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One of the lecturers from the Harvard University – Karl W. Deutsch – 
stated in 1960 that: civilization would be killed not by famine or plague in 
the future but by foreign policy and international relations because people 
can cope with hunger and epidemics but they cannot deal with the power 
of their own weapons and with their behaviour as nation-states.1 Despite 
several decades, which have passed from this statement, the progress made 
by humankind, and the changes occurred on the international arena, these 
words are still true. What is more, this thesis is extremely vivid, in the context  
of growing terrorist attacks in recent years in the countries with rich history 
of statehood, well-established democracy, and social-cultural structure.  
In the world with strong integration tendencies and the increasing trend 
for multiculturalism, with which many countries is not able to deal,  
the form of a nation-state is still popular, although it arouses controversies, 
problems and discussions at the same time. Moreover, despite the fact that  
the archaic character of the nation-state is clearly indicated in the 21st century  
in the context of intensification of globalization processes and tendencies 
in the direction of the form of the multicultural society and state – based on  
the assumption of equal rights for all and respect for cultural diversity,  

 

1  K.W. Deutsch, The Analysis of International Relations, Englewood Cliffs 1968, p. v.
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the state still remains one of the actors on the international arena. Nowadays 
there are around 195 states in the world, including also the countries, 
which are the members of the United Nations, as well as the Holy See and 
Palestine2. About 195 countries, as depending on the source of information 
or the calculation criterion, this number slightly changes between 189–
196. Such a huge number of states, achieved, among others, due to the 
decolonization process in Africa and Asia after the Second World War, 
indicates how important and required the form of the state is.

Nowadays the state, functioning next to many other actors – 
non-governmental organizations, intergovernmental and international 
organizations, churches or transnational corporates, still remains a very 
important and decision-making entity in shaping international order and 
international relations. Activity zones, in which interdependence meets 
inadequate control, which gives rise to various conflicts. The state, is 
based on the assumption that it should also guarantee its citizens the sense  
of security and stability, opportunity for development, prosperity and 
be strong source of national identification, identity and ‘being rooted’.  
The quality and type of international order, in which we function, depends 
on quality and type of individual states. Therefore, it seems justifiable, even 
in the times of the so-called New World Order, also names as New World 
Disorder, to remember about the basic principles underlying modern 
international order, whose evolution officially started in the 17th century, 
whereas, in fact it started as early as in the 15th century. The rules, which 
despite the lapse of time are still important to some extent for functioning 
of the international system and the state as one of essential entities.  
Still giving the state its legitimization and justifying importance of its 
existence in the world with high level of dependence, communication and 
flow of information.

Nation-state
Firstly, let us define the term nation-state. This one of the basic terms 
regarding international relations is often overused or misinterpreted in  

2 Worldometers, at http://www.worldometers.info/geography/how-many-countries-are-
there-in-the-world/, 10 January 2017; ‘Independent States in the World’, US Department  
of State. Diplomacy in Action, at https://www.state.gov/s/inr/rls/4250.htm,  
20 January 2017.
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a political debate. Andrew Heywood defines the nation-state as a sovereign 
political association within which citizenship and nationality overlap; one 
nation within a single state3. The Dictionary of Political Sciences4 defines 
the nation-state as a sovereign state-owned entity dominated by one nation, 
indicating the source of meaning of this term at the same time resulting 
from combining two important terms: the state and the nation. The first 
one referring to a political organization characterized by sovereignty both 
within indicated geographical borders and also in relations with the other 
sovereign entities, implying in this way existence of the international system 
of sovereign entities, which are equivalent for each other. Whereas the 
second term – refers to people, community, culture, language or ethnical 
identity that has its historical continuity. Actually, it is hard to speak in 
contemporary times about the state, which is dominated by one nation. 
We can rather differentiate countries with more or less homogenous social 
structure, both in the past and in the present times, in which native people 
constitute different percentage of the whole population. That is reflected 
in understanding the nation-state by Norman Davies, for whom this is  
the state, in which the vast majority of citizens (not all of them) is aware  
of mutual national identity and belongs to the same culture.5 Intensification 
of globalization processes in the last decades – including the so-called 
time and space compression by David Harvey6 connected with rapid 
development of transport, communication, Internet and also liberalization 
of legal norms – led to the situation, in which citizens are physically not so 
strictly related to a geographical territory as it was in the past. ‘Openness  
of the world’ – especially within integrated political and economic entities as 
e.g. the European Union – intensifies movement, as well as permanent and 
temporary relocations of people over physical borders. Therefore, changing 
the point of reference for citizens from the original and new country  
of residence. However, official belonging of a citizen to a given state’s territory 
reflected in possessing an adequate identity document and being subject to 
jurisdiction of a given country. It often gives rise to doubt whether a citizen 
still needs such sense of belonging. Especially due to the fact that official 

3 A. Heywood, Politics, New York 2007, p. 453.
4 ‘Państwo narodowe [nation-state]’, transl. P. Kornobis, in: D. Dziedzic (ed.), Słownik poli-
tologii, transl. M. Kornobis, P. Kornobis, K. Wolański, Warszawa 2008, pp. 386–387.
5 N. Davies, Europe. A History, Oxford–New York 1996, pp. 812-813.
6 M. Waters, Globalization, London–New York 1995, p. 55.
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nationality can be multiplied, which can raise problems of legal nature.  
All these issues explain transformation of the meaning of the term nation-
state in common understanding, where it means rather one country of origin 
of a given individual, his or her upbringing, education, family relationships, 
native language community or traditions. Irrespective of drawbacks and 
advantages of the aforementioned state of affairs, as a result we must 
face the ‘foreigner’ in the perspective of own emigration or immigration  
of the other people to our country. However, it requires working out, learning 
about or approving some norms indicated already in the 15th century by 
the thinker of the golden era of the Jagiellonians – e.g. Paweł Włodkowic, 
Andrzej Frycz Modrzewski, Mikołaj Rej – who used to live in very difficult 
and stormy times, in which a modern multinational country was being 
formed and they tried to indicate a proper shape of relationships between 
social classes and nations, looked for the ways for solving international 
conflicts and answers to questions, which are also interesting for us today 
– about human dignity irrespective of a religion or a nationality, essence 
of power, the manner of solving international conflicts or justification for 
imposing religion and law by force and many others.

Evolution of the international system
The contemporary international order has evolved since the 17th century, 
when after a brutal and exhaustive Thirty Years’ War at the end of 1648, 
after a few years of negotiations, the Westphalian Treaties were finally 
concluded. It is widely indicated that formation of modern international 
order has started to be shaped from that point. The principles of territoriality, 
sovereignty, autonomy and legality adopted at that time indicated the so-
called the Westphalian Order. The order, which as a matter of fact did 
not end the wars in Europe at that time and took different forms with 
passing time and with different historical events – Vienna System (1815–
1914), Versailles Order (1914–1945), Yalta–Potsdam Order (1945–1989),  
The New World Order (1989–untill now). However, thanks to determining 
the aforementioned principles of co-existence between the European 
nations formation of modern international order was started, which 
was fully formed as late as in the 19th century, yet is spread to the other 
continents with passing time.
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 The principles which have been promoted since  
the Westphalian Order, for example:

•	 non-intervention in the domestic affairs of other recognized states,
•	 relation between sovereign states subjected to international law,
•	 state permission as the basis of any international obligation,
•	 territorial state as a form of political rule or governance,
•	 state’s right to own internal and external policy,
•	 equality of all states before law,
•	 their equal rights to self-determination,

are commonly known and recognizable in the contemporary world. 
They let manage the modern system of states which the main fea-
ture has been the balance of power, which of course has transformed 
as time has gone and some dramatic or rapid changes appeared in  
the world. It is worth to point here that above rules didn’t just ap-
peared in 17th century. They were based on the previous ideas prop-
agated by many thinkers. Among them was Polish catholic priest, 
academic, lawyer as well writer of the Jagiellonian times – Paweł 
Włodkowic, or in Latin Paulus Vladimiri, who is almost forgot-
ten today. What is more, he had been a precursor of law of nation and  
a just war about 200 years before Hugo Grotius – commonly known as  
a father of IR- even did it.
 Paweł Włodkowic’s ideas of international relation were especially 
focus on the rights of pagan nations in relations to Christian nations. He was 
really unsatisfied by the Papacy and the Empire’s attitude to the pagan nations 
at that times. Thus, he pointed a strong need to reform the relationship 
among them. What was really evident in his defense of the Kingdom  
of Poland and Lithuania case against the Teutonic Order during the Council 
of Constance (1414–1418). He stated there that whatever the nations – pagan 
or Christian one – they could coexist peacefully because all human beings 
are the same in nature and come from one supreme God, and by this they 
are equal in rights and obligations. Thus, there is not possible to conquer 
the Pagan by Christian and subordinate them neither to the Papacy nor 
to the Teutonic Order. Additionally, the Pagan has right to own territory, 
rules and political identity. So, in that way, he proved the sovereignty 
and territoriality principle in 15th century and formed the main principle  
of international relations which he called ‘the natural law of nations’. It is also 
worth to remember, that first Włodkowic’s ideas and next the Westphalian 
Order were turning point not only in political structure and international 
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relations field but also in social thinking because of clearer and growing 
sense of identity – national identity which during the following centuries 
would be one of the main power of transformations in the world. 

Of course, in the course of time, the world order and state itself 
have evolved significantly. And nowadays, for a long time, it is said that  
the Westphalian Order does not exist anymore. We rather discuss about 
Post-Westphalian Order or New World Order. By the way, the latter one 
is often overused due to some unexpected, dramatic events around us, 
such as New York World Trade Center attack on 11th September of 2001. 
Nowadays, we even operate the concept the New World Disorder which was 
first used by professor of political science at the Univeristy of California 
at Berkeley – Ken Jowitt – in the title of his essey in 1992 describing  
the ideological vacuum created by the Soviet collapse and foreseeing 
that new ideologies would come and challenge the hegemony of liberal 
democratic capitalism7. This New World Disorder, according to Zygmunt 
Bauman is negative globalization and reflects, rather, the new awareness 
(facilitated, but not necessarily caused, by the abrupt demise of block politics) 
of the essentially elemental and contingent nature of the things which 
previously seemed to be tightly controlled or at least ‘technically controllable’.8 
The dissolution of the world of two super-blocks affected all the role  
of the sovereign state – military, economic and cultural self-sufficiency9. 
What is more, as Bauman states, there is nobody in particular who is able 
to lead10.

In fact, the breakdown of the Westphalian System can be traced to 
I and II World War which showed that the existing world order was not 
effective. At time of I World War, the international order was understood 
as voluntary consent of states which core was right to peace. At that time, 
the international order was reflected in many international agreements 
or treaties, such as: a famous Woodron Wilson’s 14 Points (1918) or Pact  
of Paris (1928). The latter one, which is commonly known as Kellogg-

7 J. Larsen, ‘Review – Russia and the New World Disorder’, E-International Relations,  
27 November 2015, at  http://www.e-ir.info/2015/11/27/review-russia-and-the-new-
world-disorder/, 21 October 2017.
8  Z. Bauman, ‘After the nation state – what?’, in: J. Beynon, D. Dunkerley (ed.), Globaliza-
tion: The Reader, New York 2000, p. 252.
9  Ibid.
10  R. Van Krieken et al., Sociology, Frenchs Forest 2014, p. 48.
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Briand Pact11, forbade an aggressive war as an instrument of national policy 
and called on nations to settle their differences by pacific means. So, there 
was repetition of Włodkowic’s 15th century idea of peaceful coexistence 
among nations again. Then, in 16th century, there was also a call to peaceful 
relations towards other nations made by Andrzej Frycz Modrzewski 
in his Consideration on Improvement of Kingdom of Poland, section 3rd 
About War12. However, Modrzewski realized well that an armed conflicts 
were inevitable at that time so he gave some hints on a war prevention, 
management of the army and made some differentiation between fair and 
unfair war13 what was a kind of some advice how to guarantee security  
of the Kingdom of Poland and its citizens – which is one of the most 
important role of each state.

In 20th century, as a result of II World War and threat of mass 
weapon and mass destruction, the idea of right to peace has been developed 
a lot in legal and political context as well. The Atlantic Charter and  
The Charter of United Nations have been here the essential document. What 
is more, there have been the fundamentals of many other declarations and 
resolutions focused on the peaceful coexistence among nations limiting in 
this way sovereignty of the states to some extent. Above documents have 
provided an international forum in which all states are in law equal, which 
points and guarantee common values and norms, or which may manage 
solution of international conflicts by peaceful means. At that time, it was 
said also about international order in economic, cultural, communication 
or ecological context. Demonstrating in this way that the sovereign state 
lost its widespread control step by step. The strongest tendency was visible 
in economy since the 1960s when some discussion about the creation  
of The Economic World Order were started.

The 20th century clearly demonstrated that the old idea  

11  Full name of Kellog-Briand Pact is General Treaty for Renunciation of War as an Instru-
ment of National Policy.
12  A.F. Modrzewski, Dzieła wszystkie, Vol. II: Mowy, Warszawa 1954, pp. 304–305. One 
of his most famous work comprised of five volumes: De moribus (About Customs), De 
legibus (About Law), De bello (About War), De ecclesia (About Church) and De scho-
la (About School), written in latin and pubished in Kraków in 1551, entitled in origin  
De Republica emendanda (in Polish: O poprawie Rzeczypospolitej), then translated in Ger-
man and published in Basel. It was translated also in Polish in 1577, so after Modrzewski’s 
death.
13  A.F. Modrzewski, Dzieła wszystkie, Vol. II: Mowy, pp. 304–319.
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of the Westphalian nation-state system and character of the sovereign state 
are inadequate for modern times and needs. As a result, the transformation 
of them has been watching for a long time. In the background  
of the military competition between the United States and the Soviet Union 
called a Cold War the amount of states in the world drastically rose at first 
as an effect of decolonization process and next the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union in a second half of 20th century. So that, it has checked the old idea  
of national self-determination. It was evident soon, that new states, 
especially these micro-states, were usually weak, poor and were not able 
to guarantee appropriate order and their security, like it was in the post-
soviet states with nuclear supplies which was transferred to Russia because 
of that. There were sometimes also lack of correspondence between 
nation and territory within the new states what caused new conflicts.  
In addition to this, state’s borders can change because of political or 
historical events. There are also some nations without own states, such as 
Native Indian. Problematic is even a sense of a term state in English which 
can mean country or a district of country in the same time. Nowadays, 
the term nation itself also started to be much more unclear than earlier.  
As I have mentioned in the beginning of this paper, due to the acceleration 
of communication, transport development, migration or re-settlement 
the multi-national loyalty or citizenship has emerged causing a loss of one 
national identity. Moreover, there is lack of international agreement on 
how nationality should be required: by residence, by government criteria, 
or by place of birth? It is respected in different way in different states.

The modern state also has to share its power with the other actors 
which have appeared on the international arena in the 20th century and 
are out of state’s control to some extent even if they need state’s consent 
to act – non-governmental organizations, the international organizations 
or the multinational corporations, which annual turnover is sometimes 
larger than some developing world states. Some of these bodies are also 
a guarantee of citizens rights or human rights. Thus, they take over partly 
state’s original role. It is said even about internationalization of authority 
by the international organization. On the other hand, it is undoubted that 
state has to face new threats now, such as terrorism, ecological disasters, 
world economic crisis, piracy in the third world states, illegal arms trade, 
mass migration flow to Europe, or people and drug trafficking. An effective 
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results in fighting against them can be achieve only by common activities 
and agreements of both of them – old and new actors. 

The fact is, that modern globalization and regionalization are 
restructuring Westphalian System and following ones based on sovereign 
state and territorial area. What is evident especially in vanishing boundaries 
between the national-international, foreign-domestic, or inside-outside the 
state. Therefore, some actions far away the state may impact often internal 
issues. As well, internal affairs are watching and can be effected with some 
means by external actors or international forum. 

There is no doubts, that we are in the mid-change in the organization 
of the world economy and world politics, a transition to a transnational 
or Post-Westphalian Order, or New World Order. Even if the latter one 
is announced every time when some unexpected, dramatic change is 
occurred, like did it President Gorbachev in 1989 or President Bush in 
1990 in his Speech New World Order in the Middle East, there are some 
distinctive aspects of that transition: the fragmentation of political authority 
which is manage on many levels, the diffusion of the boundary between  
the public and private spheres, the transformation of the nature and 
meaning of geographic context, common consent to solve international 
problems, economic and political integration, or a change in character  
of the world order which is now much less state-centric. Because all of these 
there is also transformation of community of sentiment14 and the national 
identity that is not the only one which an individual possess. Cultural 
identity can be sometimes much stronger united factor of some group than 
national. However, the latter one is generally still really important even if 
has not been essential recently. Instead of this, the nostalgia of it can be 
essential. 

Conclusion
Taking everything into account, it is clear that:

– the Westphalian Order is an historic phenomenon but its vital values 
of peaceful coexistence among nations and tolerance to others are 
still extremely important,

– the sovereign nation-state, which was the basic unit of the old world 
order politics even if transformed in the 20th century it is still the 

14  R. Jackson, G. Sørensen, Wprowadzenie do stosunków międzynarodowych. Teorie i kie-
runki badawcze, transl. A. Czwojdrak, Kraków 2003, p. 307.
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main frame of world order (it does not matter the division into 
nation- or multinational states),

– the national identity is ticklish and problematic issue but it have not 
disappear yet, 

–  even if states integrate into bigger unit (EU), their citizens not 
necessary want resign their state territory, borders and national 
interest, they also highlighted their hierarchy of identity – 1. district 
(Małopolska) 2. state (Polish) 3. regional/supranation (EU),

– the nation-state order has never been static, besides this –  
the change has accelerated in recent times,

– there is transformation from old world order to new one, which is – 
generally speaking- an effect of globalization processes 

– even if state’s roles and its importance has diminished the amount 
of sovereign states with their own borders and independent 
government rose in second half of 20th century and is still required 
by some groups or regions which suffer from lack of it, such as 
Catalonia,

– nowadays a formula of the state is necessary still due to the fact that, 
as Zygmunt Bauman states, there is not any global bodies like this at 
the territorial state-nation in order to protect the marriage between 
authority/power and politic and these institutions which exist may 
be ineffective15,

– an international world order and politics are joined with culture 
thanks to which today mixture of people with different values 
system can peacefully live together in all regions of the world,

– in spite of huge amount of time, the jagiellonian ideas have become 
universal rules until now, they not only let people coexistence 
in peace but they formed national identity of political elite  
of the Kingdom of Poland in the past understood as community  
of common origin, language and social organization which 
comprises all ethnic groups. They promoted also tolerance, law and 
order and participation in rules of most of the society. All of these 
patterns have been inherited by the next centuries.

15 Z. Bauman, Europa niedokończona przygoda, transl. T. Kunz, Kraków 2012, p. 220.
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