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By May 2020, after just over four months of the COVID-19  
pandemic, 250,000 people had died and over four million 

had been infected. On a tiny island just off New York City, 
workers dug large trenches to bury the unclaimed dead. Ninety 
countries—nearly half the world’s nations—had inquired about 
financial bailouts from the International Monetary Fund.1 Tens 
of millions of children in Mexico and Cambodia went without 
essential vaccinations for polio and measles—diseases that kill 
tens of thousands each year—for fear that health staff could 
spread COVID-19 during house visits.2 Lockdowns affected 2.7 
billion workers worldwide, a staggering 81% of the global work-
force.3 Money sent home by migrant workers dropped 20%.4

Philippines under lockdown.

Ezra Acayan via Getty Images

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After finishing this Introduction, 
you should be able to:

• Define international studies.

• Summarize the relationship 
between the concepts of 
global “interactions” and 
“tensions.”

• Explain why international 
studies uses inside-out and 
outside-in approaches.

• Define each of the four 
forces that shape global 
interactions.

• Identify the utility of 
international studies for you.

Global Interactions 
and Global Tensions 1
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4  PART I Foundations

Having turned the corner on its own 
outbreak, China began to reopen its facto-
ries and load ships with goods for export to 
Europe. As ships began their month-long 
journey, however, Europe shut down as the 
virus spread. Ships with billions of dollars’ 
worth of goods arrived in Europe only to 
find ports already full with goods with no 
consumer demand.5 As the global demand 
for oil plummeted, some oil producers had 
to pay oil buyers to take oil off their hands.6

World leaders spoke of the need for 
the globe to act as one, but everywhere 
cooperation appeared to break down. 
India’s nationalist government banned 
the export of a drug that some countries 
hoped could help with the virus. The 

Trump administration banned the export of protective masks and ordered U.S. companies 
producing masks overseas to redirect their orders back to the United States. This led to 
accusations that the United States had dramatically “hijacked” a plane full of Chinese-made 
masks that were about to be flown to France.7 In all, 69 countries restricted the export of 
medical equipment or medicine.8 This fueled further commentary about de-globalization, an 
idea born before the pandemic with the election of Donald Trump and the United Kingdom’s 
vote to leave the European Union (EU). Forces for greater international interaction and inte-
gration were said to be weaker now than in past decades. On issues such as climate change, 
migration, and trade, the world appeared to lack leaders interested in global solutions.

This is not to say that powerful actors were uninterested in asserting themselves. Only 
weeks after the world watched China put 760 million people in various levels of lockdown, and 
as schools and offices in the United States began to close, China went from being the site of 
the outbreak to a would-be global leader.9 China made 80% of the world’s antibiotics, half of 
the world’s surgical masks, and the majority of the core chemicals used in generic medicines.10 
As Donald Trump suspended U.S. contributions to the World Health Organization, China 
proudly dispatched medical personnel and equipment to Europe, leading to Serbia’s president 
to publicly kiss the Chinese flag. Away from the headline-grabbing tension between the United 
States and Chinese governments, scientific communities in both countries teamed up to learn 
more about the virus.11 The pandemic revealed how, in the 21st century, the United States was 
no longer the sole superpower, China had become the world’s factory, and governments were 
not the only actors that mattered. It also revealed the unintended consequences that come with 
interconnectedness: As East African countries faced another year of devastating locust swarms, 
efforts to combat the crop-eating locusts were crippled by COVID-19-related restrictions that 
meant fewer deliveries of pesticides and fewer helicopters for spraying.12

Meanwhile, Chinese ambassadors across Africa were summoned to answer for the use 
of evictions and harassment of China’s African migrations.13 More Africans study in China 
than in Europe and the United States combined, but many suffered during the pandemic.14 
One Ugandan student in China said, “I’ve been sleeping under the bridge for four days with 
no food to eat. . . . I cannot buy food anywhere, no shops or restaurants will serve me.”15 
On some U.S. college campuses, Asian and Asian-American students reported racism and  

U.K. shopkeeper open for business during pandemic.

Hollie Adams/Getty Images
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CHAPTER 1 Global interactions and Global tensions  5

xenophobia. The target of the abuse was 
an ethnic Asian student, yet the student is 
a U.S. citizen, not an international student. 
But, in the mind of the message’s creator, a 
nonwhite student seemed international at a 
time when over 350,000 Chinese students 
studied in the United States.16 Not only 
was the message biased on the grounds of 
nationality (against Chinese students), but 
also it was biased on the grounds of ethnicity 
and race (against Asian-Americans). As one 
Vietnamese student wrote to us, the photo 
“shows how the ‘model minority’ stereotype 
could quickly flip to the ‘yellow peril’ nar-
rative because Asian people – US citizens 
or not – are always assumed to be foreign.” 
This small example shows the complex 
ways the COVID-19 pandemic played 
out, even between people who were not 
sick from the virus. Similar anti-immigrant  
scenes unfolded in places as distant as 
Kuwait, Hungary, and Colombia.17

The pandemic revealed tensions between loyalties to global versus local communities, 
but it also revealed tensions within nations, as groups fought over which groups were most 
deserving of help. Thus, the pandemic was exacerbated in countries such as the United 
States and Brazil, where nationalist leaders spent weeks downplaying the severity of the 
crisis while taking aim at political opponents, media, and migrants.18

The challenge of this pandemic, the forces and interactions that propelled it, and the 
tensions that resulted are an unfortunate but stark illustration of themes in this textbook. 
In the examples above, we see a variety of actors, such as governments, international orga-
nizations, corporations, scientists, migrants, and students. We see a variety of places where 
these actors interact, such as ports, college campuses, and global cities. We also see tensions 
in the interactions, between global cooperation and taking care of one’s own self first, or 
between countries with the power to change the behavior of corporations versus weaker 
countries where children go without vaccinations. These are the people, places, and themes 
we will learn about in this textbook.

The pandemic played out in the real lives of hundreds of millions of people who suffered 
sickness, unemployment, bankruptcy, and more. For billions more, the pandemic played out 
in a very 21st century way: online. On a handful of globally dominant social media platforms, 
people shared their experiences of the pandemic—the horror, the anxiety, the boredom—
without filters from governments or media organizations. This was a new way for humans 
to experience global crises, thanks in large part to the global spread of smartphones and 
Internet access. Apple, for example, recently sold more than 60 million iPhones every three 
months, and more were sold in China than in any other country.19 People all over the Global 
South have access to content on Facebook, YouTube, WeChat, Instagram, and Twitter that 
is generated from people and organizations around the world (see Figure 1.1). And peo-
ple aren’t just watching cats play piano. Smartphones have become essential tools in the  

This picture was taken in a student dorm and shared with the 
authors. The message, “Fuck Wuhan, Save USA,” powerfully invokes 
the tensions of our global age.

USA

Photo used with permission.
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6  PART I Foundations

management of everyday life. In Kenya, for 
example, mobile banking—whereby even 
at a stall in an open market you can pay 
with a mobile phone for rice or fruit—has 
taken the country by storm. The mobile 
money transfer system initially developed 
in East Africa now has spread to countries 
in Europe, the Middle East, South Asia, 
and other parts of Africa.

International studies, however, does not 
consider our world and the interactions that 
structure it as uniformly positive. The power 
and reach of information technology pro-
vide governments with a newfound ability 
to surveil, control, and censor. While mobile 
banking has taken off in Kenya, in nearby 
Ethiopia, the government has purchased 
technology that allows it to spy on oppo-
sition political forces. The international  

FIGURE 1.1

Global Increase in Social Media
Estimates for monthly active users in 2018.
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Data source: https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/world-development-indicators

World Development Indicators, The World Bank

M-Pesa

Flickr user Rosenfeld Media, https://www.flickr.com/photos/rosenfeldmedia/7171804334.  
Licensed under CC BY 2.0, https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/legalcode
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CHAPTER 1 Global interactions and Global tensions  7

Rome’s police use drones to monitor people during coronavirus.

Alessandro Serrano’’/AGF/Universal Images Group/Newscom

connections run deeper. An Italian company, 
Hacking Team, sold it to Ethiopia, and we 
know this because other global actors, in 
this case Wikileaks, published a record of 
the relationship between the private Italian 
technology company and the Ethiopian 
government.20 New media also allows for 
the spread of misinformation (so-called 
“fake news”). Myths about the virus, includ-
ing how to cure it and who to blame for it, 
spread to millions online. This included the 
myth that 5G masts could spread the virus, 
leading to 40 masts being attacked by arson-
ists in the United Kingdom. One study 
found 59% of content on Twitter proven to 
be false remained online.21

These examples point to the inter-
connected and complicated world in 
which we live. It is a world marked by globalization, which through markets and infor-
mation shrinks the space that separates people and connects them through products and 
ideas. It is a world with tremendous possibility and opportunity, in which technological 
advances and the flows of information, people, and material can improve and even trans-
form lives. But it is also a world with winners and losers, where global markets and other 
global forces can negatively impact lives and reinforce inequality.

As a body of thought and teaching, international studies invites students to learn about 
and, in particular, to analyze and make sense of our complex world. At the same time, inter-
national studies can seem vague. What is international studies? What is an international 
studies approach? In this book, we offer a simple approach, one that we hope will help you 
understand your world better and provide you with the analytic foundations for a lifetime 
of learning. It is that framework and the core ideas in international studies that we detail 
in the remainder of the chapter.

globalization: 
multidimensional 
and transnational 
ways in which 
people, things, 
information, 
and ideas 
interact and are 
interconnected 
across space  
and time.

Jim is a trapper in rural Wisconsin, near one 
of our homes. He traps raccoons, beavers, and 
coyotes, among other animals. When working, 
he prefers to wear camouflage outfits bought 
from a local superstore that caters to farmers, 
a Farm and Fleet, and he drives a highly acces-
sorized Ranger all-terrain vehicle (ATV) that is 
the envy of many of his neighbors.

At one level, Jim would seem cut off from 
the rest of the world. Rural Wisconsin is not 
cosmopolitan New York, Shanghai, Paris, or  
Rio de Janeiro. Jim’s town has a few thousand 

residents; it is fairly isolated. The main issues 
of the day are local, such as whether to issue 
a bond for a new public school in the area. Jim 
lives off the land. But ask Jim about trapping, 
as one of us did recently, and he was quick to 
answer that business was really bad. Why? His 
answer opined on the state of the economy in 
Russia and China. It turns out the price of fur 
pelts depends on demand in those countries, 
which in turn is connected to the global price 
of oil (in Russia) and global consumer demand 
(in China).

(Continued)
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8  PART I Foundations

Fur pelts for sale.

Flicker user Joe Ross, https://www.flickr.com/photos/
joeross/6743972159. Licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0, https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/

FIGURE 1.2

Mapping Our International Networks
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The global connections do not stop there. 
The company Polaris makes Jim’s Ranger. Based 
near Minneapolis, Minnesota, Polaris is a man-
ufacturer of snowmobiles, ATVs, motorcycles, 
and a variety of other motorized equipment. 
The company has distributers in countries on 
all five continents, from Algeria and Afghanistan 
to Tanzania and Venezuela. Although its main 
manufacturing sites are in the United States, 
Polaris also makes vehicles in India, China, 
France, Mexico, and Poland. At our local Farm 
and Fleet, the clothing for sale—socks, T-shirts, 
dress shirts, hats, and boots, in addition to Jim’s 
waders and camouflage jacket—is made in fac-
tories around the world, from Bangladesh and 
Sri Lanka to Morocco and Mauritius.

(Continued)

Copyright ©2022 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



CHAPTER 1 Global interactions and Global tensions  9

a FraMeWorK For international studies

International studies is the study of global interactions, the tensions those interactions 
produce, and the forces and actors that play a role in them. Global interactions are the 
myriad ways in which people, things, information, and ideas intersect in our world. Global 
interactions are the raw material of international studies. By focusing on global interac-
tions, we can start asking a specific set of questions about issues or events taking place in 
the world. Who and what is interacting? From where do those interactions come? What 
are the policies and institutions that facilitate and govern those interactions?

International studies is concerned with the global tensions that result from these inter-
actions. Our world and the interactions that structure it are not only a source of commonal-
ity and community but also rife with tension and conflict. Inequality is baked into our world 
order. Millions suffer who need not. Billions live on a dollar a day while others jet around 
the world on private planes. Many of the global challenges we discuss in this textbook are 
actually tensions, such as climate change or civil war, that have resulted from interactions.

We describe international studies as providing an inside-out and outside-in  
perspective. This means that we consider actors and events at the global level—such as 
the United Nations, the Organization of American States, or human trafficking—to be 
no more or no less important than actors and events that occur within states—such as 
domestic politics, ethnic groups, labor unions, or life in slums. It is important to understand 
how “the local” affects “the global” as well as how “the global” affects “the local.”

Last, international studies is primarily interested in contemporary issues and chal-
lenges. International studies is not a single scholarly discipline, such as sociology or history. 
Rather, we are primarily concerned with the global challenges of the day, and we draw from 
across established scholarly disciplines for the analytical tools to help understand them. 
See Figure 1.3 for an illustration of how all of these pieces of the framework fit together.

international 
studies: study 
of global 
interactions, the 
tensions those 
interactions 
produce, and the 
forces and actors 
that play a role in 
them.

global 
interactions: 
ways in which 
people, things, 
information, and 
ideas intersect 
across and within 
borders.

global tensions: 
resentments, 
frustrations, and 
conflicts that 
arise from global 
interactions.

FIGURE 1.3

International Studies Framework
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International studies is the study of global interactions, the tensions those interactions produce,
and the forces and actors that shape them. It seeks to explain those interactions and tensions by
analyzing them from both “outside-in” and "inside-out" perspectives. 
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10  PART I Foundations

In the sections that follow, we will further explore these concepts by illustrating what 
we mean by interactions leading to tensions, and we will explain the necessity for taking 
both “inside-out” and “outside-in” views of global issues and challenges.

Global interactions

Interactions occur whenever people come into contact, whenever they share ideas, or 
whenever they exchange objects with others. So, for instance, interactions can be about 
the movement of people across borders—as economic migrants, as refugees, as tourists, 
or as students. Interactions can be about the movement of goods and services across 
borders—from the food we eat, to the clothing we wear, to the music we hear, to the 
movies we watch, to the cars that we drive. Interactions can be about the movement 
of ideas across borders—ideas about gender equality, about the value of free markets, 
or about religion. Interactions can be about the movement of money across borders—
from huge sums of currency or stock market trades, to small remittances of migrants in 
one country to their families back home. Interactions can also be social and political.  
They include the ways in which activists in one country may lobby on behalf of  
people in another country or the way in which intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) 
like the United Nations may deploy troops from many countries to help stabilize 
another country. In sum, by focusing on interactions, international studies allows us to 
study the multiple, overlapping types of exchanges that take place across and within 
national borders.

Global tensions

The movement of people through migration, goods, information, and ideas creates 
tensions. What counts as a tension? When the price of subsistence food or even water 
is subjected to global markets (an interaction), that can lead to real hardship and ulti-
mately to protest, as it has in places such as Mexico and Bolivia. Those economic 
outcomes and the political protests are examples of tensions. The airing of certain 
movies and television shows in which women dress in short sleeves and skirts (an 
interaction) can unintentionally offend the tastes of traditionalists (a tension). To some 
observers, the rise of jihadist organizations such as the Islamic State (a tension) points 
to a backlash against the forces of globalization (an interaction). Islamic State leaders 
proclaim an aversion to Western values and power as domineering and dangerous, via 
global interactions, to Islamic values. At the same time, to communicate and recruit, 
the Islamic State employs the tools of international interactions: YouTube, Internet 
chat rooms, and texting connect an Islamic State partisan in Syria to a resident in 
Minneapolis, while global transportation networks enable the movement of would-be 
militants from England to Yemen. As you can see, interactions give rise to tensions, 
which give rise to other interactions, and so on.

Let’s consider another example of how tensions—in both positive and negative 
forms—can flow from interactions: the International Criminal Court (ICC). The ICC is at 
one level a pinnacle for human rights on a global scale. Based in the Hague (Netherlands), 

inside-out and 
outside-in 
perspective: 
approach that 
emphasizes 
looking at 
bottom-up, 
within-country 
processes 
and looking 
at top-down, 
international 
processes that 
cut across 
national borders.
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CHAPTER 1 Global interactions and Global tensions  11

the ICC tries individuals for crimes of genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes 
when domestic courts are unable or unwilling to prosecute such crimes. The premise is 
that these are global crimes, crimes that offend a universal sense of humanity. The ICC is 
one of the most potent symbols of the global reach of intergovernmental organizations. 
States around the world become members of the ICC, and the court’s jurisdiction in turn 
extends to those states and in some cases beyond. The court itself is a site of multiple 
interactions—of lawyers and investigators from around the world, of members state from 
around the world, and of ideas of international human rights that in theory apply to all 
people everywhere. In some cases, the court has taken bold measures. For example, the 
court issued an arrest warrant for Omar al-Bashir, then-president of Sudan, on charges 
of committing genocide and crimes against humanity. Think about that for a moment: 
An international court based in the Netherlands indicted a sitting president of Sudan for 
massive crimes against civilians. For some, such a move is the epitome of the promise of 
human rights: to declare some crimes so horrible that they shock humanity and should be 
punishable in an international court.

When considered from another perspective, however, how would you feel if the pres-
ident of your country were indicted by an international court? Perhaps not surprisingly, 
the court has aroused significant opposition among leaders in Africa and the Philippines, 
where to date the court has focused most of its cases. As a result, although some human 
rights activists see the ICC as the institution that can finally hold the perpetrators of the 
worst human rights crimes accountable for the worst human rights crimes, others in Africa 
and elsewhere see the court as an example of colonial-style power of the powerful over the 
weak. They see the court as imposing values on African states and disallowing Africans 
to solve their own problems—even if many African states had previously endorsed the 
court. In short, the ICC inspires tension and friction even while for some advocates it is 
the realization of a dream of universal punishment for the worst crimes. The examples are 
many. An international studies perspective brings these possible tensions into focus.

International Studies and Globalization

WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE?

Is international studies any different from the 
study of globalization? They certainly overlap. 
In general, we are relaxed about using the two 
terms throughout the book, but we argue that 
they are not the same. The first problem with 
the term “globalization” is that it has come to 
mean many things to many people. To some, 

globalization represents Americanization or 
McDonaldization, which means it is a process 
by which American actors, especially U.S. cor-
porations and the U.S. military, and American 
ideas, including consumerism and individual-
ism, extend their domination across the world 
at the expense of non-U.S. societies. But to 

(Continued)
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12  PART I Foundations

others, globalization is a new age of reason, 
in which oppressive governments and pov-
erty are becoming things of the past, and the 
fruits of which are globally minded citizens 
connected online and feeling unbound by 
national borders. For our purposes, however, 
a term that can mean such different things, 
while being so provocative, should not anchor 
a field.

Second, globalization usually refers to a spe-
cific historical period. Our current global era is 
probably only a few decades old. Societies go 
through phases of lesser or greater connectivity 
and interaction. International studies focuses on 
big global issues, but it is not tied to a specific 
historical period. So, globalization is a period in 
time, while international studies is an approach 
to studying the world at any time.

To make this point highlights the ways in which the history of the world is not march-
ing progressively forward in some linear fashion. Our interconnected world also creates 
tension and conflict, sometimes in unpredictable ways, between actors within and across 
states (see the earlier discussion of de-globalization).

an inside-out/outside-in aPProacH

International studies has a predominant focus on global issues. In that, international stud-
ies shares much with other fields of study, such as the international relations subfield of 
political science. Whereas international relations focuses mostly on what states are doing 
internationally and how that affects people within borders (i.e., from the outside-in), an 
international studies approach looks also at global processes from the inside-out, where 
“inside” means within a country. In other words, international studies takes seriously 
domestic, grassroots actors and bottom-up interactions in particular places, and the inter-
national studies approach seeks to adopt their perspectives on global problems as well.

International studies pays close attention to local context and to local meanings with 
the understanding that global processes and globalization occur in particular places. For 
example, human trafficking is global, yet each instance of a trafficked human does not 
take place “in a globe,” but in a specific location, and that specific location has a specific 
history and culture. If the topic is climate change, global health, or global poverty, an inter-
national studies approach will take seriously not only the global forces at work in shaping 
these issues but also how livelihoods and attitudes in particular places are fundamentally 
important.

One aspect of the spread of global markets is the spread of information technology. 
One approach to understanding that phenomenon would be to examine the global supply 
chains, the global flow of goods and services across borders, and the global financial mar-
kets that contribute to the production of an iPhone and that allow it to be sold all over 
the world. Indeed, different parts of the iPhone are made in different parts of the world, 
even if designed in California, and sold in almost every country of the world. These are 
outside-in perspectives: to look at how global markets shape consumer choices around 

(Continued)
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CHAPTER 1 Global interactions and Global tensions  13

the world and are embedded in global 
supply chains, underpinned by economic 
policy that allows capital and goods to 
move easily across borders. International 
studies examines these processes, as we 
do later in the book.

But international studies also takes 
much more domestic, locally rooted pro-
cesses into account. For example, on the 
question of iPhones, how do people in 
different countries use their technology? 
How do they inflect their own values, 
ideas, and priorities into their uses of 
smartphones? To Indians in New Delhi, 
are iPhones used in the same ways that 
New Yorkers in the United States use 
their iPhones? Are they used for social 
purposes, like connecting with friends 
or finding dates? Are they used for eco-
nomic purposes, like selling in online marketplaces or checking market information like 
crop prices? Or are they used for purposes of identity, such as the desire to be seen with 
a smartphone? Moreover, an inside-out perspective might disaggregate the category of 
“Indians” to look at differences among economic classes, among religions, among language 
groups, or among gender groups. Those bottom-up, micro-level considerations that ground 
disciplines such as anthropology and sociology are as important as the top-down, mac-
ro-level concerns that often ground international relations or international political econ-
omy. This focus on both outside-in and inside-out processes defines international studies.

Global Forces

As you know by now, international studies is all about global interactions and the tensions 
that result. But what is driving these interactions? We focus on four specific global forces, 
which we argue are major influences on the contemporary world and matter for every 
global problem described throughout the book. These global forces structure interactions 
that drive change in the world. The four forces are as follows:

• Global markets. This is the reach and depth of supply and demand across 
borders. Through changes in communication, transportation, government policy, 
and computer technology, global markets are deep and powerful and they play a 
major role in all of our lives.

• Information and communications technology. Whereas much of the world was 
once cut off and limited from communication outside their home areas, today 
cell phone and Internet penetration are nearly universal. Information and 
communications technology power global online interactions, reshape the spread 
of information, and even impact security and elections around the world.

Artists in the Indian state of Madhya Pradesh take a selfie before  
a show.

SAJJAD HUSSAIN/AFP via Getty Images

global forces: 
particularly 
powerful, 
cross-cutting 
drivers of global 
interactions and 
tensions. Global 
forces matter 
on almost any 
global issue. 
They are specific 
to our present 
global age.

Copyright ©2022 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



14  PART I Foundations

• Shifting centers of power in the world. In the past, the highly industrialized states 
of the global north—in western Europe, North America, and Japan—dominated 
world politics and global economics. That is no longer the case. Now global 
affairs are affected by the rise of large, developing countries, such as China, 
Russia, Brazil, India, Indonesia, Iran, Turkey, Mexico, Vietnam, Nigeria, and 
South Africa. While the advanced industrialized countries remain influential, 
several countries with immense populations are growing economically and 
asserting their power on a global stage in new and significant ways.

• Global governance. This is the way in which multiple institutions and actors seek to 
manage complex international issues by making and enforcing rules. We make two 
observations. First, global governance is crowded. Rule-making, rule enforcement, 
and rule management for global issues is no longer the unique purview of 
states. Today, a large range of actors enter into that process of governance—
intergovernmental organizations, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 
advocacy networks, businesses, and even citizens are shaping public discourse about 
how to manage global issues. Second, global governance is uneven: There are major 
issues where global governance is present, such as trade and nuclear weapons, as well 
as areas where it is weak, such as climate change or global finance.

Let’s look at these global forces in greater detail. Figure 1.4 also shows how our  
global forces fit into the overall framework.

FIGURE 1.4

Global Forces

GLOBAL FORCES
The forces that drive
global interactions

INTERACTIONS
The dynamics shaping
international events
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The challenges of
international studies
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The co-equal approaches to the international studies framework

• Takes account of forces, interactions, and tensions at the global, national, and local
 levels, which are viewed as mutually interdependent and of equal analytic importance.

• Asks “what is the source?” and “where is the interaction or tension coming from?”
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• Focuses on four major
 forces:

 �  Global markets

 �  Information and
    communications
    technologies

 �  Shifting power centers

 �  Global governance
• Asks “what or who is
 driving global interactions?”

• Focuses on transactions
 and relationships taking
 place in the world.
• Asks “what is happening,
 how is it happening?”

• Seeks understanding of
 contradictions or
 unintended consequences
 arising from interactions.
• Asks “what are the
 outcomes of those
 interactions?”

International studies is the study of global interactions, the tensions those interactions produce, and the
forces and actors that shape them. It seeks to explain those interactions and tensions by analyzing them
from both “outside-in” and “inside-out” perspectives. 
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CHAPTER 1 Global interactions and Global tensions  15

Global Markets

Our first global force driving interactions is global markets or what some people 
call economic globalization. Several elements of global markets—trade, finance, and  
production—each drive interactions between societies, and each can produce tensions.  
The Markets chapter 7 will go into further detail.

Growth of trade

The first way economic globalization constitutes a global force that drives interactions 
is the enormity of global trade, which we can think of as the cross-border movement of 
commercial goods (i.e., physical things for sale). The volume of that trade has exploded 
over time. In 1953, world merchandise trade was worth $84 billion in U.S. dollars, but in 
2018, it was worth $19.5 trillion.22 Because economies are so interconnected, and because 
of the speed with which goods, money, and information can flow, economic events in one 
corner of the globe have ripple effects that are felt far away.

For example, when China made its currency cheaper in 2015, it raised unemployment 
in Zambia. Why? Because investors knew that China devaluing its currency meant China 
was worried about its future economic growth. Investors then speculated that China’s 
trading partners, like Zambia, would suffer as a result, so they sold their investments in 
copper, which is Zambia’s major export. Lower prices for copper meant lower profitability 
for copper mining companies in Zambia, which responded by laying off workers. This 
all happened in the space of one month. While China represented an export market for 
Zambia, it also increased Zambia’s sensitivity (or vulnerability) to developments in China.

Trade also acts as a global force because of what are called distributional effects 
within countries, meaning that there are winners and losers from trade. For example, 
many of western Europe’s manufacturing industries moved to Southeast Asia over the 
past decades. Although some people have moved from factories to office jobs in things like 
finance or insurance, it also led to unemployment and political agitation by working-class  
voters who were harmed. In some countries, unions that represented the workers  
became staunch opponents of trade liberalization, including the free movement of migrant 
workers. Today, many industrialized 
countries have strong anti-immigrant and 
xenophobic political parties. So, when 
boats carrying Arab or African refugees 
capsize off the Italian coast, we should 
see the connection between a decline in 
European manufacturing decades ago, 
the decline in public support for immi-
gration that resulted, and reluctance 
in Europe today to help even the most 
desperate migrants. We will learn more 
about trade, including President Trump’s 
trade war, in Chapter 7. We will also 
learn more about the role played by free 
trade in the election of Donald Trump 
and the United Kingdom’s exit from the 
European Union in the next chapter.

Union workers protests outsourcing of jobs in Washington, DC.

Mark Wilson/Getty Images

global markets: 
arena in which 
goods and 
services are 
traded across 
borders.

global trade: 
buying and 
selling of goods 
and services 
across borders.

distributional 
effects: how 
distinct people 
or places are 
differentially 
affected by 
an event, such 
as a change 
in taxation or 
import of a 
product.
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16  PART I Foundations

Growth of Finance

The growth of global finance or what some call financial globalization refers to flows 
of money around the world. This activity is centered on the world’s major stock markets, 
where one can buy shares in a Chinese company through the Shanghai stock market, where 
a Costa Rican can buy shares in Germany’s heavy industries, or where a German can buy 
and sell the currencies of Canada or Japan. Up until a few decades ago, however, one could 
not simply invest in whichever country one pleased. Many countries, including developed 
economies, placed limits on how much money could come in and out of their economy. But 
today about 75% of countries have stock markets.23 The value of all the shares traded is in 
the tens of trillions of dollars. This does not even include bond markets, in which investors 
trade in loans to governments or corporations, which itself involves tens of billions in annual 
transactions. Although most countries, rich or poor, seek investment, not all money flowing 
into an economy is good. Let’s look at an example of how money floating about in the 
international economy can produce tensions when it moves in and out of a state’s borders.

The price of oil was high in the 2000s. This was good news for oil-exporting countries 
like Saudi Arabia and Russia. As they exported billions of barrels of oil, the world repaid 
them by pumping billions of dollars into their government bank accounts. Oil exporters 
then deposited the money in the world’s largest private banks to earn interest. Eager to 
put the money to work, banks in turn loaned this money elsewhere, creating “easy money,” 
meaning loans (credit) that were cheap for borrowers. Some of it was loaned to develop-
ing countries hungry for investment, but it was also loaned to consumers in places like 
Dublin and Arizona who were happy to have low interest rates on mortgages and credit 
cards. But once some borrowers could not repay—such as home owners in Cincinnati or 
the government of Greece—banks announced that they had loaned out too much money. 
It is tempting to think of the U.S. mortgage crisis of 2008 as being caused when people 
irresponsibly took out mortgages they could not afford. But there were deeper causes to be 
found in the growth of global finance, in which banks eager to loan their money engaged 
in risky lending and were tightly connected across borders.

internationalization of Production

The internationalization of production means the proliferation of business activity 
across the globe. When a company expands abroad by building or buying a factory in a 
foreign country, that activity is called foreign direct investment (FDI), and the company is 
then a multinational corporation (MNC). The world’s stock of FDI—the total amount of 
cumulated foreign investment everywhere in the world—went from less than $700 billion 
in 1980 to over $23 trillion in 2018.24 The MNCs engaged in these investments number 
in the tens of thousands, and they employ almost 100 million people worldwide. But they 
are overwhelmingly headquartered in industrialized countries: 92 of the largest 100 MNCs 
are headquartered in just the United States, western Europe, or Japan.25

Although we are aware of global U.S. companies like Coca Cola and General Electric, 
some of the largest public companies in the world are Chinese, and that many products we 
think of as American are not: Budweiser (Belgium), 7-Eleven ( Japan), Popsicle (England). 
So the internationalization of production is not a U.S. phenomenon. Moreover, about half 
of all goods imported into the United States are “intra-firm,” which is when a company 
trades with itself. For example, when a car manufacturer in Kentucky imports tires from a 

financial 
globalization: 
how people 
and places are 
linked through 
the cross-border 
flow of finance, 
such as foreign 
direct investment 
or the trading 
of stocks and 
bonds.

foreign direct 
investment 
(FDI): ownership 
and management 
of a productive 
asset in another 
country, such as 
owning a factory 
or farm.

multinational 
corporation 
(MNC): 
corporation 
that undertakes 
production in 
more than one 
country. Also 
known as a 
transnational 
corporation 
(TNC).
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CHAPTER 1 Global interactions and Global tensions  17

rubber factory it owns in Malaysia, that is 
an intra-firm trade. In Chapter 7, we will 
learn more about this with the example 
of iPhones.

Over the past few decades, most FDI 
has gone from one developed country to 
another, not to developing countries. In 
recent years, however, this has started to 
change, with developing countries receiv-
ing almost half of all FDI, with most 
going to Asia and especially China. FDI 
also creates major tensions within devel-
oping countries. In return for compa-
nies investing billions to construct heavy 
machinery to extract these materials, and 
for paying the highly educated engi-
neers to operate them, governments offer 
things like no taxation of company profits 
for several years, relocation of local people from the area, or relaxation of environmental or 
labor standards. Some scholars are concerned about a race to the bottom among develop-
ing countries, who are eager to weaken labor laws and environmental protections in order 
to attract investment. An example of this was the circumstances contributing to the 2013 
Dhaka garment factory disaster in which 1,134 people died.

information and communications technology

At different points in international history, new forms of information and communi-
cations technology (ICT) have shrunk time and space, bringing people around the world 
closer together. Technologies such as the Morse Code, the telegraph, the radio, the print-
ing press, a global postal system, and of course the telephone allowed people around the 
world to communicate with each other more efficiently and cheaply than ever before. The 
contemporary period, however, differs from previous ones in the scale and intensity of the 
effects of ICT. During the last 50 years, investment and development in these technologies 
have been massive, and the result has been the availability of more efficient, cheaper, faster, 
and more sophisticated devices.

Also crucial is the distribution of ICT. In previous periods, only elites had access to 
technologies such as the telegraph or the printing press. True, the Bible and the Koran 
reached large audiences via the printing press, and radio was a cheap means of communi-
cation with widespread adoption. But today advanced ICT touches all parts of the world. 
Many observers consider ours the “information age” and our society a “network society.”26 
Your parents probably did not grow up with a computer in their home or a cell phone. 
When they did get them, their first computers were likely clunky, slow, and heavy pieces 
of equipment that had primitive access to information, primarily through floppy disks. 
Computers then—until the mid-1990s—did not have access to the Internet and e-mail; 
when they did, it was through a dial-up modem. Today in the United States 92% of 
households own at least one computer device and 88% of households use the Internet.27

Relatives of workers who died in the Rana Plaza disaster call on 
corporations to sign a safety accord.

MUNIR UZ ZAMAN/AFP via Getty Images

race to the 
bottom: theory 
that countries 
competitively 
lower their 
labor and 
environmental 
standards 
in order to 
attract foreign 
investment.

information and 
communications 
technology 
(ICT): 
information 
technology 
plus a variety of 
audio and visual 
communications 
technology, such 
as smartphones 
and television 
networks.
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18  PART I Foundations

The rapid adoption of ICT certainly does not apply only to the United States. Over half 
of the global population uses the Internet.28 In recent years, an average of 640,000 people 
went online each day for the first time.29 Figure 1.5 shows the percentage of the global 
population using the Internet, as well as the percentage by regional and income groupings. 
While industrialized countries led the way, there has been rapid growth in Internet use 
globally in the past two decades.

Mobile phone use has grown even faster: By 2016, there was one mobile phone sub-
scription for every person in the world.30 The pattern shown in Figure 1.6 reveals an 
extraordinary pace of increase, given that mobile phone subscriptions essentially began in 
the mid-1990s. The World Bank says that the spread of mobile technology is “unmatched 
in the history of technology.”31

The global implications of this surge in access to mobile and Internet communications 
are huge. We are witnessing a remarkable democratization of information. Although 
Internet access is correlated to income level, the reality is that even the poorest in the lowest 
income countries today have access to cell phones. In contrast to centralized information 
systems, such as radio and television, the spread of ICT in the contemporary world is 
decentralized. Information is moving in literally millions of directions at any one moment 
in time, rather than information flowing from a central point to points of reception, which 
is the case with traditional forms of media. At the most basic level, people can communicate  
much more easily with each other. That is, the cost of information has decreased so 

FIGURE 1.5

Share of Populations Using the Internet, 1995–2017
All individuals who have used the Internet in the last three months are counted as Internet users. 
Includes use of computer, phone, games, TV, etc.
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democratization 
of information: 
ease and 
decentralized 
nature of how 
individuals may 
access and 
disseminate 
information 
using modern 
technology.

cost of 
information: 
price to access 
and disseminate 
information; 
modern 
information and 
communications 
technology 
reduces the price 
drastically.
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FIGURE 1.6

Sharp Global Increase in Mobile Phone Use
Mobile phone subscriptions per 100 people, 1990 to 2017
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speed of 
information: 
rate at which 
information may 
be accessed and 
disseminated.

remarkably that information is almost free to many Internet users around the world. With 
Google or some other search engine, millions of bits of information are available in a 
second or two. In other words, in addition to the cost, the speed of information flows 
has increased exponentially. People can “self-inform.” When repression takes place, people 
know—and they can communicate it almost instantaneously. Citizens can organize more 
effectively. They can coordinate protests through Twitter accounts and film atrocities if the 
police crack down on them. ICT should democratize the world. Information is power, and 
many now have low-cost access to it.

We can identify these views as those of technology optimists. They look at the world, 
and they see that whole swaths of the global population—some five billion people—will 
now have information connectivity that they never had before. In the optimists’ view, the 
changes will be massive. In economics, people will be more productive than ever before. In 
finance, ordinary citizens and mega investors can affect trades immediately or move money 
around the world with great ease. In agriculture, local farmers can know through a text mes-
sage what the market price of their product is. In health, consumers can research medicines 
and treatments without necessarily relying on physicians; they can receive text messages 
about when to take certain medications. Businesses can coordinate global supply chains in 
dozens of countries through sophisticated software. The depth of change is from politics, to 
finance, to agriculture, to health, to name a few. Soon computers will drive us to work and 
school! These are some of the key ideas that Eric Schmidt, the co-founder of Google, and 
Jared Cohen, a former adviser to the U.S. State Department and founder of Google Ideas, 

technology 
optimists: those 
who believe that 
technology will 
have broad and 
positive impacts 
on society, 
culture, and 
politics.
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20  PART I Foundations

stressed in their book, The New Digital Age: Transforming Nations, Businesses, and Our Lives. 
In their words, the new age will see “every crime and atrocity caught on camera,” “pills that 
tell your phone what’s wrong with your body,” “digital insurgencies bring down autocratic 
leaders,” and “unprecedented power in the hands of people,” among other major changes.

Watch Schmidt and Cohen at tinyurl.com/y7stxnqf.
Technological advances, however, have also increased the capacity for surveillance, which 

can have profoundly anti-democratic effects. The same technologies that can harness people 
power to organize protests to challenge dictatorships also can help terrorist organizations 
recruit or radicalize people online. The same search engines that provide cheap access to 
streams of useful information also can lead to unhelpful or incorrect information.

Social networking allow us to know more about the lives of our friends and family; we 
can also be in touch with each other more quickly and cheaply. But in a major study, Sherry 
Turkle found that humans are losing the ability to meaningfully connect with each other. 
We are “alone together” in the sense that we have removed ourselves and do not know how 
to have meaningful conversations with one another.

Compare Sherry Turkle’s TED Talk to Jared Cohen’s: tinyurl.com/ybut2yup.
There are other, more skeptical voices in the technology debate. Like those who argue 

that the effects of markets will be to widen economic inequalities between populations 
around the globe, some claim that technology will benefit those who already have the skills 
and education to take advantage of such technology. Rather than levelling differences, as 
Cohen and Schmidt argue, information and communications technology will benefit the 
wealthy while doing little for the poor. Rather than being a source of innovation, according 
to some, the power of information and communications technology will allow big corpo-
rations to monitor, track, and target consumers better. In the end, big business will benefit, 
as Shoshana Zuboff argues:

Capitalism has always evolved by claiming things that exist outside the market 
and bringing them into the market for sale and purchase. This is how we turned 
making a living into “labor” and nature into “real estate.” Surveillance capitalism 
now claims private human experience as free raw material for translation 
into behavioral predictions that are bought and sold in a new kind of private 
marketplace. And it takes place almost completely without our knowledge. . . .  
It works like this: Ads press teenagers on Friday nights to buy pimple cream, 
triggered by predictive analyses that show their social anxieties peaking as the 
weekend approaches. “Pokémon Go” players are herded to nearby bars, fast-
food joints and shops that pay to play in its prediction markets, where “footfall” 
is the real-life equivalent of online clicks. This digitally informed behavior 
modification is carefully designed to bypass our awareness . . . These firms 
know everything about us, while their operations are unknowable to us. Their 
predictions are about us but not for us.32

Watch Shoshana Zuboff discuss her book The Age of Surveillance Capitalism tinyurl.com/
yaarouxr

As with global markets, technology may undercut jobs. Where once humans did 
the work, now machines will. Last, in the realm of human rights, although it may be 
true that citizens around the world will know more and can harness that information to  
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CHAPTER 1 Global interactions and Global tensions  21

generate public pressure, such cyberac-
tivism is often shallow. Will retweeting 
a page on atrocities in Myanmar make 
a difference to the human rights in that 
country? Does the information that recir-
culates make violence a show, distribute 
naive recommendations, and ultimately 
harm victims? These are the kinds of 
questions that some scholars have begun 
to ask.33

shifting centers  
of Global Power

The third global force reshaping the 
world is a reorganization of power. As we 
proceed through the 21st century, power 
will essentially shift from being concen-
trated in the hands of old, industrialized states in western Europe, North America, and 
Japan to a broader array of states as well as to other types of organizations, such as intergov-
ernmental organizations, nongovernmental organizations, and multinational corporations. 
Some authors and politicians frame the issue as “American decline.” Rather, alongside some 
other influential thinkers, we think the right framework is the diffusion of power rather 
than the decline of any one state in absolute terms. Rather than being the sole, dominant 
superpower, the United States will share the global stage increasingly with other states 
and organizations that have gained power compared with their power in the 20th century.

In the 18th, 19th, and 20th centuries, global power was divided between several 
European states and eventually the United States and Japan. The major European pow-
ers were Britain, France, Germany, and to a lesser extent Spain and Portugal. There also 
were the key multinational empires: the Austro-Hungarian and the Ottoman empires, in 
particular. No one state dominated international relations, although Germany sought to 
establish worldwide domination in the two world wars, especially the second. After World 
War II, the world was primarily bipolar, or split between two major states—the United 
States and the Soviet Union. This period was also known as the Cold War because the 
two countries sought for primacy and prepared for war but never fought against each other 
directly. Then after the Soviet Union, we lived in a unipolar world in which the United 
States was hegemonic.

One central way that analysts express the coming global shift is the rise of the rest.34 
The main idea is that in the contemporary era, we shall witness the sustained growth and 
increased power of many large, developing countries. They are large both in terms of land 
mass but especially in terms of their population sizes. Central here is the rise of China, a 
country of more than 1.4 billion people that has experienced a period of astonishing and 
consistent growth during the past three decades. Also key is the rise of India and Brazil, 
countries with 1.3 billion and 210 million people, respectively, where growth also has been 
sustained. Also in the mix are countries such as Indonesia, with over 270 million people, 
Nigeria, Turkey, Pakistan, Mexico, and others.

Pokemon Go takes a player to a supermarket in Bangkok, Thailand.

Wachirawit Iemlerkchai / Alamy Stock Photo

bipolar: idea that 
global power 
is bifurcated 
between two 
primary holders, 
e.g., between the 
United States 
and the Soviet 
Union during the 
Cold War.

unipolar: idea 
that a single 
power holder 
is dominant 
globally.

rise of the rest: 
expression 
indicating that 
nontraditionally 
dominant powers 
are rising in 
power and status 
globally.
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A few acronyms speak to these changes. Many scholars and journalists employ the 
acronym BRIC or BRICS to shorthand the rising power of new countries. A term first 
introduced by an analyst from Goldman Sachs, an investment firm, BRIC stands for Brazil, 
Russia, India, and China. The added “S,” which some include and some do not, refers to 
South Africa. One estimate captures the expected change nicely. In 2010, the five largest 
economies in the world were the United States, China, Japan, Germany, and France.35 By 
2050, the expected five will be China, the United States, India, Brazil, and Russia.36 When 
these shifts will take place is uncertain, but many economists project that China will have 
the largest economy, measured by gross domestic product, by the mid-to-late 2020s. The 
rise of the BRICs is shown in Figure 1.7.

Read “COVID-19 exposes deficiencies of BRICS” at tinyurl.com/y92gvhky
Goldman Sachs also has introduced the numeronym next 11 or N-11 to refer to 

other developing countries that were rising in power and market share: Bangladesh, 
Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, the Philippines, Turkey, South Korea, 
and Vietnam. These countries are poised, according to the investment firm, to become 
the next BRICs. In 2000, only 5% of Fortune Global 500 list were headquartered in 
developing countries, but this is estimated to surge to 45% by 2025.37 Emerging econo-
mies have large populations, increasingly urbanized populations, macroeconomic stabil-
ity, and the human capital and technology to become a major part of the world economy 
in the next 50 years. Despite whether these in fact will be the “next 11,” the term indicates 
the rising relative power of many states that a generation ago were not seen as major 
world players.

FIGURE 1.7
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BRIC or BRICS: 
expression to 
capture four 
or five large 
countries that 
are rising in 
global power 
and status; BRIC 
stands for Brazil, 
Russia, India, 
and China; the S 
stands for South 
Africa.

next 11 or N-11: 
like BRICS, N-11 
refers to rising 
powers globally, 
in this case 
Bangladesh, 
Egypt, Indonesia, 
Iran, Mexico, 
Nigeria, Pakistan, 
the Philippines, 
Turkey, South 
Korea, and 
Vietnam.
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How to characterize the contemporary era beyond the “rise of the rest” remains a ques-
tion. Fareed Zakaria coins the idea of a “Post-American World.” In his account, the United 
States remains dominant, especially in military terms, but the rest of the world is catching 
up. In another influential book, political scientist Charles Kupchan employs the term “No 
One’s World,” which is synonymous with nonpolarity. He sees a world in which no one 
country will dominate. Even more crucially, Kupchan argues that the coming world will 
not be fashioned in the image of the West, which emphasizes liberal democracy, secular 
nationalism, and industrial capitalism. “The Chinese ship of state will not dock in the 
Western harbor,” writes Kupchan. The new world is one with proliferating ideologies and 
value systems, new economic models, and new ways to imagine the relationship between 
state and society. This view is shared by a variety of scholars who see the world as too 
complex to be easily managed by superpowers:

The danger comes not from fire – shooting wars among great powers or 
heated confrontations over human rights, intellectual property, or currency 
manipulation. The danger comes instead from ice – frozen conflicts over 
geopolitical, monetary, trade, or environmental issues. Given the immense costs 
of warfare, great powers that cannot resolve their disputes at the negotiating 
table no longer have the option – at least if they are rational – of settling them 
on the battlefield. When political arrangements do materialize, they will be 
short lived.38

This thesis underlines one of the themes of the book: Although the rise of the rest 
represents an exceptional moment of change and opportunity for literally billions of  
people worldwide, the tectonic shift could engender tensions that prove hard for any  
power to manage.

Global Governance

Our final global force is global governance. Global governance refers to how some-
thing is managed: which actors are involved, what the rules are, and how strong the 
enforcement is. Every part of life involves some governance. In a typical Western, nuclear 
family, the governance structure involves parents who set rules. In a typical corporation, 
the board of directors establish rewards systems like pay and bonuses. But even parts of life 
in which no one is necessarily in charge involve governance. For example, when friends go 
camping, there is no parent or CEO, but there is some unspoken understanding that no 
one person gets to call all the shots. Campers discuss who will gather firewood, who will 
clean dishes, and so on. While government is about authority, governance is about common 
management of an issue.

States engage in governance-making all the time. They meet to discuss highly specific 
things like how many miles out into the sea our “state” extends or how we should compen-
sate the postal service in another country for delivering letters paid with our stamps. For 
any cross-border issue you can possibly conceive of, there is either some governance activity 
in the form of a United Nations (UN) treaty or convention, or there is a group trying to 
introduce some governance. Global governance does not mean global government; in fact, 
a major reason we are interested in global governance is because there is no global govern-
ment. As we will see, there is extensive global governance of some issues but not of others.

nonpolarity:  
a world in which 
there is no 
dominant power.

global 
governance: 
formal and 
informal 
institutions, 
systems, or 
relationships 
that manage 
affairs that cut 
across national 
boundaries.
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One issue in which we find exten-
sive global governance is human rights, 
which we discuss in Chapter 9. The key 
actors are states but also intergovern-
mental organizations, like the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights and 
the European Court of Human Rights, 
as well as civil society organizations such 
as Amnesty International and Physicians 
for Human Rights. The key rules are 
established in things like the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights or the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
These agreements often represent the 
formalization of what were once norms, 
meaning unwritten rules about desirable 
behavior. One can speak of a “global 
human rights regime” because this issue 
is attended to by a multitude of actors, 

and a multitude of types of actors, and they together monitor, shape, and enforce formal 
and informal rules.

In contrast to human rights, an issue with weak global governance is climate change. 
There are international civil society actors in the form of formal organizations like 
Greenpeace, people like Greta Thunberg, or movements like Extinction Rebellion. They 
have been effective in disseminating norms about environmentally sustainable behavior, 
but they have no legal power to punish bad behavior. Corporations are also involved in 
the area through the UN Global Compact, which allows corporations to publicly commit 
themselves to certain labor and environmental practices. But participation is voluntary, and 
the “only” punishment is public shaming. As we detail in Chapter 14, however, fashioning a 
global treaty to which all states of the world adhere has been difficult. There is the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, but some key states, including the 
United States, Russia, and China, at various times have refused to ratify it.

These examples show us that global governance is a patchwork. On issues such as 
human rights there is significant activity by states, IGOs, NGOs, and even MNCs. Yet on 
issues such as climate change and the global environment, there is limited governance. The 
examples also reveal there are more levels of governance than just states and IGOs. Indeed, 
some speak of “multilevel” governance that simultaneously takes place at subnational (think 
megacities like Los Angeles or Lagos), state, regional (think European Union), or global 
levels (think UN).

Last, global governance does not have to be state-led. For example, on the issue of 
climate change, in the face of weak state action, nongovernmental groups, including 
NGOs and corporations, formed the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) to ensure the 
sustainable management of forests. The nonprofit’s membership comprises approxi-
mately 800 civil society actors from around the world, including NGOs and individuals, 
with thousands of corporations holding FSC certificates.39 Outlets like Home Depot 
display the FSC stamp, which certifies that their materials were responsibly sourced. 

Extinction Rebellion activists symbolize mass death as part of 
nonviolent civil disobedience in Berlin, Germany.

CHRISTOPH SOEDER/DPA/AFP via Getty Images
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CHAPTER 1 Global interactions and Global tensions  25

No states or intergovernmental organizations are involved in any of this. There are no 
fines, invasions, or jail time for violating the code, but a company could lose certifica-
tion, suffer public shaming, and lose market share as a result. Even in the face of weak 
governance at a global level, actors across multiple levels are jointly managing an issue 
of common concern.

These four global forces are dominant in our world today. They are the forces that are 
making and remaking our globe; they are driving the interactions and the tensions that are 
at the heart of this book. Highlighting them will help you understand the world around 
you and the forces that impact the issues about which you care.

WHat is international studies Good For?

This book provides an introduction to the field of international studies, and as we’ve 
explored, our goal in this Introduction has been to outline a framework that will allow you 
to understand better today’s critical global challenges as you work your way through the 
book. But many students may rightfully ask what the practical purpose of such a course is.

First, our reality for today and the foreseeable future is global. The international 
intrudes on our daily lives in all kinds of ways, as the COVID-19 crisis showed so 
dramatically. As students, teachers, and citizens, it is incumbent on us to understand 
those processes—to understand the forces that influence our lives. A course such as this 
provides you with an intellectual foundation by which to understand global forces that 
shape our world.

Second, this book should help you develop a global awareness. Although much of the 
book is about how the global affects us, the book also should help you understand that 
which is unfamiliar. That might mean coral reefs in Australia, human rights in Eritrea, 
protests in Bolivia, or AIDS in Botswana. In other words, the book should help you to 
understand the world in which you live and provide you with the tools to make sense of it. 
We hope that stimulates a lifetime of learning and curiosity about our world.

Lastly, international issues shape many careers. The labor pool is increasingly a global 
one. From manufacturing, to service, to sports, music, medicine, and academics, the people 
who compete for positions often come from all parts of the world. Most businesses today—
should they look to expand their markets—often play or aim to play on the international 
scene. The market for entertainment may be largest in the United States, but anyone in 
the business—from cinema, to gaming, to basketball—will tell you how global the market 
is. International studies is a fantastic gateway for a student interested in a globally engaged 
career, such as in international finance, humanitarian relief, or global health. And it is also 
useful for students who may not want a globally engaged career but wish to nonetheless 
understand how global affairs will relate to their lives. Whether you wish to be an organic 
potato farmer in Idaho, a ceramicist in New York City, a real estate agent in Chicago, a chef 
in New Orleans, a Lyft driver in Arizona, or a tech entrepreneur in San Francisco, your 
professional development will be strengthened with an appreciation for how you affect and 
will be affected by oil prices, climate change, free trade, or global food production.

In sum, understanding the international in as holistic a way as possible is an essential 
part of your education today, and this course will give you a core training in that subject 
from an interdisciplinary perspective.
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K E Y  T E R M S

bipolar 21
BRIC or BRICS 22
cost of information 18
democratization of 

information 18
distributional effects 15
financial globalization 16
foreign direct investment 

(FDI) 16
global forces 13

global governance 23
global interactions 9
global markets 15
global tensions 9
global trade 15
globalization 7
information and communications 

technology (ICT) 17
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perspective 9

international studies 9
multinational corporation 

(MNC) 16
next 11 or N-11 22
nonpolarity 23
race to the bottom 17
rise of the rest 21
speed of information 19
technology optimists 19
unipolar 21

Q U E S T I O N S  F O R  R E V I E W

1. What are three ways in which global interactions 
affect your life?

2. Have you or anyone in your family experienced a 
negative outcome from a global interaction?

3. What is an outside-in and inside-out 
framework? What are some examples of each?

4. What are the four major global forces outlined 
in this chapter? Consider an issue you care most 
about (e.g., global health or climate change). 
Which forces matter and how for that issue?
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