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Introduction

This book seeks to examine the roles that international organizations
play in modern world aVairs. There are three principal reasons for
undertaking this task. First, there is the obvious fact that international
organizations have steadily grown in number and in the scope and vari-
ety of their activities since the late nineteenth century, to such an extent
that the contemporary world would be incomprehensible without taking
them into consideration. Second, most writings on modern world aVairs,
especially by historians, have nevertheless almost entirely ignored this
fact. This scholarly void somehow must be Wlled. And Wnally, a focus on
international organizations, rather than nations and states, as units of
analysis provides a fresh perspective on the evolution of international
relations and enables us to reconceptualize modern world history. For
example, the phenomenon known as globalization might be better
understood if we examined the ways in which international organiza-
tions have for decades been seeking to establish transnational connec-
tions, politically, economically, and culturally.

Roughly speaking, there are two types of international organizations:
intergovernmental organizations and international nongovernmental
organizations. The former category consists of institutions that come
into existence through formal agreements among nations and represent

1

Iriye-B1J.qxd  1/22/2002  10:51 AM  Page 1



their respective governments. The United Nations is the best-known
example, but several thousands of them exist today. The latter, in con-
trast, refers to associations that are established by private individuals and
groups. According to the Economic and Social Council of the United
Nations, any international organization that is not established by an
agreement among governments is an international nongovernmental
organization.1 This, however, is too broad a deWnition, and in this study
a nongovernmental organization will be more narrowly construed as a
voluntary nonstate, nonproWt, nonreligious, and nonmilitary association.
The voluntary nature of these organizations—that is, their openness to
all those who wish to join—distinguishes them from others that are
restricted to certain categories of people, whether nationality, gender,
religion, class, region, or any other division. Business enterprises in most
countries are, of course, nongovernmental organizations, but their
proWt-seeking nature distinguishes them fundamentally from the rest.
Churches, synagogues, cemeteries, and other religious bodies are also
mostly nongovernmental institutions, but for the sake of analysis, this
book will mention them only when their activities are secular, such as
humanitarian relief and cultural exchange, rather than confessional or
evangelical. The distinction is a tenuous one, but to include a discussion
of religious institutions would make the study of nongovernmental orga-
nizations, at this stage of scholarship, unmanageable. Last, it seems to
make sense to exclude the consideration of terrorist societies and other
armed gangs; a nongovernmental organization by deWnition will not
have its own military force, given that, in theory at least, the state is sup-
posed to monopolize arms and “violence.” In reality, there are nonstate,
indeed antistate, groups with their own arms that engage in violent
activities. Although the relationship between such groups and unarmed
organizations is a serious question in some parts of the world, this book
will touch on the issue only in a few instances, focusing instead on activ-
ities by nonmilitary organizations.2 Thus rather narrowly deWned, inter-
national nongovernmental organizations constitute only a part of non-
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state actors. Even so, there are almost thirty thousand of them today, and
one purpose of this book will be to trace their evolution over time.3

It would be neither feasible nor meaningful to try to be comprehen-
sive or to generalize about the activities of thousands of international
organizations, intergovernmental or nongovernmental. Instead I focus
on six types of organizations: those dealing with humanitarian relief, cul-
tural exchange, peace and disarmament, developmental assistance,
human rights, and environmentalism.

The choice of these six categories is arbitrary, for many other orga-
nized activities exist in the world, as well as alternative ways of catego-
rizing them. Harold Jacobson divides international organizations into
three broad types: those concerned with security and peace, with trade
and other economic aVairs, and with “social welfare and human rights.”4

Evan Luard classiWes international organizations by the functions they
perform, such as sea transport, energy, and development; altogether
Luard lists Wfteen diVerent types of functions.5 Lyman Cromwell
White’s seminal work on international nongovernmental organizations
enumerates twelve Welds of activity such organizations are engaged in,
ranging from “communications, transport, and travel” to “pursuit of
peace.”6 A recent book by Lester M. Salaman and Helmut K. Anheier on
nonproWt organizations suggests twelve “major activity groups”: culture
and recreation; education and research; health; social services; environ-
ment; development and housing; law, advocacy, and politics; philan-
thropic intermediaries and voluntarism promotion; international activi-
ties; religion; business and professional associations and unions; and
groups “not elsewhere classiWed.” These categories deWne domestic non-
governmental organizations except for “international activities,” which
involve cross-national functions and eVorts. Within this category
Salaman and Anheier include seven types of activities and organizations:
exchange/friendship/cultural programs; development assistance associa-
tions; international disaster and relief organizations; international
human rights and peace organizations; multipurpose international orga-
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nizations; support and service organizations; auxiliaries, councils, stan-
dard setting and governance organizations; and international organiza-
tions not elsewhere classiWed.7

These are all useful classiWcatory schemes. Since, however, this book’s
main goal is not to be comprehensive but to illustrate the roles that
international organizations play in shaping the contemporary world, I
focus on those organizations whose activities in the six areas mentioned
earlier seem to have made a signiWcant diVerence in international aVairs.
However limited in scope, an examination of some of these organiza-
tions’ agendas and activities seems worthwhile, if only because historians
have not paid them the attention they deserve.

Scholars have written volumes on the history of the contemporary
world, or more speciWcally of modern international relations, but few
such volumes seem to contain more than a passing reference, if at all, to
international organizations.8 This lack of scholarly attention by histori-
ans is puzzling, given that political scientists have carefully studied inter-
national organizations since at least the 1970s.9 Such scholars have pro-
duced important surveys and case studies of international organizations,
and some writers have incorporated these studies into international
relations theory. At the same time, however, the bulk of the political sci-
ence literature remains nonhistorical. Most writings by nonhistorians on
international organizations tend to focus on very recent developments
or current phenomena. Even when discussing some episodes from the
past, political scientists appear to be more interested in drawing policy-
relevant conclusions from them than in placing them in a historical con-
text. While all such work is valuable, historians may have a diVerent per-
spective and wish for a more systematic examination of the historical
development of international organizations, their activities, and their
possible impact on world aVairs. In this book I attempt to provide such
an examination.

One basic and obvious reason why historians of international rela-
tions have not been paying suYcient attention to international organi-
zations is their preoccupation with state-centered activities: political,
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diplomatic, military, and economic. States and their activities constitute
geopolitical “realities,” and historians have been examining these reali-
ties as they have changed over time through interstate interactions and
clashes. Writers have focused on such themes as “diplomacy,” “the rise
and fall of the great powers,” “the causes of wars,” and “the origins of
the First (or the Second) World War,” to cite a few examples from books
with these titles.10 So long as one continues to be fascinated by these
topics—and of course they remain legitimate objects of scholarly
inquiry—it will be easy to neglect international organizations, dismiss-
ing them as irrelevant to the diplomatic and military dramas being
played out by the states. The same thing may be said of those works that
have focused on the economic aspect of international aVairs. Apart from
a few that present the movement of goods, capital, and labor as world-
wide phenomena, most studies by historians seem to retain their
national frameworks, examining foreign economic policies of various
countries or exploring trade, banking, and other issues among them.11

A fundamental assumption seems to underlie the study of interna-
tional relations through an examination of diplomacy (political and eco-
nomic) and war: international aVairs are seen as a sum of activities of
nations as they try to safeguard their respective interests and enhance
their power positions in the world while engaging in negotiations and
preparing for possible clashes of interest. This is a conXictual (or “anar-
chical”) view of the world, whether conXict is seen as latent or real.12 In
such an anarchical situation, international organizations will be of no
importance except as means for promoting national interests. But these
organizations will make a diVerence if one construes world aVairs in a
diVerent way. If, for instance, one is to explore possibilities for world
order rather than anarchy, one will have to take the activities of interna-
tional organizations more seriously, simply because the majority of these
organizations are by deWnition oriented toward seeking international
order, cooperation, and interdependence. Of course, sovereign states
may also cooperate with one another to establish some sort of interna-
tional system, and historians have written volumes on “the Westphalian
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system,” “the Vienna system,” “the Versailles system,” “the Yalta sys-
tem,” and the like.13 These systems could be so deWned as to exclude any
participant except states. But that would be a narrow view of the inter-
national system and ignore the fact that international organizations have
existed side by side with the states for over a century and have con-
tributed to the making of the contemporary world.

It is true that state-centered approaches to the study of war and diplo-
macy have begun to be challenged by historians who stress the social,
ideological, and cultural bases of a country’s foreign aVairs and concep-
tualize international relations as intercultural relations.14 Excellent
monographs have been published on the eVect of social relations
(involving issues of gender, class, and ethnicity), ideology, and culture
(such as historical memory) on foreign policy.15 While these studies
elaborate how such nonstate, nongeopolitical factors have aVected the
processes of foreign policy decision making, others have examined non-
state, nonoYcial dealings across national boundaries, such as missionary
activities and cultural exchange programs.16 All these writings have
enriched our understanding of international relations by broadening the
scope of inquiry beyond the state. Nevertheless, most of them still take
nations as units of analysis; their inquiry may go beyond the formal gov-
ernmental apparatus and embrace society and individuals, but they
assume that social and cultural phenomena, just like diplomatic and mil-
itary aVairs, are comprehensible within a national framework. Inter-
national organizations have, therefore, little room in such analyses. The
world consisting of societies and cultures may be diVerent from one
made up of sovereign states, but it is still a world with national and ter-
ritorial boundaries.

International organizations, on the other hand, assume that there is
yet another world, one that is produced by forces that cut across national
frontiers. These forces create networks of shared interests and concerns
that go beyond national interests and concerns. The transnational
migration of people and the deterioration of the natural environment
are but two of the most obvious examples. These are transnational phe-
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nomena to be addressed as much by intergovernmental organizations
and nongovernmental organizations as by independent states. And to
the extent that international organizations eVectively reXect transna-
tional concerns and in turn strengthen the sense of global, human inter-
dependence, they may be said to be creating an alternative world, one
that is not identical with the sum of sovereign states and nations.

The emergence of such a world has been noticed by an increasing
number of observers, who have given it various names: “the society
world” (to distinguish it from the world of nation-states), “international
society,” “transnational civil society,” and “the global public.”17 These
terms describe a global arena in which individuals and organizations
other than sovereign states come together and engage in activities sepa-
rate from those pursued by national governments. That is why terms
such as “global civil society” and “transnational civil society” have
gained in popularity.18 “Civil society” is a term that has been long in use
to describe domestic nonstate actors, including business enterprises and
religious organizations as well as private associations, and it may be
diYcult to postulate an exact analogue to it in the global context, where
there is no super-entity corresponding to the state apparatus. Never-
theless, “international civil society,” like “the society world” and similar
terms, suggests the existence of a world community that is not inter-
changeable with the world consisting of independent nations. Inter-
national organizations may be viewed as one among the many ingredi-
ents of transnational civil society, one of many forces that have linked
diVerent parts of the world. These forces are, in that sense, more prop-
erly called “global,” or even “human,” than “international.” Inter-
national history may have been in existence only since the seventeenth
century, but global history has had a longer life, and human history a
longer one yet.

Thus conceived, the study of international organizations may be
viewed as one way of examining the phenomenon known as globaliza-
tion. The scholarly literature on globalization is rapidly growing.19 A
number of sociologists and anthropologists, as well as political scientists
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and economists (although as yet very few historians), have undertaken to
explore the evolution and contemporary characteristics of what has been
called “the new realities that mark the last decades of the [twentieth]
century.”20 The transformation of human life brought about by global
economic and technological linkages has been closely examined, as have
the Werce local loyalties and identities that have arisen in opposition to
globalizing tendencies.21 Few studies of globalization, however, have
paid attention to the roles that international organizations have played
in promoting globalization, in seeking to steer it in a desirable direction,
or, though more rarely, resisting aspects of the globalizing force. I hope
that the discussion in this book will serve to clarify the relationship
between international organizations and globalization.

I have chosen to call this book Global Community as a way of describ-
ing the role of international organizations in a world that has been
increasingly globalizing or becoming globalized. (That the word “glob-
alize” may be used both as a transitive and an intransitive verb is inter-
esting and is a useful reminder that globalization is at once an inexorable
material development and a conscious human process.) However,
“global community” is not meant to be synonymous with “globaliza-
tion”; the following chapters do not discuss crucial features of global-
ization such as technological innovations and the expansion of interna-
tional Wnancial transactions.22 Rather, the term suggests the building of
transnational networks that are based upon a global consciousness, the
idea that there is a wider world over and above separate states and
national societies, and that individuals and groups, no matter where they
are, share certain interests and concerns in that wider world. This con-
sciousness has to be given some institutional form if it is to become
eVective—hence the role of international organizations. By examining
their history, we shall gain an understanding of one aspect of the phe-
nomenon of globalization and of the historical process that has created
transnational, global, and human forces and movements deWning the
world today.
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