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What Is International Politics? WHAT IS INTERNATIONAL POLITICS? The world has not always been
divided into a system of separate states. Over the cen?turies there have been three basic forms of world politics. Ina
world imperial system, one government controls most of the world with which it has contact. The greatest example
in the Western world was the Roman Empire. Spain in the sixteenth cen?tury and France in the late seventeenth
century tried to gain similar supremacy, but they failed. In the nineteenth century, the British Empire spanned the
globe, but even the British had to share the world with other strong states. Ancient world empires—the Sumerian,
the Persian, the Chinese—were actually regional empires. They thought they ruled the world, but they were
protected from conflict with other empires by lack of communication. Their fights with barbarians on the
peripheries of the empire were not the same as wars among roughly equal states. A second basic form of
international politics is a feudal system, in which human loyalties and political obligations are not fixed primarily by
territorial boundaries. Feudalism was common in Europe after the collapse of the Roman Empire. An individual
had obligations to a local lord, but might also owe duties to some distant noble or bishop as well as to the pope in
Rome. Political obligations were determined to a large extent by what happened to one's superiors. If a ruler
married, an area and its people might find their obligations rearranged as part of a wedding dowry. Townspeople
born French might suddenly find themselves made Flemish or even English. Cities and leagues of cities sometimes
had a special semi-independent status. The crazy quilt of wars that accompanied the feudal situation were not what
we think of as modern territorial wars. They could occur within as well as across territories and were related to these
crosscutting, nonterritorial loyarties and conflicts. A third form of world politics is an anarchic system of states,
composed of states that are relatively cohesive but with no higher government above them. Examples include the
city-states of ancient Greece or Machiavelli's fifteenth-century Italy. Another example of an anarchic state system is
the dynastic territorial state whose coherence comes from control by a ruling family. Examples can be found in
India or China in the fifth century B.C. Large territorial dynasties reemerged in Europe about 1500, and other
forms of international polities such as city-states or loose leagues of territories began to vanish. In 1648, the Peace of
Westphalia ended Europe's Thirty Years' War, sometimes called the last of the great wars of religion and the first of
the wars of modern states. In retrospect, that treaty enshrined the sovereign territorial state as the dominant form of
international organization. Thus today when we speak of international politics, we usually mean this terri?torial
state system, and we define international politics as politics in the absence of a common sovereign, politics among
entities with no ruler above them. Interna?tional politics is often called anarchic. As monarchy means one ruler,
anarchy— "an-archy"—means the absence of any ruler. International politics is a self-help sys?tem. Thomas
Hobbes, the seventeenth-century English philosopher, called such anarchic systems a "state of nature."
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