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Joseph Nye identifies three forms of world politics that have emerged over time: 
imperial system, feudal system, and anarchic system of states.4 Imperial systems 
are characterized by the domination of a single power. Examples include the Roman 
Empire, Spain in the sixteenth century, France in the seventeenth century, and the 
British Empire in the nineteenth century (see Map 4.1). Other examples include 
ancient empires that were more regional in scope, such as those of the Aztecs, Incas, 
and Egyptians, who sought to control their contiguous environments.

A second way that international political borders have been delineated is 
feudal systems. Here, political loyalties were based on allegiance not to the land 
but to the landowner or local lord. In some cases, this obligation might have 
even been to a more distant ruler or religious leader. Such a system was particu-
larly common after the collapse of the Roman Empire. As Nye suggests, these 
political ties did the following:

They were determined to a large extent by what happened to one’s superiors. If 
a ruler married, an area and its people might find their obligations rearranged 
as part of a wedding dowry. Townspeople born French might suddenly find 
themselves made Flemish or even English.5
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Source: Henry R. Nau, Perspectives on International Relations: Power, Institutions, and Ideas, 3rd ed. (Washington, DC: CQ 
Press, 2012), 77.

imperial system
political organization in which 
one government is dominant 
over most of the world with 
which it has contact

feudal system
political organization in which 
loyalty and political 
obligations take precedence 
over political boundaries

anarchic system of 
states
organization of political units 
that are relatively cohesive but 
with no higher government 
above them


