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Two strangers under the same roof. This motto describes the relationship 
between IR political scientists with the rest of the PS people. It has never been a 
passionate relationship. Dialogue non-existent. Disdain for one another. Disregard of 
state-level politics by international political analysts, and vice versa. However, when 
all is said and done, the IR analysis of world politics is made by ways and means 
which are very much the same as those used to study politics within the state. In 
order to denounce how strange that estrangement is, an attempt is made here, and is 
further developed in my book The Global Political System (Palgrave, 2010 
forthcoming), to demonstrate that the world is a normal political system, and that 
International Relations is normal political science.

The IR community has moved from the anarchic concept of a system without 
government, to the concept of institutions that produce authoritative decisions in the 
governmental structure of the world system. The international system has been seen 
as a system in which a few states give orders to the other states in the system, but no 
state is obliged to conform to common rules and policies. There is some truth in this 
vision but it is a very restrictive view that does not reflect the true nature of world 
politics. In the Western intellectual and political tradition, the principal schools of 
International Relations seldom challenged this vision. IR concepts for research and 
explanation of the politics and policies of the global system are tremendously distant 
from the concepts of ‘normal’ political science. Indeed, the world is hardly accepted 
as a political system. But, can states easily escape from the obligations of world-wide 
policies made by political institutions of a global reach?

The world is a political system because states and other political actors have 
created institutions which produce rules and policies to deal with problems of a 
global reach - problems which we all must face whether we like it or not. Like other 
political systems, the global system also possesses a political organization and a set of 
institutions that make up a governmental structure through which its political 
authority is exercised. However, the world political system bases its governmental 
structure on an hegemonic relationship between actors. An important aspect of 
political authority in hegemonic systems is its contribution to the supply of public 
goods that are used to solve shared problems and to maintain social order. States 
respect the hegemonic relationship and contribute to the production and 
management of public goods as long as they are of value to them and provided that 
states themselves are somehow involved in the deliberations. The term ‘hegemony’ 
indicates a relationship based on consensus, a relationship which emerges from 
practice rather than from an agreement that creates formal legal institutions. 
However, in the contemporary world, international hegemony is also based on 
institutions—such as international organizations and economic regimes—which 
have a formal nature, such as a judicial order and legal procedures. Some 
International Relations scholars prefer the term ‘leadership’ to that of hegemony to 
indicate that this relationship includes participatory decision-making processes 
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within shared institutions, but essentially hegemony and leadership refer to the same 
relationship. The hegemonic states’ leadership and authority roles are recognized 
because of the hegemon’s willingness to govern the system along with its material 
and coercive resources, and its ability to form the consensus that is needed for 
solving crucial global problems.

Scholars of international politics generally use the concepts of realist analysis. 
They distinguish the form of a bipolar or multipolar balance of power as well as that 
of a unipolar and hegemonic system, but they do not pay sufficient attention to the 
principal institutions of the system and their evolutionary change. Thus, they neglect 
the fact that in political systems, including the global one, government is exercised 
by those who have the major political power in the framework of practices and 
institutions. In particular, these include both organizational institutions, which give a 
government legitimacy, and governmental institutions, which provide it with 
instruments for their political implementation. Scholars of the English school have 
drawn attention to global political institutions and to those primary or constitutive 
institutions that help to introduce order and predictability in the relations between 
states, specifically through diplomacy, declared war and international law. These 
institutions were not designed by anyone in particular but are the result of shared 
formalized practices which were progressively consolidated and have endured 
despite undergoing change. International Relations scholars further agree that the 
constitutive institutions of the modern European international system, based on the 
culture of sovereign states, have become the institutions of the global system because, 
over time, non-European international systems have been absorbed by the European 
one. However, other scholars believe that the global system emerged through a 
process of creation and expansion, or globalization, of governmental institutions 
over many centuries. In this process, problems with a global reach have been 
managed by political and economic actors whose activities had an impact all over the 
world. These are the states which have the leading multinational business enterprises 
and with the capability of acting at the global level. Political institutions with a world 
reach have thus given rise to global leadership and global war. In the course of the 
last five hundred years, one state has exercised its authority as global leader over the 
world system by designing and implementing strategies for solving global problems - 
solutions with which most other important states agreed. Global war is the way in 
which, at each turning point, the leading global state and its allies were able to 
constitute the dominant coalition of the world system on the basis of the outcome of 
the war.

Besides the institutions which bring order to international relations and therefore 
constitute the system – that is diplomacy, war and international law – other 
institutions promote the formation of binding decisions for problems within the 
sphere of world politics. Such institutions fall into two categories – those of long 
duration, such as global leadership, and those that provide the system with a stable 
political organization over shorter periods. These organizational institutions are 
created when a new international system is constituted, above all, by the victors of a 
global war who have the capacity to act at the world level and the resources for 
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dealing with the system’s fundamental problems. Until the 19th century, the basic 
organizational institution of the international systems was the concert of the great 
powers. This included the leading global state and dealt explicitly with political and 
some economic problems. In the course of the 20th century, states have substituted 
the concert of the great powers with a variety of formal institutions endowed with 
administrations, resources and explicit statutory and concrete aims in the political 
and economic sectors as well as in other technical and social sectors. From this point 
of view, we can say that since the end of the Second World War, the concert of the 
great powers has shrunk, going from summits of four (The United States, the Soviet 
Union, the United Kingdom and France) to summits of two (The United States and 
the Soviet Union). Eventually, there emerged intergovernmental institutions, namely 
the United Nations, quasi-organizations such as G7/8, now G20, and economic 
regimes, such as the monetary, financial, commercial, environmental and energy 
regimes and those of other sectors – telecommunications, transport and the like – in 
and through which multilateralism has spread.

The majority of international politics scholars does not give due importance to 
organizational institutions, despite their defence by followers of the neo-liberal and 
institutionalist schools as well as by scholars of the international regimes school. In 
other words, the majority of international politics scholars does not take into account 
the existence of a governmental structure of the global political system based on 
organizational institutions. Such a governmental structure can be defined as the 
totality of the principles, institutions, roles and procedures by which binding 
decisions on common rules and policies to which states usually conform, are made 
and implemented. By conforming, state governments recognize, and thus legitimize, 
the governmental structure of the world’s political system. They do not all do this in 
the same way and to the same extent and therefore they may assume different roles 
in global politics.

We must, however, recognize that not everything falls within the ambit of the 
politics and governmental institutions of the world system. This ambit is 
circumscribed by the notion of constitution which, in itself, is little-used in 
international political analysis. Constitution is the agreement which defines the 
system’s general principles, its political sphere, and the fundamental institutions for 
the exercise of government. Such an agreement confers legitimacy and stability on 
the actor exercising governmental power, as long as it respects the system’s 
fundamental principles and the institutions’ rules. The global political system does 
not have a written constitution but something of the kind is traceable in written 
documents such as the United Nations Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, the statutes of the principal economic regimes, as well as the solemn 
documents of international organizations and intergovernmental associations like 
the G7 or G8. In every political system, the introduction of a constitution and of a 
new governmental structure follows a period of crisis, disorder and conflict. In the 
global political system, the introduction of a new constitutional agreement is usually 
preceded by a major war. The Thirty Years’ War and the Peace of Westphalia of 1648, 
the War of Spanish Succession and the Peace of Utrecht of 1712, the Napoleonic wars 
and the Congress of Vienna of 1815, and the period of the two World Wars 
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(1914-1945) have all brought about changes in the constitution and the government 
of the world system. Through these changes, the institutions and political sphere of 
the world system assumed a new character. On the whole, we have gone from 
informal and intangible institutions, such as the “Concert” and the Summits of the 
great powers, to formal and tangible organizations, chiefly a universal 
intergovernmental organization (first the League of Nations and then the United 
Nations), international economic regimes which function with legal mechanisms, 
intergovernmental organizations (the International Monetary Fund, World Bank, 
World Trade Organization and the like) and intergovernmental quasi-organizations 
(such as the G7/8). Furthermore, we have gone from a political sphere limited to 
state sovereignty to one comprising economic, environmental and social issues as 
well as health, crime and human rights.

Although all states benefit from a governmental structure based on world 
constitutional institutions, in real terms, the benefits do not always match their 
expectations and strategies. These differences with regard to policies and public 
goods are due to the fact that the constitutional design during its formation – when 
the victors emerging from a war call the shots – reflects and promotes the values and 
interests of the leading power and its allies in preference to those of other states. 
Once the new constitution is formed along with its governmental structure, the 
states’ role within it reflects firstly their position in the alliances that fought the war 
and, secondly, their strategic choice of either accepting and strengthening that 
structure or transforming and dismantling it. Therefore, the governmental structure 
is influenced by the political competition between states, reflecting their differing 
affinities in the domestic political, economic and cultural system and of political 
projects. In other words, what matters are the coalitions and major alignments of 
states which either support the governmental structure of the leading power or the 
strategy of the challenging states.

This view of world politics corrects the common view of contemporary world 
politics as bipolar because it values both the institutional and the competitive 
aspects, thus espousing the structurational concept of social change. Competition 
between the United States and the Soviet Union, along with their respective allies, 
characterized the forty five years following the Second World War but did not 
influence many world institutions which produced important policies such as 
financial and trade policies, and the sectoral policies (energy, environmental and 
human rights policies) which have taken shape over the years. Putting the 
competitive and institutional dimension on the same level allows us to better 
understand the nature of the world system as one among the socio-political systems 
whose stability and change are determined by structurational processes. This is 
because the methodology of structurational analysis considers both the capacity of 
institutions to determine processes and the capacity of actors to behave as if 
institutions and structures did not exist, which results in a process which is both 
interdependent and reflexive. Thus the structures, besides constituting actors, also 
condition their choices. These actors are, however, on the basis of their subjective 
knowledge of the structures, free to choose courses of action aimed at changing such 
structures.
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In conclusion, the world political institutions recognize some common problems 
facing humankind such as environmental pollution, migration, human rights, the 
fight against organized transnational crime, and health protection in the face of 
pandemics. The main characteristics of each problem as well as the policies of the 
governmental structure of the world system are there to be studied by all political 
analysts, irrespective of the traditional line of division between international and 
domestic politics.
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