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 To what extent is the international sphere a product of human 

behaviour true across all times and cultures, and to what extent 

is it the result of contingent historical and cultural forces that 

change over time? 
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This essay is looking at the general balance of power within the international sphere by 

analysing the development of the system and the inequalities it produced. We start with two 

hypothesises: first, the international system has been built by human societies and is 

understood and agreed by all human beings through its development. Second, the 

international system is modified over time by the different societies and the different 

relational events between these societies. 

We will escape from the Euro-centric perspective that presents one history of the 

building of states and one set of views on the development of the international sphere, and 

answer the question through another angle: by determining the processes of assimilation of 

other cultures into the international sphere. Indeed, if we start by looking at the results, we can 

see there is only one national system: nation-states, all constructed within the same scheme: 

borders, capital city, centrality of power, national plans of regulations and laws, judicial and 

law enforcement systems, etc. Consequently there is only one understanding of the state at the 

international level: state sovereignty must be accepted by all other states to impose the status 

quo and provide of a right of non-interference in internal affairs, the international conventions 

must be signed by sovereign-state representatives to become valid. If this is the current 

structure of the world, it does not mean it has been static over time. 

In fact, international relations are predominantly the result of a European and later 

North American design of politics. However, political structures have existed in other parts of 

the world before the European influence, such as the Iroquois tribes in North-America, and 

some small pockets of people survive outside the current world order in isolated islands, as 

the unknown people of the North Sentinel Island in the Indian Ocean. It would be interesting 

to study why theses systems did not survive, or are surviving only because they do not 

represent a threat to the world powers. This essay will assess that the development of one 

single system of national politics has been imposed by violent means to the rest of the world 

through processes of domination and colonisation, and secondly, that the international system 

has sustained itself with soft and hard power means in most states, resulting in a quite 

homogeneous international sphere. 

To be coherent, the essay will not differentiate European open colonialism with the 

United-States dominating manners which might have separate ideological roots but which 

present identical results. In other words, imperialism and colonialism have been the main 

processes of domination that resulted in the singular functioning of world politics today 

(Smith, 2003, p. 23). This essay critically assesses the Western domination in international 

politics. The idea is not to give an opinion on the validity of current values exchanged in the 



2 

 

international sphere today, but to consider this formerly exclusive structure and to observe 

how it managed to include theses news states while it was built during times when there was a 

great distinction between the West and the rest of the world. 

 

 

The first part of this essay will provide an understanding of the development of the 

international sphere within the construction of the notion of state, of sovereignty and of 

hierarchy. It will highlight the violent means used by the West to achieve domination over the 

rest of the world and will mark the distinction that has been made until recently between the 

Western man and the indigenous. 

 

What is the international sphere? A historical construction  

 

We can indeed acknowledge that before the European sea expeditions, scientific 

researches and mapping of the world, there was little chance that all human beings would 

have a general understanding of their limits. However, did the discovery of inhabited 

territories by a specific society was a reason valuable enough to dominate these territories and 

hoard their resources? This question around Western domination of foreign territories and 

people, which could be developed historically through the conquests of Africa, Asia and 

America by the main European powers, later-on by the United-States and recently by 

transnational corporations, reveals the silenced reality of current international relations. The 

ones that shape, that discuss, that decide the international sphere are the same actors that once 

enslaved innocent people and massacred entire populations for the development of their 

political and economic powers. This limited amount of states is the richest in the world. 

Dominating on the political, economic, scientific, philosophical scene for at least three 

centuries, these wealthy states are also the most urbanised and industrial states, possessing the 

most stable HDI1 results in their societies. 

The international sphere represents the current understanding that each state has of the others 

and of the world entity. It is characterised by inter-governmental institutions that at the same 

time legitimise the nation-states by recognising them, and are legitimised by the fact they are 

recognised by the nation-states. This relationship is a form of multilateral social contract 

which has the particularity of being regulated by the actors themselves. It might be called 

                                                 
1 Human Development Index 
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global governance, but what this term implies sometimes irritates the strong defenders of state 

sovereignty, so the term 'world order' or 'international order' can be used to define this 

structure which has been designed mostly during the past century. The two World Wars were 

great motors of international-building: inter-governmental organisations were seen as war-

preventive forums: first the League of Nations (1919-1947), followed by the United Nations 

(1945) originated a new aspect of diplomatic relations. The second main motor was the 

consequences of the economic crises, the 1929 crash, but also the aftermath of World War 

two, and then the crises linked to Third World independences which led to the creation of 

protective institutions such as the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank (1944), 

the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (1945) and then the World Trade Organisation 

(1995) (Heywood, 2007, pp. 156-159, 133-134). These organisations regulate the socio-

political and the socio-economic platforms, and they represent, with the media, the main 

source of communication and of understanding of the world order. 

 

The world division and the interest of colonisation 

 

It seems unarguable that the international context cannot be understood outside its 

history building. If "the colonisers make history", as Frantz Fanon assesses, then the history of 

the South has been for three centuries a part of Western history. The politics of the South, 

similarly, were under the authority of the European and North American empires. 

Consequently, it is the process of decolonisation that provided existence to more than half of 

the world's territories (Fanon, 2002, p. 53). The term of Third World has been invented to 

contrast with the reality of political and historical domination of the West. "Third", as third 

person, non-active member of the sphere of interest: the Third World is thus the rest of the 

planet that has not been introduced in the game of power. After Bandung and the first 

voluntary unification of this heterogeneous group of states, that for a major part was still 

under the hold of colonialism, the non-aligned states would start implementing international 

politics progressively (Smith, 2003, p. 12). Through this wave of independences and later, 

with the empowerment of native elites in Western dominated states, international relations 

have been also shaped by states which do not respond to the historical design of the 

international system. Nations and their governments have been struggling to adjust 

themselves in the box that was set for them. They played the role in the international system 

that the Western states had designed for their own interests when they had the control over 

these territories. The colonies had a capitalistic motive: the first wave was to export the 
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resources from the colonies, the second wave was to consider the colonies as a market for 

their own product. Thus, the political structure in the colonies was made to promote these two 

motives. Then, in the Cold War context, decolonisation took a greater importance as a 

strategic positioning of forces between the socialist and the capitalist camp. In this game, the 

former empires choose processes of decolonisation that would go in their further economic 

interests. However, disregarding the position taken by new nation-states in the bipolar 

formation, this process has accentuated the need for integration into the international sphere 

(Fanon, 2002, pp. 65, 77-78). 

 

The concept of the under-man 

 

If we go back of a few decades and ask the question: "are international politics the 

product of human behaviour?" it would be easier to answer as indeed it was the case. Now, 

more than four billions of individuals have been added to the understanding of what a human 

is. About a hundred states are now considered as 'under-developed' or 'developing' due to their 

colonial past and current economic and political dependency. Reaching 'development' is now 

the politically-correct aim of the Third World, when before, it was to reach 'civilisation' 

(Smith, 2003, p. 1). The imperial powers legitimated their domination over the rest of the 

world with one main reason: the indigenous are under-men and they must be taught and 

Christianised as to one day, reach the level of civilisation of the motherlands (Fanon, 2002, p. 

45) R.H. Tawney defines it quite well, "either war is a crusade or it is a crime" (Waltz, 2000, 

p. 12). The civilising mission that the West felt the duty to accomplish as to legitimise its 

domination was indeed a crusade that is still visible today. The southern states are sometimes 

seen as incapable of ruling their own governments. The Monroe Doctrine, which enabled the 

United-States to intervene in Latin America as the watchdogs of the Western civilizing 

mission in the region, has still visible consequences in terms of democratic successes and 

dependency towards foreign investments (Lake, 2003, p. 317). 

Fanon puts in parallel the colonisation of Europe by Nazi Germany and the reparation that 

were then paid by Germany in the aftermath of the Second World War. It is not the case in the 

process of decolonisation. The ex-colonised gained their independence by force, but later on, 

they were not paid back for the loss of lives and of economic resources gained by the 

Europeans during colonialism. This injustice reveals the existence of what Frantz Fanon has 

strongly emphasised in his works: there is still a semi-measure in the Western value of people. 
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The reality that "the wealth of imperialist countries is also [the] wealth [of the South]" is still 

a subject that cannot be openly debated on the international scene (Fanon, 2002, pp. 98-99). 

 

Hierarchy under colonialism and the principle of sovereignty 

 

Sovereignty in its two senses: authority over a territory, and recognition of this 

authority in the anarchical international sphere, is the central point of agreement in the 

complex set of theoretical perspectives. The state must be sovereign to be part of the 

international sphere (Lake, 2003, p. 305). The principle of sovereignty is understood as the 

political prerogative the most respectful of cultural and national diversity (Keene, 2002, p. 

12). However, Fanon describes the colonial world as a Manichean and compartmentalised 

world. The force in power develops a difference between the colonist and the colonised 

(Fanon, 2002, p. 81). It shows how during at least the past three centuries, the dominating 

states were not only sovereign in their borders but also in foreign regions. The world was thus 

hierarchical, with dominated and dominators (Lake, 2003, p. 304). Is this due to a wrong 

understanding of the West's own concepts? There was indeed a gap between the ideal of 

sovereignty and the reality. 'The most sovereign states' understood themselves as the ones that 

should ensure the sovereignty of others and more generally, that were capable of ensuring 

peace in the global order. Consequently, there was a Western consensus of international 

norms aside from the world multicultural reality. The international system that developed in 

the Northern hemisphere had no echo in the South. The so called Westphalian order, as well 

as the development of national and international justice, belonged to the dominators. As an 

example, Fanon assesses that during the "seven years of crime in Algeria ... not a French 

person was brought to French justice for the murder of an Algerian" meanwhile Algeria was 

at the time a department of France (Fanon, 2002, p. 89). This reality reveals a deep tradition 

of hierarchical treatment within the international system. Transformation in the structure of 

the international sphere, more precisely the adherence of all societies to the principle of 

nation-state, should have defused the apparent hierarchy between colonial powers and the rest 

of the world (Lake, 2003, p. 304).  

 

 

In this second part, we will consequently discuss how homogeneous the international sphere 

has become, even though theoretical perspectives show a variety of interpretations of it. We 
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will also see how the exercises of power, if they have certainly become more complex, are 

still hierarchical and result of the past colonial order. 

 

Hierarchy is not gone 

 

Today, the international sphere imposes a multilateral vision: all nation-states are 

sovereign; all people have the right to self-governance. However, this illusion provided by the 

international institutions reflects another drawing of the world order. It is more complex, with 

balances of power that seem voluntarily indistinguishable.  According to Lake, hierarchy is at 

the heart of current world politics (2003, p. 319). The international system was imposed to the 

rest of the world, and as its structure was built on the interdependence of 'development' over 

'under-development', the independence of the 'granary zones' did not modify the international 

structure. As B.C. Smith explains, "political autonomy was found to be something of a facade 

which lurked the continuing presence of powerful Western financial and commercial 

interests" (2003, p. 75). The current states in post-decolonisation are now paying the price of 

their independence by facing the international system and the economic pressures of the 

former imperial powers that had previously built the system for their own state interests and 

under their own set of values. Indeed, while the process of nationalisation was in the North a 

result of progressive structuring and capitalisation of society, the process of nationalisation in 

the South was done in response to former servitude, in territorial zones nude of national 

infrastructures to sustain the new states. Fanon even adds, that it is the lack of means of these 

new states and the crucial role of external pressures that imposed authoritarian regimes upon a 

majority of the emerging national systems (Fanon, 2002, pp. 94-95). There is still hierarchy, 

however it is not of the realist type described by Thucydides in the Melian dialogues which 

quite resembled the colonial age: the small and less powerful state can legitimately be 

conquered by the more powerful one. Hierarchy has now different faces, it can be economic, 

political, or it can be based on security relationships. What is important is to not only observe 

the existence of hierarchical relationships but also analyse their functioning (Lake, 2003, p. 

315). 

 

Theoretical background 

 

All types of political theory of international relations are based on the same principles 

of morality, hierarchy and power. They all shaped the international model that we experiment 



7 

 

today. The idealists believe that moral principles and legal norms can regulate the 

international order; an idea that Universalists wish to impose through institutions such as the 

United-Nations. Promoting cooperation and interdependence as to ensure peace is the ideal 

that pushed for democratisation processes during the 20th century. On the other hand, realists 

see the state as the unique sovereign entity in the world. Hobbes believed that conflict over 

territories and resources is imbedded in the human nature. This state of constant fear of the 

other leads to the creation of political governance that would ensure the respect of laws. The 

contract that gives power to a sovereign cannot be applied to international politics where each 

state is sovereign within its own border, that is why, Hobbesian, and more generally realist 

thinkers, think that war and power are intrinsic to international relations. Finally, the role of 

Marxism provided a different perspective to international free trade and its harmful 

consequences on societies within the context of colonial imperialism and domination over 

resources (Heywood, 2007, pp. 128-133).  

We can consider that these western theories have been leading the world order since the 

existence of a common understanding of the world. In order to integrate all the individuals in 

the international system, the first point is to adapt to other modes of thinking: "common 

sense", that has been a realist understanding of politics for the past centuries, must be re-

evaluated (Bleiker, 2001, p. 38). The concepts of 'development' and 'modernisation' are indeed 

imbedded in the ethnocentric view of 'the West' as the 'developed', the 'modern' world (Smith, 

2003, p. 69). While modernisation theory does not argue any critical approach to the 

adaptation of Third World states into the settled international sphere, the dependency theory 

looks at some aspects of interdependence between rich states and poor states in the world 

order. However, it does not focus on the consequences of nationalisation in the international 

structure. It is more concerned by the economic domination of the West over the Third World 

(Smith, 2003, p. 106 & ch.3).  

 

 

Post-colonial adaptation to the world order 

 

As we have seen, the state system and the international society are Western concepts 

of the modern period (Keene, 2002, p. 12). Interestingly, the tools used against colonialism to 

build an original popular movement were the nationalistic tools developed by Western 

thinkers. The ascent of national heroes, the creation of a national history, and the 

understanding of people, no longer as indigenous, but as nations, were the tools that the anti-
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colonial elites used to erect the national feeling. Indeed, it is the building of states with the 

same codification as the ones of the colonisers that would offer the chance to the former 

colonised to be accepted as states. The adaptation to the international system was necessary 

for the survival of their independence (Fanon, 2002, pp. 67-71). However, Diderot had 

another understanding of this phenomenon. He considered the struggle for popular 

governance as universal. Events such as the French Revolution could thus be understood 

universally, as the elites were treating the populations in the colonies the same way as they 

were treating their own people in the motherlands. Thus, Diderot would have been on the side 

of the Marxist belief of class struggle to understand the treatment of colonised territories in a 

universal way (Diderot, 1995, pp. 113-114). Aimé Césair would not agree on that point 

however, thinking that the colonial struggle is hardly comparable to class struggle (Letter to 

Maurice Thorez). The problem with this understanding is that the current order that 

recognises individual freedom and that is less reduced to the control of elites should have 

regulated the Western appreciation of the people of the Third World. We can still 

acknowledge strong inequalities in the international sphere between North and South. Long-

term economic dependency was also a strong epiphenomenon of decolonisation. However, the 

international sphere has divided set of influences between the economic and the political 

influences. This resulted in a continuation of economic domination of the Western powers 

over former colonies, meanwhile apparent political sovereignty showed the adaptation of the 

Third World to Western values (Smith, 2003, pp. 78-79). 

 

To conclude, we can see that our first hypothesis that consisted in understanding the 

international sphere as a product of human behaviour is not valid. Only a very little number of 

individuals have been shaping the current world order, and more importantly, it has been built 

through the domination of two thirds of the planet by the ones that had the monopoly of 

power. The second hypothesis which considered the international sphere as the result of 

historical and cultural events and processes has been assessed in this essay. Indeed we have 

seen that the changes such as the independences of the colonies considerably modified the 

world structure. Consequently, we can say that, aside from the debate on universality of 

values, the international sphere must be understood within a historical and cultural context. 

The main question that rises from the statement of this essay is concerning the future of the 

world order. If it is intrinsically unequal and built to empower Western states, how is the rest 

of the world going to respond to this fact in the long-term? Will we observe some change in 

the structure, more respectful of the different political cultures of the world, or are the in-place 
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dominant actors going to remain dominant due to their historical position? The international 

system is broad indeed, to let the space for all types of further change within it. The inter-state 

system that is used today has certainly growing enemies. Non-governmental organisations, 

guerrillas, transnational corporations, indigenous groups, many actors are now entering the 

field of international politics through a process of progressive recognition. 

Aside from the structural aspects, changes in the mentalities also have to occur to develop a 

more inclusive world order. As Frantz Fanon said, "the colonised, the under-developed men, 

are today political animals in the most planetary sense" (Fanon, 2002, p. 79). It is crucial that 

the West starts to question its own values and includes in its appreciation of social sciences 

the works of thinkers which do not belong to the Western sphere. 
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