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Engaging Introduction

International relations is the study of how states and other global actors interact, negotiate, and influence one

another on the world stage. While the field today is saturated with complex theories and modern dilemmas, its roots

run deep into the annals of human history. An introduction to international relations the origins invites us to trace

the evolution of ideas—from ancient diplomatic practices to the sophisticated frameworks that guide contemporary

foreign policy. By exploring these beginnings, we gain insight into why modern states behave the way they do and

how historical legacies shape current global dynamics.

Historical Foundations of International Relations

The Classical Era: Ancient Diplomacy

Long before the term “international relations” existed, civilizations such as Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Greece

practiced forms of diplomacy that laid the groundwork for future statecraft. Kings and pharaohs exchanged envoys,

negotiated treaties, and forged alliances to secure borders and resources. The concept of “civitas” in Roman

thought emphasized the legal status of citizens and the authority of the state, hinting at early notions of sovereignty

and rule of law that would later crystallize in modern theory.

Medieval and Renaissance Influences

During the Middle Ages, the rise of feudalism and the Church’s influence created a complex web of obligations and

loyalties. Diplomatic letters, known as “missives,” were used to resolve disputes between monarchs. The

Renaissance brought a renewed interest in classical ideas and humanism, encouraging scholars to view politics

through a more rational lens. This period saw the emergence of the “state” as an autonomous entity, setting the

stage for the modern nation-state.

The Birth of Modern International Relations Theory

Renaissance Humanism and the Birth of Diplomacy

Humanist thinkers such as Niccolò Machiavelli and Francesco Guicciardini emphasized the importance of power,

pragmatism, and the role of the ruler in maintaining stability. Their writings provided a systematic approach to

statecraft, moving away from purely religious explanations and toward political realism. These ideas became the

intellectual seed that would later sprout into formal theories of international relations.

17th–18th Century: The Treaty of Westphalia and State Sovereignty

The 1648 Treaty of Westphalia marked a watershed moment in international history. By recognizing the sovereignty

of states and establishing a legal framework for diplomacy, it effectively created the modern system of international

law. The principle of territorial integrity that emerged from Westphalia remains a cornerstone of contemporary

international relations, underscoring the legitimacy of borders and state authority.

19th Century: Realism and Liberalism Emergence

In the 1800s, the world witnessed rapid industrialization, imperialism, and the rise of nationalism. These forces

prompted scholars to analyze the underlying causes of conflict and cooperation. Realist thinkers argued that states



act primarily in pursuit of power, whereas liberal theorists highlighted the potential for cooperation through

institutions, trade, and shared norms. This intellectual rivalry set the foundation for the major schools of thought that

dominate the field today.

Key Thinkers and Their Contributions

Thucydides and the Realist Foundation

Often cited as the father of realism, Thucydides’ account of the Peloponnesian War provides a stark illustration of

power politics. His observation that “fear, honor, and interest” drive state behavior remains a central tenet in realist

scholarship. By focusing on empirical evidence rather than idealistic rhetoric, Thucydides set a precedent for the

analytical rigor that characterizes modern international relations.

Hans J. Morgenthau and Realism in the 20th Century

Morgenthau’s seminal work, Politics Among Nations, crystallized the realist perspective in the post �World War II era.

He argued that political realism is grounded in the pursuit of national interest, constrained by the anarchic nature of

the international system. Morgenthau’s insistence on the importance of power balance influenced policy decisions

during the Cold War and continues to inform strategic analyses.

Immanuel Kant and Liberal Internationalism

Contrasting realism, Kant’s essay “Perpetual Peace” proposed a vision of global cooperation rooted in

republicanism, cosmopolitanism, and the rule of law. He argued that if states adopt democratic governance and

respect human rights, the likelihood of war diminishes. Kant’s ideas inspired the formation of international

organizations that promote collective security and human welfare.

John Mearsheimer and Offensive Realism

John Mearsheimer’s offensive realism extends traditional realism by asserting that great powers will seek to 

maximize their relative power to ensure security. His theory, articulated in The Tragedy of Great Power Politics,

explains many contemporary geopolitical tensions, such as the U.S.–China rivalry and Russia’s annexation of

Crimea. Mearsheimer’s work underscores the enduring relevance of power calculations in global affairs.

Robert Keohane and Constructivist Approaches

Keohane, along with Alexander Wendt, pioneered constructivism, which emphasizes the role of ideas, norms, and

identities in shaping state behavior. Their research suggests that states are not merely rational actors but are also

influenced by shared beliefs and social interactions. Constructivism has enriched our understanding of issues like

climate change, human rights, and the diffusion of democratic values.

Evolution of International Institutions

United Nations and the Post-War Order

The United Nations, founded in 1945, epitomizes the aspiration for collective security and global governance. Its

structure—comprising the General Assembly, Security Council, and specialized agencies—reflects a compromise

between power politics and cooperative norms. The UN has played a pivotal role in decolonization, humanitarian

interventions, and the codification of international law.

European Union and Regional Integration

Regional integration offers a compelling example of how states voluntarily cede sovereignty to achieve shared

goals. The European Union, evolving from the European Coal and Steel Community to a fully integrated political



and economic entity, demonstrates the potential for cooperation beyond mere security. The EU’s success in

fostering peace and prosperity among former adversaries illustrates the transformative power of institutions.

International Organizations in the 21st Century

Today, a myriad of international organizations—such as the World Trade Organization, International Monetary

Fund, and World Health Organization—address transnational challenges that transcend borders. These institutions

embody the liberal belief that rules and norms can mitigate conflict, promote development, and manage global

risks. Their effectiveness, however, depends on the willingness of member states to uphold collective commitments.

Contemporary Challenges and Future Directions

Globalization and Interdependence

In an era of rapid technological advancement, economic interdependence has intensified. Global supply chains,

digital communication, and cross-border migration have reshaped how states interact. While globalization offers

opportunities for cooperation, it also amplifies vulnerabilities—such as pandemics, cyber attacks, and financial

crises—necessitating robust international coordination.

Cybersecurity, Climate Change, and Transnational Threats

Emerging threats pose unprecedented challenges to national security. Cyber warfare can destabilize critical

infrastructure, while climate change threatens to displace populations and trigger resource conflicts. Addressing

these issues requires a blend of realist security measures and liberal cooperative frameworks, as well as the

incorporation of constructivist insights about shared responsibilities and norms.

Revisiting the Origins in a Changing World

As we confront new dilemmas, revisiting the origins of international relations offers valuable lessons. The enduring

relevance of power politics reminds us of the importance of strategic balance, while liberal ideals inspire the pursuit

of inclusive institutions. Constructivist perspectives remind us that ideas and identities shape outcomes just as

much as material capabilities. Balancing these insights will be crucial for navigating the complexities of the 21st

century.

Conclusion

From the diplomatic envoys of ancient empires to the sophisticated global governance structures of today, the field

of international relations has evolved through a series of intellectual and practical milestones. An introduction to

international relations the origins not only traces this historical trajectory but also underscores the interplay

between power, ideas, and institutions that continues to shape global affairs. By understanding where we come

from, we are better equipped to address the challenges ahead and to build a more peaceful, cooperative world.
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