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Abstract:

Why is there no post-Westphalian world polity today, despite the globalism of recent decades? Is
the construction of a world polity an impossible utopia? If it is possible, under what conditions,
by what processes, and in what necessary social form? Available visions of a world polity form a
debate and world polity formation theories offer limited explanations. In response, this study
argues the emergence of a world polity is possible, but is an unlikely and fragile outcome in a
late modern context. Two contributions are made to support this argument. First, a new world
polity formation theory is developed that explains how systems of polities become single
polities. A second contribution advances an account of the historically specific trans-
civilizational and planetary social form a world polity must necessarily attain if it were to be

practically constructed in a late modern context.
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Prefatory Acknowledgements:

The idea for this thesis came to mind when visiting Trinity College and the Munk School of
Global Affairs at the University of Toronto, whilst writing up my Master’s thesis for my
programme at Aberystwyth University. I had long felt the intuition that the international system
(international society, if you like) is a broken and inadequate political system. The idea I had in
response was unoriginal. The idea was about realizing a world polity, one united beyond
hegemony and anarchy, one realizing a system designed to meet the needs and interests of all the
groups and peoples of humankind, not just its great and powerful nations. What does that mean?
Why has it not already happened? To what extent would it make the world a better place? I was
confused about the answers. I was also confused about the intellectual resources needed to get to
an answer, although I knew what texts were relevant when I saw them and I had a sense of the
literatures that were pertinent: World History, International Law, Sociology, theoretical
Anthropology, Political Philosophy, International Political Economy, and International
Relations. I was confused about how they fit together and why they were relevant.

The writings of R.J. Vincent were pointing in the correct direction, I felt, starting in his
early essay, ‘Western Conceptions of a Universal Moral Order’, and more clearly in his work on
human rights, especially his posthumously published essay, ‘Modernity and Universal Human
Rights’. The connection between modernity and the issues of the world beyond the states system,
I believe, helps us understand the nature of the problem as well as the paths out of it. If Vincent
had continued to develop this theme, I believe my PhD thesis would be superfluous, its questions
being already answered. Vincent’s PhD supervisor, Hedley Bull, was pushing in a different
direction, defending the society of states, although conceding the need for a new cosmopolitan
political culture more accommodating of non-Western cultures. If Bull had also not passed away
early, there would have likely been an important discussion, perhaps a debate, between him and
Vincent on the idea and possibility of a world society in a modern and increasingly post-Western
world. When looking into the topic, I found Barry Buzan had attempted to clear up this
substantial “gap”, but I also found that his contribution, From International to World Society?
was more of a first step, putting the topic back on the agenda, but not entirely pointing the way,
at least not pointing in the direction I felt the topic needs to be taken, or in the direction which

Vincent would likely have taken it.



The final push towards taking up this idea as a PhD thesis came at the International
Studies Association conference, San Francisco. I attended a panel convened to present Richard
Falk with an award for his work. R.B.J. Walker was the discussant, and, as one might expect,
they discussed the World Order Models Project and their debates on world order reform. Falk
appeared depressed about the state of world affairs. The world has not gone in the direction his
life’s work has urged and he expressed concern for the survival of humankind. Still, he provided
advice for the next generation. He said a PhD is a rare opportunity to study what one wants and
to make a significant contribution, it should not be wasted on modish topics that please others; it
should be about something that feels important and ambitious. In this study, I have attempted to
follow this advice, by carrying on, in my own way, Vincent’s emphasis on the problems of the
political world beyond the society of states, the question of world order reform, and importance
of modernity, proceeding not exactly how Vincent might have, but in the same direction, with, I
feel, similar intuitions about the nature of the problem and the shape of a satisfactory answer.

I wish to thank my supervisor Peter Wilson and advisor Mark Hoffman, who helped me
find my way through this project. I also wish to thank Kirsten Ainley and Cova Mesueger for
their guidance in my research panel process. I am indebted to Iver B. Neumann and Margot Light
for their comments and feedback in our post-graduate seminars. I wish to thank Tarak Barkawi,
Michael Banks, Christopher Coker, Mick Cox, Christopher Hughes, William Callahan, Cornelia
Navari, Martin Bayly, Nick Kitchens, James Morrison, Craig Calhoun, R.B.J. Walker, Giorgio
Shani, and Oliver Kessler for generous and intellectually expanding conversations about the big
ideas. I need to acknowledge the benefits gained from the theoretical exchanges my peers gave
me along the way, especially from Andreas Aagaard Nohr, and particularly from Annissa
Haddadi, Dimitrios Stroikos, Gustav Meibauer, Marian Feist, Joanne Yao, Scott Hamilton, Ida
Danewid, Ilaria Carrozza, Bjornar Sverdrup-Thygeson, Maggy Ainley, David Brenner, Sidharth
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‘Discussion of a global polity is very speculative. Whether it will become a reality,
with each one of us its citizens, is something that we may know only when we have
achieved it. If that happens, then the era of international relations will be described
in the history books as having intervened between the decline of empires and the
formation of the planetary polis.’

-R.J. Vincent,

‘Modernity and Universal Human Rights’, in Anthony G. McGrew and Paul G. Lewis (eds.)
Global Politics: Globalization and the Nation State (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992) p. 289.



Introduction.

Beyond Babel? World Disorder, World Polity

0.1 Ancient Questions, Modern World

This thesis searches for the image of a realizable world polity. What social form must a world
polity necessarily attain if it were to emerge in practice? What are its conditions and contributing
processes? This search comes from the intuition that the organization of humankind into many
independent polities is detrimental to humankind, perhaps even that it is wrong, morally
speaking. Cosmopolitans, ancient and modern, have not felt “at home in the world”, as “citizens
of the world”, without first feeling that the world is in disarray, that the world of separate
loyalties and governments is not the world humankind needs or deserves. Zeno of Citium did not
envision his world Republic with a universal law before he had the sense that many laws were
misleading many lives. Nor did Confucius imagine his universal order, or Dante his world
monarchy, or Kant and Marx their universalist futures, until they first felt the wars and injustices
around them were wrought by the divisions of humankind, be it in the warring states period of
ancient China, the instabilities of Medieval Italy, or the warring and imperial nation-states of
modern Europe. Today, this sense of cosmopolitan estrangement from the world is not an
uncommon feeling, the more engrossed the ills of human division have become in an age of
planetary scales.

In recent years, cosmopolitans were, for a time, somewhat hopeful that a more united
world was attainable. Many saw globalization as the impetus of a post-Westphalian world, where
the “global village” was busy constructing the “global anthill” of the world polity.' In 2006, UN
Secretary General Kofi Annan insisted before the UN General Assembly that ‘human beings

throughout the world form a single society,” as he used the globalist vision to underwrite his

' I.G. Ruggie Constructing the World Polity: Essays on International Institutionalisation (London: Routledge,
1998); David Held and Anthony McGrew, ‘The End of the Old Order? Globalization and the Prospects of World
Order’, Review of International Studies, 24:5 (1998), pp. 219-245; Martin Shaw, ‘Global Society and Global
Responsibility: The Theoretical, Historical and Political Limits of ‘International Society’ in Rick Fawn and Jeremy
Larkins (eds.), International Society After the Cold War: Anarchy and Order Reconsidered (London: MacMillan,
1996), pp.47-62.



peace and development agenda.” As late as 2013, Managing Director of the IMF Christine
Lagarde asserted to the World Economic Forum that, ‘this generation is a global generation and
an open generation. Open to the world, and to the idea of a common global community.”® Yet,
today, this vision is proving chimerical.* The genuine steps made towards a world polity have
been a halfway effort at best.” They are proving largely inconsequential for the persistent power
political ills of a world ordered into multiple but disproportionate and ultimately rival states. The
modern world order of multiple nation-states has constructed a world where the great powers
mutually undermine one another’s security and stability, whilst practicing imperialistic policies
towards the small powers. Expansions of international law have had raised no effective restraints
on the great powers. In this divided world order, the UN Global Goals for Sustainable
Development and deepening ecological crisis have roused minimal and uncoordinated action by
the international community. War spreads and arms sales soar. Neo-imperial wars and inequities
persist. Geopolitical power balancing carries on and vast thermonuclear arsenals have been refit
with updated systems. Amidst this world order malaise, the disillusioned idealist Richard Falk
has been brought to ask, ‘Does the human species wish to survive?’® So alienated have
cosmopolitans become today.

In this study, I advance the argument that a world polity beyond hegemony and anarchy
is not impossible, but that it is highly unlikely, and that it must necessarily attain a trans-
civilizational and ecological character to be realizable in the context of a late modern age. The
Kantian vision of a pacific federation of republics and the Marxist-Leninist vision of universal
revolution are equally unrealizable in so far as they do not incorporate a trans-civilizational and
ecological character. They could not be realized in practice, in any durable and practical way,
under any circumstances, if they did not come to embrace these features. Even if, in an
alternative history, the revolutions of 1848 triumphed and took-up the idea of a world republic,

or even if the Leninist export of revolution had accomplished a universal revolution, these

* Kofi Annan, ‘Address to the General Assembly’, New York (19 Sept., 2006); Kofi Annan We the Peoples: A UN
for the Twenty-First Century (New York: Paradigm, 2014).

? Christine Lagarde, ‘A New Global Economy for a New Generation’, (International Monetary Fund, 2013),
https://www.imf.org/external/np/speeches/2013/012313.htm.

* Jennifer Welsh The Return of History: Conflict, Migration, and Geopolitics in the Twenty-First Century (Toronto:
Anansi Press, 2016).

> Chris Brown International Society, Global Polity: An Introduction to International Political Theory (London:
Sage, 2015), p. 1-11.

® Richard Falk Power Shift: On the New Global Order (London: Zed, 2016), p. 253.
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hypothetically successful world revolutions would have still struggled to achieve a world polity
if they failed to imagine and realize it in a trans-civilizational form, and, eventually, with an
ecological dimension as well. If a world polity were to be practically realized, in a durable and
sustainable sense, it would necessarily attain a trans-civilizational and ecological character,
however it was imagined, and however much material and economic power it wielded. The
world polity is unlikely not simply because thermonuclear deterrents and modern guerrilla
warfare have virtually ruled out world conquest, or because revolution is virtually always met by
counter-revolution. A world polity is unlikely chiefly because we moderns struggle to imagine
the meaningful and practical bases of a world unity in a modern age. In this context, all
humankind demands their own freedoms and equalities, to pursue their own modern and
culturally diverse ways of life, independently, regardless of their interdependence. Even if a
world empire brought the world under a final leviathan, it would suffer multiple simultaneous
rebellions and likely careen into world civil war and collapse if it did not embrace a trans-
civilizational and ecological vision. The conditions of a world polity are not only the
establishment of the hierarchical political apparatus of a united world order, but also their
legitimation through a new trans-civilizational and ecological cosmopolitan culture and
collective identity.

This need for a new trans-civilizational and ecological form of legitimation and collective
identity is largely due to the modern political disposition of humankind, which, in modern times,
has formed a global international system of multiple national polities.” In modern times, trying to
construct a world polity is like building a pyramid out of billiard balls or marbles. Everything
wants to roll away. The cosmologically central and unshakeable empires of antiquity and the
middle ages, the Egyptian and Babylonian, Roman and Byzantine, Persian and Chinese, the Holy
Roman Empire and the Caliphates, these universalist empires that cohered and ordered the
polities of humankind for most of recorded history have lost their cosmological sources of
legitimacy in a modern age and their practicality is sapped in an age of modern revolutions,
where everyone demands independent rights and freedoms. Modern secular liberal
cosmopolitans, who never persuasively claim a monopoly on the word cosmopolitan, are no less

de-legitimated and limited in the context of multiple universalisms and modern post-colonial

" Tim Dunne and Christian Reus-Smit The Globalization of International Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2016).
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polities that have been galvanized towards nationalism and independence. The dissolution of the
modern European empires was inevitable in the upheavals of modern demands for rights and
freedoms.® Building a world polity out of the modern world encounters the forces of what Ralf
Dahrendorf once called, “globoskepticism”, the forces in world affairs that issue from the
modern moral purposes of freedom and independence that the modern nation-state has been built
to achieve.” It is not human nature, but the deep historical structure of the modern states system,
its underlying modern ambitions, that prevent a world polity. As Raymond Aron suggested about

a world state,

A world state is not in contradiction with the biological or social nature of man, as
it has been revealed across the centuries. If Rome was able to spread out to the
British Isles and to Byzantium at time when legions traveled by foot, modern
techniques for movement on land, on sea, and in air make a planetary empire
materially possible. What excludes such an empire and for the foreseeable future of

the next decades are the historic actors.'°

The world polity is unlikely in a large measure because its meaningful and feasible image is
difficult to imagine in a modern context, where everyone demands and defends modern freedoms
and independence, imagining themselves as distinct and discreet societies and nations.

Yet, a difficult and unlikely outcome does not quite amount to an impossible outcome.
The answer follows Marx’s insight that human beings, ‘make their own history, but they do not
make it just as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but

under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past.”"!

The question is
how can all the polities of the world be brought together, into a larger world polity, under the

conditions of modernity? Because of the global demand for modern freedoms, the global demand

¥ Christian Reus-Smit Individual Rights and the Making of the International System (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2013).

? Quoted in, Luis Cabrera, ‘Global Government and the Sources of Globoscepticism’, Millennium: Journal of
International Studies, 43:2 (2015), pp. 471-491; Christian Reus-Smit The Moral Purpose of the State: Culture,
Social Identity, and Institutional Rationality in International Relations (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1999).

10 Raymond Aron, ‘The Anarchical Order of Power’, Daedalus, 95:2 (1966), p. 484.

' Karl Marx, ‘The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte’, in Karl Marx and Frederick Engels: Selected Works
in Two Volumes (Moscow: Foreign Languages Press, 1950), Vol. I, p. 225.
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to be modernly civilized in multiple cultural forms, a world polity must necessarily attain a trans-
civilizational character that can cohere the multiple modern ways of life that these freedoms are
demanded for. But, a world polity must also attain an ecological character if it is to be practically
realizable in a sustainable sense. If the world polity were not realized with a trans-civilizational
character, it would not get off the ground, because it would face too many detractors who would
find it unacceptable to their modern self-conceptions and ambitions as distinctly modern
civilizations, with distinct, meaningful, and embodied cultural forms of being modernly civilized
in the plurality of modern civilizations. But, if the world polity were not also realized with an
ecological component on a planetary level, then it would become overwhelmed by the practical
consequences of uncontrolled climate change.

Why must a world polity be “civilizational”? In a modern context, civilization, in its
modern usage as the idea of the mastery of technological power and “civilized” practices and
worldviews, is imagined as the achievement of modernity. As such, it became the source of
legitimacy in the modern discourse of world order, as the language for the modern standards and
hallmarks of human excellence and exemplariness.'> While late modern civilization is global, it
is also plural, not universal."® The concept of civilization historically used to legitimize European
empire in the modern era, has been appropriated by post-colonial peoples, in their ‘systematic
defense of the non-European civilizations.”'* Samuel P. Huntington’s thesis of an impending
“clash of civilizations” has been much critiqued, but it contained the insight that in a modern
world, everyone wants ‘to modernize but not to Westernize.’'> Because “civilization” was the
historical criterion of legitimacy in the modern discourse of world order, and so became a
systematically appropriated concept by post-colonial peoples, legitimate standing as a world
power is connected in contemporary late modern times not only to global democratic, human
rights, and market standards of modernity, but also to civilizational distinctiveness and integrity,
distinct ways of being modernly “civilized”, Japanese, Chinese, Indian, Russian, Iranian, and so

on.'° In late modern times, for there to be a world polity to support a unified world order, a

12 Gerrit W. Gong The Standards of Civilization in International Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984).

13 Peter J. Katzenstein Civilizations in World Politics: Plural and Pluralist Perspectives (London: Routledge, 2009).
4 Aimé Cesairé Discourse on Colonialism (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2000), p. 7.

"> Samuel P. Huntington, ‘The Clash of Civilizations?’, Foreign Affairs, 72:3 (1993), p. 41.

' David P. Fidler, ‘The Return of the Standard of Civilization’, Chicago Journal of International Law, 2:1 (2001),
pp. 137-157; Dimitrios Stroikos, ‘Introduction: Rethinking the Standard(s) of Civilization(s) in International
Relations’, Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 42:3 (2014), pp. 546-556; Fred Dallmayr, M. Akif
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“higher” trans-civilizational narrative is needed to legitimize it as a shared project for all
humankind and all its civilizations.

A trans-civilizational eco-planetary polity is a complicated vision and its realization in
practice is not out of the realm of possibility, although it is highly unlikely. This argument forms
my two contributions in this thesis: first, the development of a new world polity formation theory
that explains how systems of polities become single polities, and second, the clarification of why
a world polity does not exist today, the conditions for its realization, and that it must attain a
trans-civilizational but planetary form to be practically realized in a modern context. The vision
of a trans-civilizational but ecological world polity is not so singular and simple a vision as one
might wish. But that is what it must be, if it were to be realized in a modern context, in any
practical sense. Not only are universalisms and singular definitions of civilization treated with
suspicion today, there are also multiple universalisms and multiple cosmologies, all mixing and
colliding in a globalizing social environment where everyone is demanding their own modern
freedoms in innumerable cultural forms.'” In a late modern and post-colonial age vast numbers
of peoples and cultures have been mobilized and marshaled to defend their independence and
distinct identities against universal ideas and hierarchies.'® Yet, humankind is nonetheless
entangled in a globalizing modernity and still faces the practical collective challenges of
interdependence in a global context, be it nuclear, biological, and cyber arms control, globalized
terrorism, planetary ecological crisis, or sustainable and equitable development in a fragile global
economy. In a late modern era, where everyone demands their identity based freedoms and
independence, but is nonetheless interrelated in global systems, how can this contradiction be
addressed? There is an old passage from Clifford Geertz that still expresses a good deal of the

troubles facing our late modern world. He said the ‘primary question’,

Kayapinar, and Ismail Yaylaci (eds.) Civilizations and World Order: Geopolitics and Cultural Difference (Lanham:
Lexington Books, 2014).

7 William E. Connolly, ‘Speed, Concentric Cultures, and Cosmopolitanism’, Political Theory, 28:5 (2000), pp. 596-
618.

'8 Franz Fanon The Wretched of the Earth (London: Penguin, 2001); Charles Taylor, ‘Religious Mobilizations’ in
Dilemmas and Connections: Selected Essays (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), pp. 146-164; Isaiah
Berlin, ‘The Bent Twig: A Note on Nationalism’, Foreign Affairs, 51:1 (1972), pp. 11-30; Hedley Bull, ‘The Revolt
Against the West’, in Hedley Bull and Adam Watson (eds.), The Expansion of International Society (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1984), pp. 217-228; Rahul Rao Third World Protest: Between Home and the World (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2010).
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now that nobody is leaving anybody else alone and isn’t ever again going to, is not
whether everything is going to come seamlessly together or whether, contrariwise,
we are all going to persist sequestered in our separate prejudices. It is whether
human beings are going to continue to be able ... to imagine principled lives they

can practically lead."”

Imagining the trans-civilizational eco-planetary polity is a vision of a more practically livable
world, one that imagines a better modernity than our troubled late modern times. On the world
polity, I am an “idealist”, in so far as I believe a world polity is possible and can represent a
potentially better world. But, I am also a pessimist about the possibility of a world polity in a
modern setting, where it is difficult to imagine a world polity that has meaningful and practical
congruence with modern beliefs and ideals. There is more appetite for division and disaster than
unity and stability in the modern world. Yet, that does not mean the image of a possible world
polity should not be clarified. The slim likelihood of a world polity makes clarifying its possible
image more important. After all, it is the difficulty of imagining a meaningful and workable

world polity in a modern age that is one of the reasons why it eludes humankind.

0.2 Paradoxes

How are we to understand these questions I am raising? To begin to come to grips with these
questions about a realizable world polity, we need to appreciate how the idea is steeped in
paradox today. How can the ancient idea of a universal community, a cosmopolis, that predates
the modern world, be its future? Why are visions of a world polity championed by imperialists
and revolutionaries alike? Why is the positively utopian and emancipatory idea of human unity
so suspicious and politically dubious? If the idea means to embrace all humankind, why does it
need all humankind to embrace it? The paradoxes surrounding this idea of a world polity suggest
there is something amiss in theory, as well as in practice. For instance, Richard Falk argues

humankind needs to reimagine its ‘horizons of desire’ from those of the nation-state to those all

' Clifford Geertz, ‘Local Knowledge: Fact and Law in Comparative Perspective’ in Local Knowledge: Further
Essays in Interpretive Anthropology (New York: Basic Booksp, 1983), p. 234, emphasis added.
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humankind.*® But, this begs the question, what are such horizons and how can they be practically
realized? Rival traditions of thought offer distinct world polity visions. Yet, be they Kantian or
Marxist, techno-scientific, anarchistic, or ecological, the vision of a united humankind oscillates
in our contemporary discourse between utopia, dystopia, and retrotopia, future and past, real or
invented, always as an anachronism to the present, always succumbing to paradox. Either the
vision exists in future, and in an unobtainable way, or, if attainable, in a nightmarish way. Or, it
occupies the past, but always in an irretrievable way, like the unity of Christendom, disrupted in
the Reformation, beyond the realm of possibility in a modern secularized world.

To understand these paradoxes surrounding the question of the world polity, I am
suggesting that we need to appreciate the importance of modernity, how it has shaped visions of
a world polity and effectively drowned them in paradox, forcing them into realms of utopia,
dystopia, and retrotopia. I am emphasizing modernity, because it is this that is the immediate
explanation for why the world polity does not exist, despite the not so long ago predictions to the
contrary. By modernity, I mean the cultural transformation of worldviews and practices,
transformations of basic beliefs, ideals and principal ordering practices, coupled with the use of
new technologies according to those new beliefs, ideals, and practices, together creating cultural
contrasts between medieval and modern worlds, in Europe, China, Japan, India, and so on*' As
such, to place an emphasis on modernity, this study makes instrumental use of the rise of modern
social imaginaries approaches, particularly Charles Taylor’s Modern Social Imaginaries and A
Secular Age, as well as the social theory underlying them, that I find quite helpful. To understand
the world polity questions I am raising in this study is to grasp how they arise against the
“background” of modernity and modern social imaginaries. I am using “social imaginary” in its
social-scientific sense in this study, not as a fashionable trifling term. Following the sociological
usage of social imaginary by Taylor, I use the concept to mean the shared and common but deep-
seated taken-for-granted “background” conceptions of what a social world involves, the most
basic pictures and expectations people have about what sorts of things make up social
institutions, what it means to have a “society”, “nation”, “law”, “order”, “justice”, etc.”

Amongst these modern pictures, is the modern international imaginary, the basic picture of

2% Falk Power Shift, p. 101.

*! Charles Taylor, ‘Two Theories of Modernity’, in Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar (ed.) Alternative Modernities
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), pp. 172-196.

** Charles Taylor Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004).
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political life as composed of multiple nations and nation-states potentially collaborating in an
“international society”.”> The modern international imaginary is in significant respects a secular
phenomenon, separating sovereignty from religion and the transcendent, connecting it to the
immanent order of the people. These shifts are traceable to the ideas of Grotius and events of the
Peace of Westphalia. Grotius and Westphalia are not the seminal or singular births of
international modernity, but early expressions, local precursors we might say, cultural weather
veins pointing to the global realization of modernity in the revolutions and upheavals of the 19"
Century.** The modern secular age is not universal or uniform but it has been ascendant, shaping
both the powers of the liberal West and communist East. This cultural shift displaced the idea of
a universal divinely mandated order, forcing it into the past, whilst also enabling variety of
secular cosmopolitan visions, of the sort that were imagined to emerge in the future.”> Modern
secular visions of a world polity, Kantian inspired, Marxist-Leninist, or otherwise, are imagined
as being realized in future profane time, humanly created, as modern forms of social order. In
this context, the modernity of the world polity questions I am raising should not be mystified in
paradox, but instead appreciated as both enabled and constrained by modern worldviews.

For instance, a significant aspect of modernity is a modern conception of what a political
community is, what counts as one. The primacy of the nation and nation-state as the prevailing
image of the political community in the modern imagination makes the idea of a world polity
difficult to imagine in a meaningful and practical way. Why, for instance, is the world polity
imagined as potentially being built “above” the nations, rather than the nations being built “on
top” of it? The image of humankind as many national polities is naturalized in the modern
imagination. Jens Bartelson’s Visions of World Community has made the important insight that
the modern conception of the bounded national community came out of the historical rubble of
the medieval and ancient conception of the boundless universal community. He has shown how

the national community could not be conceived without the prior conception of the universal
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community.”® The aim of Bartelson’s genealogy of the world community is to denaturalize the
national community, to make the world community imaginable again, to get beyond thinking of
the world polity as needing to be bounded and built “above” the “bases” of nations and nation-
states that are imagined as real, even primordial. The importance of his work is how it shows that
the diachronic emergence of a world polity today would be built out of what preceded it, out of
the context of modernity. It would not be a return to the retrotopia of a divinely ordained
universal order, nor would it be a triumph of modern cosmopolitanism, liberal or Marxist, or
otherwise. It would be something historically new and different from these, but cobbled out of
them and the materials of late modern worldviews nonetheless. Bartelson’s work shows how
visions of a world community always fit into the cosmologies and worldview of their age,
ancient, medieval, or early modern. The visionaries of a world community always strive to attain
coherence with basic beliefs and ascendant ideals, with prevailing understandings of the cosmos
and humankind. On this basis, Bartelson argues the image of a coherent and realizable world
community in our contemporary context might best be conceived against an ecological
background, the planetary habitat of humankind.

This is a helpful suggestion, indicating a potential avenue for thought, but Bartelson has
not explored this ecological vision himself; he only gestures towards it in the final passages of
his conclusion.”” Somewhat more importantly, Bartelson’s analysis does not fully recognize the
extent to which the realization of world polity today is challenged by modern outlooks. He does
not adequately concede how challenging modern outlooks are to universal visions of human
order, because he does not acknowledge the extent to which modern self-conceptions matter to
people, giving their lives meaning and shaping their aspirations and affinities.”® We might
imagine a world polity along Bartelson’s ecological lines, but how many would want to make
use of it if it conflicted with their intimately felt ambitions and sentiments? In this respect,
Bartelson does not fully acknowledge the question of practical conditions. Not everything that is
imaginable is practically possible. Bartelson has shown the problem of modernity for imagining
the world polity and the insight of its pre-modern preconditions, but his gestures towards the way

forward remain incomplete and face challenges.

*® Jens Bartelson Visions of World Community (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).
" Bartelson Visions of World Community, p. 181-182.
*¥ Craig Calhoun Nations Matter: Culture, History, and the Cosmopolitan Dream (London: Routledge, 2007).
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R.B.J. Walker has more fully acknowledged the challenge of modernity for cosmopolitan
visions, and yet while he has made helpful suggestions, he has not explored the question of a
realizable world polity itself. Walker’s helpful suggestion is that the realization of one world
polity must also be the realization of many worlds. He does not mean many worlds in the sense
of many nations, but that the world contains many cultural-civilizational worldviews, and so one
world must be many worlds.” This is helpful because it is empirically valid. There are multiple
civilizational cultures, variety of indigenous cultures too, and multiple cultural forms of
modernity. No universal order has ever been a monolith in practice; the universal orders of
ancient Rome, Egypt, and China, amongst others, contained many worlds, although they cohered
them into a larger dominion. Due to its planetary size and cultural diversity, a world polity would
inherently contain more worldviews and cultural horizons than any other. As the possible
number of relations increases in a globalizing world, so grows the possible combinations (and
thereby the diversity) of identities, cultural practices, and worldviews.”® Walker also suggests the
search for a world polity is folly, because it will only reproduce modern problems on new larger
scales.”’ The reproduction of modern problems by a modern world polity is not a necessarily
inaccurate point, but to suggest it is not worth searching for because of its imperfections, modern
or otherwise, belies the practical problems that follow from a system of multiple polities, modern
or otherwise. Difficulties with war and insecurity are the most ancient, and are amplified in a
modern thermonuclear context.’> Maintaining the thermonuclear balance of terror secures the
interests of the US and Russia, terrorizing all humankind by effect. A host of further problems,
of moral corruption and social estrangement to foreign nations and human beings, and the
warping of science around military application, for instance, are serious problems attributable to
the political organization of humankind into multiple polities. There is a seriousness about these
problems that Walker belies in his mystification of their modern form. Modernity has multiple
potential forms, not all equally problematic. Just because world order problems have a modern
form does not mean a response of a different modern form cannot have positive benefits. I

concede that Walker raises the challenge of dystopia in the search for a world polity, but the
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normative evaluation of the image of a world polity cannot be made until its image is first
explored and clarified.

The concept of a world polity attracts several rival visions in the contemporary discourse
of world order and the question represents an ongoing debate.’® Kantian inspired visions are
advanced by moral and political philosophers. Marx inspired visions are advanced by Critical
and emancipatory theorists alongside post-colonial visions. The idea of a global civil society
takes inspiration from several sources, including sociological and neo-liberal sources. Ecological
and space ship earth visions contain distinct ideas too, with new ecological outlooks, often
problematizing but also being incorporated by rival visions. All of these visions, however, and

their debate in general, have been shaped by the condition of modernity.

0.3 Visions, Universal to Global

Before I set-out how I plan to address this debate, let me clarify its background a little further,
with a brief conceptual history. The question of what it means for humankind to form a world
polity is, in a fundamental way, a search for human unity. This search is dependent on the vision
of a divided humankind, so, is, in this sense, quite ancient, reaching to the Tower of Babel
narratives that explain human division and all the human troubles and limitations that follow

from it.>* A letter, purportedly from Aristotle to Alexander, conveys the ancient dream of a world

polity,

Happy is he who sees the resplendence of that day when men will agree to
constitute one rule and one kingdom. They will cease from wars and strife, and
devote themselves to that which promotes their welfare and the welfare of their

cities and countries.>”
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Aristotle seems to mean a world empire, not a single community of humankind per se, but he
does envision the practical fruits of a united world, one beyond the problem of war and liberated
from preparations for it. During periods of the Roman Empire and for periods in Chinese history,
this vision was felt to be a practical achievement, when entire regions, virtually the known world,
were brought into universal orders. Medieval Europe, by contrast, achieved a quasi-unity, with
the unity and belonging of Christendom across a complicated political disunity, with the Holy
Roman Empire and Papacy amidst multiple authorities and powers falling into countless wars.>
Dante made the case for a return to a maximal unity in his De Monarchia, to overcome the ills of
division and to realize the full potential of humankind.’” Today, the search for human unity holds
out the promise of a world able to overcome not only the threat of thermonuclear war, but also
vast inequalities, climate change, and various other injustices and problems of global scope.

Yet, like so many things, this search needs to be understood in respect to its profound
transformations in a modern context. Early modern legal theorists, Vitoria and Grotius accepted
the principle of human unity, universalis civitas humani generis, but not the principles of
political unity. In modern times, Kant rightly argued this unity in legal philosophical principle is
“cold comfort” for those made vulnerable by the political disunity of humankind.’® The idea that
the society of states issues from and is beholden to an underlying civitas maxima is a legal
fiction, not the reality of an actual world polity.”® A united world polity proper is still sought by
great thinkers in modern times. Over the past several decades, the modern search for a world
polity has been given its most consistent and eloquent expression by the international lawyer
Richard Falk. His argument, that I noted above, has been that to address global problems, the
moral and political horizons of a world society need to be represented in world order
institutions.*” Falk follows in a long line of modern thinkers who envision a better world order,
with various degrees of unity. That is, he gives expression to the modern form of the search for a

world polity. Because world order is, basically, the modern post-Grotian idea that the political
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affairs of humankind can be collaboratively organized or arranged so to make the world a better
place, it has long been debated how well-ordered humankind is as a system of states.*' The
classic world peace proposals of L’Abbe de St. Pierre, Kant, Bentham, and so on, all sought to be
realistically achievable. In the breadth of the modern political imagination, the strongest image
of a better world is a world polity, the idea that humankind is or can become, in some way some
how, “one”, and so able to achieve a better world through greater collaboration.

Yet, today, states collaborate less than we moderns would hope and international
organization has struggled to address longstanding international problems. Reflection on the
potential for the environmental or thermonuclear decimation of the earth, immense inequities,
injustices, and moral corruptions eventually turns thought to the contemplation of an alternative
and better world order.** Falk, working with his colleagues in the World Order Models Project
(WOMP), sought to clarify the image and pathways towards a realizable and better world order.
Starting with the problem that the anarchical state-centric world order was not working, WOMP
was a sustained attempt to consider humankind, on a global scale, as a single unit, requiring a
world order to match. For Saul Mendlovitz, ‘To think, feel, and act as a global citizen is the
essence of world order inquiry.”* By considering humankind as a single unit, as a matter of
principle, WOMP begged the question of the sociological and moral bases of that unity, whilst
raising the question of achieving a unity. WOMP, nevertheless, was perhaps the most significant
world order study in the 20™ Century, spanning across several decades and involving a trans-
national body of eminent academics, Mendlovitz, Ranji Kathari, Johan Galtung, Ali Mazrui,
Yoshikazu Sakamoto, amongst many others. The trans-national membership of WOMP matched
this methodological perspective and political aspiration of humankind as a single unit. It
provided an added credibility to WOMP’s ability to speak to and address the global problems of

humankind, as an emerging global community. Perhaps the most significant exploration WOMP
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conducted was into core global values, values around which the unity of humankind might be
based: peace, economic wellbeing, social justice, ecological stability, and species identity,
sometimes referred to as participation.** WOMP also advanced several institutional-structural
models of a more united world order, including Falk’s early visions, designed to institutionally
realize the values of humankind as a single unit. WOMP, to an extent, begged the question of the
unity of humankind, although it raised the important question of what humankind might strive to
achieve as a single unit.

Still, it is crucial to highlight how this whole approach to the world polity as an
achievable collaborative order comes out of the contexts in which modernity arose. In the
Western context of modernity, for instance, the disunity of Christendom and rise of nationalist
and secular outlooks on time and space displaced the once ascendant vision of a world
community, the universal world with no outside.”” Today, the vision of a world community is
still sometimes thought of in counter-reformation terms, as a retrieval of an ethical
universalism, but this vision has become “unrealistic” in a modern secular age. The vision is
often characterized today by what we might call the modern theory of a world society, the
modern notion of what a political society is, as a shared culture, morality, and political structure,
but applied to the space of the globe and population of humankind as a whole. However, this
particularly nominalist way the world polity is imagined in a modern Western context, as a
potentially global, but not universal, unity, is a cultural continuation of cultural shifts begun in
the late Middle Ages, which makes its modern conception contingent on Medieval cultural
preconditions.”” The secular conception of the world polity, as a modern society on a world
scale, makes its existence unrealistic to the modern imagination, not only practically but
politically, because the modern notion of collaboration for shared ideals and goals is empirically
difficult to achieve on a worldwide scale. Yet, this vision of the world polity as an unrealistic
future world society is a cultural production, a working through, as it were, of cultural shifts

reaching to the Middle Ages. This conceptual legacy in the modern discourse of world order, its
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modern resolutions of what is universal and what is particular, has befuddled thinking
concerning a world polity, constraining its image to modern notions of a community and society
on a worldwide scale.*® Unity, uniformity, and universality are not the same things. Nor are
diversity and division. Nor is inside and outside the same distinction as closed and open, together
and apart, or same and different. It is against the conceptual legacies of such reality blurring and
imagination confining binary homologies that contemporary theorists of a world polity have
struggled to overcome.

This modern cultural form of world polity visions is not the entirety of the conceptual
baggage, however. In league with these conceptual challenges is the baggage of the concept’s
imperial uses. It is important to recognize how visions of a world polity, so often used as the
justifying ambition of expansionist empires, have developed an imperialist reputation and
connotation. A world empire and a world polity are not the same things, but visions of a world
polity, in various forms, have often served empires. This tendency poses a challenge for the
concept’s relevance in an anti-imperial age. The strongest image of a better world is also the
most morally dubious and the most politically suspect. For example, while Diogenes coined the
idea of a citizen of the world, a cosmopolite, and Zeno’s Republic developed the Stoic political
theory of the world city, the cosmopolis, the vision was not institutionalized until the Stoicism of
the Roman Empire imposed it on the Mediterranean world.* Western conceptions of a world
society or world community, [ am suggesting, have the conceptual baggage of a Western version
of a more general tendency of suzerain legitimating discourses. Suzerain powers in world
history, ancient and modern, have relied on ideas of a universal “supra-polity” to legitimate their
rule and civilizing missions. The Cyrus cylinder records the oldest extant text expressing this
kind of idea, “I am Cyrus, king of the universe, the great king, the powerful king, king of

Babylon, king of Sumer and Akkad, king of the four quarters of the world, ...”°

Underwriting
the universal order of Cyrus the Great’s Achaemenid Empire was the claim that the Achaemenid

kings were the agents of truth and order in the cosmos, as their deity Ahuramazda willed it.’' In
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this world imaginary, those who opposed them, like the Greeks, were seen as liars and
manifestations of chaos. The Mongol Empire claimed suzerainty over “everything under the blue
sky”, and the idea of Tianxia underwrote Chinese imperial order.’” The ideas of the ummah and
caliph came to be associated with the Ottoman Empire. The Mughal Empire developed the
concept of sulh i kul, “peace for all, or universal reconciliation”.”® The Incan Empire had the idea
of the “children of the sun”. Such ideas were used to constitute the universal dominion of what
Arnold Toynbee called ‘would-be world states’ and ‘would-be world religions’.>* These
examples are distinct ideas with distinct cosmologies from different contexts promoting differing
moral purposes, but they share a similar connection between universalist ideas and universalist
empires. This use of universal ideas by imperial powers makes the application of world polity
vision to world order problematic in a modern anti-imperial age.

The search for a world polity struggles to be meaningful in anti-imperial times, and
struggles to be imagined as existing in modern horizons. With the rise of modern secular and
national horizons, visions of an existing world polity declined in the discourse of world order. So
humankind was divided into supposedly primordial nations and the question of a realistic
historical vision of human unity emerged. The idea gradually sunk into the past, but it also,
importantly, found a new presence in the future, as a critical counter-concept in the discourse of
world order, used to urge a future unification of humankind. Classic modern critics of
international society include, most prominently, Kant and Marx. Both envisioned the rise of
some form of cosmopolitan world order.”® Since a society of states was conceived, its
cosmopolitan critics have championed various conceptions of a world society. Thomas Paine’s
Rights of Man and the revolutionary cosmopolitans of the modern Atlantic world developed

modern conceptions of universal rights and liberty, spreading new revolutionary cosmopolitan
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visions for an increasingly global context.”® In the modern discourse of world order, the vision of
a future world society became the co-constitutive counter-concept to the present international.
Like day and night, the intellectual comprehension of one depends on the other; they are co-
constitutive. However, the presence or dominance of one in this discourse is dependent on the
absence or suppression of the other; they are also counter-concepts. As Martin Wight classically
put it, ‘by proclaiming a world society ... It rejects the idea of a society of states.””’ The two are
not absolutely irreconcilable, just as day and night have their mixed senses of dawn and twilight.
Yet, they are in conflict, since they offer rival accounts of who is involved and what is at stake in
world order, be it the shared values of humankind as a whole or those of its nations.’®

Modern interest in the idea of a world polity seems to follow the fortunes of international
order. The deeper international order sinks into crisis and the higher it ascends into stability and
prosperity, the more popular the idea seems to become. It wanders in the extremes of modern
international politics. The specter of communist cosmopolitanism almost always gains support in
times of crisis.”” Shortly after the Second World War, when the idea of an international order lost
much of its credibility, visions of a world polity and world government enjoyed increased
interest and discussion.® The rise of the Cold War seems to have stymied its popularity amongst
statespersons, but the prospect of nuclear winter supported new space ship earth visions, and also
brought many realist political thinkers to imagine one world community with no need for nuclear
weapons.®’ Cosmopolitan visions also arose in the context of decolonization as well, in the

search for alternative orders.®” The modern heyday of the idea was the triumphalist progressive
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post-Cold War moment that came to a head around the turn of the last millennium. Martin
Albrow declared the dawn of a “global age”® and thinkers like Martin Shaw and David Held
saw the empirical emergence of a “global society”.®* Anne-Marie Slaughter suggested the
globalizing world order, ‘must somehow be accountable to the global community as a whole,
comprising both states and individuals whose collective interests stem from a common

humanity.”®

Today, the concept of a world polity has increasingly come to be thought of as an
aspect of globalization, as a sociological world society, conceived as a diffusing set of norms.®
As Brett Bowden suggests, the contemporary conception is ‘more uniform than universal.’®’ The
idea has transformed from Utopia, a perfect harmony of humankind, into a global historical
condition.”® Marshall McLuhan’s popular concept of a global village involves this conceptual
shift. Its Oxford English Dictionary definition conveys the contemporary conception as, ‘the
world considered as a single community brought together by high technology and international
communications.”® Another recently popular expression is global civil society, which connotes
transnational social bonds, rather than moral obligations as such.”

There is some intuitive plausibility to the notion of a world polity as the emerging
imaginary of a global social colossus. Some suggest, in an era of globalization, a shared global
space has created a global social imaginary, where the modern market, public sphere, and
governance of the people, are taking on global dimensions.”' In the vein of George Herbert Mead

or Erving Goffman, the cognizance of this global society arises in situations where we sense the
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world generally approves or disapproves of our conduct.”? In the example of a demonstration,
riot, or revolt, with media exposure the feeling that “the world is watching” may arise, and this
feeling is accompanied by a sense of global approval or disapproval of one’s actions as a
participant in the event. In the vein of C. Wright Mills, the sense of a world society emanates
from the global interrelatedness of our contemporary histories and biographies.”” A global
imagination arises quickly when we reflect on our consumption of products manufactured in a
global economy. It is not hard to see how common political and economic troubles and concerns
confer a worldwide significance to events in disparate metropolises and obscure locales. A post-
colonial humankind, engrossed in capitalist exchange, conversing through a global media, and
mixing through global migrations has some awareness of forming a not altogether unproblematic
global society, with global socio-economic hierarchies across the contours of a global division of
labour and emerging practices of global governance.

This may be correct, but despite the widespread recognition that globalization has
fostered a global consciousness of a global social system, as well as the contours of a global
polity in incipiently post-Westphalian international law, these changes have not been
accompanied by a sense of global social unity or belonging. The realization of the world polity is
a halfway effort at best, lacking shared moral purposes and a “weness” feeling.”* A variety of
sociological inspired “world society” theories of John Burton, John Meyers, and Niklas
Luhmann, amongst others confuse the existence of a worldwide social system with the self-
consciousness of a world society. A worldwide system of international and transnational
relations is qualitatively distinct from a world society as a modern collaborative effort with a
shared sense of common ideals, goals, and solidarity.” Other Hume and Weber inspired
constructivist and “English School” theorists have emphasized the importance of a shared
cosmopolitan culture connected to a collective identity in the realization of a world polity, but

they have struggled to articulate the contents of that cosmopolitan culture and collective

7 George Herbert Mead Mind, Self. and Society: From the Standpoint of a Social Behaviorist (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1934); Erving Goffman The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Edinburgh: University of
Edinburgh Social Sciences Research Centre, 1959).

7 C. Wright Mills The Sociological Imagination (New York: Oxford University Press, 1959).

™ Chris Brown International Society, Global Polity, introduction and Part II; Jens Bartelson, ‘Is There a Global
Society?’, International Political Sociology, 3:1 (2009), pp. 112-115; Chris Brown, ‘International Political Theory
and the Idea of World Community’ in Ken Booth and Steve Smith (eds.), International Relations Theory Today
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), pp. 90-109.

% A.C. McKeil, ‘Global Societies are Social Things: A Conceptual Reassessment’, Global Society, 31:4 (2017), pp.
551-566.
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identity.” Sensing the importance of reconceiving the world polity, to give it an additional sense
of solidarity, critical theorists push the concept towards emancipatory horizons that aim to
‘invent humanity’, but they have struggled to clearly conceive or articulate what it would be.”’
Here, the search comes again to its core puzzle: What does it mean for humankind to form a
world polity? How can it be imagined? Can it be practically achieved? Under what conditions,

through what contributing processes, and in what necessary social form?

0.4 Roadmap

Is a world polity practically realizable? In an era of persistent world disorder, the present study
hopes to clarify this important part of what humankind might strive to be. As such, this study
scrutinizes the family of conceptions that, in dissimilar but relatable ways, all provide
explanations of humankind being or becoming “one”, be it as a global community, world society,
space ship earth, the human family, or civitas maxima. 1 use the language of a world polity as a
catch-all for this family of concepts only because it is the most general, intentionally fuzzy,
offering the highest level of abstraction but still retaining a basic meaning. By polity, I just mean
a human political unit or entity, in the most general sense, be it a nation-state, empire, clan, or,
indeed, a “world” polity.”®

This study proceeds in three parts. In Part I, Preparations, 1 organize my theoretical
toolbox and prepare my angle of approach for analyzing the world polity question. I develop a
theory of world polity formation that clarifies the causes, conditions, and processes of world
polity formation, so to come to grips with the question of a world polity’s possibility, which I
take to be basic for proceeding further. If a world polity is impossible, why seek it? This theory
development requires a fairly heavy dosage of theoretical discussion, because I have found
available theories to suffer from a number of limitations. Following this groundwork, I develop a
discursive pragmatist approach to conceptual analysis, which helps me establish criteria to

systematically explore and evaluate the rival visions in the world polity debate. In Part II,

" A.C. McKeil, ‘A Silhouette of Utopia: English School and Constructivist Conceptions of a World Society”’,
International Politics, forthcoming, No. 1 (2018).

"7 Ken Booth Theory of World Security (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); Ken Booth, ‘Security and
Emancipation’, Review of International Studies, 17 (1991), pp. 313-326.

8 Yale H. Ferguson and Richard W. Mansbach A4 World of Polities: Essays in Global Politics (London: Routledge,
2008), p. 60-61.
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Conceptual Investigations, 1 analyze the most prominent and predominant conceptions of a
world polity in the discourse of world order: Kantian inspired conceptions of a universal moral
code, the Kant-Marx critical-emancipatory variety of conceptions, the more recent ‘“anti-
foundationalist” and sociological global civil society conceptions, and, lastly, the variety of
ecological-planetary and space ship earth conceptions. In my analysis, I order these currents of
world polity thought according to the Socratic method of starting the investigation with the most
commonly acknowledged conception, then moving towards the increasingly enlarged,
innovative, and complex conceptions.”” This order establishes the supports of basic distinctions
before the novel and complex ideas are taken on, but also makes for a better story, arcing up,
intellectually. In Part III, Implications, 1 integrate this analysis and advance the trans-
civilizational but ecological vision of a world polity, reflexively applying my criteria to it, and
assessing its implications for my core questions stated above. My conclusion retraces the steps
made in Parts I, II, and III, considers their contributions, and assesses their findings for world
order in theory and practice.

A few words on the scope of this study are needed. First, due to the significance of the
concept of a world polity for contemporary world order problems and questions, and with the
benefit of the above conceptual history, particularly Jens Bartelson’s genealogy of the concept of
“world community”, from the ancients to Kant, I restrict the scope of this study to predominant
conceptions in the contemporary discourse of world order, which, Bartelson’s genealogy did not
explore. Bartelson’s Visions of World Community is a diachronic analysis of Western
conceptions, from the ancients to Kant. By contrast, my study is a synchronic analysis of
contemporary conceptions. I will draw in the ancients and early moderns where relevant and
helpful, but focus my analysis on the leading conceptions present in the contemporary discourse
of world order because these are still in need of systematic study, and it is these that are the most
relevant to contemporary world order problems, being devised in response to them. I also hope to
“provincialize” the studied predominant conceptions, along the way, so to enlarge our awareness
of the ways a world polity has been and can be imagined, because a realizable vision of a world

polity, acceptable to all humankind, must not suffer from Euro-centricity.* I also wanted, in my

" R.G. Collingwood An Essay on Philosophical Method (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933).

% Dipesh Chakrabarty Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2000); John M. Hobson The Eurocentric Conception of World Politics: Western
International Theory, 1760-2010 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012).
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early planning, to go into “the field”, to sites of world polity discourse and practice in practice, to
the life-worlds of cosmopolitan cities, crossings, and events. But, because textual sources reflect
and are also deliberately clearer than the concept’s use in practice, and moreover, because I face
human, time, and word length limitations, I restrict the scope of this study to the prominent

textual sources of contemporary world polity visions in the discourse of world order.
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Chapter One.
World Polity Formation Theory

1.1 Introduction

Visions of a world polity have principally been the province of either moral philosophy or the
philosophy of history. Either a world polity is envisioned as a timeless moral and divine order, be
it Zeno’s cosmopolis or Confucius’s ever wider and ever finer tiers of authority and obligations,
or it is envisioned as the culmination of history, chiliastic or secular, be it Zoroaster’s belief in a
final triumph of universal truth, or Marx’s vague vision of a worldwide communist future. Has
the world polity always existed, morally, or is it yet to be, historically? Contemporary theory of a
world polity cleaves in a similar way. Its literature is either the terrain of the moral and legal
philosophy of cosmopolitan rights and duties, or it is the subject of the social sciences applied to
profane history, a history often theorized to lead through globalization to a united world. I want
to suggest that of the two questions, the moral and the temporal, the latter takes intellectual
priority, for practical reasons. Regardless of what universal morals may or may not exist,
independently or otherwise, they have little practical effect if they cannot be realized in practice.
The primary question, then, is if and how a system of multiple independent polities can come to
realize a world polity. By contrast, Dante’s questions in his De Monarchia were normative:
whether a universal monarchy is necessary for human wellbeing, whether its rule can be
rightfully claimed, and from what source does its authority legitimately derive.*' These questions
matter, morally, and they can have an effect on the beliefs and actions of people, but because
they are inconsequential if their answers are unrealizable in practice, regardless of how many
people are moved by them, the primary questions that I take up in this chapter are about the
possibility of a world polity’s realization in practice: Can the system of states form a unified
world polity beyond hegemony and anarchy? What are the conditions and processes of such an

outcome? Can, how, and why do international systems unify into single polities?

*! Dante Alighieri Monarchy Prue Shaw trans. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 4.
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Dante assumed the answer to these questions was ‘empire’, with the Roman Empire’s
imperialism being his inspiration.” Yet, the possibility, conditions, and contributing processes of
world polity formation are debated today.® A number of insights have been developed in the
theoretical debate but this debate has been conducted with reference to the contemporary system
of states and available theories encounter difficulties and struggle with contradictory evidence
when viewed at a general level across world historical cases of international systems.®* This
chapter suggests that explaining world polity formation, at this more general level, means raising
the level of abstraction of the puzzle, to the question of world polity formation as an instance of
systemic unification. This is to say that there has never been a polity of all the world, but if a
world polity were to form out of the contemporary system of states, it would be an instance of
systemic unification, for which there is some evidence of in past international systems,
particularly the unification of ancient Egypt and the Roman Empire.

The aims of this chapter are to assess the limitations of available theories and to advance
the outlines of an alternative theory of systemic unification that can be applied across cases. As
such, this chapter does not address the questions of the practical need or normative desirability of
a unified world polity, but seeks to clarify the theoretical world polity formation debate, by
raising the debate’s level of abstraction from the contemporary system to consider international
systems in general. The argument is ordered in five parts. First, a conceptual framework is
established. Second, the limitations of available theories are identified. Third, the outlines of an

alternative theory of systemic unification is advanced, which draws eclectically from available

%2 Dante Monarchy, p. 4, 33.

%3 Olaf Corry, Constructing a Global Polity: Theory, Discourse and Governance (London: Palgrave, 2013);
Friedrich Kratochwil, ‘Global Governance and the Emergence of ‘“World Society’, in The Puzzles of Politics
(London: Routledge, 2011), pp. 262-280; Iver B. Neumann and Ole Jacob Sending, Governing the Global Polity:
Practice, Mentality, Rationality (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2010); Louis Cabrera, ‘World
Government: Renewed Debate, Persistent Challenges’, European Journal of International Relations, 16:3 (2010),
pp. 511-530; Jens Bartelson, Visions of World Community (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Michael
N. Barnett and Kathryn Sikkink, ‘From International Relations to Global Society’, in Reus-Smit and Snidal (eds.),
The Oxford Handbook of International Relations (Oxford: Oxford Univeristy Press, 2008), pp. 62-83; Daniel
Deudney Bounding Power: Republican Security Theory from the Polis to Global Village. (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2007); Barry Buzan, From International to World Society? English School Theory and the
Structure of Globalization (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); Alexander Wendt, ‘Why a World State
is Inevitable’, European Journal of International Relations, 9:4 (2003), pp. 491-542; J.G. Ruggie, Constructing the
World Polity: Essays on International Institutionalization (London: Routledge, 1998); Kenneth N. Waltz,
‘Reflections on The Theory of International Politics: A Response to My Critics’ in R.O. Keohane (ed.) Neorealism
and its Critics. New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), pp. 322-346.

% Barry Buzan and Richard Little International Systems in World History: Remaking the Study of International
Relations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).
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theories and contemporary sociological theory. Fourth, this theory is supported by two
illustrative cases of historical international systems evincing a unifying process: the unification
of ancient Egypt and the Roman Empire. Lastly, the implications of this alternative theory are
analyzed for the question of world polity formation in the contemporary system. The possibility
of systemic unification in the contemporary system is found to be highly unlikely due to the
diffusion of power through nuclear deterrence and the nationalist and anti-hierarchical political

culture of a late modern context.

1.2 Conceptual Framework

A core concept is an international system, defined as a number of polities in regular relations,
meaning relations of constant frequency.® Regular relations, as a rule, dissipate and become
irregular at a distance. Units are considered to form a “secondary system”, and not an
international system proper, when their interactions are irregular or absent to the extent that units
do not constitute security threats to one another.*® By “systemic unification”, I mean the process
by which an international system unifies into a single polity, which a “world polity” would be an
instance of. I am adopting the language of a “polity” because it offers the highest level of
abstraction amongst the various available expressions. For instance, I use the language of a world
“polity”, rather than a world “state”, because polity is less likely to be confused with the modern
Weberian nation-state, even though the concept of “state” has been defined with reasonable
abstraction in the literature.®” By polity, I mean a human political unit or entity, be it a nation-
state, clan, empire, or, indeed, a “world” polity. Following Ferguson and Mansbach, polities,
analytically speaking, are marked by the features of an ability to mobilize resources, internal
hierarchies, and a “weness” feeling, meaning a collective identity with a sense of belonging and

solidarity.® Because collective identities are nested, meaning that multiple collective identities

% Buzan and Little, International Systems in World History, chp. 1.

% Buzan and Little, International Systems in World History, p. 90-110; Martin Wight Systems of States (Leicester:
Leicester University Press, 1977), chp. 1.

%7 See, Charles R. Butcher and Ryan D. Griffiths, ‘Between Eurocentrism and Babel: A Framework for the Analysis
of States, State Systems, and International Orders’, International Studies Quarterly, 61 (2017), pp. 328-336.

% Yale H. Ferguson, and Richard W. Mansbach, 4 World of Polities: Essays on Global Politics London: Routledge,
2008), p. 60-61. As such, by world polity I do not mean World Polity Theory, which defines the world polity as the
institutional and organizational network of the modern world system and world culture: John W. Meyer, John Boli,
George M. Thomas, Francisco O. Ramirez, ‘World Society and the Nation-State’, American Journal of Sociology,
103:1 (1997), pp. 144-181.
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are overlapping and not mutually exclusive,* the collective identity of a system-wide polity is,
analytically speaking, the most expansive, nesting all others into its “supra-polity” collective
identity. The expression “world polity” enables me to get to the more general question of if, how,
and why systems of polities, e.g. the modern system of states, become a single polity, which I
take to be the maximal unity of a system. The concept of a world polity, as I conceive it here,
represents the maximal unity of an international system.

By unity, I mean the legitimated joining of units into degrees of political solidarity, from
the disunity of purely anarchical systems, to the quasi-unity of a legitimated hegemonic
hierarchy, and the maximal unity of the formation of a single unitary polity out of a system of
polities.” By unification, 1 do not mean the concentration of power in the system.”’ I mean the
legitimation of hierarchy via the constitution of political unity. Hierarchical systems lacking
legitimation are, in principle, suppressed anarchies. As such, analytically speaking, a unified
world polity is distinct from a world empire, although a world empire might unify into a world
polity through a unifying process. To allow for variability across cases, I define hierarchy
broadly, as ‘any system through which actors are organized into vertical relations of super —and
subordination’.”* In a spectrum of unity amongst polities, ranging from hierarchy legitimated by
the unity of self-interested exchange,” and hierarchy legitimated by the unity of articulated
common goals and purposes,”* the unification of a single world polity, is analytically speaking
the most united. Conceptually, a world polity is an instance of the formation of a single polity
out of a system of polities, and so entails, analytically speaking, the establishment of legitimated

hierarchical authorities, an ability to mobilize resources, and the development of solidarities.

1.3 The Limitations of Available Theories

% Charles Tilly, ‘International Communities, Secure or Otherwise’, in Emanuel Adler and Michael Barnett (eds.),
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How has world polity formation been theorized? In this section, I aim to demonstrate how
available world polity formation theories suffer from presentism, and can benefit from theorizing
the question at a higher level of abstraction from a world historical perspective. As such, I focus
my discussion on the critical assessment of available world polity formation theories here, and
address the question of what is offered by additional literatures in section 4.

IR’s early literature contains several underdeveloped discussions. Arnold Toynbee, for
instance, argued the modern international system would either destroy itself in nuclear war, or it
would form a world state.”” He speculated that the emergence of a ‘world society’ requires the
conciliation of the world religions, although he made little use of social theory.”® E.H. Carr’s
Nationalism and After developed a socialist inspired proposal for state-planned systemic
integration.”” This proposal is comparable to functionalism.” Both, however, focused on the
theory of the integration of governments, overlooking the cultural and social components of the
legitimation of integration. Several classical realists and early English School thinkers rightly
emphasized the importance of collective identity formation for the solidarities of a post-national
world society and world state.”” The formation of a single polity out of a system necessarily
entails these features. Yet, classical realist and early English School thinkers were concerned
with the presentist question of unifying the modern international system, rather than the general
question of systemic unification. Furthermore, the dated Weberian and Humean social theory of
these thinkers limits their contributions to the world polity puzzle. For instance, their conceptions
of the world culture and common values of a world society and world state consistently and often
explicitly suffer from methodological nationalism, which mars their insights into the importance
of collective identity and solidarities in systemic unification. Classical realist and early English
School theory require supplement from contemporary sociological theory of collective identity

formation processes, cultural complexity, and social construction.'” The contemporary literature

% Arnold J. Toynbee Change and Habit: The Challenge of Our Time (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992
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of a hypothetical world state is more sophisticated and has observed the imperial domination of
historical international systems, but the majority of the contemporary world state literature is
devoted to the uniquely modern problem of nuclear weapons and the federal or centralized
constitution a world state would require for stability in a modern context.'®!

Kenneth Waltz’s structural neorealist theory suggests that a world polity is impossible
because his theory takes power balancing to be an endless and a-historical process of
international systems. This theory holds that any systemic consolidation and attempted

unification of the system by a single power will eventually produce counter-balancing powers.'%*

In a telling passage, Waltz argued that,

As hierarchical systems, governments nationally or globally are disrupted by the
defection of major parts. In a society of states with little coherence, attempts at
world government would founder on the inability of an emerging central authority
to mobilize the resources needed to create and maintain the unity of the system by
regulating and managing the parts. The prospect of a world government would be
an invitation to prepare for world civil war.'"

Waltz makes the important contribution of systemic analysis, but his theory is limited by its

assertion of a regular balancing pattern, which has been contradicted by empirical evidence from

104

world historical cases. ~ Where Waltz is theoretically mistaken is in the assumption that

international systems behave in recurrent patterns. As Charles Tilly put it, explaining social

change and process is more like explaining a flood than a tide.'”

International systems, that is,
experience events and processes that have consistent conditions, but irregular occurrences. In at
least one passage, Waltz, however, also leaves the theoretical door open to the possibility of

unification. ‘States, like people,” he claimed, ‘are insecure in proportion to the extent of their

1% Cabrera, ‘World Government: Renewed Debate, Persistent Challenges’; Deudney Bounding Power; Campbell
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freedom. If freedom is wanted, insecurity must be accepted’.'® The caveat, if freedom is wanted,
allows for situations where unity is wanted more than freedom. The question is: Can, how, and
why would such situations of desired unity arise?

In this respect, regime theory might be mistakenly interpreted as suggestive of how a
world polity could emerge from a complex of international regimes.'”’ The difficulty, however,

is the limited transformative potential of regimes. As Keohane explained,

International regimes should not be interpreted as elements of a new international
order “beyond the nation-state.” They should be comprehended chiefly as
arrangements motivated by self-interest: as components of systems in which
sovereignty remains a constitutive principle.'*®

The idea of cross-stitching the international system with a complex of regime complexes, like the
solidifying stitches of a baseball skin, does not follow from regime theory because such a
unifying regime complex is not within the converging interests of states. Because state interests
remain prime, regime are not feasible for all international issue areas, and established regimes
are subject to changes of state interests.'” Why, for instance, has regime construction not
produced such a world polity today? Why neither is there evidence of such a unifying regime
complex in past international systems? As such, regime theory is better fit to explain cooperation
under conditions of anarchy and hegemony, rather than the unification of systems beyond
anarchy and hegemony.

J.G. Ruggie’s constructivism theorized that Durkheimian dynamic densities (increased
interaction capacity) can lead to the organic solidarities of functional differentiation.''® Yet,
additional sociological theory of discourse and practice is needed to explain the leap from
organic solidarities of functional interdependence amongst polities in an anarchical system to the

unification of a single polity beyond interdependent anarchy and hegemony. In this respect,
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Alexander Wendt’s constructivism is important for the puzzle of world polity formation in its
emphasis on diachronic changes of systemic international cultures and collective identities.'"'
His constructivist theory holds that the ‘logic of anarchy’ generates struggles for recognition of
subjectivities, which can produce progressive cultures of anarchy, and eventually a Weberian
world state with a corresponding shared collective identity.''? Connected to this is his argument
that with the emergence of nuclear weapons in an anarchic system, ‘the struggle for recognition
among states undermines their self-sufficiency and makes a world state inevitable. Via the

113
> For

struggle for recognition, in short, the systemic logic of anarchy leads to its own demise.
Wendt, because nuclear proliferation makes struggles for recognition intolerable, states will be
forced to recognize all others, including non-state actors, producing a world society, followed by

a world state.!!*

The mechanism of unification, for Wendt, is the socialization of recognitions.115

Wendt’s theory is limited by an over-emphasis on systemic logics, at the expense of the
domestic and agentic sources of change.''® A further difficulty Wendt’s theory encounters, is that
it is purely hypothetical, since there are no world historical cases of systemic unification along
the progressive path of socialization Wendt proposes.''” A related difficulty is Wendt’s presentist
emphasis on recognition struggles as a driving mechanism of socialization.''® Firstly, Wendt’s
conception of recognition is a thoroughly modern phenomenon, only applicable to the modern
system of states. Wendt conceives recognition as the social validation of one’s individual or
collective identity by an other, most clearly, where he says, ‘recognition is about being respected

for what makes a person special or unique.”'"”

This search for recognition of the self could not
exist until there was the modern belief in the special and unique authentic self.'*® Secondly, it is

unpersuasive to say that recognition struggles can lead to systemic unities, because they have
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contributed to a process of systemic dis-unification in the emergence of the modern international
system. As individuals and peoples demanded recognition and rights from empires and nation-
states, they established independent states when demands became frustrated.'*' Lastly, Wendt’s
theory reifies his state units of analysis, by suggesting the units themselves socialize, rather than
the individual participants with collective identities made via discursive action and relational
practices.'**

With inspiration from Wendt’s constructivism, Barry Buzan has also theorized the social
construction of a ‘world society’ involving cosmopolitan identities and shared values connected
to a transformed structure where state and non-state actors ‘are in play together’, with no clear
hierarchy amongst them, only agreements on functional differentiation.'” Buzan argues the
‘world society’ outcome represents the working through of specifically modern liberal logics on
the structure of the system.'** He theorizes that as the rights of more and more units are mutually
recognized in the system, so its structure will transform towards a world society. Theoretically, it
suffers from the presentist focus on the modern and liberal aspects of the contemporary
international system. This presentism also results in conceptual difficulties. Buzan’s concept of a
world society structure as multiple units “in play together”, without hierarchical authorities, is
closer to an image of an expansion of state-centric anarchy to include non-state actors, rather
than their unification into a larger systemic polity. In a related theoretical vein, Michael Barnett
and Kathryn Sikkink theorize a “global society” as the emergence of authorities above the states
system, produced by the diffusion of restraining rules and norms of appropriate behavior across

state and non-state actors. They explain,

Our notion of a global society parallels the arguments of the English School and its
notion of world society, particularly the identification of an increasingly dense
fabric of international law, norms, and rules that promote forms of association and
solidarity, the growing role of an increasingly dense network of state and non-state
actors that are involved in the production and revision of multilayered governance
structures, and the movement toward forms of dialogue that are designed to help
identify shared values of ‘humankind’.'”

"2l Christian Reus-Smit, Individual Rights and the Making of the International System. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2013).

122 Tyer B. Neumann, ‘Self and Other in International Relations’, European Journal of International Relations, 2:2
(1996), pp. 139-174.

' Buzan From International to World Society?, p. 202-3.

124 Buzan From International to World Society?, p. 260-61.

125 Barnett and Sikkink, ‘From International Relations to Global Society’, p. 63.
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This theory is problematic partly because no historical systems are evident of unification via a
diffusion of restraining rules and norms that did not also involve the domination of the system by
a concentration of material power. The mixed empirical evidence of limited human rights norms
diffusion and compliance within the contemporary international system also troubles this theory.
The US, for instance, often a proponent of human rights rules and norms also resists and opposes
their application to it’s own actions through hierarchical authorities.'*®

“Thick” constructivists have developed promising but still incomplete theories. The
difference, between the thin and thick constructivists on this world polity question, is the
qualitative “all-the-way-down” depth of the change in collective identities a world polity
entails.'”” Thick constructivist theorists have made important but still incomplete contributions to
the theory of systemic unification, by drawing together the role of discourse and practice
connected to power in cultural as well as structural dynamics. Friedrich Kratochwil has gestured
towards the “thick” social construction of a world polity, but has not developed its theory as
such. '** Similarly, Iver Neumann and Ole Jacob Sending, rightly make the important
contribution of emphasizing the role of power in shaping constitutive discourses and practices.'>’
They argue the construction of a global polity “above” the contemporary international system is
a discursive process following from to the extension of liberal state powers to the global level.
However, the extent of this discursive process unclear, raising crucial empirical and theoretical
questions. Empirically, how extensive is the discourse across the system? Empirically, to what
extent does this discourse constitute a global polity at a global level, for whom? For instance, to
what extent does it extend to non-elite populations? Theoretically, to what extent does the
discursive process need to extend to constitute a global polity in which all others are nested?
And, how much concentration of state power in the system is needed to extend the discursive
process to a sufficient degree? Furthermore, Neumann and Sending do not examine whether
historical systems have involved similar extensions of state powers through discursive processes.

For instance, it is not clear whether this discursive process is unique to a liberal dominated

126 Jason Ralph, Defending the Society of States: Why America Opposes the International Criminal Court and its

Vision of World Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).

27 Emmanuel Adler, ‘Barry Buzan’s Use of Constructivism to Reconstruct the English School: ‘Not All the Way
Down’. Millennium: Journal of International Studies 34:1 (2004), pp. 171-182.

128 K ratochwil, ‘Global Governance and the Emergence of World Society’, p. 279-280.

"% Neumann and Sending, Governing the Global Polity, p. 18-44.
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system with advanced communications, or whether the discursive process is merely enhanced by
modern interaction capacities.

Lastly, Olaf Corry has theorized ‘global polity’ formation as a structural shift beyond
hierarchy and anarchy based on the discursive emergence of a ‘global governance object’.'*’
Corry’s theory rightly highlights the involvement of structural change and discursive action, but
struggles to explain why this change and action would arise and fails to explain why it would
take on the form Corry outlines. From a world historical perspective, Corry’s proposed neither
hierarchical nor anarchical structure of a global polity is historically unprecedented, because
identifiable instances of past systemic unifications have involved hierarchies. Additionally, there
is theoretical inconsistency in how Corry presents what he describes as a ‘model’ of a global
polity (whose emergence is theorized in thick constructivist terms of discourse) and the absence
from this model of the historically contingent and deep-seated constitutive identities that a thick
constructivist theory would entail. Without a theory of these features, it is not clear why the
emergence of a global polity from the contemporary international system would take on the
neither hierarchical nor entirely anarchical structure that Corry suggests. While the world polity
debate has generated several insights, no single theory of world polity formation points the way
and the debate in general suffers from a presentist focus on unifying the contemporary

international system, rather than international systems in general.

1.4 Towards an Alternative Theory

How can these theoretical limitations be overcome? The theory I want to propose draws support
from a world historical perspective and eclectically draws upon contributions from available

Bl The aim is to make better

theories while being supplemented by sociological theory.
explanatory sense of the world polity formation puzzle by theorizing it at a more general level
applicable across cases.

Contrary to Neorealist theory, I argue that international systems can form a single unified
polity. But, contrary to several constructivist theories, I argue that unification does not arise

through a process of recognition socialization or from the diffusion of rules and norms of

B0 Corry Constructing a Global Polity, p. 1-17.
! Rudra Sil and Peter J. Katzenstein, Beyond Paradigms: Analytical Eclecticism in the Study of World Politics
(London: Palgrave, 2010).
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appropriate behavior. Instead, the unification of international systems into single polities is
theorized to occur from a combination of power concentrations and cultural preconditions. That
is, a process of systemic unification emerges in contexts of extreme concentrations of power that
create security interests of systemic scope, which, in turn incentivizes a process of systemic-
unification via the circulation of collective identity constitutive collective-self-narratives. In
other words, systemic unification occurs from a mutually supporting combination of structurally
conditioned system-wide security incentives and culturally conditioned discursive action. Like
state formation processes, systemic unification occurs in contexts of a military dominance over
populations, where subordinated units are unable to effectively balance against a dominating
power. However, due to the system-wide scale of systemic domination (the elimination of major
internal and external threats), the process of systemic unification involves the qualitatively
distinct feature and conditions of “supra-polity” collective identity formation. As such, there is a
cultural hurdle for systemic unification, which explains why cases of systemic unification are
rare relative to the cases of systemic domination in world history. This is to say that the step
from systemic domination to a unification process only occurs under the circumstances of the
cultural reception and discursive circulation of a unifying “supra-polity” collective-self-narrative.
The discursive use of a collective-self-narrative in contexts lacking power concentrations do not
produce a unifying effect, because units lack an incentive to unify in contexts of diffuse power
and would counter-act narratives of unity with narratives of independence. The proposed theory
is still densely stated, but its main eclectic point is that systemic unification emerges from the
combination of structurally conditioned material interests with cultural preconditions. By
combining structural and cultural conditions of collective identity formation in this specific way,
this proposed theory concurs with Kaufman et. al.’s conclusion that, in contexts of hegemonic

powers,

Peoples that cling to their local identity often suffer a sad fate: they are inclined to
balance, but not to trust their neighbors, so balancing tends to fail. They then tend
to rebel frequently against their hegemonic master, and so face the hegemon’s
wrath — but not before weakening the hegemon itself, sometimes significantly.'>>

12 Kaufman et. al., The Balance of Power in World History, p. 229.

44



Clinging to local identities is costly, both for ruled and ruling polities. Because of these costs,
power concentration incentivizes unification via collective identity construction. The ruled
polities benefit from avoiding coercion and gaining benefits from hegemons and the ruling
polities have an incentive to reduce rebellions and optimize administrative costs. It is this
relational tension between ruling and ruled units that generates the incentive to unification.
Systemically dominant empires often pursue a strategy of divide and rule, and dominated units
often rebel, but in cases of the cultural reception of a unifying collective-self-narrative, a
unifying process emerges from the tension. To optimize their rule, ruling polities project the
unifying narrative whilst ruled polities circulate the unifying narrative to avoid coercion and
improve their standing in the hierarchical order. To give this theory a bumper sticker statement:
Universal unification emerges when universal powers are met by a universally acceptable
unifying narrative.

Because the cultural-discursive aspect of the theorized unification process is crucial, but
also complex and involves the importation of sociological theory, it is helpful to unpack this
component of the theory first. Systemic unification is theorized to be socially constructed, in a
process of the cultural reception and discursive circulation of transformative collective-self-
narratives. This is a sociological explanation of unification, in that through the discursive use of
collective-self-narratives, collective identities refer to relational social networks.'* Collective-
self-narratives are the discursive contents of collective identities. It is helpful to adopt the theory
of the collective-self-narrative from contemporary sociological theory to specify constructivist
aspects of the proposed theory. It is, for instance, one of the missing components in Ruggie’s
Durkhiemian account of the diachronic movement from organic solidarities of multiple units to
the formation of a single unit via dynamic densities. Interaction alone does not explain
unification. The sociological process of circulating narrative use increases with dynamic
densities (increasing volumes of interaction between units), intensifying the unification of a
system of polities into a single “supra-polity” by intensifying the volume of the narrative’s social
use. Collective identities have a “narrative structure”, as they are composed of stories about the

past, present, and future of systems of relations. The process of the relational use of a collective-

133 Charles Tilly, ‘Ties That Bind ... and Bound’ in, Identities, Boundaries, and Social Ties. Boulder: Paradigm,
2005), pp. 3-12; Margaret R. Somers, ‘The Narrative Constitution of Identity: A Relational and Network Approach’
Theory and Society 23 (1994), pp. 605-649.
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self-narrative by both ruled and ruling units is theorized to socially construct a larger shared
collective identity that provides legitimating reasons for the unified structure.'**

The cultural reception of a unifying narrative, in contexts of systemic domination, is a
necessary but not a sufficient condition of systemic unification. By reception, I mean the cultural
inheritance, development, or adoption of the narrative. The narrative must be first received
before it can be used. The narrative use can issue first from dominated populations, wishing to
avoid coercion and to establish status with the hierarchical system, or it can issue from the ruling
population, wishing to legitimize and optimize their rule. As Griffiths has observed, classical
international systems, like the Roman Empire, tended to follow a path from mechanical
anarchies, to mechanical hierarchies under empires, that later developed organic hierarchies.'*’
The jump from the hierarchies of imperial units over an organic system, to the hierarchies of a
single unit out of an organic system requires an additional discursive narrative.'>® Not all
hierarchical powers in world history have received and used such narratives. The majority of
suzerain empires were legitimated with doctrines of supremacy without narratives of unity,
employing strategies of divide and rule, and manipulation via intermediaries. Narratives of unity
are rarely received in political cultures, but their use provides the added benefits of optimizing
hierarchical orders, by supplementing them with solidarities, which systems divide and rule are
not afforded. In the rare cases where a collective-self-narrative is received and used by dominant
powers, the process of discursive projection and performance by ruling and ruled relationally
circulates the collective-self-narrative, uniting them into a larger supra-polity. This is to say it
involves discursive action from ruling elites to ruled people, and discursive action of ruled
people to ruling elites, so establishing a discursive circulation of a (relationally contested but
shared) collective-self-narrative between them. As such, a condition of the circulation of a
narrative is its acceptability by both ruled people and ruling elites. This is why cultural reception

is a necessary but also insufficient variable. The narrative must be accepted to be able to be

4 David Beetham, The Legitimation of Power. London: Palgrave, 1991), p. 64-97.

13 Griffiths, ‘The Waltzian Ordering Principle and International Change’, p. 14.

3¢ Worth noting here, is how Michael Mann’s history of power in his multiple volumes, The Sources of Social
Power, offers insights into the crucial role of power concentrations for the unification of polities, particularly where
he discusses the case of ancient Egypt. Following conquest of the Nile Valley by Upper Egypt, Mann observes how
a ‘veritable unitary society resulted.’: Michael Mann The Sources of Social Power: Volume I (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2012), p. 111. However, as a model of power and not a theory of unification, Mann’s
analysis (particularly in the case of Egyptian unification), emphasizes conquest and domination, often overlooking
the role of significant ideas and discourse, even though his “IEMP” model of power includes ideological factors.
See, Mann The Sources of Social Power: Volume I, p. 108-115.
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circulated. By acceptability, I mean its congruence within a cultural context. The narrative must
be able to be coherently integrated into cultural discourses, or those cultural discourses need to
be sufficiently invalidated to be replaced by a new discourse, for the narrative to be acceptable,
and thereby able to be discursively circulated. As such, the cultural conditions of a unifying
collective-self-narrative’s use are its reception and acceptance, via congruence with basic beliefs,
or the collapse, crisis and invalidation of those beliefs. By the congruence of a discursive
narrative with a cultural context, I do not mean the syncretic fusion of narratives and underlying
beliefs. Cultural fusion might be conducive, but it is not necessary for a narrative to be
acceptable, which only implies a minimally shared cultural horizon of basic beliefs, not a
maximal cultural consistency. The sources of these received narratives are also variable, being
either the discourse of one part of the system, or, in contexts of shared culture across a system of
polities, the discourse of a system-wide use. As such, because unification is a relational process,
if there is a shift in cultural beliefs within a unified system, the unifying narrative will also need
to shift for it to maintain congruence and acceptability.

Let me unpack the security instigation of this process of unification with reference to
historical evidence. In extreme cases of systemic domination, where all the units of a system fail
to balance, the domination of a system by one unit incentivizes the use of unifying collective-
self-narrative, because hierarchical structures require legitimation, but also provide benefits of
unity. That is, once systemic domination is established, both ruling and ruled units have
incentives towards unification. The more unified the system, the more secure the interests of the
rulers and the more optimal their rule. Likewise, the more unified the system, the less likely
ruled units will be coerced by ruling units, and the more benefits ruled units will received by
improving their status in the established hierarchy. This is evident in ancient international
systems. For instance, the ruling Roman elite in the Roman Empire had an interest in diffusing
the Stoic narrative of the communis patria of the civitas maxima, so to legitimate and optimize
their rule, but the ruled polities also had an interest in circulating that narrative, not only to avoid
violent oppression, but also to improve their status in the hierarchical structure of the empire.
The more such narratives discursively circulate, across generational periods, in a relational
process between ruling elites and ruled elites and non-elites, the more the system is unified,

increasingly legitimating its hierarchical and unitary structure.
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Combining these two components of the theory: The discursive circulation of collective
identity constitutive collective-self-narratives amongst the units in the system is theorized to
follow from security interests and benefits of rule optimization, in circumstances of systemic
domination created by extreme concentrations of power. This is supported by evidence from
world historical systems, where historical cases suggestive of unification are only found in
contexts of systemic domination. These situations of concentrated material power create security
interests that incentivize the relational circulation of unifying collective-self-narratives, which
intervenes between domination and unification."’ Fig. 1 illustrates how the emergence of
systemic domination creates a system-wide security interest in unification, which instigates the

intervening variable of a unifying collective-self-narrative.

Systemic
Domination

Systemic
Unification

\ 4

Systemic
Collective-
Self-Narrative
Circulation

Fig. 1, Intervening variable of a received and circulated narrative.

The intervening variable of narrative circulation is the historical substance or discursive contents
of unifications, socially constructing a collective identity across international systems, so
legitimating and optimizing hierarchical orders through discursive action.

Contrasting the theorized process of unification with the opposite process of dis-
unification that has occurred in the formation of the modern states system can help convey the
workings of the proposed theory. As Christian Reus-Smit has argued, the globalization of the

modern international system is explained by the decline of imperial powers and the discursive

71 am taking the “all-the-way-down” constructivist position that what is taken to “count” as a material interest is

socially constructed and historically variable, but I also take the position that material threats, connected to relative
imbalances of material power, are consistently a significant problem across historical contexts of human behavior
nonetheless, despite the variability in how material threats “count” as material interests. In this respect, the proposed
theory is theoretically eclectic, but it is also internally consistent. For discussion of these issue, see, Wendt Social
Theory of International Politics, chp.3, ‘Ideas all the way down?’, pp. 92-135.
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reception of modern ideas of individual rights by ruled peoples, which created fatal legitimacy
crises for ruling empires.”>® When empires failed to accommodate rights claims, ruled peoples
moved for exacting independence from ruling empires, via sovereign nation-state formation.
Cases of modern nation-state formation are too easily thought of as micro-cases of unification.
From a systems level perspective, these cases of modern state formation are better understood as
instances of how a system becomes a plurality of polities, against our inverse question of
whether and how a system becomes a single polity. If the modern experience is one of struggles
for recognition of independent liberties, the unification process I am advancing is one of
struggles for the legitimation and membership in hierarchies. They are categorically opposite
processes, working in opposite systemically centripetal and centrifugal directions.

Four points of clarification arise. First, like systemic domination, we might expect the
introduction of a systemic threat to produce a unifying effect on a systemic scale, as a grand
alliance would unite to balance against it."”’ Yet, in cases of systemic threats, the use of
collective-self-narratives only temporarily unites international systems, and collective balancing
often fails to occur at all.'** For instance, historical evidence that (to an extent) is suggestive of a
unifying process, is the narrative use of Greece and Greek as well as the language of Hellas and
Hellene, used in the unification of the Greek city-states system against a common Persian threat.

With knowledge of the advancing Persian invasion force, wrote Herodotus,

All the Greeks who had the best interests of Greece at heart held a meeting ... they
decided to lay aside all mutual antagonism ... The idea was to try to find a way to
unite the whole of the Greek world —to get everyone to think and act in concert —on the
grounds that all Greeks were equally threatened by the imminent danger.'"!

Discursive action of Greek and Hellene unification legitimated the Delian League, the alliance of

Greek city-states, with its Athenian hegemonic leadership, as well as the Hellenic League,

142

further Greek city-states under Spartan hegemonic leadership. ™ The coordinated efforts that

Greek city-states eventually made against the invading Persians dissipated after threat removal,
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Reus-Smit Individual Rights and the Making of the International System.

Joseph M. Parent, Uniting States: Voluntary Union in World Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).
Kauman et. al., The Balance of Power in World History.
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gradually giving way to the polarized disunity of the Peloponnesian war.'®

To a degree,
following threat removal, the initial systemic threat that legitimated the hierarchy of Athens
began to translate into a potential systemic domination by Athens after the Persian threat was
removed, which would be a case of an emergent systemic domination, not the introduction of a
systemic threat. A second example of ephemeral unity in response to a systemic threat is the 19"
Century Concert of Europe, formed out of the grand alliance of European powers against
Napoleonic France. This case evinces a narrative of European collective identity, in the
“Commonwealth of Europe”, under the dominance of the concert powers, but the concert
devolved into mutual rivalry and warfare. The ephemerality of unity via systemic threats is
explained by how systemic threat removal reorients security interests, creating mutual insecurity
and uncertainty whilst removing the incentives to unification that extreme concentrations of
power create.'*

Second, to what extent are unifying narratives merely imperial ideologies? The crucial
difference is the unifying character of the narrative combined with its circulation by ruled and
ruling alike across generational time-scales. While nearly all empires have projected civilizing
missions and imperial principles of suzerainty, only a few rare cases also evince a unifying
“supra-polity” narrative circulated amongst ruled and ruling peoples alike on approximately
system-wide scales. As a process, unification is a matter of degree, where the depth and breadth
of unification increases over time. While identifiable historical cases are imperial in nature, they
are also cases of imperially dominated systems undergoing a gradual unifying process.

Third, this raises the question of the role of “othering” in the formation of a single polity
out of a system of polities. Othering, it is widely agreed, plays a significant role in collective
identity formation, but its importance should not obscure the relations of units “within” a unified
supra-polity as well.'*> As I detail below, all historical cases evincing a unifying process on a
systemic-scale involved “othered” out-groups, “uncivilized” or “barbarian” peoples, but these
cases also involved the mutual recognitions of a shared collective identity amongst units
“within” the unifying system. A world polity would be the first systemic unification to not later

connect to a further regional “secondary” system, and so the location of the “other” in its case

' Thucydides, The Peloponnesian War Martin Hammond (trans.) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), p. 4

[1.3].

'44S M. Walt, The Origins of Alliances (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987).

'3 Iver B. Neumann Uses of the Other: ‘The East’ in European Identity Formation (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1999).
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would be on the inside, barring evidence of an “other” extraterrestrial civilization, be it
established on Mars or of alien origin. Furthermore, the form or quality of othering should not be
conceived as consistently exclusionary or implacable across cases.'*

Lastly, to what extent are pre-modern and modern international systems comparable in
respect to theorizing a unifying process? The differences between ancient and modern contexts
are primarily the scale of the system via industrialized interaction capacities, the types of units
from empires to nation-states, and the cultural context of modernity.'*’ As such, a modern mode
of power changes the means and discursive contents of a potential systemic domination and
collective-self-narrative. It does not transform the conditions of systemic domination and
collective-self-narrative circulation.

With these clarifications in mind, let me summarize the proposed theory of systemic
unification: security interests concerning all the units in an international system, arising in cases
of systemic domination, create system-wide incentives for the discursive use of unifying
collective-self-narratives, which, if culturally received and discursively circulated, unify systems
of polities into a single polity via the construction of a hierarchy legitimating “supra-polity”
collective identity. In short, unification is theorized to emerge from a mutually supporting
combination of structurally conditioned security incentives and culturally conditioned discursive

action.

1.5 World Historical Cases

Does world history contain cases of systemic unification? How have the dynamics of unification
unfolded in these cases? There are no cases of system-wide unity in world history, only cases
that contain evidence suggestive of a unifying process on approximately system-wide scales.
When considering world historical cases, it is helpful to recall Hedley Bull’s suggestion that,
‘there has never been a government of the world, but there has often been a government supreme
over much of what for those subjected to it was the known world”.'*® These past systems, like

imperial Rome for instance, were not “world polities”, but they do evince a process of

146 Neumann Uses of the Other, p. 35-7.

"7 Barry Buzan and George Lawson, The Global Transformation: History, Modernity, and the Making of
International Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).

8 Bull The Anarchical Society, 2002 [1977], p. 244.
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unification on system-wide scales, which can be abstracted in support of the theory advanced
above.

Cases selected here are cases evincing a unifying process, not a maximal unity, as there
are no cases of a maximally unified system in world history. Historical cases evince a range of
degrees of unification. The vital evidence of a process of systemic unification in world historical
cases is not the laws and offices of a single system-wide political apparatus. Nor is it the artifacts
and practices of a single system-wide culture. Although these things are suggestive, they are not
conclusive or sufficient. The vital evidence of a unifying process is the circulated use of a
collective-self-narrative legitimating hierarchical orders across a system of polities. It is the a
relational tension between systemically dominant units and dominated units combined with
evidence of a unifying narrative relationally circulated amongst ruling and ruled units that
evinces a unifying process. The presence of a narrative is not sufficient, because its relational
circulation, that is, its use by ruling elites and everyday ruled people alike, is the key evidence of
a unification process. The shared use of a common narrative amongst elites and everyday
peoples, across multiple polities, is evidence of a shared “weness” feeling, the sense of belonging
and solidarity constructing the shared collective identity that distinguishes an empire imperially
dominating a system of polities, from the unification of a system into a single polity.
Furthermore, stability is a correlate of legitimacy, but stability is not vital evidence of legitimated
unification. Instability is suggestive of illegitimacy, and selected cases that evince unification
correspond with long periods of relative stability, but stability has several contributing factors
beyond legitimacy, including economics, demographics, ecology, technology, and good
government.'* Again, the vital evidence of systemic unification is the circulated use of a
collective-self-narrative by elites and everyday people alike. Historical instances of systemic
unification differ in specific social form and historical substance, depending on the principles of
the historically specific collective-self-narrative received, discursively projected, and performed
in the system.

In world history, evidence of a systemic unifying process is rare. This paucity of
instances of systemic unification is consistent with the difficulty of meeting both the conditions

of extreme concentrations of power and the cultural reception and circulation of unifying

149 Andrew Phillips, War, Religion and Empire: The Transformation of International Orders (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2011).
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narratives. The majority of system-wide empires do not correspond to evidence of unifying
processes. Cases containing systemic domination but lacking unification are explained by the
cultural preconditions of unification, the need for the reception, use, and acceptance of unifying
narratives. Not every empire receives a unifying narrative to use and not every used narrative is
acceptable in the cultural contexts of ruled polities. Across international systems in world
history, two cases provide substantial evince of a unifying process on approximately systemic
scales, the unification of upper and lower Egypt and the Roman Empire. Neither of these cases
unified the entirety of their systems, but they contain substantial evidence of a unifying process
on approximately system-wide scales. The case of the European Union has been an important
case for constructivist theorists of a post-Westphalian polity.'*” This case evinces the use of a
collective-self-narrative of European collective identity, but while this case evinces a regional
unification, it also evinces the unification of the region apart from the rest of the global system.
The EU is a sub-systemic unification, a potential state formation, with no evident world polity
aspirations. In the context of the increased interaction capacity of the contemporary worldwide
system, the EU case would need to connect to more expansive narratives of world unity for it to
be qualify as a involving systemic unification process.

Discussion of each illustrative case is highly stylized, to focus on the vital evidence of a
unifying process, in the limited space available. Exploring illustrative cases in world history
clarifies and provides supportive evidence of the proposed theory. The cases of the unification of
Upper and Lower ancient Egypt and the Roman Empire are selected because they provide

substantive evidence of a unifying process and can be covered in the limited space available.

Ancient Egypt

The ancient Nile Valley and surrounding territories, prior to its unification, formed an
international system in its own right, with evidence of regular trade, diplomatic relations, and

warfare, but limited relations beyond it."'

The relations of units within the ancient Nile Valley
and nearby territories were regular, while relations beyond the ancient Nile Valley before the rise

of imperial Egypt, were irregular, dissipated at a distance, and were reinforced by the structural

' 1 G. Ruggie, ‘Territoriality and Beyond: Problematizing Modernity in International Relations’, International
Organization 47:1 (1993), pp. 139-174.
"1 Buzan and Little International Systems in World History, p. 195, 220, 229.
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modifiers of natural barriers of water and deserts, isolating the Nile Valley system from foreign
powers.'”> The precise events leading to the domination of Egypt by Upper Egypt are not entirely
settled from the archeological record. Yet, the war of Upper Egypt against the Lower Egyptian
polities appears to be a decisive event, establishing a ruling polity over the entire Nile Valley

system, roughly in 3100 B.C.E.">

With irregular and structurally modified relations with polities
beyond the Nile Valley, the system became dominated by a single power. During its Early
Dynastic Period, Old Kingdom, and Middle Kingdom, the extreme concentration of power in the
system under Pharaonic rule saw the emergence of a virtually unitary polity. The condition of
systemic domination persisted for 1450 years during these periods, starting roughly with rise of
the Early Dynastic Period in 3100 and ending with the Hyksos invasion of Egypt in 1650 B.C.E..
Only two relatively brief periods of civil war and disunity occurred in this 1450 years. The first
and second intermediate periods, marked the brief transitions between the Early Dynastic Period,
the Old Kingdom, and the Middle Kingom, the first intermediate period being roughly 100 years,
and the second being roughly 50 years.

In relative isolation and dominated by a succession of single ruling powers for 1450
years, the Egyptian system underwent a marked degree of unification, virtually unparalleled in
world history, both in its depth and longevity.">* However, across its vast history, Egypt became
increasingly connected to regional powers by diplomacy, trade, and war. The end of the relative
discreetness of the Egyptian system can be roughly set around the Hyksos invasion of Egypt
1650-1523 B.C.E., after which Egypt engaged in imperial relations beyond the Nile Valley
during the Eighteenth to Twentieth Dynasties, and increasingly became incorporated into the
regional Amarna system, with major engagements with the Hittite Empire over control of the
buffer territory of Canaan and Syria. Prior to Egypt’s incorporation into the regional system of
multiple Empires, Pharaonic Egypt existed in relative isolation for a relatively significant period
of 1450 years. When incorporated into a larger international system, the case of Egypt shifted,

from the unification of a unit out of a system, to state formation in a system. As such, the

"2 Mann The Sources of Social Power: Volume I, p. 111, 113-114.

133 Mann The Sources of Social Power: Volume I, p. 110; LE.S. Edwards, ‘The Early Dynastic Period in Egypt’, in
LE.S. Edwards, C.J. Gadd, N.G.L. Hammond (eds.) The Cambridge Ancient History, 3" Edition, Volume 1, Part 2
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 1-70; Stevenson W. Smith, ‘The Old Kingdom in Egypt and
the Beginning of the First Intermediate Period’, in I.E.S. Edwards, C.J. Gadd, N.G.L. Hammond (eds.) The
Cambridge Ancient History, 3 Edition, Volume 1, Part 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 145-
207.

13 Mann The Sources of Social Power: Volume I, p. 111.
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Egyptian case of systemic domination under consideration here only occurs between 3100-1650
B.CE..

During this period, a unifying process is most evident in the Old and Middle Kingdoms,
2686-1650 B.C.E. Evidence of a unifying process is found in the narrative of Maat, which
pervaded the political culture and daily life of Pharaonic Egypt. There is evidence suggesting the
Nile Valley system had a common culture before its political unification,"” from which the
unifying discursive narrative, to legitimate and optimize Pharaonic rule, was received. Materially
dominating the system, the ruling Upper Egyptian polity became incentivized to secure and
optimize its rule. The Pharaonic hierarchy gradually came to project the Pharaonic unifying
religion based on the concept of Maat, which the record suggests predated, but was modified to
legitimate, Pharaonic rule. This narrative, circulated through daily rituals and ceremonies in
temples established across the system, constituted both ruling and ruled Egyptians as upholders
of Maat in the cosmos. The formative period of this narrative and its institutionalization is
considered to be the Old Kingdom, 2686-2125 B.C.E, which suggests the Early Dynastic Period
relied more heavily on legitimating principles of divine suzerainty, rather than principles of
unity. Maat was the belief system of a divine order of the world and cosmos, the numinous and
connected nature of all things, connected to belief in and ambition of immortality in the afterlife.
The extent of these beliefs across the system before the rise of the Pharaohs is unclear, but the
unifying process in the case of ancient Egypt reached a high degree of diffusion through the
circulation of these beliefs. Gradually they came to be ‘embedded in Phaoronic society and
affected life for all Egyptians, from the poorest to the divine king himself’."*® This belief in Maat
constituted a Pharaonic civilizing mission, but also, through the process of projection and
performance in daily rituals became deeply and pervasively held by ancient Egyptians in general,
common and elite, constituting the moral purpose and unifying collective-self-narrative of the
Egyptian imperial order.

The suzerainty of the Pharaoh’s was predominantly legitimated in Egyptian history
through claiming familial connection to the god Ra, but the principle of Egyptian unity was
deeply connected to Maat. The established Pharaonic suzerainty in the Early Dynastic Period

created an incentive for Pharaohs to unify and optimize their dominated system. Yet, the ruled
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peoples also had incentives, to avoid coercive oppression by the ruling powers and to improve
their status and deriving benefits from the hierarchical order. With these incentives, the Pharaohs
developed and discussively projected the narrative of Maat, establishing themselves as the
proper maintainers of Maat, the menekh, which they performed in daily ritual offerings to Maat,
in person and by designated proxy priests in temples across the kingdom."”’ The ruled peoples, in
this narrative, were understood to be contributors to Maat. Together, ruled and ruling shared the
collective-self-narrative of the maintainers and contributors to Maat, the people upholding Maat.
The performance of daily rituals by ruled and ruling people circulated the discursive narrative,
on a daily basis across generations. This discursive circulation, amongst ruling to ruled
constituted the collective identity of the Egyptian polity, uniting a former system of polities into
a single polity. Belief in Maat came to inform public and private law as the subjects and rulers of
ancient Egypt came, across generations, to performatively conceive themselves as belonging to
this maintenance of Maat, as contributors to Maat, by observing Maat and circulating its
narrative in their participation in ritual offerings to Maat."*®

Within Egypt, arising in the Old Kingdom, the growing institutionalization of the daily
discursive use and ritual practice of the narrative of Maat, across the system for generations,
evinces a unifying process on a scale that was, for a time, of a systemic-scale. The circulation of
the collective-self-narrative of maintainers and contributors to Maat contributed to the
constitution of the collective identity of the Egyptian polity, contributing to the social

construction of a single polity, out of a system of independent polities.

The Roman Empire

The rise of the Roman Empire brought one polity to dominate the entirety of the Mediterranean
system for nearly 700 years. Roman hegemonic dominance in the Mediterranean system emerges
after Rome’s defeat of its Carthaginian rival in the Third Punic War, 149-146 B.C.E., which

coincided with dominance of Greece by Rome, though a mix of invitation and imposition,

7 A.B. Lloyd, Ancient Egypt: State and Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), p. 65-96.
"8 E. Teeter, The Presentation of Maat: Ritual and Legitimacy in Ancient Egypt (Chicago: The Oriental Institute of
the University of Chicago, 1997).

56



159 Full Roman dominance of the entire

including the military defeat of the Macedonian Empire.
Mediterranean system was established roughly by the time of the battle of Actium, 31 B.C.E.,
with the incorporation of Egypt into the Empire. Asia Minor and Gaul had already been brought
under Roman domination by that time. Roman dominance of the Mediterranean system was
maintained until roughly 476 C.E., with the collapse of the Western Roman Empire.

An interesting aspect of the Roman case is its connection and contrast to the Hellenic
system, which illustrates the mutually supporting factors of structural and cultural conditions of
unification. Zeno’s Stoic cosmopolitan philosophy was present and became widely diffused
across the Hellenistic system. However, Greek Stoicism was a personal ethic, not the public

doctrine that the Romans later made it.'®

The Stoic narrative was not used by the Hellenistic
monarchies and the Macedonian kingdoms practically had and in principle recognized no
superior amongst them. Hellenistic monarchies widely practiced legitimation based on the right
of “spear won” conquest and the military authority and excellence of the Macedonian kings.
Antigonus attempted to claim the suzerainty of the system claimed by Alexander the Great, but
his forces were defeated in a grand alliance of Macedonian rivals that dissolved the system’s
tradition of suzerainty and established the Hellenistic order of multiple monarchical empires.'®'
Across the Hellenistic system of rival Macedonian kingdoms, the narrative of the cosmopolis
diffused as a personal ethical philosophy, but not a public doctrine of systemic political unity.
However, in its reception by imperial Roman elites, a Stoic narrative was put to political

use, in its projection through public temples across the Empire.'®*

The hierarchy of the Roman
Empire was legitimated by this Romanized Stoic narrative, which conceived all humankind as
one polity, the cosmopolis.'® As the Roman elites received this narrative in their exposure to the
Hellenistic world, it suited their interests in legitimating and optimizing their imperial
dominance, and projected it across the system through networks of public temples. Roman

subjects also had the ability to become priests themselves. Temple priests conducted public

' Daniel Deudney, ‘A Republic for Expansion’: The Roman Constitution and Empire and Balance-of-Power

Theory’, in Kaufman et. al. (eds.), The Balance of Power in World History (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2007), p. 158.
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ceremonies and rituals that Roman subjects were required to participate in. Performance of
public ceremonies and rituals, in the ancient Roman worldview, maintained the favour of the
gods, and so sustained the Empire. As such, participation in public ceremonies and rituals,
through performance of prayers, oaths, and offerings, demonstrated membership in and support
for the Empire. Roman Emperors, following Augustus, held the role of chief priest of the
Empire. Roman Stoicism predated the imperial constitution of Rome and famous Roman Stoa,
Cicero and Cato, were Republicans. Yet, the Stoic narrative of cosmic unity was later connected
by Roman elites to concepts of unity and hierarchy: orbis Romanum, approximately meaning the
Roman command of the world, and the communis patria, the paternal community of all
humankind. Several generations into the Empire, Emperor Aurelius philosophized that if, ‘the
universe is a kind of city; in what other common constitution will anyone say that the whole
human race shares’?'®* Ovid wrote, ‘at once a city (urbis) and a world (orbis)’.'®> The Stoic
narrative of unity was also diffused via symbolic ensigns and discursively circulated through
public practices including acclamations, that ‘invoked imagined visions of the empire as a
unified community’.'®® With degrees and variation across the empire, this narrative, received and
projected by the Roman elite, was circulated amongst ruled and ruling people, via regular
practices of public religion and acclamations across generational timescales, gradually unifying
the Empire into a larger imagined polity. Unification was not universal, but is evident to an
extent. A major exception, for instance, is the Roman Jewish War. The recognition and
admissibility of images of deified Caesar in Jerusalem, amongst other religious practices, were
seen as contributing tensions of the conflict.'®”’

The case of the Roman Empire can also be seen as formally institutionalizing the
narrative of a single system-wide polity, in the eventual establishment of classes across the
empire’s provinces and territories. There was a structural unification of the Empire beyond the
intermediaries that realized the discursive expression of the world city. By the late Empire,
irrespective of one’s polity of origin, a family could improve its standing in the six levels of

imperial citizenship, generation by generation, as each generation could ascend one level, given

1 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations Christopher Gill (trans.) (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), P. 21 [Book
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certain conditions. Different peoples across the Empire could, to an extent, practically as well as
discursively transcend their local loyalties, to imagine and practice a single polity of the world.
This narrative legitimated the series of patron client relations between Rome and its ruled
polities, giving their bargain based unity a cultural and moral basis, optimizing their rule in
reducing incentives of revolt, so easing the governance of provinces, and eventually justifying
the expansion of citizenship across the late Empire. The rise of the Empire was partly due to the

'8 But, the endurance of the Empire is

lack of a grand alliance or balancing power to prevent it.
partly attributable to its unifying process that legitimated and optimized its rule and mitigated the
development of counter-hegemonic alliances from within the empire, contributing to long
periods of stability amidst thinly spread forces vulnerable to multiple simultaneous rebellions
across a vast territory.

The unifying process was not absolute, as the Roman Jewish War illustrates, but neither
was it final. A further significant aspect of the Roman case is the rise of Christianity and eventual
transition of the Empire’s public religion from Stoic paganism to Christianity. The spread of
Christian beliefs across the Empire limited the acceptability of Stoic rituals amongst ruled
populations. Increasing numbers of Christians, including imperial soldiers, refused to sacrifice
for the deified Emperors and gods in public rituals. The beliefs of soldiers was particularly
significant, because they played a key role in supporting rival would-be Emperors aiming to
concentrate power in the system. The tension between Christian beliefs and public religion
eventually resulted in a transition, through the combination Christian beliefs and Roman power
in the military victories of Constantine. By 324 C.E., Constantine had militarily defeated all his
rivals and again brought the domination of the system under a single Emperor. In power,
Constantine legalized Christianity and enthusiastically supported it with the spread of Churches
across the Empire. Christianity became the official public religion of the Empire in the 4"
Century C.E.. Although pagan worship declined, it persisted across the Empire for several
centuries, whist Christianity continued to spread. The transition of public unifying narratives
from Stoicism to Christianity in the Roman world illustrates the relational bottom-up and top-
down tension between ruling and ruled in the unifying process. Unification requires unifying

narratives, but a narrative acceptable to both ruling and ruled is required for it to be circulated.

' Deudney, ‘A Republic for Expansion’, p. 171.
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The conquest of the Western Roman Empire by Germanic tribes in 476 C.E. effectively
terminated a Roman unifying process on a systemic scale, even though Christianity continued to
spread across the system, despite the collapse of the Western Roman Empire. The conquering
Germanic tribes were themselves Christians, although there were multiple sects of Christianity.
A unified polity of all Christendom remained an ambition and ideal but was never a reality. The
Roman Empire persisted in the East (retroactively described by historians as the Byzantine
Empire), centered on the capital city of Constantinople. Lacking sufficient military power, the
domination of the entirety of the system by the Eastern Roman Empire was not re-established,
despite several attempts. The history of the Eastern Roman Empire is one of a hegemonic
imperial power, which eventually declined and collapsed. Much of Northern Africa and the
Italian peninsula were re-conquered under Emperor Justinian I, in the 550s C.E., but these
territories were eventually lost again. The Eastern Roman Empire, although enduring for nearly a
thousand years, faced significant rival powers North, East, and West of it, and was eventually
conquered by rising Ottoman power in 1453 C.E. Despite the continued spread of a potentially
unifying narrative of Christendom, a unifying process had subsided from the system lacking a
dominant power.

The Egyptian and Roman cases evince a process of unification of multiple polities
through the theorized process on approximately system-wide scales in their respective
international systems. In both cases, a power established material dominance over an
international system, whist receiving, modifying, and projecting a unifying narrative that was
circulated amongst ruling and ruled people across the system over generational time-scales.
These cases evince the interests of hierarchical powers in sustaining and optimizing their rule as
well as the interest of ruled peoples in avoiding violent oppression and improving their status in
unified hierarchical structures. Both these cases also provide degrees of evidence of the
sociological circulation of collective-self-narratives that provided normative reasons for unity, so
creating legitimated hierarchies, rather than merely materially dominant hierarchies. In each
case, a collective-self-narrative was received by an imperial power, projected by that power, to
different degrees accepted, and circulated back by ruled populations across multiple generations,
evincing the process of a system unifying into a single vast polity with a collective identity,
legitimated hierarchy, and ability to mobilize resources. In the Roman case, the dominating

power ruled a larger international system, with a higher degree of cultural diversity, which made
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the articulation of an acceptable unifying difficult across the entire system. At a theoretical level,
Kaufman et. al. are correct in their assessment that the success of would-be suzerain powers
depends on a combination of factors, including good administrative governance and prevailing
principles of unit identity.'® The proposed theory supported by the above illustrative cases
makes the additional claim that cases of extreme imbalances also create systemic security
interests and benefits of unification that incentivize the circulation of collective-self-narratives
amongst ruled and ruling peoples, forming a shared collective identity of all the units in the
system.

From a world historical perspective, we can see that the conditions of systemic
unification are becoming increasingly difficult to meet. The increasing interaction capacities of
units (with the wheel, sail, camel and horse, in ancient times, and industrial transportation and
communication in modern times) have made systems ever wider, drawing multiple systems
together. The ancient Egyptian system of the Nile valley, for instance, later became connected to

the secondary Amarna system.'”’

The Roman system came to form a system with the Germanic
polities as well as Persia. This steady enlargement of international systems across world history
increases the number of units in systems and thereby decreases the likelihood of systemic
concentrations of power that instigate systemic unification. Furthermore, the historical expansion
of systemic scales via increasing interaction capacities of units involves increasing cultural
contexts in the system, which decreases the likelihood of a narrative being congruent and
acceptable across units. In the rare circumstances where power concentrations combined with the
cultural reception of a unifying narrative, the system eventually expanded, reframing the cultural
context and relative distributions of power. Increasing interaction capacity partly explains why

cases evincing systemic unification diminish in frequency across history and are only found in

pre-modern contexts.

1.6 Implications for the Contemporary System

How does the proposed theory clarify the question of a possible world polity formation in the

contemporary international system? The proposed theory, supported by illustrative cases,

1 Kaufman et. al. (eds.) The Balance of Power in World History, p. 229.
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suggests a world polity is highly unlikely in the near future, due to the diffusing of power in the
system and the difficulty of articulating a unifying narrative in a late modern nationalist political
culture. The proposed theory also clarifies the changes in the concentration of power and
articulation of unifying narratives needed for the unlikely, but nonetheless possible, unification
of the contemporary international system.

First, the proposed theory highlights how the structural and cultural ingredients of
systemic unification are absent from the contemporary international system. For instance, power
is insufficiently concentrated to initiate a unifying process. The unipolarity of US hegemony,
after the Cold War, while pronounced, is still insufficiently dominant in the system to initiate a
unifying process and lacks a unifying narrative acceptable in a late modern context. The US, is
balanced against by the nuclear deterrents and security capabilities of a resurgent Russia and

17 Furthermore, the cultural conditions of unification are unmet in the

rising China.
contemporary system. The potential contents of a unifying collective-self-narrative for all
humankind are limited by the nationalist and anti-imperial discursive context of late modern

172 Yet, while the proliferation of nuclear deterrence has significantly diminished

political culture.
the prospects for the domination of the system by a single power, Deudney and Wendt are
nonetheless right to suggest that nuclear proliferation has generated unique systemic security
threats.'”® The arsenals of the super powers threaten every unit in the system, which creates an
incentive to unify. As Deudney argues, ‘The main impetus to create a world government comes
not from a desire to embody consensual principles of mutual restraint, but rather from the brute
facts of rising interdependence in anarchy and the acute insecurity it produces’.'”* Ecological
crisis is potentially approaching this level of systemic security threat as well. Yet, in both the
case of nuclear weapons and ecological crisis, this has produced a reliance on regime complexes,
of mutually assured destruction in the case of nuclear weapons, and a more incipient and diffuse

regime complex in response to ecological crisis. The deterrence regime, in particular, has
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