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Preface
Much Ado about Everything:
A Beginning

The world familiar to us and unknown
Shakespeare, Henry V

The text that follows is this author’s attempt
to introduce undergraduate students to the
complex and compelling study of interna-
tional politics. For someone who has taught
the subject for years, the task turned out to
be much more challenging than expected.
One of the first choices that had to be faced
was the question “Do I write this book for
students or professors?” One of the perplex-
ities of this endeavor is that a text has to
appeal to two very different sets of con-
sumers. In one sense, texts are bought by
professors who assign them for their courses.
For this group, a more sophisticated approach
would often be the more appealing. But texts
are actually read by students, and for that
group, a more fundamental approach is most
appropriate. The decision was to write for
the student. That means using relatively
straightforward prose, a format designed to
facilitate notetaking, and a frame of refer-
ence that relates to students. To the profes-
sor/reviewer who couldn’t understand why I
would quote Robert Frost when I could have
cited James Rosenau, my apologies.

A closely related question was where to
pitch the text in terms of student sophisti-

cation. My basic assumption is that students
taking this course know little about inter-
national politics. Study after study shows that,
at the freshman/sophomore level, students
have little sense of history or current events,
much less of the basic forces that shape them.
This text, therefore, operates from a reason-
ably tabula rasa, or blank slate, assumption.
To the occasional student who has daily read
the New York Times since age ten and is ready
for a seventh-floor appointment at the State
Department, again my apologies.

The next dilemma was what to cover and
what to omit. My first-draft chapters were
wonders of comprehensiveness—monsters,
in fact. At the rate I was going, the text would
have approached 1,000 printed pages. Ob-
viously unacceptable. The choice was then
either to touch on most of the significant
aspects of international politics (but neces-
sarily to do so only briefly, in the interest of
space) or to omit many aspects and give those
that remained an extensively detailed analy-
sis. As will be plain, I opted for the former
approach. There is no pretense here that the
subjects I will address are covered exhaus-
tively. They are not. This text, as the title says,
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is an introduction. If you really want to know
about something, you will have to do a lot
more than just read this book or even take
this course. It is the author’s hope that the
text can thus serve as a base, a beginning. It
is a base on which the instructor can build,
enlightening his or her classes on the many
subtleties that, necessarily, this text could not
fully elucidate. The text is also meant to be
a base from which student readers can begin
further study of international relations.
Footnotes hardly ever enter the average
undergraduate’s consciousness, but for those
who wish to expand their understanding,
footnotes are a valuable source of reference
to more comprehensive studies.

Organizing the topics of this text was
another interesting challenge. Someday
someone will invent a modular, snap-together
text that instructors can rearrange so that it
will follow their own concepts and syllabus
in exact order. Unfortunately, that day did
not arrive before this text went to print. The
general idea behind the organization of this
text was borrowed from one of my excellent
graduate school teachers, Susan Koch. She,
in turn, was, I think, influenced by John
Stoessinger and his earlier text The Might of
Nations, all of which leaves me in pretty good
company. The first three chapters focus on
some of the bases of international politics
and the study of that subject. Topics include
why international politics is important glob-
ally and individually, who the actors are, and
how the subject can be approached. Chap-
ters 4, 5, and 6 discuss some of the basic
motivational drives of international politics,
including nationalism, ideas and ideology, and
national interest. Chapters 7 through 11 focus
on the “action,” the way the world drama is
played out. Power, force, diplomacy, and
subversion are the divisions. It is, as we see,
a world “full of sound and fury.” The final
four chapters, 12 through 16, look again at
some of the world problems and areas of

cooperation, such as organization, rules, arms,
economics, and the human condition, and
examine cooperation, the alternative to the
all too common self-interested sound and fury.

For those many instructors whose orga-
nization differs from mine, care has been given
to the table of contents and to the index in
order to facilitate using the text for your syl-
labus. Economics, for one, is found in chap-
ters 11 and 12 and in parts of chapters 1, 7,
and 16. Arms and force are in chapters 8 and
15 and in parts of chapter 7.

It is also well that an author be clear about
his or her basic orientations. As chapter 2
indicates, there are many approaches to the
study of international politics. Which one an
author adopts will heavily influence what is
included in and excluded from a text and
how the material is handled. I generally do
not believe that any one of the approaches
has all the answers. The text, therefore, is
eclectic. It does, however, in its level of
analysis, lean toward a state-centristic
approach. That does not mean that systems
analysis (a term we will explore) is irrele-
vant. Indeed, the world system is an impor-
tant factor, and we will spend considerable
time examining its nature and impact. The
overall view taken here, though, is that the
primary actor in international politics is and,
for the foreseeable future, will remain the
state (that is, the country) and that states are
reasonably free to choose courses of action
based on their international goals and
domestic pressures.

This text also has something of a tradi-
tional approach toward emphasizing power
politics as the most important characteristic
of international politics. The world is, at best,
a primitive political system in which self-
interest—and the power-based pursuit of that
interest—is the main concern of the primary
actors, or states. There are, however, signif-
icant other trends in international politics,
and we will spend a substantial amount of



time exploring the possibilities of alternative
processes and cooperation in areas such as
international organization, international law,
arms control, and a variety of transnational
issues including human rights, environ-
ment, and resource preservation. In other
words, although there is a slight emphasis
on “what is” in terms of power politics and
on the concerns and actions of the major
powers, significant attention is also given to
“what ought to be” for the survival of the
world and also to the concerns and views of
the less developed countries in the Third
World.

Finally, some note should be made of
this book’s title, International Politics on the
World Stage, and the Shakespearean quota-
tions that begin each chapter and are from
time to time used to highlight a point. The
idea behind this motif is to convey some of
the sweep and complexity of the world drama.
No one who has ever read William Shake-
speare can dismiss his masterpieces as easily
understood or inconsequential. Similarly, the
events on the world stage are full of drama—
sometimes hopeful, often tragic, but always
riveting. But the play analogy can be taken
too far, and overdoing it would only obscure
some of the issues that need to be dealt with
in a straightforward manner. You, the reader,
would also be mistaken to assume that the
play analogy means that, as a member of the
audience, you can be content to sit back and
watch the plot unfold. Quite to the contrary,
part of what makes the world drama so com-
pelling is that the audience is seated on stage
and is part of, as well as witness to, the action
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that is unfolding. Further, as in an improvi-
sational play, the audience can become
involved and, given the consequences of a
tragic rather than a happy ending, ought to
become involved, in its own self-interest. If
there is anything this text preaches, it is that
each and every one of us is intimately affected
by international politics and that we have
both a responsibility and an ability to become
shapers of the script. As we shall see, our
play has alternative scripts, and what the next
scene brings depends in part on us. Last, with
regard to the wholesale pilfering of the Bard
of Avon’s wisdom, there is no pretense here
of creating an all-encompassing play con-
struct. Rather, the quotations are meant as a
literary vehicle to give some shape to my dis-
cussion and to show the timelessness of many
concerns. They are meant to be pondered
and enjoyed, but they are not a substitute for
an analysis of the many subjects I will cover.
As a last note, this author is sincerely
interested in getting feedback from the fac-
ulty members and students who use this text.
My pretensions to perfection have long since
been dashed, and your recommendations for
additions, deletions, and changes in future
editions will be appreciated and seriously
considered. Students, in particular, are
encouraged to write to me in care of Brooks/
Cole Publishing Company, 555 Abrego,
Monterey, CA 93940. This book, just like the
world, can be made better, but its improve-
ment depends heavily on whether you are
concerned enough to think and act.

John T Rourke
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