Implicit in this principle is 
mutual appreciation of concerns and interests by the two countries, 
and equal respect and sympathy for each other’s sensitivities. The 
high-level visits have cemented India–Maldives relations and 
developed mutual understanding between their leaders.
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Unlike Sri Lanka, Maldives is not afflicted with the big 
power versus small power syndrome for the simple reason that 
its relationship with India is based on understanding, mutual 
respect and genuine desire for cooperation and promotion of 
goodwill that both the countries have observed in the conduct of 
their bilateral relations. This was evident from the amicable way 
in which they reached an agreement in 1976 to demarcate their 
maritime boundary by adopting the median line principle. 

For Maldives, its geostrategic landlocked position is a cause for 
its vulnerability, which became high in the wake of militarization 
of the Indian Ocean and the heightening super power rivalry in 
the 1970s and the 1980s. Being a vulnerable country, Maldives 
considers India an important source of its security. Its vulnerability, 
arising out of its geostrategic location, is aggravated by the 
absence of necessary military strength to protect its security. Over 
the years, India has provided a variety of assistance and played 
a greater role in infrastructure development. In 1986, the two 
countries signed a five-year economic and technical cooperation 
agreement, under which, India extended a package of economic, 
technical and commercial assistance. 

Many areas of cooperation were worked out at the first India–
Maldives Joint Commission meeting held in Male in January 
1990. They included assistance on arresting the greenhouse effect 
and training civil servants to man the country’s foreign office. 
India also agreed to help Maldives in maintaining its museums, 
increase the frequency of its flights to Male and send experts to 
set up a natural disaster warning centre on the island. In the field 
of science and technology, arrangements were worked out for 
Maldives’ use of Indian satellite (INSAT-1D) for the reception and 
recording of meteorological data as well as the re-broadcasting of 
Indian television programmes on the local Maldivian television 
network. 

17.8.4 India–Bangladesh Relations 

Indo–Bangladeshi relations are a testimony to the ties between India 
and Bangladesh. Both states are part of the Indian subcontinent 
and have had a long shared cultural, economic and political 
history. The people of the two countries are indistinguishable to 
most outsiders. The cultures of the two countries are relatively 
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similar; in particular, India’s West Bengal state and Bangladesh 
are both Bengali speaking by majority of their populations. 

India, under Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, fully supported 
the cause of the independence of Bangladesh, and its troops and 
equipment were used to fight the Pakistani forces in 1970. On 26 
March 1971, Bangladesh emerged as an independent state. Since 
then, there have been several issues of agreement as well as of 
dispute. 

Bangladesh was faced with an economic crisis after 
independence. Its population was the eighth largest in the world 
at the time. India provided large amount of aid to Bangladesh. In 
recent years, India provided cooperation and assistance during 
Bangladesh’s recurring natural calamities. India is a supplier of 
staple foods such as rice and live animals, which help keep the 
prices affordable for the huge population of Bangladesh. 

On 19 March 1972, both the countries signed a 25-year Treaty 
of Friendship and Peace. In the treaty, both nations pledged to 
respect each other’s sovereignty and not interfere in each other’s 
internal affairs. Both nations affirmed their common belief in 
favour of peace, democracy, secularism, non-alignment, socialism 
and against colonialism and racism. Both nations resolved not to 
enter into any alliance or activity aimed against the other, as well 
as to cooperate and stand together if either nation was attacked. 
India and Bangladesh resolved to consult each other and cooperate 
on international issues of mutual importance and enhance 
bilateral ties in commerce, economic and industrial development, 
especially in the fields of flood control, river basin development 
and development of hydroelectric power and irrigation. The 
treaty expired in 1997 after the stipulated 25-year period, as was 
originally envisaged. 

Both India and Bangladesh have signed several MoUs for 
facilitating trade and economic linkages. India–Bangladesh 
economic ties have grown by 145 per cent from about US$1 billion 
in 2001–02 to US$2.55 billion in 2006–07. As for initiating bilateral 
free trade agreement that was floated by India in 2002, not much 
headway has been made despite two rounds of talks in 2003 and 
2004. 

A major bone of contention has been the construction of the 
Farakka Barrage by India to increase water supply in the River 
Hoogly. Bangladesh insists that it does not receive a fair share of 
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the Ganges waters and, on the other hand, it gets flooded in the 
monsoons when India releases excess water. In this regard, the 
notable features of the five-year agreement signed on 5 November 
1977 were the following: 

•	 The two sides will find out a long-term solution of the 
problem of augmentation of the dry season of the Ganges. 

•	 The dry season availability of the historical flows was 
established from the recorded flows of the Ganges from 
1948 to 1973 on the basis of 75 per cent availabilities. 

•	 The point of sharing will be at Farakka. 
•	 In order to ensure Bangladesh’s share in the event of any 

lower availability over Farakka, a provision was made that 
Bangladesh’s share in a particular 	 period will be shown in 
a schedule annexed to the agreement. 

•	 Provision was made for a joint committee to supervise the 
sharing of water. 

•	 Provision was made for a review of the agreement. 
•	 The agreement is initially for a period of five years. It may be 

extended further by mutual agreement. 

There have also been disputes regarding the transfer of the Teen 
Bigha Corridor to Bangladesh. There is an area of Bangladesh 
in West Bengal, which is surrounded by India. This area is very 
near Bangladesh and, thus, India leased three bigha (Indian unit to 
measure land) to Bangladesh to connect this land with mainland 
Bangladesh. There is dispute regarding this. However, this 
corridor was formally transferred to Bangladesh on 26 June 1992. 
On the issue of New Moore island, Bangladesh government staked 
claim to the island as late as 1979, when the West Bengal state 
government from the Indian side called this island as ‘Purbasha’. 

India–Bangladesh border management is a major contentious 
issue between the two countries. In 2002, India started work on 
fencing off parts of the 4,090-km border to stop illegal migrants 
and suspected militants from infiltrating into Indian territory. 

Over the years, India has taken up issues with Bangladesh 
authorities on illegal movements. Smuggling, maritime security 
and human trafficking are other issues that both nations contend 
with. In March 2006, the two countries signed a bilateral agreement 
on mutual cooperation for preventing illicit trafficking in narcotic 
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drugs and psychotropic substances. It was followed up with in 
July 2007 at the foreign secretary level talks, where both sides 
signed agreement on sharing of intelligence related to security 
matters. 

Containment of Chakma insurgency—primarily the Buddhist 
tribal and Hindus living in Chittagong hill tracts—by the 
Bangladesh government and India’s cooperation in this regard is 
likely to pave way for a more harmonious relationship between 
India and Bangladesh. 

Robust relations with Bangladesh are likely to enhance trade, 
regional connectivity, water sharing and economic development 
of India’s North-Eastern region on a reciprocal basis. The 
resumption of regular train service in March 2008 between Dhaka 
and Kolkata after a gap of 42 years has opened up new avenues 
in bilateral relations that might help in turning Bangladesh into a 
regional hub. These train and bus services are likely to usher in 
more people-to-people exchanges as an estimated 600,000 citizens 
of Bangladesh come to India and 80,000–90,000 Indians visit 
Bangladesh each year. 

17.8.5 India–Pakistan Relations 

Bitter hostilities and tensions distinguish Indo–Pak relations since 
both the countries were carved out of undivided British India in 
August 1947. Over the last 60 years, it has led to several wars and 
conflicts, which casts a pall over the region. These enmities are 
deeply intertwined with their domestic politics and have now 
acquired a serious nuclear dimension since the summer of 1998. 
In spite of the preponderance of India in the South Asian polity 
and Pakistan’s policy of Indo-centricity, CBMs, both military and 
non-military have been initiated by both sides. 

Following the 1971 war between India and Pakistan, a secure 
communication link, or ‘hotline,’ between the Pakistani and 
Indian Directors General of Military Operations (DGMOs) was 
established. In December 1990, India and Pakistan agreed to re-
establish the DGMO hotline and to use it on a weekly basis, if 
only to exchange routine information. At the February 1999 
Lahore Summit, India and Pakistan agreed to review all existing 
communication links with a view to upgrade and approve the 
DGMO and other hotlines. 
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The first hotline was installed in 1989 by Prime Ministers Benazir 
Bhutto and Rajiv Gandhi of Pakistan and India, respectively. In 
November 1990, Indian Prime Minster Chandra Shekhar and 
Pakistani Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif re-established the hotline 
to facilitate direct communication. In May 1997, Indian Prime 
Minister I.K. Gujral and Pakistan’s Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif 
pledged to reinstate the hotline. 

17.8.5.1 �Declarations on Non-use of Force, Bilateral 
Resolution of Differences 

The 1966 Tashkent Declaration facilitated by the Soviet Union, 
formally concluded the 1965 Indo–Pak war. It stipulated that 
relations between India and Pakistan shall be based on the 
principle of non-interference in the internal affairs of the other. 
The 1972 Simla Accord followed the 1971 Indo–Pak war, which 
obliges both countries to renounce the use of force as a means 
of settling outstanding disputes between the two countries. In 
addition, both sides agreed to resolve their disputes through 
bilateral forum only. 

17.8.5.2 Non-intrusion of Air Space 
An Agreement on the Prevention of the Violation of the Air Space 
was signed in April 1991, and entered into force in August 1992. It 
stipulates that combat fixed-wing aircraft are not to fly within ten 
kilometres of foreign airspace. Unarmed transport and logistics 
aircraft are permitted up to 1,000 meters from the border; flights 
within this range for supply or rescue missions are permitted if 
advance notice is given. 

Pakistan invited observers to watch major military exercises 
(Zarb-e-Momin) in 1989 while India in 1990, in order to diffuse 
tension arising from a major 1990 military exercise, invited US 
observers to monitor troop and equipment deployment as an 
assurance of non-hostile intent. An agreement on the Non-
attack of Nuclear Facilities was signed by Indian prime minister, 
Rajiv Gandhi, and Pakistani prime minister, Benazir Bhutto, in 
December 1988. It was ratified by both countries and implemented 
in January 1992. The agreement requires an annual exchange of 
lists detailing the location of all nuclear-related facilities in each 
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country. The measure further pledges both sides not to attack 
listed facilities. 

17.8.5.3 Highlights of the February 1999 Lahore Summit 
Both India and Pakistan—under the leadership of Pakistan’s 
prime minister, Nawaz Sharif, and India’s prime minister, Atal 
Behari Vajpayee—agreed to provide each other with advance 
notification in respect of their ballistic missile flight tests. India 
and Pakistan also agreed to maintain the respective unilateral 
moratorium on conducting further nuclear test explosions 
unless either side, in excess of it, national sovereignty decided 
that extraordinary events had jeopardized its supreme national 
interests. Furthermore, the MoU sought a review of the existing 
communication links between DGMOs with a view to upgrading 
and improving these links, and to provide for fail-safe and secure 
communications. 

On 18 October 2001, Pakistan’s Ambassador to the UN, Mr 
Munir Akram, offered a number of measures for promoting 
nuclear restraint and for preventing the use of nuclear weapons. 
These are as follows: 

1.	 Formalize their respective unilateral nuclear test moratorium, 
perhaps through a bilateral treaty.

2.	 Not operationally weaponize nuclear-capable missile 
systems.

3.	 Not operationally deploy nuclear-capable ballistic missiles, 
and to keep them on de-alert.

4.	 Formalize the previous understanding to provide prior and 
adequate notification of flight tests of missiles.

5.	 Observe a moratorium on the acquisition, deployment or 
development of anti-ballistic systems.

6.	 Implement further confidence-building and transparency 
measures to reduce the risk of the use of nuclear weapons 
by miscalculation or accident.

7.	 Open discussions on the nuclear security doctrines of the 
two countries with a view to forestalling an all-out nuclear 
arms race and an agreement on non-use of force, including 
the non-use of nuclear weapons. 
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As in the case of military CBMs, non-military CBMs are also 
germane in diffusing tension between the two adversaries, India 
and Pakistan. 

Non-military CBMs cover areas such as the following: 

•	 Collaboration in science and technology 
•	 Dialogue on art and culture 
•	 Free movement of people and ideas (easing of visa restrictions 

for the nationals of adversarial countries) 
•	 Exchange of information, views and analyses, that is, 

newspapers, books, magazines 
•	 Commerce and trade 
•	 Strengthening democracy 

17.8.5.4 The Kashmir Issue 
Kashmir has been a bone of contention between India and 
Pakistan ever since both countries achieved independence in 1947 
from the British colonial rule. While India considers Jammu and 
Kashmir to be an integral part of its union, Pakistan advocates 
self-determination to be given to the people of Kashmir valley for 
determining their future as well the state’s status. Pakistan also 
considers Indian accession of Kashmir as a legal ploy devoid of 
any popular support. 

Regarding Kashmir, both India and Pakistan have realized an 
urgent need in developing a composite and structured dialogue. 
This may include the following in terms of ushering in CBMs: 

•	 Formalizing structure of bilateral dialogue, in terms of 
mechanisms and basic issues involved in the dispute. 

• 	In determining the popular will of Kashmir’s population, 
representatives of all the constituents and faiths of Jammu 
and Kashmir need to be effectively involved in the dialogue 
process. 

•	 Actively encouraging and initiating intra-Kashmir dialogue 
on both sides of the Line of Control (LoC) on the final status 
of Kashmir valley.

•	 Involving people of Kashmir (‘Kashmiriyat’) in the bilateral 
dialogue process of Kashmir at all levels.

•	 Setting a time frame for structured dialogue on Kashmir 
with desired ends.
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•	 The resolution of the Kashmir conflict and restoration 
and development of mutual trust should be treated as 
interdependent processes at all times. 

• 	Kashmir solution must be based on the principle of mutual 
respect of India and Pakistan have for each other and dignity 
of human rights and justice for the people of Kashmir. 

•	 The pursuit of solution around zero-sum game with 
advantage/disadvantage to one side needs to be avoided.

• 	The process of de-escalation of hostilities needs to be initiated 
and efforts should be made to de-link Kashmir from point-
scoring domestic agendas with the nations. 

• 	The hostile domestic propaganda around Kashmir in both 
electronic and print media needs to be stopped for ushering 
in of a conducive environment. 

• 	Unofficial dialogue through Track-II should be encouraged 
by the two governments to assist official-level talks between 
India and Pakistan for achieving optimum results. 

• 	The heads of governments of both sides should meet 
regularly to assess the progress of the dialogue and sort out 
the deadlocks around various points to achieve peace in the 
region. 

17.8.6 India–Sri Lanka Relations 

India and Sri Lanka established diplomatic relations when the 
latter achieved its independence in 1948. Both nations proceeded 
to establish extensive cultural, commercial, strategic and defence 
ties to establish a common sphere of influence in the region, 
adopting a policy of non-alignment. The close relationship 
between former Indian prime minister, Indira Gandhi, and 
former Lankan prime minister, Sirimavo Bandaranaike, led to 
the development of a vibrant bilateral relation. In 1971, Indian 
armed forces helped squash a communist rebellion against the Sri 
Lankan government. 

In the 1980s, private entities and elements in the state 
government of Tamil Nadu were believed to be encouraging 
the funding and training of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 
Eelam (LTTE), a separatist insurgent force. In 1987, faced with 
growing anger among its own Tamils, and a flood of refugees, 
India intervened directly in the conflict for the first time after 
the Sri Lankan government attempted to regain control of the 
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northern Jaffna region by means of an economic blockade and 
military assaults. India supplied food and medicine by air and 
sea. After subsequent negotiations, India and Sri Lanka entered 
into an agreement. The peace accord assigned a certain degree 
of regional autonomy in the Tamil areas with Eelam People’s 
Revolutionary Liberation Front (EPRLF) controlling the regional 
council and calling for the Tamil militant groups to lay down their 
arms. Further, India sent a peacekeeping force named the IPKF to 
Sri Lanka to enforce disarmament and to watch over the regional 
council. 

Even though the accord was signed between the governments 
of Sri Lanka and India, with the Tamil Tigers and other Tamil 
militant groups not having a role in the signing of the accord, 
most Tamil militant groups accepted this agreement and the LTTE 
rejected the accord. The Indo–Sri Lankan Accord, which had been 
unpopular among Sri Lankans for giving India a major influence, 
now became a source of nationalist anger and resentment as the 
IPKF was drawn fully into the conflict. Sri Lankans protested the 
presence of the IPKF, and the newly elected Sri Lankan president, 
Ranasinghe Premadasa, demanded its withdrawal, which was 
completed by March 1990. On 21 May 1992, Rajiv Gandhi was 
assassinated and the LTTE was alleged to be the perpetrator. As 
a result, India declared the LTTE to be a terrorist outfit in 1992. 
Bilateral relations improved in the 1990s and during the first 
decade of the 21st century. India supported the peace process but 
has resisted calls to get involved again. 

17.8.6.1 Commercial Ties 
India and Sri Lanka are member nations of several regional and 
multilateral organizations such as the South Asian Association 
for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), South Asia Co-operative 
Environment Programme, South Asian Economic Union and Bay 
of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic 
Cooperation (BIMSTEC), working to enhance cultural and 
commercial ties. A bilateral free trade agreement was signed and 
came into effect in 2000. Between 2000 and 2004, India’s exports 
to Sri Lanka increased by 113 per cent, from US$618 million to 
US$1,319 million, while Sri Lankan exports to India increased 
by 342 per cent, from US$44 million to US$194 million. India is 
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also the fifth largest export destination for Sri Lankan goods. 
Both nations are also signatories of the South Asia Free Trade 
Agreement (SAFTA). Negotiations are also underway to expand 
the free trade agreement to forge stronger commercial relations 
and increase corporate investment and ventures in various 
industries. 

India’s National Thermal Power Corporation (NTPC) is also 
scheduled to build a 500 MW thermal power plant in Sampoor 
(Sampur). The NTPC claims that the plan will take the Indo–Sri 
Lankan relationship to a higher level. 

India feels that the Sri Lanka Tamil issue is best resolved by 
Sri Lankans themselves. India’s relations with Sri Lanka in the 
post–Rajiv Gandhi period and until the capture and elimination of 
LTTE leader, Prabhakaran, were broadly on the following lines: 

•	 India continued to be supportive of the legitimate political, 
social and cultural aspirations of the Tamils within the 
federal framework of Sri Lana. 

•	 India, however, had opposed the LTTE’s quest for exclusive 
power and its violent and terrorist methods to attain its 
goals. 

•	 India was supportive of initiatives aimed at resolving the 
crisis in Sri Lanka through political and peaceful dialogue. 
India had supported the peace process in Sri Lanka, 
underwritten by the Four Co-chairs of the Tokyo donors 
conference with Norway as a mediator. 

Since then, India has urged the national government of Sri Lanka 
to provide humanitarian relief to those affected and for the 
speedy rehabilitation of Tamil refugees in the post-Prabhakaran 
phase of Sri Lankan civil war. At the same time, India has voiced 
its support for finding a durable political solution that would 
include devolution of powers and in granting full constitutional 
rights to Tamils as citizens of Sri Lanka. 

17.8.7 India–Myanmar Relations 

India–Myanmar relations are deeply rooted in history. India 
was one of the leading proponents of Burmese independence 
and established diplomatic relations immediately after Burma’s 
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independence from Great Britain in 1948. For many years, Indo–
Burmese relations were on a firm footing, due to cultural links, 
flourishing commerce, mutuality of interests in regional affairs and 
the presence of a vibrant Indian community in Burma. The Indo–
Myanmar relations—between 1948 and 1952—could be considered 
as friendly and cordial when Myanmar became independent, 
and there existed a good rapport between Prime Minister Nehru 
and Prime leader U Nu, and Myanmar like India was a member 
of the non-aligned movement. The relationship turned frosty 
from 1962 to 1988 under General Ne Win, when Burma chose a 
policy of isolationism, expelled ethnic Indians, refused to be in 
the Commonwealth of Nations and withdrew from NAM. Since 
1988, till date, primarily due to India adopting a more realistic and 
pragmatic policy towards Burma, the relationship has overall been 
on the upswing. India provided considerable diplomatic support 
when Burma had to cope with regional insurgencies. A major 
breakthrough occurred in 1987 when the Indian prime minister, 
Rajiv Gandhi, visited Myanmar, but relations went downhill 
after the military junta’s bloody repression of pro-democracy 
agitations continued unabated in 1988, which led to an influx of 
Burmese refugees spilling into India. However, since 1993, the 
governments of Indian prime ministers, P.V. Narasimha Rao and 
later Atal Bihari Vajpayee, changed course and began mending 
ties with Myanmar as part of a wider foreign policy approach 
aimed at increasing India’s proactive participation and influence 
in South East Asia and to counteract the growing influence of the 
People’s Republic of China. 

However, India–Myanmar relations once again deteriorated in 
1995, when New Delhi conferred the Jawaharlal Nehru Award for 
promoting international understanding to Aung San Suu Kyi, the 
high-profile Burmese dissenting leader. To keep the momentum 
high, India–Myanmar foreign secretary meeting was held in 
Yangon in August 2000. The two countries agreed to strengthen 
the infrastructure and step up border security to promote border 
trade. The two countries signed a protocol to establish regular 
bilateral ministerial consultations and agreed to cooperation in 
projects related to infrastructure development, energy supply and 
information technology. 

One of the high points in the Indo–Myanmar relations was 
the visit by General Than Shwe to New Delhi in 2004. Several 



Basic Determinants of India’s Foreign Policy  l  475

agreements, such as the setting up of cultural and educational 
exchange programme, cooperation in non-traditional security 
issues and the Tamanthi hydroelectric project in Myanmar were 
signed during his visit. The two sides explored how to expand 
spheres of cooperation in other areas such as, industry, energy, 
rail transportation, communications, science and technology and 
health. 

In continuation of such high-level contacts, Prime Minister Dr 
Manmohan Singh held talks with his Myanmarese counterpart 
on the sidelines of the 11th ASEAN Summit in Kuala Lumpur 
in December 2005. India’s pressure to curb insurgency yielded 
results in January 2006 when India and Myanmar undertook joint 
military operation to flush out the rebel forces inside Myanmar’s 
territory. In the ongoing high-level exchanges, Indian President 
Dr A. P. J. Abdul Kalam visited Myanmar in 2006. The high point 
of his visit was the signing of three important agreements. The 
India–Myanmar gas pipeline project and agreements on satellite-
based remote sensing and promotion of Buddhist studies. During 
President Kalam’s visit, new vistas of cooperation in the IT sector, 
telecommunication, automobile, textiles, agro-based industries, 
river and land-based transportation system were also explored. 
India and Myanmar are leading members of Bay of Bengal 
Initiatives for Multi Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation 
(BIMSTEC), with Myanmar being lead country for energy sector. 
Since its inception in 2000, the Mekong–Ganga Cooperation—
along with other member countries such as Vietnam, Laos, 
Cambodia, Thailand, and Myanmar—assists India in nurturing 
and expanding its influence and ties among South East Asian 
nations in various ways. The forum on Regional Economic 
Cooperation among Bangladesh–China–India–Myanmar (BCIM) 
has provided scope for increased regional integration among 
India’s neighbours towards greater economic prosperity. 

17.8.7.1 �India–Myanmar Economic and Commercial 
Relations 

Relations between India and Myanmar have been growing during 
the past few years with cooperation in all sectors, particularly in 
those of trade and commerce. Myanmar’s economy is primarily 
agricultural, with agricultural activity employing nearly two 
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thirds of the population and contributing about 45 per cent of the 
total GDP. The main export commodities comprise agricultural, 
marine and forest products, and minerals and gems. Myanmar 
imports mainly consumer goods and raw materials and capital 
goods for industrial use. 

India is the largest market for Burmese exports. India is 
Burma’s fourth largest trading partner after Thailand, China 
and Singapore, and second largest export market after Thailand, 
absorbing 25 per cent of its total exports. India is also the 
seventh most important source of Burma’s imports. The Indian 
government has air, land and sea routes to strengthen extensive 
trade links with Myanmar and establish a gas pipeline. While 
the involvement of India’s private sector has been minimal, 
both governments are proceeding to enhance cooperation in 
agriculture, telecommunications, information technology, 
steel, oil, natural gas, hydrocarbons and food processing. The 
bilateral border trade agreement of 1994 provides for border 
trade to be carried out from three designated border points in 
India’s North-Eastern region, one each in Manipur, Mizoram 
and Nagaland. 

On 13 February 2001, India and Burma inaugurated a major 160 
kilometre highway, called the Indo–Myanmar Friendship Road, 
built mainly by the Indian Army’s Border Roads Organization, 
and aimed at providing a major strategic and commercial 
transport route connecting South Asia and South East Asia. It 
was termed as a significant event in view of India and Myanmar 
sharing 1,643-km-long common border along India’s four 
states—Manipur, Mizoram, Nagaland and Arunachal Pradesh. 
The strategic importance of Myanmar in the Indian Ocean and 
adjoining littoral states has made India initiate active naval 
cooperation with Myanmar. In recent times, India and Myanmar 
naval cooperation is growing and forging ahead. 

17.8.7.2 India–Myanmar Trade Relations 
India’s imports from Myanmar are primarily agricultural and 
forest-based products (especially beans and pulses) and main 
exports to Myanmar are primary and semi-finished steel and 
pharmaceuticals. The balance of trade is heavily in favour of 
Myanmar. 
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The first border trade agreement was signed in Delhi in January 
1994 and was implemented in April 1995 with the opening of a 
cross-border point between Moreh (Manipur, India) and Tamu 
(Sagaing Division, Myanmar). Subsequently, both governments 
had agreed to open four checkpoints which will help in checking 
border trade and making it official, curb the illegal trade of goods 
and monitor the activities of various insurgent groups between 
India and Myanmar. 

Myanmar is being touted as the gateway to India’s ‘Look 
East’ policy. India is making all concerted efforts to strengthen 
its relationship with Myanmar to achieve its stated objective. 
The Indo–Myanmar relationship, as a result, has witnessed an 
unprecedented upswing in recent years. 

India is engaged in several river and land-based projects in 
Myanmar. The India–Myanmar gas pipeline project is another 
area where India is deeply involved with Myanmar. India recently 
signed three important agreements with Myanmar: exploration 
of natural gas, satellite-based remote sensing and promotion of 
Buddhist studies in Myanmar. New Delhi is also looking for joint 
cooperation with Myanmar in IT, automobile, textiles, and agro-
based industries. 

Lack of any memorandum of understanding between the 
designated banks on both sides, restriction imposed on exports 
as well as on items in barter trade, and cross-border insurgency 
is being cited as major obstacles in two-way trade. Right now, 
only 22 items are allowed to be exported and imported under the 
free trade agreement signed between India and Myanmar. They 
include mustard seeds, pulses and beans, fresh vegetables, fruits 
and soya bean. On the other hand, India exports textiles, shoes, 
medicines, woollens and engineering goods to Myanmar. These 
items have significant consumer demand in Myanmar. 

17.8.7.3 Issues Around Indo–Myanmar Relations 
Issues that are common to Indo–Myanmar relations are: cross-
border insurgency, narcotics trade, border posts, border fencing 
border trade, and so on. On cross-border militancy, while India 
faces insurgency problem in its North Eastern states of Nagaland, 
Manipur and parts of Mizoram across the Myanmar borders, 
Myanmar too faces insurgency from Naga (Khaplang group) from 
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the Indian side. In this regard, India–Myanmar Army has agreed 
to strengthen the mechanism to exchange intelligence along the 
international border to check cross-border crimes. In January 
2006, Myanmar and the Indian Army conducted joint operation 
to flush out NSCN-K rebels. 

India and Myanmar are considering a series of initiatives for 
expansion of border trade between the two countries. India has 
given to the signing of a proposed agreement with Myanmar for 
the avoidance of double taxation and prevention of fiscal evasion 
with respect to income taxes. 

There are three key factors that are compelling India to 
develop a proactive relation with Myanmar—first, the ‘Look 
East Policy’ to reach out to the broader ASEAN group; second, 
coordinated effort with Myanmar to develop its North East 
region that has been neglected over the decades; and third, in 
evolving a strategic policy for containing Chinese influence over 
Myanmar. Under India’s Look East policy, the trilateral highway 
among India, Myanmar and Thailand plays a major role to reach 
South East Asian countries such as Malaysia and Singapore. So 
is the trans-Asian railway that is being planned to connect New 
Delhi with Hanoi in Vietnam. A deep economic relationship 
with Myanmar, in India’s view, would give a tremendous 
boost to the development of its North East region. The planned 
infrastructure development of road, rail and waterways are all 
steps in this direction. 

Apart from bilateral relations, India is also engaging Myanmar 
through ASEAN and BIMSTEC. India’s engagement with 
Myanmar, through ASEAN, began in 1997 when it was admitted 
as its full dialogue partner and, in the same year, Myanmar 
became its full member. BIMSTEC—set up in 1997—is another 
forum through which India is actively engaged with Myanmar. 
Fearful of sanctions from the EU and the US, Myanmar wants 
to develop close relations with India for economic reasons. 
India is one of Myanmar’s major trading partners and fourth 
largest market for its goods. Bilateral trade between India and 
Myanmar has grown nearly eightfold in recent years. In 2004–
05, bilateral trade crossed US$341.40 million and increased to 
US$650 million in the year 2006–07. India’s policy of engagement 
with Myanmar has furthered India’s foreign policy objectives in 
a significant way. 
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17.9 India and the UN 

As a founder member of the UN, India has been a firm supporter 
of the purposes and principles of the UN, and has made significant 
contributions to the furtherance and implementation of these 
noble aims and to the evolution and functioning of its various 
specialized programmes. It stood at the forefront during the UN’s 
tumultuous years of struggle against colonialism and apartheid, its 
struggle towards global disarmament and the ending of the arms 
race and towards the creation of a more equitable international 
economic order. At the very first session of the UN, India had 
raised its voice against colonialism and apartheid, two issues that 
have been among the most significant of the UN’s successes in the 
last half century. India exulted in the UN’s triumph and saw in 
the UN’s victory a vindication of the policy relentlessly pursued 
by it from its initial days at the world forum. On 25 October 1946, 
Mrs Vijayalakshmi Pandit made her maiden speech and pledged 
on behalf of the Government and people of India of its firm 
commitment to the principles of peace and justice as enshrined in 
the UN Charter. 

India has been a founder member of most of the international 
organizations, especially the UN and its specialized agencies. 
Consequently, support to and strengthening of the world 
organization is an important element of India’s foreign policy. 
The principal purpose of India’s foreign policy vis-à-vis the UN 
is to pursue three closely related goals: (a) a significant role in 
the shaping of international relations in the 21st century (b) a 
movement towards a non-violent and humane international 
system and (c) the promotion of conditions for a sustainable and 
relatively equitable pattern of international development. 

Roughly four closely interlinked phases are identifiable in 
India’s association with the UN during these decades: 

1.	 The first phase covers the years up to the late 1940s, including 
the days of the British Raj. India was a participant in the San 
Francisco conference that formalized the preparation of the 
UN Charter and was honoured with original membership 
of the organisation.

2.	 The second phase of India and the UN concerned crisis 
situations from Korea to Congo. India had been able to 



480  l  Mohammed Badrul Alam

build a positive image larger than most of the powerful 
nations by engaging herself in exercises of mediation and 
moderation.

3.	 One of India’s early concerns in the UN was that all states 
should be represented in the organizations so that the 
UN might truly reflect a viable instrument for peaceful 
settlement of international disputes.

4.	 India played a constantly positive and energetic role in the 
arenas of arms control and disarmament.

India is one of the largest contributors to the core resources of 
UNDP and a significant contributor to those of UNFPA and 
UNICEF. India is also a major contributor to the core resources of 
the World Food Programme. India’s contribution to these funds 
is higher than that of many OECD countries. It is hoped that 
the developed countries will also increase their contributions to 
untied and apolitical resources for development. 

India has contributed US$100,000 to the UNCTAD trust fund 
for the least developed countries. It has also been contributing 
US$50,000 per annum to the ITC Global Trust Fund since its 
inception in 1996. It also makes substantial voluntary contributions 
to UNEP, Habitat, UN Drug Control Programme, UNRWA, 
UNIFEM, UN Volunteers and so on. 

India took an active part in the drafting of the Universal 
Declaration on Human Rights. Dr Hansa Mehta, a Gandhian 
political activist and social worker who led the Indian delegation, 
had made important contributions in drafting of the declaration, 
especially highlighting the need for reflecting gender equality. 
India is fully committed to the rights proclaimed in the Universal 
Declaration. India is a signatory to the six core human rights 
covenants, and also the two optional protocols to the convention 
on the rights of the child. 

India has been advocating a holistic and integrated approach 
that gives equal emphasis to all human rights, based on their 
interdependence, interrelatedness, indivisibility and universality, 
and reinforces the interrelationship between democracy, 
development, human rights and international cooperation for 
development. 

India has played an active role as member of the Commission 
on Human Rights (CHR) since its creation in 1947. India was 
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elected in 2006 as a member of the newly established Human 
Rights Council (HRC), which replaced the CHR, by securing the 
highest number of votes among the contested seats. India was re-
elected again as a member in 2007 by securing the highest votes. 
India attaches great importance to the Human Rights Council and 
is committed to make the Council a strong, effective and efficient 
body capable of promoting and protecting human rights and 
fundamental freedoms for all. 

India became the seventh country to ratify the UN Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. India had participated 
actively in the deliberations of the Ad Hoc Committee of the 
UN General Assembly on finalization of a Convention on the 
Rights of the Persons with Disabilities. The enactment in India of 
the Persons with Disabilities (equal opportunities, protection of 
rights and full participation) Act in 1995 marked a significant step 
towards providing equal opportunities to people with disabilities 
and their full participation in nation-building. 

India, however, feels neglected in the existing UN set-up as it 
aspires to be a member of UNSC. The rationales behind India’s 
claim for the permanent membership of the expanded Security 
Council are the following: 

1.	 India contributes substantially to the total UN budget. India 
has also made tangible contribution to UN Peacekeeping 
Operations (PKO). Apart from financial contribution, India 
has dispatched military personnel to various trouble spots 
around the globe, including Congo, Korea, Angola, Bosnia, 
and so on. 

2.	 When the UN was created in 1945, there were only 51 
member states; whereas that number has now quadrupled 
to 193 states. For proper governance and democratic 
legitimacy in a transparent way, India feels there should 
be a fair level of representational balance. In 1945, one 
member in the Security Council represented about five 
countries, whereas in 2005, one member country in Security 
Council represented 13 countries, thus causing a serious, 
asymmetrical balance. To add to their muscle, India, along 
with Japan and Germany since 1945, has emerged in the last 
60 years as one of the world’s leading economic powers. 
Similarly, developing countries such as India and Brazil 
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have carved a niche for themselves by being upper tier 
economies on their own merit and possessing an immense 
reservoir of manpower and skilled resources. 

3.	 The end of the Cold War has paved a way for new issues such 
as international terrorism and weapons of mass destruction 
to come to the fore. Other sources of threat emanate from 
non-military threats like spread of HIV/AIDS, poverty, 
environment degradation, and so on. The changed global 
geopolitics demands concerted action and formulation of 
well represented deliberative decision-making system in 
the UNSC. An enhanced permanent membership of this 
body, as India feels, will generate vigorous debate that 
will ultimately lead to viable solutions within the spirit of 
consensus building and ensure India’s rightful place in the 
world’s most powerful body. 

Overall, India has played a very constructive role in the shaping 
and evolution of the UN from its inception to the present time. It 
is expected that India will continue to be a significant contributor 
to UN activities and its multifaceted role as is reflected in its (UN) 
mission and objectives. 

17.10. Conclusion 

After India achieved independence in 1947, it chose a planned 
and regulated economic system in consonance with its diversity 
and composite culture. India continued its relations with other 
countries, regionally and globally, by keeping national interests 
intact. Characterized by the policy of anti-colonialism, anti-
racialism and anti-apartheid and non-alignment during the Cold 
War, India evolved unique features of its polity in the shaping 
of its foreign policy. In the post–Cold War era, India underwent 
a serious reappraisal of its own foreign policy. In the 1990s, 
under the leadership of P.V. Narasimha Rao, it chose a policy of 
economic liberalization and adjusted its foreign policy, taking in 
the changing domestic and international realities of the times. 
Post–11 September 2001, India took a principled stand to counter 
terrorism, which has been lauded universally. Following a number 
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of determining factors such as economic growth, energy security, 
nuclear capability, democratic tradition and soft power capability, 
India reformulated its foreign policy accordingly. 

Signing of the civilian nuclear agreement between India and 
the US in 2008 was a significant turning point in India’s foreign 
policy. Following this agreement, India’s relations with the US 
took an upward swing. Similarly, Indo–Russian relations have 
witnessed remarkable stability and continuity, particularly in 
areas such as trade, commerce and defence cooperation. The 
two sides have agreed to serve their long-term supreme national 
interests and have consolidated their multifaceted bilateral 
cooperation by maintaining close and regular contacts at all levels. 
Despite occasional disagreements, China became India’s number 
one trading partner apart from the EU in 2008. Both nations have 
decided to increase their trade and cooperation in the coming 
years to make bilateral relationship more viable. Relations with 
the EU have shown tremendous improvement in the past years 
in the fields of trade and commerce and strategic partnership. 
The EU became India’s biggest source of actual foreign direct 
investment in 2008. 

Relations with key countries of West Asian region, including 
Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates and Israel, have improved 
significantly in recent years. India–Israel relations, for example, 
are very strong at the defence level. Relations with the African 
continent has witnessed rapid rise in the globalized world on a 
wide number of issues. Both sides have started cooperating in 
trade and commerce and in strategic partnership projects in the 
21st century. 

Foreign policy of India in the South Asian region, especially 
with its neighbours, has been proactive in nature. India’s relations 
with two newly democratic countries such as Nepal and Bhutan 
have shown positive development in the formulation of its foreign 
policy. Both countries have intensified their cooperation with 
India in trade, commerce and defence, comparable to previous 
years. Relations with Pakistan, since 2000, have undergone major 
transformations. In spite of incidents of cross-border terrorism 
and domestic turmoil within Pakistan, India and Pakistan have 
pursued the path of engagement and CBMs at both military and 
non-military levels. Relations with other South Asian countries, 
such as Maldives, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Myanmar, has 
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improved as well and all sides have decided to work assiduously 
in the spirit of South Asian regional cooperation. 

Being a founding member of the UN, India has been a firm 
believer in the principles and objectives of the UN since its 
inception. India has consistently contributed to the aims and 
functioning of the UN. India has stood with the UN in its struggle 
against colonialism and apartheid, arms race and violation of 
human rights. 

The changing global order necessitated paradigmatic changes 
in Indian foreign policy without affecting India’s national interest. 
The end of Cold War, transnational terrorism, globalization of 
various economies and revolution in information technology had 
considerably altered the global order. India, with over 8 per cent 
growth rate, is conditioning herself to meet these new challenges. 
The framework for the current phase of Indian foreign policy 
had been drawn way back in 1981 by the then prime minister, 
Indira Gandhi, and was refined by the subsequent governments 
to suit the immediate meets without disturbing the long-term 
goals. The concept of secured borders by Rajiv Gandhi, opening 
of the economy by Narasimha Rao government and a series 
of confidence building measures by the National Democratic 
Alliance (NDA) government all indicate how the shifts have 
occurred in India’s foreign policy. The present United Progressive 
Alliance (UPA) government under Dr Manmohan Singh is trying 
to change the broad parameters not only in the fields of economy 
and security but also trying to bring India out of its isolation. The 
Indian dialogue with other major powers is also moving in this 
direction. Apparently, these measures have moved India away 
from its isolationism and given her a pre-eminent place, which 
history and geography have provided to it, in the emerging global 
order. The primary task of our foreign policy is to ensure an 
external environment that is conducive to India’s transformation 
and development. Looked at in this light, broadly speaking, 
there would be three sets of challenges: first, ensuring a peaceful 
neighbourhood; second, relations with major powers; and, 
third, issues of the future, namely food security, water, energy 
and environment. The first area of focus for our foreign policy is 
naturally our neighbourhood, for unless we have a peaceful and 
prosperous periphery, we will not be able to focus on our primary 
tasks of socio-economic development. We must, therefore, accord 
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the highest priority to closer political, economic and cultural ties 
with our neighbours and be committed to building strong and 
enduring partnerships with all our neighbours. The second set of 
challenges is that of managing our relationship with the world’s 
major powers. The world, today, is increasingly multivalent, 
marked by considerable political cooperation among major 
powers, whose economies are becoming inextricably intertwined 
with each other. 

Other challenges, like the environment and climate change, 
are global in their nature and impact and need global solutions. 
These will directly affect our food, water and energy security. 
Our participation in drawing up those solutions is essential if 
the outcomes are to be satisfactory and if our development is 
not to be affected. The size of our population, economic growth 
and prosperity have led to consumption and lifestyle changes. 
Assuming a 7–8 per cent GDP growth rate, by 2020, we would 
require 340 million tonnes of food grains. We need a second Green 
Revolution, harnessing contemporary tools like biotechnology, 
water conservation and rain harvesting techniques and other 
steps that are environment-friendly and economically sustainable. 
We also need to tap into the resources of developed countries. 
The India–US Agriculture Knowledge Initiative, announced in 
July 2005, is a step in this direction and aims at addressing new 
challenges and facilitating agricultural research, education and 
extension. 

Much of the current dynamism in India’s recent foreign policy 
can be attributed to the consequences of India’s economic reform 
since 1991. After decades of inward-looking economic policy that 
saw the relative decline of its standing in the world, India is now 
poised to emerge as one of the world’s leading economies. The 
widely noted projections from Goldman Sachs now suggest India 
is likely to overtake most European economies and Japan in size 
within the next two decades and could become larger than the 
US economy by 2050. With its economic development acquiring 
a new place—India has grown at 9 per cent per annum in the last 
three years—New Delhi has a new interest in ensuring adequate 
external supplies of energy resources and raw materials. This, 
in turn, meant a strong focus on the protection of sea-lanes and 
an expansion of its naval capabilities. As it developed a new 
maritime strategy, India also found a strong convergence of 
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political and strategic interests with the US and Japan. India has 
also recognized the urgency of promoting regional economic 
integration. Although South Asia was a single economic space 
until 1947, today it has become the least integrated region in the 
world. India is convinced that this must change and is prepared 
to offer unilateral economic concessions to its neighbours in 
an effort to lift all economic boats in South Asia. The idea of a 
peaceful periphery and the need to reintegrate the subcontinent 
within a single economic zone have slowly but surely emerged at 
the top of India’s regional agenda. The heated domestic political 
debate on India’s foreign policy today is less about the technical 
details of specific issues, and more about the painful process of 
adapting to a new situation. India will continue to confront a 
significant lag between objective change in the structure of its 
external environment and the subjective institutional capacity to 
respond to the new situation. The wrenching Indian debate on 
the civil nuclear initiative with the US underlines the continuing 
difficulties the Indian establishment faces in decisively leveraging 
its new opportunities. Democracies, in general, have difficulty 
in embarking on negotiations with other states. Necessary 
compromises in national interest are often challenged on the basis 
of sectoral interests or ideological biases of powerful domestic 
political formations in major democracies. If, and when, India 
debates the prospects for settling its long-standing disputes with 
China and Pakistan, the recrimination at home could be even 
more intense than the one we have seen in relation to the Indo-US 
civil nuclear initiative. In that sense, the national debate on the 
Indo-US civil nuclear initiative might only be the first instalment 
of an unfolding greater national debate on the future direction of 
India’s foreign policy. 
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Afterword
Rumki Basu

The uniqueness of the 20th century lies in its being witness to 
paradigmatic shifts and transitions worldwide as a result of new 
ideological and technological innovations and practices never 
witnessed before in earlier ages with seminal changes in interstate 
relations, diplomacy and war. Much of these came to be reflected 
in the discipline of international relations. The academic discipline 
made an attempt to provide theoretical and interpretative 
frameworks to all the historical events that shaped the struggle for 
power between and among nations. The 20th century was also a 
witness to two world wars followed by the Cold War, which lasted 
for nearly four decades. The Cold War was a multidimensional 
conflict between the United States and the erstwhile Soviet Union 
to exercise control in their respective ideological and military 
spheres of influence through two antagonistic polar camps. A 
major feature of the Cold War was the arms race (conventional 
and nuclear) between the US and the USSR. Nuclear weapons are 
often credited for having prevented the Cold War from becoming 
hot because both sides feared total destruction. It also played an 
important role in the measurement of power, therefore most big 
powers entered the nuclear arms race as well. 

Major changes were visible in world affairs from the last 
decade of the 20th century. Former communist states of Eastern 
Europe experienced serious problems of transition, ranging 
from economic collapse to disintegration of the state itself. The 
Warsaw Pact was disbanded, while NATO reinvented itself in the 
new context where European security was being redefined. The 
abrupt end of the Cold War suggested that great power rivalries 
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could end without direct use of force or violence among the major 
antagonists. The immediate outcome of the disintegration of the 
Soviet Union (the most peaceful retreat from spheres of influence 
by a major power in world history) was the rise of the US to 
hegemonic leadership in the global arena. The United States—
despite being in its worst recessionary cycle in history—still leads 
globally in military and economic strength, and its soft power 
attributes (ideological and cultural appeal) make its superpower 
status difficult to be challenged. Indeed, since 1991, beginning 
with its aggressive interventionist foreign policy in the Northern 
Ireland peace process, enlargement of NATO in 1994, anti-Taliban 
struggle in Afghanistan to the overthrow of the Saddam regime in 
Iraq, the US played its role commensurate with its power status in 
the post-globalized era.

The ‘balance of terror’ however did not prevent frequent and 
intermittent regional conflicts in various parts of Asia, Africa 
and Latin America, where the two Cold War opponents fought 
‘proxy wars’. The Cold War, though essentially bipolar, saw a 
Third Force (the non-aligned world) maintain a tripolar presence 
on the global scenario, with over a hundred countries of the UN 
officially not joining either poles. 

The changes that have taken place in world politics since 1989 
led to the dismantling of Soviet communism and the Soviet state 
into 15 independent republics, the destruction of the Berlin Wall, 
nuclear arms agreements between the superpowers during the 
period of detente and the onset of globalization. A new global 
configuration of power marks the post–Cold War era heralding 
in what is expected to be a new world order. These developments 
have brought in the end of the Cold War but also ignited fresh 
debates in international politics. It has been argued that the end 
of the Cold War marks the triumph of capitalist democracy as the 
final stage in the evolution of political history (Francis Fukuyama’s 
1992 End of History thesis), while others have argued that the 
end of the bipolar rivalry has given way to a new war, (Samuel 
Huntington’s Clash of civilizations thesis)—a fight between the 
West and the Islamic fundamentalists around the globe.

The end of the Cold War and the collapse of Soviet communism, 
acted as a catalyst for the onset of globalization. Areas of the world 
that were formerly excluded from the grip of global capitalism—
the communist Second and the Non-aligned Third World—are 
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now more integrated into the global market place through a 
complex network of communications and ‘free trade’ regimes. 
The reach of global financial regulatory institutions, such as the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, has increased 
substantively. After the Gulf War of 1991 and the disintegration 
of the Soviet Union and its economy, the post–Cold War world 
moved towards unipolarity. The US was the only superpower 
with enough military, nuclear and economic assets to be a decisive 
player in any conflict in any part of the world.

However, there are other powers that have grown rapidly in 
the last two decades to challenge the economic superiority of the 
United States and its global position and status. China, India, 
Germany, Japan and other regional organizations like the EU 
are growing in economic power vis-à-vis the US with analysts 
suggesting that the post–Cold War era is moving towards multi-
polarity in practice. There is talk of ‘peace dividends’ (gains from 
relative political stability and absence of war) in terms of human 
security and development. The conception of world order today 
is a more inclusive category of order than what was meant by 
the term before. Most IR analysts would include not only states 
as the primary actors in the international system but individual 
human beings and their well-being, the behaviour of non-state 
actors and a multiplicity of non-governmental and transnational 
actors as decision-makers in this pluralist international system as 
distinctive elements of that order.

Wars have also changed in the post-globalized era. This was 
reflected in the 11 September 2001 attack on the World Trade Centre 
and other acts of terrorism that followed. The immediate outcome 
was the declaration of the War on Terror, which was reflected in 
the 2001 US invasion of Afghanistan, 2003 invasion of Iraq and the 
killing of Osama Bin Laden by US Forces in Pakistan in 2011. While 
the theatre of war in the last century was the European continent, 
it has shifted its base to other continents in the new millennium. 
Wars have now come to mean low-intensity conflicts (interstate or 
intrastate), which may be short conflagrations or long ones with 
the use of conventional weapons. Despite integration of national 
economies, disintegrative forces are at work in the form of ethnic 
conflicts, terrorism, proliferation of nuclear weapon wielding 
powers and the progressively deteriorating global environmental 
situation. 
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At the end of the Cold War, there was much talk of a new 
world order based on the principles of international cooperation, 
peace and borderless economies. However, global governance or 
any idea of a world government seems a distant reality and the 
reincarnation of the nation state as the ultimate guarantor of the 
territorial borders of a nation and the well-being of its citizens 
seems to be the prevailing ideology of the day. Some things have 
changed and some things have not changed at all in the post–Cold 
War era. The US remains the sole superpower, Europe continues 
on the path of integration, major powers have emerged in Asia, 
like China, India and Korea, and the North–South economic 
divide persists as local wars dot the global landscape.

1. �Understanding Globalization and  
the New World Order

Despite cataclysmic shifts in the general landscape of global 
politics, the basic political unit in international relations remains 
the territorial sovereign political entity called the state. Its 
designation as the most fundamental unit in contemporary world 
politics simply means that it is the ultimate guarantor and trustee 
of its own territorial borders and the security and well-being of 
its citizens. The state has not only assumed different forms but 
also witnessed its authority being challenged in recent years by 
the globalization of trade, production and finance, revolution in 
communication and transportation and, above all, the increased 
ecological and military risk related problems that can no longer 
be solved within national boundaries. It necessitates the founding 
and expansion of political institutions on the supra-national 
level, which may undermine the value of the nation of indivisible 
sovereignty. The cascading effects of cultural globalization also 
threaten to break and atomize older societies as the concept 
of borderless economies threatens the ‘protected’ markets of 
developing countries. In the future, we may witness a further 
erosion and decentring of the power of the sovereign state by 
non-state, international and multinational corporations. They all 
have something in common: being larger than states or without 
geographical boundaries, they are better positioned to assume 
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some of the functions of the nation state or manage to evade its 
power of control.

War as an instrument of foreign policy has also changed with 
globalization. Ever since the advent of nuclear weapons, there 
seems to be a global realization that war cannot so easily be used 
to defend national interest. Though war cannot be completely 
abandoned as an instrument of policy, it has changed its forms 
significantly. Interstate wars are less common; they have now 
come to be replaced by intrastate ones and global terrorism 
has often proved that wars are not waged by state actors alone. 
War and conflict remain localized with the use of conventional 
weapons though substantive ‘peace dividends’ are expected to 
follow in the post–Cold War period.

One of the paradoxes of the post-globalized era is that despite 
the global influence of Western capitalist democracies, national 
fragmentation of political communities has not ceased. These 
two processes, globalization and fragmentation are the two 
contradictory influences in the contemporary era. Ethnic conflicts 
have proliferated not only in fragile Third World states but also 
in relatively developed regions as well. The disintegration of 
the former Soviet Union and Yugoslavia are striking examples 
of fragmentation in relatively affluent socialist societies. The 
communal riots in UK in 2011 were the worst in its modern 
political history.

Demands for citizenship rights emerged in response to the 
growing power of the modern state. The demand to be treated 
as a citizen was initially concerned with securing legal and 
political rights but citizenship was redefined early in the 20th 
century to include social or welfare rights. Claims for group 
rights have produced global changes in attitudes to citizenship. 
Feminists have argued that the advancement of citizenship 
was gender blind, since no account was taken of the special 
needs of women in times of war and peace. Proponents of new 
conceptions of citizenship have maintained that the differences 
between citizens—differences of culture and gender—must be 
reflected in public policy (in rights of women and minorities, 
for example).

Globalization has triggered off debates which question the 
idea of nation states being primarily responsible for securing 
the safety and well-being of its citizens. Public support for 
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humanitarian intervention in Somalia, Kosovo and Rwanda 
developed in the wake of media images of state terror, civil 
conflict, natural disaster and famine. It is important to probe 
whether there is now an emerging pattern of order in the post-
globalized Cold War period and if so, what are its distinctive 
elements. It is no doubt difficult to make any definitive and 
neutral assessment of an order we live in and, therefore, a part 
of our historical time. 

However, various perspectives presented in this book have 
attempted to interpret this order through their own lens. The 
international system continues to be state centric, though we 
can see that international and transnational connections are a 
very important element of the order, due to the high levels of 
interdependence. However, there is fresh thinking about the role 
of human security and rights, the impact of environmentalism 
and strategies for national development. Underlying the 
disparate elements of this vision, different frameworks of order 
can be gleaned. Some derive from traditional state-centric stable 
equilibrating models of world order. Others take the individual 
human being as the unit of construction in terms of rights and 
justice and to measure the impact of that world order.

Let us now look at the approaches to the search for a unified 
framework to understand the emerging world order. The realist 
approach looks at the power distribution in the world today 
among the great powers and believes that a return to multi-
polarity could herald the erosion of the stability generated by 
the cold war’s bipolarity. Realism focuses on continuities rather 
than change in world politics. War, the balance of power, the 
rise and fall of Great Powers, and so on, according to the realists, 
reflect the essential national interest in the foreign policies of 
different states. The second approach is broadly liberal in vision 
and focuses upon regimes and institutions, on the one hand, 
and norms and values, on the other. Its pivotal argument is that 
patterns of integration and interdependence had become so 
deeply entrenched in the global system in the Cold War period 
for geopolitical reasons, that they can only be reinforced under 
a regime of globalized states. War and anarchy are exceptional 
breaks in a general pattern of relative peace and growing 
prosperity among and between nations continue under a system 
of global governance from the Second World War period. A 
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third argument or line of theorizing interprets order in terms of 
its achievements in human development and advancement of 
the well-being of citizens. 

Whether globalization constitutes a form of order is often 
debated. A very important aspect of the emerging global order 
is the complex network of contemporary forms of international 
governance: international organizations and international non-
governmental organizations. They cover a wide spectrum of 
life and society, human rights, war crimes, environmental and 
economic regimes. Interestingly, with the loss of Cold War 
constraints, regions now have chances of greater autonomy—
and a number of regions have felt the need to develop regional 
institutions; though one would think that globalization presents 
reduced possibilities for regional autonomy to develop. However, 
it would do well to remember that EU-like institutions—the best 
of such examples—are unique and new, but will coexist with, not 
displace, the sovereign state.

Globalization is often viewed as an after effect of the end of 
the Cold War. Though globalization brings in an element of 
continuity between the Cold War and the post–Cold War orders, 
it is not specific to any historical era and has recurred in different 
forms in earlier periods of history and, therefore, cannot be 
regarded as wholly new. Globalization is a defining element in 
the contemporary order but it does not supersede all traditional 
elements of the existing order. Even in an age of globalization, there 
remain both states and a state system. The norms and rules of this 
state system will have different norms and rules in recognition of 
the new nature of states and their changing functions. The new 
emerging order is currently seeking to develop a set of principles 
that will ably reflect the changes in the post–Cold War globalized 
world.

A more worrisome aspect of the emerging world order is the 
continuing gulf, separating the experience of the industrialized 
North from the increasingly marginalized South. Inter- and 
intrastate inequalities in power and resource is a legacy of the 
pre-globalization era, which continues even today. The North–
South gulf persists, though there is much fluidity in these 
two blocs. There are huge variations and inequalities within 
states and regions, which is the biggest divide in world politics 
today.
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2. Where do we go from here?

Eventually, it is important to understand that though we have 
moved from an era of international relations to post-international 
politics, we are still in a state of transition, since the contours of 
the emerging new world order is not clearly delineated as yet.

Historically, the problems of IR are not very different from 
what plague human society: the tradeoffs between liberty and 
equality, struggle for power and resources, efforts to find harmony 
despite differences, the effort to balance anarchy and order, the 
need to confront wars and conflict with efforts at nation-building 
and creating institutions of global governance. It is now readily 
agreed that IR is a vast field encompassing the relationship 
among states in all their dimensions, including interactions with 
various other political and non-political groups along with the 
study of international history, law, society, political economy and 
international security. IR’s new agenda embraces a vast range of 
policy issues like the global environment debate, international 
migration including refugee movements, the North–South gaps, 
human rights, terrorism, ‘new wars’, identity politics, reform of 
the UN and issues of human security.

Technology-driven innovations are just one aspect of the 
profound changes taking place in international relations. New 
actors and new patterns of interactions are emerging, which pose 
new challenges to states. Forms of power and influence have 
changed and information allows actors—state, sub-state and 
supranational—to act in coordination wherever necessary. So, 
where do we go from here?

State sovereignty may have been eroded by several 
developments but we believe that the nation state is here to stay. 
Supranational organizations like the UN, transnational MNCs or 
even regional organizations like EU will coexist with considerable 
reach and powers but there is no distinct trend towards world 
government or supplantation of the nation state. Globalization will 
continue with localization and fragmentation, class divisions and 
environmental degradation, attracting social justice movements 
around the globe. Most anti-globalization movements worldwide 
are based on democracy or human rights, this trend will continue 
in future. Institutions of global governance will not get more teeth 
in implementing global rules, there will always be ‘dissenters and 
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rebels’. The UN may be restructured to reflect the realities of a 
multipolar world, as efforts to bridge the North–South divide 
will continue. Inequalities (inter- and intrastate) will be the key 
to unrest worldwide even as information and communication 
technologies will integrate nation states. ‘Peace-dividends’ will 
become more real as states invest less and less on defence and 
more on human development.

Terrorism, international drug trafficking or illegal trade in 
arms will continue as unwitting degenerations of the global 
environment. As fragmentation, and low-intensity conflicts 
continue unabated, the constituency for peace will increase 
worldwide, as pragmatic governments will invest more in peace. 
Nations have come to realize that in today’s world, all countries 
are responsible for each other’s security and welfare. Against such 
threats as nuclear proliferation, climate change, global pandemics, 
or terrorists operating from safe havens in failed states, no nation 
can make itself secure by seeking supremacy over all others. Only 
by working to make each other secure can we hope to achieve 
lasting security for ourselves. Without a measure of solidarity, 
no society can be truly stable. It is not realistic to expect that 
some people can go on deriving great benefits from globalization 
while billions of others are left in, or thrown into, abject poverty 
as interstate or intrastate inequalities reach obscene proportions 
around the globe.

3. �Emerging areas of concern and 
unfinished agendas

Economics will take precedence over politics in the years to come 
in the global arena. Power and rating of a nation will be measured 
by the following indices (a) economic performance (b) government 
efficiency (c) conventional and nuclear arms capabilities and (d) 
human development of citizens. For all functional purposes, the 
world will remain multipolar with China, Japan, Germany, Brazil 
and India playing increasing roles of power and influence in world 
affairs. The G-20 (most important industrial states) represents 
the countries that matter in the global economic domain, but 
its collective wisdom should push it to represent the collective 
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interests of those on the other side. The East–West confrontation 
is dead; the only one left is the North–South divide. Ninety per 
cent of the world’s GDP is represented by these 20 industrialized 
countries (G-20), but 80 of the nearly 200 countries of the globe are 
absent from this list. Ten years ago, the world agreed that by 2015, 
it would have achieved the Millennium Development Goals. The 
world will fail in this task without new effort, new thinking and 
new funding. With aid levels barely rising, new sources of money 
are required for development. The World Bank indicates that 
$315 billion is required to meet the gap between what developing 
countries require and what is currently available in 2010 alone. The 
G-20 should endorse a serious action plan to identify innovative 
potential sources of non-sovereign financing to fill the funding 
gap. The G-20—the largest and richest countries on the planet—
should deliver on their financial pledges to support the smallest 
and poorest on this earth.

The world is undergoing major and swift changes that 
highlight the need for corresponding transformations in global 
governance in all relevant areas. The BRIC countries (Brazil, 
Russia, India and China) are both the fastest-growing and 
largest-emerging market economics (will be the largest in 2020), 
representing almost 3 billion people or just under half of the total 
population of the world. Vast differences in governance systems, 
cultural divides and immense geographical differences separate 
the four members. Although all four nations claim to be working 
towards common goals, they have hugely different aspirations in 
foreign policy matters. BRIC countries differ in trade policies. As 
resource exporters, Brazil and Russia seek high prices for their 
commodities; India and China, on the other hand, benefit from 
low prices for raw material; they also differ in their opinion of the 
US dollar. Although all claim an interest in a stable predictable 
and more diverse international monetary system, the Chinese do 
not want a weakening of the dollar in the short term, since they 
have huge dollar reserves. Challenging the existing global power 
structure, BRIC nations call for urgent reforms of the UN, want 
international financial institutions to accommodate aspirations of 
rising powers and have pitched for including India and Brazil in 
an expanded UN Security Council, along with the group’s intent 
to see a multipolar, equitable and democratic world order. They 
also call upon the IMF and the World Bank to address their own 
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‘legitimacy deficits’. Reforming these institutions governance 
structures requires first and foremost a substantial shift in voting 
power in favour of emerging market economies and developing 
countries to bring their participation in decision-making in line 
with their relative weight in the world economy.

The worst economic crisis in six decades has still not abated, 
and Asian economies—led by China and India—will be at the 
forefront of a global recovery. According to IMF, these economies 
will not only make up for the stuttering growth in the developed 
economies but also play a key role in a future world order that 
will be supported by a more robust and stable economic and 
financial framework. For the first time, Asia’s contribution to 
global recovery makes it well positioned to assume the leadership 
role, set the standards of policies, performance and collaboration 
in the years ahead. The IMF sees this as a vindication of sound 
economic policies pursued by many Asian countries.

There will be a mid-term review of the Millennium Development 
Goals and their execution. The MDG’s eight goals, to be achieved 
by 2015, that respond to the world’s main development challenges 
are: eradicating extreme poverty and hunger; achieving universal 
primary education; promoting gender equality and empower 
women; reducing child mortality and improving maternal health; 
combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases; ensuring 
environmental sustainability and developing a global partnership 
for development.

The UNDP Human Development Index over the past few years 
has registered growing regional disparities in the world. The 
average income in Norway (tops the list) is 85 times the average 
income in Niger (UNDP Report, 2009: 12). The US is 13 in the list of 
countries ranked according to their domestic human development 
record and India is ranked 119. Both are democracies, the former is 
the only superpower, though with huge reserves of debt and slow 
economic recovery, its global position has taken a considerable 
beating. India is the most populated democracy with the tenth 
largest economy in the world. India is a nuclear power with the 
second largest army and the world’s largest pool of scientific and 
technological power. We were ‘non-aligned’ in the context of 
the Cold War and currently an ‘emerging’ global power with an 
‘independent’ foreign policy. Despite all this, why do we fail to 
evoke the same kind of respect which our other Asian neighbours 
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evoke, for example, China and Japan? It is probably due to our 
poor record in human development, and poor indices of domestic 
governance. A country’s power rating can never be insulated 
from its domestic policies and performance—a nation’s true 
strength lies in the degree to which it can legitimize its citizens’ 
claims and entitlements. The nations that can best do this fine act 
of balancing are and will be the nations to be watched for in the 
future. Even the US has been unable to perform well on its human 
development record, which needs to improve much further.

In this post–international relations era, citizens of the world 
need to reassess the gains and losses of the earlier decades 
and move to set the goals of this one. Setting Millennium 
Development Goals was one such exercise. We need more of such 
‘convergent’ exercises, and even stricter norms of accountability 
for implementation. More importantly, nations need to learn from 
one another’s success and failures.
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Model Questions

Chapter 1 �T he Nation State System: National 
Power, Balance of Power and 
Collective Security

1.1.	 What are the characteristic features of the modern state 
system?

1.2.	 Explain the concept of power and examine its importance 
in international politics.

1.3.	 What are the different constituent elements of national 
power? How do they influence foreign policy decision-
making?

1.4.	 Critically evaluate the realist concept of power and find 
out how far power politics is important in contemporary 
democratic and globalized world?

1.5.	 What are the underlying assumptions of balance of 
power? Are there any conditions for successful operation 
of power balancing?

1.6.	 How do you evaluate the concept of balance of power 
from a liberal perspective of international politics?

1.7.	 Do you think the realist theory of balance of power 
is relevant in the contemporary globalized and 
interdependent world?

1.8.	 What are the underlying assumptions of the collective 
security system?

1.9.	 Do you think the collective security system provides a 
better alternative to balance of power system? 

1.10.	 Examine the implications of the collective security system 
in the uni-polar hegemonic international order.

Chapter 2 R ole of National Interest

2.1.	 Discuss the concept of national interest.
2.2.	 Explain the views of Morgenthau on national interest.
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2.3.	 Critically examine the grounds on which nations arrange 
their priorities regarding national interest.

2.4.	 Examine the role of national interest in formulating foreign 
policy.

2.5.	 Differentiate between the vital and non-vital national 
interests of state.

2.6.	 Evaluate the role of ideology in national interest. Do you 
think ideology is subordinated to national interest?

2.7.	 Discuss the important instruments for the promotion of 
national interests?

2.8.	 Examine the role of diplomacy for the promotion of 
national interests.

2.9.	 How do countries use economic instruments to further 
their national interests?

2.10.	 How does the concept of national interest conflict with 
global ideals?

Chapter 3 �D iplomacy: Nature, Forms and 
Relevance

3.1.	 Define diplomacy and distinguish it from foreign policy.
3.2.	 Critically analyse the role of diplomatic agents in the 

development of bilateral relations.
3.3.	 Discuss with appropriate examples, how cultural 

diplomacy has emerged as an important form of 
diplomacy.

3.4.	 Write an essay on the attributes of a diplomat.
3.5.	 ‘Negotiation is an art and most important diplomatic 

method.’ Elaborate.
3.6.	 Critically examine the evolution of diplomatic services 

since the Greek era.
3.7.	 Analyse the difficulties of diplomats during the nuclear 

age.
3.8.	 The evolution of diplomacy has acquired many forms. 

Elaborate some prominent ones.
3.9.	 Write a note on India’s cultural diplomacy.
3.10.	 Write a detailed note on the Vienna Convention on 

Diplomatic Relations, 1961.



Model Questions  l  503

Chapter 4 � Colonialism and Neocolonialism: 
Impact of Decolonization

4.1.	 Define colonialism and explain the difference between 
colonialism and imperialism.

4.2.	 Discuss the factors responsible for colonialism and briefly 
explain different types of colonies.

4.3.	 Critically examine the features of British colonization.
4.4.	 What do you understand by the term neo colonialism? 

Discuss its similarities and dissimilarities with 
imperialism.

4.5.	 Explain neo colonialism as economic dominance and 
examine the Dependency Theory.

4.6.	 Explain the concept and features of postcolonialism.
4.7.	 Define decolonization and explain the factors responsible 

for decolonization.
4.8.	 Discuss the different methods and stages of 

decolonization.
4.9.	 Critically examine the impact of decolonization on the 

world.
4.10.	 Discuss the genesis and growth of Third World countries. 

Chapter 5 �D isarmament, Arms Control and 
Nuclear Proliferation

5.1.	 Define disarmament and discuss its differences with arms 
control and collective security.

5.2.	 Examine the nature of disarmament as an instrument of 
international peace.

5.3.	 Explain the various theories of disarmament, which 
favour it as a means of international peace and security. 

5.4.	 Discuss the different forms and types of disarmament.
5.5.	 Distinguish between different types of arms control.
5.6.	 Write a short essay on various steps to stop nuclear 

proliferation in the post–Cold War era.
5.7.	 Examine the efforts at disarmament after the end of Cold 

War or in the era of globalization.
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5.8.	 Critically examine the hindrances or the problems of 
disarmament.

5.9.	 Analyse the problem of nuclear proliferation in the era of 
globalization and examine its various factors.

5.10.	 Write short notes on a) CTBT b) START–I and II c) Indo-
US Nuclear Deal.

Chapter 6 L iberalism

6.1.	 How would a liberal theorist view the international 
system?

6.2.	 Discuss the main assumptions of Immanuel Kant and 
Jeremy Bentham as leading liberals of 18th-century 
Enlightenment?

6.3.	 What was the main focus of the 19th-century liberalism?
6.4.	 Discuss the contribution of 20th-century idealism to 

liberalism? 
6.5.	 In what way did liberalism change after the Second World 

War?
6.6.	 What are the main differences between the liberals and 

the neo liberal institutionalists?
6.7.	 Do you agree that international institutions have any role 

in making cooperation possible among states? Discuss 
how?

6.8.	 How have the proliferation of transnational bodies like 
NAFTA or APEC influence the foreign policy of developed 
and developing countries?

6.9.	 In what way is globalization likely to have an impact on 
neo liberal thinking?

6.10.	 Would you agree that globalization of the world economy 
has the potential of creating a market society on a global 
scale without creating disparities in wealth?

Chapter 7 R ealism

7.1.	 What are the core arguments of classical realism?
7.2.	 Critically evaluate the principles of political realism 

enunciated by Hans Morgenthau.
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7.3.	 Discuss the key ideas of Waltz’s theory of structural 
realism.

7.4.	 What do you understand by ‘security dilemmas’ in the 
realist paradigm?

7.5.	 What is the main difference between defensive and 
offensive realism? 

7.6.	 Discuss the liberal and Marxist critique of realist theory.
7.7.	 What is the neo-neo debate in IR theory?
7.8.	 Give the central arguments of rational choice realists.
7.9.	 What are the ‘timeless truths’ in realist theory?
7.10.	 Evaluate the key concepts of realist thinking in IR 

theory.

Chapter 8  Marxism

8.1.	 What is capitalism?
8.2.	 How does Marxism link capitalism and imperialism?
8.3.	 What are Gramsci’s ideas on international relations? 
8.4.	 How does Cox employ Gramsci’s ideas to understand 

international relations in our times?
8.5.	 Who are the main members of the critical school? 

Elucidate.
8.6.	 Elaborate on Marxist’s critique of realism in international 

relations theory.
8.7.	 Discuss the different thinkers and scholars who have 

contributed to critical theory within IR Theory.
8.8.	 How does Karl Marx’s work get reflected in critical 

theory? 
8.9.	 Explain the concept of hegemony and how Antonio 

Gramsci and neo-Gramscians like Robert Cox apply it in 
the context of international relations.

8.10.	 How have post-Marxists influenced the IR school of 
thought?

Chapter 9 F eminism

9.1.	 Why did feminism come so late in international 
relations?



506  l  International Politics

9.2.	 What do you understand by gender?
9.3.	 What difference does it make to ask the question ‘Where 

are the women?’ in IR theorizing? 
9.4.	 How do feminist ethics go about furthering the interests and 

addressing the subordination of women in global politics?
9.5.	 Discuss the role of feminist IR theorists in putting women’s 

rights on the global agenda?
9.6.	 What are feminist criticisms of the realist paradigm of IR 

School? 
9.7.	 What is the feminist notion of ‘state’?
9.8.	 What is the link between ‘gender’, ‘violence’ and ‘state’ in 

the arena of IR?
9.9.	 Discuss the feminist critique of citizenship.
9.10.	 Elaborate on the feminist interpretation of the role played 

by the concept of security in IR.

Chapter 10 �P ostModernism and 
Constructivism in International 
Relations

10.1.	 What is modernity?
10.2.	 Elucidate the criticism of Modernity by those who are 

labelled as postmodernists.
10.3.	 Explain the relationship between ‘anarchy’ and 

‘sovereignty’ in the realist construction of international 
relations. What is the postmodernist criticism of it? 

10.4.	 What is deconstruction? How is it employed by academics 
to study international relations? 

10.5.	 Explain how Gille Deluze’s concept of ‘de-territorialisation’ 
helps us understand the idea of ‘boundary’ and its 
interrelated idea of ‘security’ in international politics.

10.6.	 What is constructivism? Who is its main proponent? 
10.7.	 What is the constructivist critique of realism? How it is 

different from the postmodernist’s criticism of realism?
10.8.	 What does the term ‘bio-politics’ mean? Who is associated 

with it? How does it help understand international politics 
today?
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10.9.	 What is the postmodernist critique of identity politics? 
Explain its important role in understanding international 
relations today?

10.10.	 What is the relationship between violence and the 
state? What is statecraft and how is the postmodernists’ 
understanding of it different from the traditional 
understanding of statecraft? 

Chapter 11 � Globalization: Meaning and 
Dimensions

11.1.	 What is globalization?
11.2.	 Trace the historical trajectory of globalization.
11.3.	 Elucidate various dimensions of globalization.
11.4.	 Discuss climate change in the context of globalization.
11.5.	 Discuss the drawbacks of globalization.
11.6.	 Explain the economic dimensions of globalization.
11.7.	 Critically evaluate globalization in the present era.
11.8.	 Comment on the increasing salience of globalization as a 

process in our social world.
11.9.	 Write a note on political aspects of globalization.
11.10.	 Discuss the hyperglobalist and sceptical perspectives of 

globalization.

Chapter 12 �T he United Nations: Changing 
Role

12.1.	 Discuss the major functions of the General Assembly. 
What are its binding decisions?

12.2.	 What are the powers of the Security Council under 
Chapter VI and VII of the UN Charter?

12.3.	 Discuss the composition and jurisdiction of the 
International Court of Justice.

12.4.	 What is peacekeeping? Differentiate between its older and 
newer forms.
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12.5.	 Why is humanitarian intervention in the internal affairs 
of states a problematic issue? Cite examples of such 
interventions by the UN in the post-globalized era.

12.6.	 Write an essay on the major UN achievements in the last 
50 years.

12.7.	 What is the significance of the Millennium Declaration of 
2000 with regard to UN goals for the future?

12.8.	 What are the major proposals for reform of the UN?
12.9.	 Account for some substantive failures of the UN in selected 

areas?
12.10.	 Write short notes on: 
	 a)	 New International Economic Order
	 b)	 United Nations Peacekeeping and Peace building

Chapter 13 �H uman Rights and International 
Politics

13.1.	 Define human rights and discuss their significance in the 
contemporary era.

13.2.	 Examine the three generations of human rights. How are 
these co-related?

13.3.	 Do you agree that the Western liberal concept of rights 
emphasizes too much on an isolated individual?

13.4.	 How do you characterize UNDHR? Elaborate your answer.
13.5.	 The accountability of sovereign states against any 

violation of rights, within their jurisdiction, is a significant 
achievement. Discuss with arguments.

13.6.	 Human rights issues have emerged as an important part 
of international relations. Elaborate.

13.7.	 Discuss the Asian perspective on human rights. Why do the 
dominant Western nations not accept this perspective?

13.8.	 Identify some rights from the third generation and discuss 
their value in the contemporary interdependent globalize 
world.

13.9.	 The Vienna Declaration is a landmark in the history of 
human rights. Elaborate.

13.10.	 The increasing violation of human rights poses challenges 
to the full realization of these rights. Discuss.
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Chapter 14 �T he Global Environment: Issues 
and Debates

14.1.	 What are the major problems of the global environment?
14.2.	 Discuss the significance of the 1972 Stockholm Conference 

on international politics and the global environment?
14.3.	 What is ‘global warming’ and how does it affect the global 

environment?
14.4.	 What are the main issues in the global environment debate 

between the developed and the developing countries?
14.5.	 What were the outcomes of the Rio Summit of 1992?
14.6.	 What are the major problems that have emerged in 

the implementation of the Kyoto Protocol? Discuss its 
significance.

14.7.	 How do domestic environmental issues spill over to the 
international arena? Give examples.

14.8.	 What is China and India’s stand on the climate change 
issues in Copenhagen Summit of December 2009?

14.9.	 What is meant by sustainable development?
14.10.	 How have North–South issues shaped global environ-

mental politics?

Chapter 15 T errorism

15.1.	 What is terrorism?
15.2.	 What causes terrorism?
15.3.	 Outline the historical trajectory of terrorism.
15.4.	 Elucidate the difference between insurgency and 

terrorism
15.5.	 Analyse the relationship between religion and terrorism.
15.6.	 Write a note on terrorism since the Second World War. 
15.7.	 Discuss international politics with special reference to 

terrorism
15.8.	 Explain the relationship between terrorism and 

democracy.
15.9.	 Write a note on the events of 11 September 2001 and the 

war on terror.
15.10.	 Write a note on international causes of terrorism.
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Chapter 16  �D evelopment and Security: 
Changing Paradigms

16.1.	 What were the basic determinants of the North–South 
dialogue in the pre-1991 period?

16.2.	 What do you mean by Development Decades? What are 
their overall achievements?

16.3.	 What do you understand by the New International 
Economic Order?

16.4.	 Assess the role of UNCTAD from the perspective of 
developing countries.

16.5.	 Highlight some of the major achievements of the UNDP.
16.6.	 Define the traditional meaning of development. What 

necessitated the critical alternative approach?
16.7.	 What is the perceived benefit of globalization and what 

are its likely consequences in terms of development and 
security?

16.8.	 What are the major reasons for poverty and inequality of 
developing countries in the post-globalized era?

16.9.	 Write a critical note on the right to development.
16.10.	 Write a note on the Millennium Goals and their critical 

importance in the context of achieving a new international 
economic order.

Chapter 17 � Basic Determinants of India’s 
Foreign Policy and Bilateral 
Relations

17.1.	 Discuss Indo-US Relations from 2000 to the present.
17.2.	 What are the basic parameters of Indo-Russian relations?
17.3.	 Discuss the areas of convergence and divergence in Sino-

Indian relations?
17.4.	 Outline India’s emerging relations with the European 

Union. 
17.5.	 Evaluate the general contours of India’s relations with 

West Asia, with special reference to Saudi Arabia and 
Israel. 
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17.6.	 Discuss India’s policy of engagement with Africa.
17.7.	 Describe various confidence-building measures, military 

as well as non-military, between India and Pakistan. 
17.8.	 Discuss India’s contribution to the UN.
17.9.	 What are the important issues affecting the relationship 

between India and Bangladesh.
17.10.	 Discuss the various phases of the Non-aligned 

Movement.
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