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INTRODUCTION 

 

We live in an unusual age. For most of history, international systems have consisted of a 

bewildering diversity of political units, ranging from city-leagues through to feudal monarchies, 

confederacies and sprawling imperial realms. By contrast, ours is an insistently homogenous era, 

the diversity of an earlier time now succeeded by a global monoculture of sovereign states. The 

sovereign state’s universal triumph in the post-World War II era is too often seen as evidence of 

an inexorable historical logic, by which greater interaction between the world’s political 

communities inevitably compelled a long-term convergence in polity forms. The conviction that 

political communities will increasingly resemble one another as interaction between them rises is 

deeply ingrained in mainstream International Relations (IR) theories, even if scholars differ as to 

why this presumed nexus between interaction and homogenization supposedly exists. From the 

vantage point of today’s sovereign state monoculture, this equation of increased interaction with 

unit homogenization seems plausible. Against the wider backdrop of world history prior to 1945, 

however, it seems hopelessly parochial, ignoring the persistent heterogeneity in polity forms that 

has characterized global politics for the vast majority of the modern era. 

How can we account for the emergence, operation and persistence of durably diverse 

international systems? This is the central research puzzle we address in this book. Focusing 

specifically on the Indian Ocean region from 1500-1750 – the ‘cradle’ of what has been dubbed 

‘oriental globalization’ – we seek here to explain how and why interaction reinforced 

heterogeneity during the early modern era.1Already the flywheel of trade between Africa, Asia 

and Europe from the middle of the first millennium, the Indian Ocean region witnessed a marked 

increase in both the diversity of its polity types, and the scale and frequency of interaction 
                                                        
1 J. Hobson, The Eastern Origins of Western Civilization (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 36. 
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between them, from the late fifteenth century onwards. Portuguese crusaders, sent by their king 

to find spices and Christian allies in the East; vast Mughal cavalry armies from Central Asia, 

their leaders proudly claiming direct descent from Genghis Khan; the Dutch and English East 

India Companies – the forerunners of today’s multinational corporations and the vanguards of 

the West’s eventual conquest of Asia – each differed radically from one another in their cultural 

outlooks, institutional forms and political and economic goals.  

Against International Relations theorists’ expectations of interaction driving 

convergence, however, these different polity forms co-existed for centuries alongside one 

another, together constituting a richly diverse and durable international system. Concentrating on 

these examples of statist, imperial and corporate polity forms, we establish in this study how this 

diversity of polity forms first emerged, and why competition failed to produce convergence 

towards a common polity form. We furthermore explain how heterogeneous actors successfully 

stabilized their relations with one another without the benefit of possessing shared norms and 

common cultural understandings. Finally, we demonstrate how this historical heterogeneity 

continued to profoundly structure the international politics of the Indian Ocean region even 

following the advent of full-blown Western colonialism from the late eighteenth century.   

Mainstream International Relations theories – beholden to the view that increased 

interaction should call forth a greater uniformity in polity forms over time – anticipate that the 

centuries-long process of global integration dating from the sixteenth century should have 

corresponded with a progressive convergence towards a common polity form.  But with the very 

late exception of the state’s universalization after the collapse of European colonial empires from 

the late 1940s to the mid-1970s, the historical record firmly contradicts such expectations. 

Considering the first ‘wave’ of globalization in particular – marked by the European conquest of 
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the Americas, the rise of the trans-Atlantic slave trade and the growth of European maritime 

expansion in Asia – we see not homogenization, but rather a reinforcement of pre-existing 

diversity.  

The historical prevalence of heterogeneous international systems is deeply disorienting 

for most International Relations theorists. Such systems appear by their very existence to 

confound some of the discipline’s most basic assumptions about what international politics is 

and how international systems should work. Traditionally preoccupied with the problem of 

securing order among like units dwelling in anarchy, IR scholars have paid much less attention to 

the challenges presented by hierarchical international systems, and less still to heteronomous 

systems governed neither by an exclusive logic of anarchy nor hierarchy. The assumption that 

international politics is the domain of relations between functionally equivalent like units – 

sovereign states – has absolved IR scholars from having to explain the processes of interaction 

between unlike units. At critical points in global history, functionally dissimilar polities co-

existed without the stabilizing ballast of either the conventions of a sovereign state system or the 

commands of an imperial international order. Far from being a transient symptom of disorder, a 

diversity of polity forms in fact helped to constitute order within such systems. But with a few 

exceptions, the field has remained generally silent on how we are to make sense of international 

relations within the heterogeneous international systems that have predominated for most of 

world history.  

The very messiness of heterogeneous international systems has encouraged the field 

either to neglect such systems entirely, or to relegate them to a remote and incomprehensible 

past, casting them as idiosyncratic and ultimately transient preludes to the ‘real’ international 

politics that emerged after 1945. This willful refusal to confront the typical and defining 
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untidiness of past international systems – and to therefore establish how diversity rather than 

uniformity might work to constitute order between political communities - is problematic for two 

main reasons.  

First, constricting our frame of reference to sovereign state systems (or occasionally to 

imperial hierarchies) is fundamentally harmful for purposes of theory-building. A neglect of 

heterogeneous international systems encourages us to mistake contingent outcomes (e.g. 

Europe’s post-medieval convergence towards the sovereign state) as evidence of supposedly 

universal relationships (e.g. interaction causes convergence). In so doing, it forecloses 

consideration of alternative ways in which order might be maintained between political 

communities.  

Second, a failure to adequately theorize the dynamics of heterogeneous international 

systems leaves scholars unable to make sense of international relations as played out in the 

crucial early centuries following the post-1500 first wave of globalization. From the early 

sixteenth through late eighteenth centuries, expanding webs of military, economic and cultural 

exchange knitted the populations of the Old and New Worlds together on a historically 

unprecedented scale. This surge in interaction occurred in an age fundamentally dissimilar from 

our own, in which neither the West nor the sovereign state was dominant. That successive waves 

of truculent Westerners were able to inveigle their way into Asia’s bazaars and palaces - despite 

lacking either decisive military or institutional advantages over their originally far wealthier 

hosts – is a crucially important puzzle for understanding how the present global international 

order came to be. It is nevertheless one that International Relations theory remains unable to 

address absent a framework for comprehending the dynamics of heterogeneous international 

systems.  
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 The concerns driving this book are thus both theoretical and historical in nature. 

Theoretically, we aim to correct the conviction that increased interaction capacity within 

international systems will drive a convergence in polity forms over time. We take ‘interaction 

capacity’ to refer to ‘the level of transportation, communication and organization capability in 

the unit/system that determines what types and levels of interaction are possible’.2 Existing 

theories expect that military or economic competition will promote convergence through 

processes of Darwinian competition and Lamarckian institutional learning, or that convergence 

will result as polities increasingly conform to common standards of legitimacy. Against these 

mechanisms of competition, learning and conformity, we propose an alternative perspective to 

account for the puzzle of persistent diversity. 

 While existing IR theories conventionally assume a functional equivalence among 

polities, our story of the Indian Ocean starts from the proposition that different polities 

(sovereign states, empires or chartered Company-sovereigns like the Dutch and English East 

India Companies) want different things and go about getting them in different ways. These 

differences in ends and means may enable different polity types to potentially escape the zero-

sum competitive logic that frequently defines relations between functionally equivalent like 

units. But if diversity is favoured when polities are sufficiently different from one another as to 

avoid symmetrical zero-sum competition, it can be made more durable when they possess 

sufficient equivalencies in compatible beliefs concerning the institutions of rightful political 

authority, and when these equivalent beliefs are workably reconciled through practices of 

improvised mediation. Thus even though the Mughals and the Dutch and English Company-

sovereigns came from different mental universes, both could accept shared and overlapping 

                                                        
2 Barry Buzan and Richard Little, International Systems in World History – Remaking the Study of International 
Relations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 441.  
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authority claims according to which two rulers would hold different sovereign prerogatives over 

the same territory. These three conditions of different preferences, equivalent beliefs concerning 

institutions of rightful authority, and practices of accommodation, explain how a durably diverse 

international system composed of unlike units can arise and endure.  

 We thus advance IR theory by providing the first general explanation for the existence 

and persistence of durably diverse international systems under conditions of increased 

interaction. The argument is crucially premised on the importance of ideas, beliefs and cultural 

practices. We illustrate this argument through an examination of the international relations of the 

Indian Ocean international system 1500-1750, and it is through the in-depth study of this region 

that we hope to make a substantive historical contribution. Already host to key trans-continental 

trading routes linking Africa, Europe and Asia from as far back as the seventh century,3the 

Indian Ocean emerged from 1500 as simultaneously the primary site of European-Asian military 

and diplomatic interaction, the locus of early modern commercial exchange among Africa, Asia 

and Europe, as well as the world’s premier civilizational ‘turntable’.4 Global historians 

increasingly acknowledge the Indian Ocean international system as ‘ground zero’ for early 

modern globalization.5 Its crucial historical importance notwithstanding, International Relations 

has almost totally neglected the Indian Ocean, a lacuna that we correct in this study.  

 Beyond merely recovering regional particularity, however, this study’s historical 

contribution lies in our challenge to a Eurocentric view of global history that remains implicit but 

                                                        
3 K.N. Chaudhuri, Trade and Civilisation in the Indian Ocean: An Economic History from the Rise of Islam to 1750 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,1985). 
4 P.J Katzenstein, ‘A world of plural and pluralist civilizations: multiple actors, traditions and practices.’ In Peter J. 
Katzenstein. (ed.) Civilizations in World Politics. (London: Routledge, 2007), p. 35. 
5K. N. Chaudhuri, Asia before Europe: economy and civilization of the Indian Ocean from the rise of Islam to 1750 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990); M. Pearson, The Indian Ocean.  (London: Routledge, 2003). 
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pervasive in the field.6 Notwithstanding their key differences, most International Relations 

theories remain informed by a historical narrative grounded in three claims. First, late Medieval 

Latin Christendom is viewed as having been unusually politically fragmented relative to other 

civilizational centres.7Second, this exceptional political fragmentation subsequently created a 

space for the modern sovereign state’s early emergence that supposedly did not exist in other Old 

World societies, especially the major empires of South and East Asia. Third, the West’s 

precocious modernity, and specifically its early development of the sovereign state, allowed it to 

then coercively remake the world’s polities along Western lines through the successive processes 

of imperialism and decolonization.  

 Against this conventional Western exceptionalism, we demonstrate that heteronomy was 

neither confined to the medieval period, nor was it specific to Western Europe. Instead, it was 

the very existence of culturally different but structurally compatible beliefs about the legitimacy 

of heteronomous institutions and practices that allowed Western insinuation in the Indian Ocean 

international system. Enjoying military advantage only in the naval realm, vanguard agents of 

Western expansion such as the Portuguese Estado da India were dwarfed in wealth and power by 

Asian behemoths such as the Mughal Empire. For the Portuguese, as for the Dutch and English 

who succeeded them, this unfavourable balance of material capabilities ensured that ingratiation 

and insinuation predominated over imposition as the primary means of expanding their influence 

within the richer and more populous societies they encountered in Asia.  

Drawing from the work of specialist international legal historians who have established 

the ubiquity of ‘jurisdictional complexity’ in the early modern world, we therefore stress the 

                                                        
6 On IR’s persistent and entrenched Eurocentrism, see generally J. M. Hobson, The Eurocentric Conception of 
World Politics: Western International Theory, 1760 – 2010 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
7 J.G.Ruggie, “Territoriality and Beyond: Problematizing Modernity in International Relations,” International 
Organization, 1993 47(1), pp. 148-9. 
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importance of shared institutions of layered sovereignty, brought into rough alignment through 

improvised practices of mutual accommodation, in enabling Europeans to establish an enduring 

toehold along Asia’s maritime margins. This approach departs radically from the traditional 

triumphalist ‘rise of the West’ historiography that has typically informed IR interpretations of the 

modern global international system’s evolution. According to the conventional Eurocentric 

perspective, in the period 1500-1750 the rise of the West in the Indian Ocean region was driven 

by the material advantage provided by superior European military technology and the 

institutional advantage provided by the sovereign state. The evidence presented in this book 

shows the first to be marginal and the second wholly illusory.  

 

The Argument Summarized 

 

How can we explain the proliferation and survival of diverse, unlike units in an 

environment of increasing interaction? How does a heteronomous international system work? 

How does a better understanding of such a system deepen our knowledge of European 

engagement with the wider world in the centuries before Western dominance? The starting point 

for our argument is the arrival of new actors in the Indian Ocean: the Portuguese from around the 

Cape of Good Hope after 1498, the Mughals from Central Asia in 1526, and the Dutch and 

English East India Companies at the beginning of the following century. The first point is that 

these actors were indeed diverse, representing contrasting statist, imperial and corporate forms, 

and that their entry and subsequent relations represented a major increase in interaction. The 

second task is to explain how this interaction actually reinforced diversity. We address these 
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matters systematically in the following chapters, but foreshadow these two successive 

components of our main argument briefly below.  

 

Establishing Diversity 

 

The king of Portugal established the viceroyalty of the Estado da India in 1505. After an 

extraordinarily rapid period of conquest in the next decade, the Portuguese controlled a network 

of forts and ports from Mozambique, to the Persian Gulf, to Malacca and the Spice Islands, with 

further trading posts in China and Japan. All of these entrepots, and the whole Indian Ocean, 

were claimed for the Portuguese king, to be ruled by his representative in Goa. Although not 

matching the ideal type of the modern sovereign state, the resulting structure has nevertheless 

been described as ‘precociously statist’.8 

Specifically, the Portuguese favoured a centralized structure of authority that flowed 

directly down from the king, to the governor of the Estado da India, and then to his subordinate 

officials, and extended in scope to military and commercial as well as administrative affairs.9 

The strict vertical, unified chain of command, the pattern of direct appointment from the 

administrative centre, and the public control of military and economic prerogatives gave the 

Estado da India a modern, statist cast that is conspicuously lacking from either the imperial or 

corporate models. Despite the consensus about the state being the best-adapted institutional form 

to survive the rigours of international military and commercial competition, the Estado da India 

                                                        
8J.E. Wills Jr., “Was There A Vasco Gama Epoch? Recent Historiography.”  In A. Disney and E. Booth(Eds.), 
Vasco da Gama and the Linking of Europe and Asia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 354. 
9A.R. Disney, A History of Portugal and the Portuguese Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); 
S. Subrahmanyam,The Portuguese Empire in Asia 1500-1700 (London: Blackwell-Wiley, 2012); M.N. Pearson, 
Port Cities and Intruders: The Swahili Coast, India and Portugal in the Early Modern Period (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1998). 
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was never the region’s dominant polity form, eventually being marginalized by the company 

sovereigns that succeeded it. 

Certainly the most powerful units in the Indian Ocean region after 1500 were continental 

empires, especially the Safavids (from 1501), the Ottomans (after 1517), and the Mughals (from 

1526).  Because they were the most central to the region’s development, we focus on the Mughal 

Empire, though historians have noted close similarities in the political form of these three 

empires.10 The Mughals emerged from Central Asia after 1526 to conquer most of South Asia. 

While never completely dominant throughout the entire sub-continent, the Mughals rapidly 

established their hegemony across the Indo-Gangetic plain. This laid the foundation for a power 

formation of truly prodigious proportions: by 1600, the Mughal Empire included more people 

(approximately 100 million) and greater fiscal and military resources than every polity in 

Christian Europe combined.11  This preponderance of material power ultimately allowed the 

Mughals to set the terms of European engagement with much of the Indian Ocean international 

system for most of the early modern period. The layered and heteronomous conception of 

authority in the Mughal Empire was critical in allowing Europeans’ entry into the Indian Ocean 

world, and in enabling the growth of the hybrid European-Asian authority arrangements.   

The empire was a hierarchical but at the same time profoundly polyglot agglomeration, 

the imperial court relying extensively on local intermediaries to uphold its rule. The empire’s 

constituent communities were bound to the centre through customized compacts that varied 

                                                        
10 See for example D. E. Streusand, Islamic Gunpowder Empires: Ottomans, Safavids, and Mughals (Boulder: 
Westview Press); S. Bose, A Hundred Horizons: The Indian Ocean in the Age of Global Empire (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press); S. Subrahmanyam, “A tale of Three Empires Mughals, Ottomans, and Habsburgs in a 
Comparative Context,” Common Knowledge (2006) 12, 66 – 92. 
11M.N.Pearson.‘Merchants and States’. In J.D. Tracy (ed.) The Political Economy of Merchant Empires:State Power 
and World Trade 1350-1750 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990) p. 52. 
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significantly in their allocation of privileges and responsibilities.12  This reliance on local clients 

and ‘heterogeneous contracting’13 empowered emperors to extend their primacy over a huge 

number of subordinate polities, allowing them to tap deep reserves of agricultural and 

commercial wealth in the process. This primacy was, however, much more fluid and territorially 

uneven in its application than contemporary sovereign authority.14 The sharp domestic/foreign 

distinction that is fundamental to modern conceptions of state sovereignty was alien to the 

Mughal mindset. Further departing from classically Westphalian conceptions of state 

sovereignty, the Mughals refused to acknowledge any international equals. Instead, the Mughals 

maintained that their rightful authority extended without any limit.  

Lastly, while enjoying access to formidable military power resources, the Indian Ocean 

region’s early modern emperors neither sought nor attained a monopoly of legitimate violence 

within their borders. Thus in Mughal India, local elites and hereditary tax-farmers for the Mughal 

administration collectively retained autonomous command of over 300,000 horsemen at the 

height of Mughal power in the mid-seventeenth century.15 

In completing our survey of the most prominent of the diverse polities of the Indian 

Ocean regional system, we come finally to the Company-sovereigns, the Dutch East India 

Company (Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie or VOC) and the English East India Company 

(EIC). These entities were neither sovereign states themselves, nor were they mere extensions of 

their respective home states. Instead, they were hybrid actors without twenty-first century 

                                                        
12 C.A. Bayly, Imperial Meridian (London: Longman, 1989); D. H. Nexon and T.Wright, “What’s at stake in the 
American Empire Debate,” American Political Science Review (2007) 101 (2), p. 253 
13D.H. Nexon, The Struggle for Power in Early Modern Europe: Religious Conflict, Dynastic Empires, and 
International Change (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), p. 72. 
14L. A. Benton, A search for sovereignty: law and geography in European Empires, 1400 – 1900 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010) p. 31. 
15C. B. Asher and C. Talbot, India before Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 128; D.M. 
Peers, “Revolution, Evolution or Devolution: The Military and the Making of Colonial India”. In W. Lee (ed.) 
Empires and Indigenes – Intercultural Alliance, Imperial Expansion and Warfare in the Early Modern World (New 
York: New York University Press,  2011), p. 98. 
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equivalents. The VOC and EIC were private, profit-maximizing joint stock enterprises that also 

enjoyed key sovereign prerogatives and wielded extensive armed force. Thus, the EIC was 

invested with powers including the right to administer civil and criminal justice within its 

factories, the right to maintain armies and a navy, and the prerogative to enforce its monopoly 

against European and Asian interlopers and pirates by force.16 Similarly, the VOC could sign 

international treaties, declare war, make peace and maintain military and naval forces. Their 

enjoyment of these quintessentially sovereign prerogatives notwithstanding, both the VOC and 

the EIC were also very definitely private companies, owned by shareholders and run for profit.17 

Company-sovereigns were comprised of networks of trading outposts stretched 

throughout the Indian Ocean littoral, relying for their maintenance upon the Companies’ 

accommodations with a plethora of local political actors.18 The Companies neither desired nor 

attempted to assert a monopoly on legitimate violence across their jurisdictions.  Instead, EIC 

and VOC factors continuously cultivated local vassals, hired mercenaries, and rendered tribute to 

the Mughal Emperor to secure their factories from attack.  The result was entities comprised of 

multiple overlapping structures of authority, which projected their jurisdictional claims unevenly 

across a networked archipelago of entrepots.  By imbricating themselves within local political 

systems in this manner, not only did the Companies thus instantiate diversity themselves, they 

also promoted it in others.  

 Thus while the Portuguese Estado da India was a reasonable, though not perfect, 

approximation of the sovereign state, each of the other two forms generally did not have criteria 

                                                        
16P. Lawson, The East India Company: A history (New York: Longman, 1993), p. 29. 
17N.Steensgaard, Carracks, Caravans and Companies: The Structural Crisis in the European-Asian Trade in the 
Early 17th century (Lund: Studentlitteratur, 1973); D. C.North, Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic 
Performance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
18P. Stern,The Company-State – Corporate Sovereignty and the Early Modern Foundations of the British Empire in 
India (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 208. 
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generally held to define the sovereign state: unqualified domestic jurisdictional supremacy; 

clearly demarcated territorial exclusivity; relations with external actors on the basis of sovereign 

equality; and the claim to a domestic monopoly on legitimate violence. 

 

Stabilizing Diversity 

 

When confronted with the reality of durable diversity within international politics, 

proponents of systemic pressures for convergence explain the ‘failure’ to homogenize in terms of 

ideational or institutional ‘stickiness’ at the unit level. Such ad hoc shifts from systemic 

explanations to residual unit level inertia are unconvincing, however, especially in their inability 

to explain how diversity persists over centuries, and even more so when diversity may in fact 

increase under conditions of interaction. 

The heart of the argument presented in this book is that diversity in the Indian Ocean 

international system was a product of first different goals and preferences, second equivalent 

ideational commitments to institutions of shared and overlapping authority, and third practices 

of mutual accommodation according to the concept of localization. Different goals meant that 

zero-sum competition was the exception rather than the norm, while common commitments to 

heteronomous authority structures allowed different actors to improvise practices that allowed 

for different kinds of authority claims over the same territory.  

Rulers’ differing cultural orientations profoundly shaped the purposes they pursued 

following their entry into the Indian Ocean world. Beginning with Portuguese, Europeans 

pursued wealth and power through adherence to an oceanic conception that sharply distinguished 

them from the Asian land-based empires and the other minor polities of Africa and Asia. 



14 
 

Europeans sought monopolistic control over oceanic spaces, rather than territory.19 Under the 

common thrall of early modern mercantilist thought, the Portuguese, but also the Dutch and 

English, sought to establish political control over huge maritime spaces in order to gain a 

stranglehold over major trading routes linking Europe to the wider world.20 Within the Indian 

Ocean (and to a lesser extent, littoral East Asia), Europeans aimed to realize this goal by 

establishing far-flung networks of fortified trading entrepôts along the maritime fringes of the 

most wealthy and powerful polities.  

The Mughals differed from the Europeans’ maritime fixation in instead cleaving to an 

overwhelmingly land-based strategic orientation. Simply stated, the Mughals were to a very large 

degree uninterested in maritime affairs: ‘The whole mind-set of the Mughal emperors and their 

nobles was land-based. Prestige was a matter controlling vast areas on which were located fat, 

meek peasants. Glory was to be won by campaigns on land’.21 Given their vast wealth and a 

structural trade surplus, the Mughals could afford to be nonchalant about European dominance of 

the seas.22 The Mughals’ land-based orientation naturally derived from their origins as horse-

borne pastoralists who traced their lineage to previous steppe conquerors including Genghis 

Khan and Tamerlane.23 

                                                        
19E. Mancke, “Early Modern Expansion and the Politicization of Oceanic Space,” Geographical Review 1999 89 
(2), p. 226. 
20 Benton, A Search for Sovereignty, p. 106. 
21 Pearson 1990; S. Subrahmanyam, “Holding the World in Balance: The Connected Histories of the Iberian 
Overseas Empires 1500-1640,” American Historical Review 2007112 (5), p. 1373. 
22J. Gommans, Mughal Warfare: Indian Frontiers and the High Road to Empire 1500-1700 (London: Routledge, 
2002), p.163; J.F. Richards, The Mughal Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 2. 
23 This is not to suggest that the Mughal lack of interest in maritime affairs was absolute. Particularly from the 
1570s, with the conquest of the maritime sultanates of Gujarat and Bengal, customs revenues occupied an increasing 
proportion of Mughal taxation receipts, while Mughal officials at times involved themselves in a private capacity in 
maritime trade. This caveat notwithstanding, receipts from taxation of agricultural production nevertheless remained 
the overwhelming source of Mughal income for the empire’s duration. On this point, see C. Lefevre, ‘Europe-
Mughal India-Muslim Asia: Circulation of Political Ideas and Instruments in Early Modern Times.’ In A. Fluchter 
and S. Richter (eds.) Structures on the Move – Technologies of Governance in Transcultural Encounter. 
(Heidelberg: Springer, 2012), p. 139.  



15 
 

As the exception that supports the rule, it is notable that the most conspicuous instance of 

zero-sum conflict was between the Portuguese and the Dutch VOC in the period 1600-1650, 

precisely because they had similar goals of imposing a monopoly on Indian Ocean trade through 

controlling a network of key ports and sea lanes. Directly contradicting Eurocentric narratives 

positing the irresistible rise of the sovereign state, the corporate enterprise of the Dutch was very 

much the victor in this struggle.  

If different preferences are the first part of the explanation for durable diversity, a second 

relates to heteronomy. Heteronomy, the existence of multiple, overlapping and fluid authority 

structures within the same territory, was a practice that had long proved critically important in 

enabling long-distance trade and cross-cultural exchange.24 Pre-existing traditions of heteronomy 

which had initially evolved to accommodate self-governing trading diasporas provided a niche 

into which European maritime imperialists were able to insert themselves from the sixteenth 

century onwards. At the same time, the common experience Europeans and Asians shared in 

navigating layered and multiple authority structures within their own cultural milieus enabled 

them to improvise arrangements for mutual co-existence. 

 In contrast to narratives of European exceptionalism in explaining Western expansion 

into Asia in the early modern period, our account instead stresses the key equivalencies between 

European and Asian polities that made this expansion possible. This emphasis on institutional 

compatibilities, combined with our focus on the variations in purposes of European and Asian 

polities, goes a long way towards explaining the puzzle of the Indian Ocean international 

system’s durable diversity.   

Thirdly, it is also important to foreground the creative agency actors exerted in 

constructing and legitimating the heteronomous arrangements that regulated interaction between 
                                                        
24 P. D. Curtin, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984). 
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Western and non-Western actors, and that thereby entrenched and extended regional diversity. 

The legitimization of such authority arrangements was a two-way process based on practices of 

localization. Coined by historian O.W. Wolters and introduced to IR by Amitav Achariya, this 

concept represents how actors shape, adapt and adopt foreign ideas about authority and 

legitimacy to fit in with these actors’ existing beliefs and norms.25 The improvised process of 

localization did not yield any deep inter-subjective consensus between Europeans and Asians 

concerning the nature or purpose of their relationship to one another. Friction, chauvinism and 

mutual condescension remained constants from the Europeans’ arrival through the nineteenth 

century advent of full-blown colonialism. But the parties’ subscription to culturally distinct but 

structurally similar notions of shared and layered sovereignty did create enough common ground 

for them to legitimize and sustain hybrid heteronomous arrangements throughout the early 

modern period, in so doing stabilizing and expanding the region’s endemic diversity. 

Yet if our coverage were to end at 1750, what explains European dominance thereafter? 

Did the region simply conform to the European master template of universal convergence 

towards the sovereign state with a two-and-a-half century lag? The post-script to our story in the 

later eighteenth and nineteenth century is that, rather than replicating the European sequence of 

heteronomy to sovereign states in an anarchical system, the Indian Ocean came to be defined by 

a hierarchical arrangement of European colonial empires. These empires overlaid and 

reconfigured rather than erased existing jurisdictional complexity. British domination of South 

Asia and Dutch dominance of archipelagic Southeast Asia rested on a multitude of bespoke 

arrangements with subordinate local polities. In this way, the region’s characteristic diversity 

                                                        
25 O.W. Wolters, History, Culture and Region in Southeast Asian Perspectives, Southeast Asia Program 
Publications, 1999; A. Acharya, Whose Ideas Matter? Agency and Power in Asian Regionalism. Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2009. 
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endured down to the mid-twentieth century, albeit reshaped from a heteronomous to a 

hierarchical imperial form with the West’s rise to global hegemony.  

 This book has an extremely expansive remit, covering the area from the Swahili Coast of 

East Africa to the Southeast Asian archipelagoes over three or four centuries, while the 

theoretical claims advanced are equally ambitious. But because no one project can realistically 

aim to do everything, it is important to make clear the scope and limits of the book from the 

outset. Empirically, this study is squarely focused on the Indian Ocean region, with other regions 

of the world considered only in passing. Similarly, although there are important implications for 

current international politics, the focus is primarily historical rather than the already well-

ploughed field of post-1945 international politics. The theoretical goal is to present one general 

explanation of durably diverse international systems, however we do not assert that our 

explanation is the only way such systems may arise and endure. We suspect that there may be 

diverse pathways to diverse international systems, although it would take a comparative study to 

substantiate this suspicion. Given this position we do not advance our thesis in the form of 

necessary conditions, which in any case seem problematic if agency, contingency and 

equifinality (more than one cause of the same outcome) have any role in the social world. 

 

Plan of the Book 

 

 Our analysis begins in chapter 1 with an elaboration of our central research question: 

explaining why persistent diversity within international systems is a puzzle for International 

Relations scholars. We establish that the presumption that interaction promotes sameness is 

common, though not universal, across a broad range of otherwise antagonistic theoretical 
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traditions, in particular realism, rationalism and constructivism. These beliefs are ultimately 

anchored in mechanisms of competition, for realists and rationalists, or conformity, for the 

closely related strands of constructivism and sociological institutionalism. The growing weight 

of evidence highlighting the historical preponderance of durably diverse international systems 

confirms the inadequacy of these approaches, and creates the space for our alternative 

explanation.  

 We then introduce the Indian Ocean international system to establish the larger historical 

backdrop of our argument. We seek to familiarize readers with an international system that 

International Relations scholars have almost totally neglected, but that global historians now 

acknowledge as being critically significant as the cradle of early modern globalization. We aim 

here to situate the Indian Ocean international system within a larger Old World context 

encompassing the sedentary societies of Europe, Africa and Asia. A bewildering diversity of 

polity forms co-existed within this larger milieu, but institutions and practices of heteronomous 

accommodation were common throughout.  

Our empirical chapters establish that polity diversity increased rather than diminished as 

military, commercial and cultural interaction between them grew. Engaging the puzzle of 

persistent diversity thematically and chronologically, we explain how polity diversity first 

increased with rising interaction in the sixteenth century; why competition between the region’s 

Western polities (the established Estado da India, and the parvenu English and Dutch East India 

companies) failed to produce convergence on a single polity form in the seventeenth century, 

despite continuous increases in interaction; how the region’s diverse European and Asian polities 

were able to co-exist and eventually even partially intermesh, despite the absence of common 

norms or shared cultural understandings; and, finally, how the region’s early modern experience 
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of heteronomy shaped its international politics following the eventual shift towards Western 

colonial hierarchy from the late eighteenth century.  

Chapter 2 begins our empirical inquiry by explaining how a durably diverse international 

system emerged in the Indian Ocean following the entry of new European and Asian players into 

the region from the late fifteenth century. Specifically, we look at the arrival of the statist 

Portuguese Estado da India in the Indian Ocean, and contrast this form with the Mughals as a 

classic empire. In providing the necessary historical material on the nature of each type, the 

focus of our comparison is on variations between these polities’ internal structure of authority, 

their mode of relating to external actors, and their organization of military power. A key 

conclusion is that European entry to the region was premised on different preferences more than 

any decisive military or institutional superiority. While the Europeans sought to build maritime 

networks, major land-based local empires derived power, wealth and prestige from the control of 

sedentary populations. These divergent preferences for oceanic versus land-oriented modes of 

aggrandizement allowed the Portuguese to co-exist – however uneasily – with local powers, 

laying the foundations for the durably diverse international system that thereafter evolved in the 

region. 

Whereas chapter 2 considers the initial increase in both interaction and polity diversity 

that the Indian Ocean region experienced in the sixteenth century, chapter 3 examines the further 

expansion and consolidation in polity diversity that attended the entry of the chartered company 

sovereigns from 1600, specifically the English and Dutch East India Companies. Here we 

explain the company sovereigns’ unique nature and origins, as well as their success in trading 

and fighting from one side of the region to the other. In particular, we account for the companies’ 

eclipse of the Portuguese, who, despite most closely approximating what is conventionally 
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regarded as the best-adapted unit, the sovereign state, were increasingly marginalized in the 

seventeenth century. Thanks to similar maritime, mercantilist goals among the Europeans, 

competitive dynamics were undeniably at work among the interlopers in the Indian Ocean 

region, just as they were in the embryonic state system that was by then emerging in Western 

Europe. But crucially, unlike in Europe, it was the statist form rather than its competitors that 

lost out in the Indian Ocean. This outcome, the marginalization (though not elimination) of the 

statist form by rival polities, is incongruous from the perspective of mainstream International 

Relations. It is essential for examining how competition worked to consolidate the region’s 

existing heterogeneity, hence its prominence in our analysis.   

Progressing from the focus on the origins and consolidation of a heterogeneous Indian 

Ocean international system in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, chapter 4 examines the 

operation of that system, concentrating specifically on the stabilization of relations between the 

region’s European and non-Western polities. If different preferences between land-based local 

powers and maritime European interlopers facilitated the West’s entry in the early sixteenth 

century, diversity was thereafter stabilized through the existence of culturally different but 

complementary beliefs concerning the legitimacy of heteronomous institutions of authority, and 

accompanying practices of localization. As an empire, the Mughals shared authority with 

subordinate polities that acknowledged their supremacy. ‘Galactic polities’ in Southeast Asia and 

elsewhere in the region routinely paid tribute to more than one overlord as part of a layered, 

graduated structure of authority. Sharing a world-view that emphasized divisible, non-exclusive 

sovereignty, the English and Dutch imbricated themselves by alternately playing suzerains and 

subordinates to local polities.  In so doing, they further expanded and entrenched heteronomy. 

Critically, the stabilization of relations between diverse polities occurred without the benefit of 
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common norms or cultural standards. There was a congruence of beliefs and practices, rather 

than any thick inter-subjective consensus.   

Although our primary goal is to explain the origins, consolidation and operation of the 

heteronomous Indian Ocean system 1500-1750, it is also essential to address what came after 

this point. Consequently, chapter 5 examines the reconfiguration of regional polity diversity that 

occurred with the transition to a Western-dominated imperial hierarchy from the late eighteenth 

century. As noted, rather than following the European sequence of heteronomy to sovereign 

states under anarchy, the Indian Ocean system was defined by colonial empires until after World 

War II. In this chapter we thus examine the relative importance of changing military dynamics 

versus ideational factors in accounting for this transition. We argue that the prior existence of a 

heteronomous international system conditioned and constrained Western imperialists in their 

shift towards improvised empire after 1750. Rather than witnessing an end to relations governed 

by beliefs in shared, overlapping sovereignty and practices of adaptation, the rise of colonial 

empires instead saw a reconfiguration of these ideas and practices in a more explicitly 

hierarchical form down to these empires’ final dissolution after World War II.  

We conclude by first briefly testing the extension of our findings beyond the Indian 

Ocean context, before finally articulating the principal theoretical and historical implications of 

our study. Even a cursory consideration of other regions reinforces the need for theories of 

diverse international systems, and the dangers of seeking to build purportedly general 

International Relations theories on the experience of one atypical region. Taken for granted 

assumptions and institutions, from the idea of sovereign states as a the natural building blocks of 

international systems, to the presumption of homogenous preferences, to the universal relevance 

of power balancing, are shown to be highly contingent and parochial. A broader perspective such 
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as that represented in this book offers the possibility of a genuinely international International 

Relations. 

 


