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ABSTRACT 

The present article aims to clarify the connectivity and complementarity of relative and universal affairs in 
international relations. Believing that, based on the “unity despite plurality” approach, it is possible to have 
one worldview despite the plurality of methods, it would be possible to have the basic, fixed, general, and 
universal principles, despite having secondary, multiple, diverse, numerous, changing, and specific models 
and rules.  The article tries to extrapolate the theory of « relative universality » developed by Jack Donnelly 
as regards the concept of human rights to the main concepts of IR such as sovereignty, State, power, 
security, gain, national interest, order and values. In response to the question of why the IR concepts are 
universal and absolute in their pivotal core as well as relative and contextual in their fluid, soft and 
gelatinous shell, the article concludes, through an explicative method, that it is due to the paradoxical 
nature of glocalization era in which the dialectics of unity in values and plurality in methods leads to the 
mutual dynamic interaction of particularity and generality in the framework of relative universality. 
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I.  ​INTRODUCTION 

The present study aims to clarify the 
connectivity and complementarity of relativity and 
universality in international relations. Believing that, 

based on the “unity despite plurality” approach, it is 
possible to have one worldview despite the plurality 
of methods, it would be possible to have the basic, 
fixed, general, and universal principles, despite 
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having secondary, multiple, diverse, numerous, 
changing, and specific models and rules based on 
uncertainty and evolution in the relative universality 
theory.  Thus, it is possible to simultaneously 
believe in the idea of “One world” meaning a shared 
human mentality in terms of basic affairs, and the 
idea of “Many World” meaning multiplicity and 
diversity in the possible peripheral worlds in one 
actual world. Joining the absolute and relative, 
universality and localization, unity and multiplicity, 
or general and specific is not mutually exclusive, 
but a sign of synergy in the seemingly 
contradictory or paradoxical concepts of 
international relations. Such an approach can be 
counted as a network analysis of international 
relations, such that all related concepts would have 
a strong core (or constants) on which everyone 
agrees, while having a soft, gelatinous skin which is 
fluid and diverse. In the fabric of international 
relations, as one approaches the core, the general 
density of the network increases in terms of the 
consistency in different knots, and as one moves 
from the core to the skin, one approaches relative 
epistemology, influenced by a quantum approach in 
international relations, holding a world of dynamic 
evolutions and reality conjoined with continuous 
and evolutionary changes as well as the principle of 
uncertainty in the fluid, changing, transitioning, and 
becoming world (Zettili, 2001:1-4). Based on the 
quantum approach to international relations, an 
overlap exists among old and new approaches and 
theories of the concepts of international relations. 
Belief in multiplicity and relativity in epistemology 
while accepting fixed, absolute, and universal 
principles in ontology guides us towards a 
combined epistemology to understanding 
synthetically the international relations. In so doing, 
unity and plurality are processes in the life of 
international politics which enjoy a harmonic 
dialectics while seeming to be contradictory. The 
organic, intrinsic, and systematic unity is 
sometimes the dominant face, while at other times, 
plurality is the prominent feature of the 
international system. 

II.  ​REASONS FOR AND CONTEXTS OF THE 
RELATIVE UNIVERSALITY THEORY 

On the reasons for and contexts of the link 
between the general and specific or universality 
and relativism in international relations, one can 
note the phenomenon of glocalization, in which 
international phenomena affect national and 

sub-national actors towards cooperation in a 
top-down manner, and local phenomena influence 
international processes towards competition in a 
bottom-up manner. This interaction and mutual 
influence with a complementary approach pave the 
way for horizontal processes of globalization from 
the middle. Thus, if international phenomena have a 
universal approach, they also have a multiple and 
relative approach. Inspired by Robertson’s ideas, 
one can claim that some kind of interaction is at 
play between cultural particularity and generality, 
such that, under the dialectic effect of centrifugal 
and centripetal forces, we witness -- in Robertson’s 
words -- the “universalization of the particular” and 
the “particularization of the universal”. In this 
context, joining seemingly contradictory and 
paradoxical affairs would be possible, and one 
would witness fragmentation, coopetition, and 
glurbanization. In this regard, John Naisbitts in his 
“Global Paradox” holds that, despite claiming the 
integration of the world based on macro-actors, 
globalization also pays attention to micro- and 
sub-national actors; the sub- and supra-national 
levels of analysis interact since the larger the global 
economy becomes, the more powerful its 
micro-actors become (Naisbitts, 1995). This 
integrated and synthetic approach which is, to a 
large extent, compatible with liberal realism and 
critical realism, can join contradictory affairs, e.g. 
simultaneously pursuing reformism and 
conservatism, joining the two contradictory trends 
of liberation and suppression, and finally merging 
universality and relativism. 

Second, phenomena in international relations 
have become ambiguous and complex while being 
hybrid. Epistemic confusion with regard to 
international relations concepts in the transition 
period of the international system doubles the 
necessity of replacing the cognitive system based 
on the combination of different approaches while 
complementing contradictory concepts in a 
dialectic manner. The importance of the dialectic 
convergence of seemingly contradictory concepts 
is because international phenomena are 
multidimensional, and there is a need for 
cooperation between contradictory theories and 
simultaneous incorporation of different cognitive 
and interdisciplinary approaches if one is to fully 
represent international realities. Therefore, while 
emphasizing that international relations are a field 
with different but overlapping perspectives, 
Margaret Hermann (2002: 12) emphasizes the 
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necessity of transforming debates and 
competitions among various perspectives towards 
interdisciplinary and inter-paradigmatic discussion 
and cooperation. In fact, the important feature of 
paradigms in international relations is 
complementation not competition, such that 
relativist and universalist paradigms can 
complement and not contradict each other. 
Paradigms can establish meaningful relations with 
one another and assist one another in clarifying 
phenomena. Therefore, cooperation between 
different theories and the simultaneous use of 
different cognitive approaches can assist 
international relation researchers in the full 
representation of international realities. This 
approach can lead to a pluralistic consensus in 
ontology and epistemology in terms of an endeavor 
towards unity as a process (and not an outcome) 
and plurality (in terms of a contingency context of 
international relations), thereby facilitating 
cooperation among various sections of the 
international system despite competition among 
them.  

Third, the current speed of change, dynamism, 
and evolution in the actual and complex world of 
international relations requires cognitive evolution in 
theories. With regard to the plurality of actors, 
increased differentiation and differences, expansion 
of dependencies, and diversity of relationships 
among societies beyond national borders, the 
complexity of international relations has doubled 
the necessity of adapting international relation 
theories with innovative novel approaches based on 
the evolutions of the actual world. In other words, 
the theoretical world must not engage itself in 
spatial theorization without any connection to 
realities far from practical realities in international 
relations, but must be employed as a tool for 
enhancing our understanding of the world around us 
(Biersteker, 2002:157-176). In today’s two-faced 
world and based on the Janus face of politics, the 
dialectics of the strong and universal core of 
concepts with the soft and gelatinous skin leads to 
a unity of value despite plurality of methods, 
resulting in combined concepts such as refolution, 
netizens, or virtual reality as a result of a link 
between virtuality and reality or the dialectic 
between reality and meta-reality in the sense of the 
dialectics of the experienced or translated world 
based on the creation of an actual objectivity for an 
unreal matter using cognitive bricolage in the 
framework of intersecting theories. Considering the 

expansion of human activities around the world, 
multi-faceted process and the multi-stakeholder 
nature of international relations have led layered 
concepts in which different levels of a single 
concept does not contradict but complement each 
other. In this context, in addition to directing 
international relations towards an interdisciplinary 
view, globalization leads to evolution, change, and 
transformation in concepts of international relations 
towards a combined, gelatinous, and layered state, 
such that, instead of a linear progress, we observe a 
cyclical or interconnected progress of concepts of 
international relations with an emphasis on the 
complexity of cognitive processes and frameworks 
related to actual dimensions, whether material or 
ideational, of the world. By challenging differences 
while also accepting them, globalization tries to 
establish integration and connectivity among them, 
thereby leading concepts towards a hybrid aspect. 

Fourth, understanding of international 
relations has been, to a large extent, contextualized 
and conditioned, such that the interaction among 
actors varies based on time and place. Different 
environments require diverse rational views in order 
to establish a correlation (not a cause-effect 
relationship) between specific environmental and 
contextual conditions with appropriate rational 
concepts. Consideration of the location, temporal 
space, and conditional and appropriate relationship 
between these two in the framework of 
contingency rationality increases the efficiency and 
compatibility of international relation actors and 
promotes their understanding, expectations, and 
assumptions with regard to the political 
environment. The use of various and diverse 
approaches for the clarification, understanding, and 
interpretation of international relations and 
phenomena, depending on the topic and 
understanding as well as production of knowledge 
and understanding appropriate for historical-social 
backgrounds and conditions based on ontological 
unity and methodological plurality, enhances our 
understanding of reality and truth. Considering the 
practical-interpretative understanding aiming for 
explanation and solution of shared social problems 
in concrete actions, interactions, and contexts, 
determined by values and wishes, this integrated 
approach among constants and variables can assist 
strategic decision-makers and planners in 
responding to the stimuli of strategic adaptability 
(Manouchehri, 2011: 149).  
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Fifth, in the era of globalization, we witness 
fluidity in concepts or some sort of “consistent 
heterogeneity”, such that, despite its being 
consistent, the world is faced with endless 
inconsistency or plurality, also interpreted as a 
“patchwork world”. Evolution in concepts in the era 
of globalization is such that, in the dialectic process 
of attractive and repulsive agents, concepts adapt 
themselves to multi-faceted changes, while also 
adhering to global density and intensity of 
awareness towards the world as a whole. The 
mutual inter-penetrability  of concepts in the 
dialectic process of integrative and unifying trends 
on the one hand, and centrifugal and pluralizing 
trends on the other, lead to some kind of “plural 
unity” (Sani, 2009). In other words, considering the 
density of time and place as noted by David Harvey 
(1989: 294), we witness the priority of the space of 
currents over the space of places, such that 
eco-politics (sensing the planet Earth as our home) 
as well as temporal geography (chrono-politics) 
replace territorial one. Geography will not disappear 
considering the temporal distribution instead of 
land distribution and due to commercial 
interactions in the digital space, but is recreated 
and re-regulated such that its new dimensions, 
including geoculture and geoeconomy, would 
acquire increasing significance. 

As, according to Clause Schwab (2012), 
hyper-complexity and hyper-connectivity are the 
features of globalization, some kind of interaction 
exists between bottom-up and top-down 
globalization which strengthens horizontal 
processes, including inter-regionalism and 
globalization from the middle, while emphasizing 
the importance of the new middle class and 
scientific and cultural elites (Friedman, 2005). 

In this regard, Held et al. (1999) believe that 
globalization has four features of extensity of global 
networks, intensity of global connectivity, velocity 
of global currents, and mutual impact of global and 
local connectivity. The latter feature leads to 
enmeshment between globalization and 
localization, in the sense that local events can have 
global outcomes, and global evolutions are 
reflected in the local context (mostly with 
considerable diversities). The enmeshment of the 
local and the global increases interactions and 
exchanges between domestic and foreign policy, 
diminishes the distinction between them, eliminates 
the borders between domestic and foreign law, and 

even diminishes the boundaries between 
“power-based politics” and “norm-based politics”. 
In this context, the dialectics of homogenizing 
trends with unbridled trends leads to fluidity and 
instability in concepts simultaneous with 
dynamism, such that multi-layered, variable, and 
dispersed concepts emerge. In other words, 
globalization is a process in making, such that, in 
the era of multi-globalization, we observe the 
intensification of the competition-cooperation 
(coopetition) between actors. The powerful 
evolution of technology and the importance of 
noopolitik in the asymmetrical, multi-layered, and 
complex international system based on 
connectivity, fluidity, instability, unpredictability, 
uncertainty, multi-layered norms, multi-dimensional 
processes, and diverse actors results in the 
realization of the dialectic process of unity and 
plurality. The dialectic of homogeneity despite 
inhomogeneity seems to be paradoxical; however, 
this synthetic process changes actions from 
symmetric into asymmetric ones in the era of 
asymmetric globalization. 

Although it seems to remind us of some kind 
of “cognitive insecurity”, in practice, this process 
leads to the deconstruction of traditional and linear 
cognitive systems towards an interaction between 
relative heterogeneity and increased homogeneity. 
Meanwhile, relative universality does not mean the 
governance of relativism or lack of constants in the 
science of international relations. Rather, it refers to 
the generalizability of relativity in most international 
phenomena while accepting the consensus in its 
ideational and cognitive core. 

Examination of the nature of political 
phenomena in international relations demonstrates 
that, with regard to Friedman's ideas about the 
importance of people changing the dimensions of 
the world from moderate to micro levels 
(Friedmann, 2005), a similarity exists between parts 
and the whole, meaning that the concepts of 
international relations have a holographic 
characteristic, i.e. the image is reflected in all parts 
of multi-layered concepts, and each part and layer 
can reflect the features of the whole. This leads to 
unity despite plurality in concepts which, in turn, 
include overlapping consensus with regard to 
international concepts. The reason for the relative 
universality of concepts or continuation despite 
change in concepts of international relations is that 
globalization is a two-faced phenomenon, 
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simultaneously being identity-depriving and 
identity-generating, and is affected by variables of 
time, place (environment), discourse, and context. 
Therefore, the conceptual core of international 
relation concepts has a global similarity, as the skin 
of concepts has relative diversity and difference. In 
fact, international relation concepts have developed 
from a linear development into a dialectic 
development (considering the link between 
structure and agent) due to their multi-layered and 
multi-agent nature. Meanwhile, with regard to the 
role reversal and the significance of the role of role 
in international relations, we observe a mixture of 
conceptual and functional analyses despite the 
fluidity of concepts. 

III.  ​REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The concept of relative universality was first 
discussed by Jack Donnelly with regard to the 
concept of human rights. He believes that human 
rights are relatively universal in terms of concept, 
content, and function. 

What he means by conceptual universality is 
that all people deserve equal, inseparable, and 
universal rights as they have intrinsic integrity and 
dignity. By content universality, he means that there 
is consensus with regard to a universal list of human 
rights, including civil-political, social-economical, 
and collective-developmental rights, especially 
those noted in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (Donelly, 2007: 281:289). 

He also believes in functional universality 
despite the relative and contextual nature of human 
rights, since human rights protect people from 
shared threats to human dignity in the era of 
globalization. Of course, universality does not mean 
that human rights must be met at all times and 
places in terms of function. According to him, even 
the international legal universality of human rights 
shows that human rights are relative and contingent 
but universal, such that all movements of social 
justice and political opposition use the universal 
language of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, whereas governments may not accept the 
expanse of universality of human rights, as currently 
non-aligned countries deny the Western 
homogenizing and central universality by 
emphasizing the right to culture in the framework of 
“human rights and cultural diversity”. Therefore, by 
discussing the concept of overlapping universality 
with regard to human rights, Donelly holds that 

there is no justification that the acceptance of 
human rights in one place would lead to its 
legitimacy in other areas. Therefore, it seems that 
the universality of human rights according to 
Donnelly means the outcome of views shared by 
different cultures and finding the points of 
agreement between diverse cultures with regard to 
human rights. Therefore, the global call for human 
rights is mostly an outcome and not a cause or 
context legitimizing human rights (Donnelly, 2008: 
194). 

In this regard, Michael Goodhart believes that 
human rights are neither relative nor universal. 
According to him, functional, international legal, and 
overlapping-consensus universalities are justifiable, 
but anthropological and ontological universalities 
are not. He states that functional universality and 
international legal universality are relative, whereas 
overlapping-consensus universality has more 
universal than relative components. While 
disagreeing with Donnelly's idea with regard to 
conceptual and content universality, Goodhart 
believes that, in the case of conceptual universality, 
some people may not exploit some human right 
theories which are based on autonomy (Goodhart, 
2008: 183-189). Based on these two views, it can be 
claimed that human rights have always been 
oscillating between cultural relativism and cultural 
universality; cultural universality has mostly 
emphasized cultural merging, convergence, or 
homogenizing, whereas cultural relativism has 
emphasized cultural heterogeneity, with the 
extremist version leading to cultural conflict or 
clash. 

The approach adopted in this article which is 
based on relative universality emphasizes 
interaction, fusion, connectivity, bricolage, dialectics, 
and synergy among cultures, in addition to 
trans-cultural synergy. It seems that, as a gelatinous 
and multi-layered concept, human rights have 
become international, connected, imperative, 
generational, novel, committing, non-governmental, 
virtual, and progressive. Thus, a new discourse 
between relativism and universality must be created 
to emphasize the discovery of points of agreement 
among cultures with regard to human rights. 
Apparently, relative universality can establish some 
kind of fitness and adaptability between the 
homogenizing and equalizing view on the one hand, 
and the heterogenizing and differentiating one on 
the other. 
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IV.  ​RELATIVE UNIVERSALITY IN THE 
CONCEPT OF SOVEREIGNTY 

In general, the pivotal and universal basis of 
the concept of sovereignty depends on territorial 
and decisional domains. Territorial sovereignty 
means the application of the government’s effective 
control and authority on a land and its people within 
geographical borders, while decisional sovereignty 
means the government’s independence of ideas and 
actions in shaping its destiny, without foreign 
imposition or interference (Krasner, 1999). 

Theories so far discussed in relation to 
sovereignty in international relations emphasize the 
recognition by the international society while 
emphasizing on territorial and decisional basis for 
the legitimacy of the sovereignty of governments 
(Adler, 2005: 65). Still, in this universal concept, 
some kind of relativity has emerged, such that 
under the influence of the sovereignty of new actors 
in the era of globalization (e.g. multi-national 
companies and international non-governmental 
organizations) and due to the quantum features of 
the new world of international relations, the status 
of territorialization has been weakened, and 
international relations have moved towards 
deterritorialization in the era of “end of geography” 
or "death of geography” (Toffler, 1970) due to the 
evolution in communication and transportation 
technologies. Governments’ becoming bi-territorial 
(virtual and real), multi-layered (sub-national, 
national, and supra-national), and multi-dimensional 
(political, economic, cultural, and social) has led to 
the quantitative and qualitative evolution of 
governments and a change in the criteria for 
evaluating their legitimacy. Evaluation of the 
sovereignty of countries based on the method by 
which the governing political system has gained 
power, responsiveness to the needs and wishes of 
citizens, adherence to human rights and 
environmental standards, reacting in harmony with 
other governments in the international domain, and 
ability to efficiently manage domestic and military 
affairs has led to the relativity or negotiability of 
sovereignty conditional on adherence to 
commitments such as human rights, environmental 
issues, and establishment of internal order and 
security, to the point that countries which cannot 
institute domestic order and security are called 
semi-sovereignties (Padgett et al., 2010). 

V.  ​RELATIVE UNIVERSALITY IN THE 
CONCEPT OF STATE 

The core and universal concept of State is the 
ability to apply authority over citizens, enjoyment of 
legitimacy in establishing domestic order and 
stability, protection and promotion of governmental 
rights, and representation of the nation in 
interacting with governmental actors at the 
international level. Still, States are diverse in terms of 
function. Relativity in their function has made 
realists and those believing in a welfare state 
emphasize a maximal State with the function of 
applying increasing control in the domains of 
security and adoption of a supportive approach in 
the domain of economy. However, liberals and 
neo-liberals emphasize a minimal State which 
delegates authority to the private sector in the 
framework of free market mechanism. In this 
context, the regulatory state approach in the era of 
globalization believes in the State’s priority over 
other actors, whether civil, non-governmental, or 
private, and its function of controlling and regulating 
the space of action of other actors instead of being 
a custodian in charge of affairs. 

One of the reasons for the relativity of the 
concept of State is the weakened authority of the 
State on space and time, leading to inability to 
control the global current of information; similarly, in 
case of mastery over meta-technologies, it leads to 
the formation of a trans-territorial State 
(Binsbergen, 1999: 298). 

A change in the scope of authority and the 
State’s function also leads to a change in the 
identity of States such that, in Bell’s words, the 
institution of State has become very small for large 
issues, and very large for small issues (Bell, 1987:14). 
In this situation, the inability of some governments 
in establishing domestic order and security has led 
to the formation of failed states or fragile states. The 
truth is that the role of State in the time of 
globalization is not declining, but based on the 
change in the vessel of State’s activities and the 
change in their functional domain from being in 
charge to regulating the function of other actors and 
bestowing a space for their activities, we observe a 
change in the role of States based on the 
disharmonious but plural development of 
international relations actors. 
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VI.  ​RELATIVE UNIVERSALITY IN THE 
CONCEPT OF POWER  

The concept of power has a strong and 
universal core and a relative soft skin. The absolute 
core of the concept of power is the ability to force 
others perform an action or prevent them from 
performing an action. Nevertheless, its soft skin is 
influenced by the role of material and ideational 
agents in forming the degree of power wielded by 
governments. Relativity of power is due to the 
difference among governments in their share of 
military, economic, political, social, and cultural 
power, especially the intangible faces of power such 
as normative, discursive, ideational, civil, persuasive, 
and network. 

Power is relative on the one hand, if defined in 
a mechanical sense based on vertical order, i.e. the 
ability to determine international agenda and a tool 
for the survival and realization of the actual 
preferences of a government, especially the 
transformation of costs into influence and benefits. 
It is, on the other hand, absolute if understood in the 
organic and relational manner based on the mutual 
communicative action in the framework of 
horizontal order in the form of hidden 
manifestations and symbols. Relativity of power 
leads to its division into hard, soft, sharp, top-down, 
bottom-up, horizontal, power over (unidirectional 
and top-down exertion of power), power to 
(horizontal power as an attempt for achieving 
shared goals such as happiness, justice, and 
development), and polarity- and 
dimensionality-based, even leading to the transfer 
of power (from vertical to horizontal and vice versa) 
in addition to the dispersion of power under the 
influence of contingency rationality in international 
relations. 

Considering the significance of plural power 
in the transition period which, according to Giovanni 
(2009), has a considerable degree of ambiguity, 
normative vacuum, unpredictability, entropy, and 
uncertainty, one can discuss the concept of 
interpolarity which, during the horizontal processes 
of major powers and to solve challenges, considers 
interdependence and cooperation as the strategic 
priority. Moreover, with regard to the importance of 
organic power, we will observe an increase in the 
significance of supervision instead of exertion of 
power. 

VII.  ​RELATIVE UNIVERSALITY IN THE 
CONCEPT OF SECURITY 

In IR, the concept of security is both relative 
and absolute. It is absolute if it is for the 
maintenance of prime, core, and vital values and 
benefits, such as independence and territorial 
integrity, and it is relative if it is for the realization of 
marginal or peripheral values, such as the 
development of economic relations or maintenance 
of regional power. In addition, depending on threats, 
security can be absolute or relative. If a country 
attempts to resolve existential threats and realize 
ontological security, it aims for absolute security. 
Nevertheless, if it tries to resolve economic and 
social threats, it aims for relative security (Wolfers, 
1952: 485). Thus, depending on values, the degree of 
security, type of threats, and tools for and costs of 
fighting threats, security will have different aspects 
and levels and enters the domain of incremental 
scale. In a similar vein, absolute and universal 
security depends on vital benefits and basic values, 
and is related to inordinately important, emergency, 
significant, vital, basic, and high-priority affairs. On 
the other hand, relative security is related to 
peripheral and marginal values, and the value of 
national security varies across countries and 
historical contexts. (Baldwin, 1985: 131) 

Accordingly, in the words of Buzan, absolute 
and objective security becomes inaccessible, while 
extensive and multifaceted security, with features 
such as relativity, subjectivity, multi-layeredness, 
indivisibility, and multi-dimensionality (military, 
political, economic, social-cultural, and 
environmental) (Buzan, 2007: 330).  Still, based on 
the interconnectedness of different dimensions of 
hard and soft security and concepts such as 
comprehensive, shared, harmonic, and collective 
security, Dahl and Lindblom (1991: 50) propose a 
concept called optimum security which is a 
combination of absolute and relative security. In 
addition, discussing concepts such as identity 
security as well as physical, emotional, stable, 
positive, cyber, virtual, and network security 
demonstrates the multi-layered and multi-agent 
nature of this concept despite the conceptual and 
functional interference of its dimensions. 
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VIII.  ​RELATIVE UNIVERSALITY IN THE CONCEPT 
OF GAIN 

Gain in international relations is divided into 
absolute and relative. According to liberals, absolute 
gain means the actors’ enjoyment of the results of 
international cooperation and interaction based on 
equation with a non-zero or multiplied algebraic 
sum, such that all actors can simultaneously enjoy 
the advantages of cooperation in a peaceful 
manner.  On the other hand, according to realists, 
relative gain refers to each actor’s enjoyment of part 
of the gain with regard to the conflict in the benefits 
of actors based on the game with a zero algebraic 
sum, such that one’s benefit is accompanied by the 
other’s loss (Grieco, 1988). 

In this context, realists’ theory of relative gain 
with a pessimistic approach, and liberals’ absolute 
gain theory with an optimistic approach are both 
extracted from the shared context of international 
anarchy, as both emphasize the necessity of 
international cooperation (Cai, 2011). Both theories 
consider governments to be rational and unique 
actors, while historical, cultural, and religious factors 
may direct governments towards emotional actions 
(e.g. retaliation, especially in commerce). Of course, 
the actual world is so complex that it cannot be 
explained solely based on absolute or relative gain. 
Still, according to Mastanduno (1991: 75), relative 
gain has stronger roots in the actual world, although 
calculations based on it may be destructive enough 
to result in the two evils of protectionism and 
nationalism. The truth is that relative and absolute 
gain in the actual and complex world work together 
to lead actors towards mutual benefit in Keohane’s 
words, because communication networks have 
emphasized the asymmetrical model of action and 
cooperation in the era of interdependence by 
transferring concepts and norms based on the 
concept of mutual benefit (Keohane, 1986: 1-27). 

IX.  ​RELATIVE UNIVERSALITY IN THE 
CONCEPT OF NATIONAL INTEREST 

According to realists, including Morgenthau 
and Stanley Hoffman, national interest as an 
objective reality has general and ever-lasting goals 
and a specified nature and is, therefore, considered 
a constant and absolute affair. According to liberals 
or subjectivists, however, national interest is 
proportional to the choice of agents and the 
environment for decision-making; therefore, it 

varies, evolves, grows over time, and is 
contextualized. W. David Clinton in “The Two Faces 
of National Interest” (1994) believes that the term 
national interest is, on the one hand, a deterministic 
phenomenon which cannot be transgressed, while 
on the other hand, it is a completely variable and 
relative term (Clinton, 1994: 63-64). It seems that 
the absolute or relative nature of national interest 
depends on values targeted by governments. If 
governments aim to realize core or vital interests, 
they have adopted an absolute approach to basic 
interests for the survival of government and nation 
(including land, people, sovereignty, and 
governance). However, if they attempt to realize 
peripheral and marginal interests such as economic 
interest, they have adopted a relative approach to 
national interest. Apparently, a relative universality 
approach to national interest considers it 
multi-layered, where these layers are overlapping, 
compatible, and complementary, such that the 
basic interests (defending the land and territorial 
integrity), vital interests (maintenance of transit 
geopolitical status, especially access to 
international waters), and secondary or marginal 
interest (such as welfare and economic 
development) overlap and complement one 
another. 

X.  ​RELATIVE UNIVERSALITY IN THE CONCEPT 
OF ORDER 

Despite the existence of two approaches, 
absolute order and relative order, and although 
order does not merely mean stability and staticity 
but is accompanied by continuous change and 
evolution, it seem that relative universality in the 
sense of order depends on “fluid hegemony” in 
today's unstable and transitional world. This means 
that, on the one hand, we witness hegemonic 
equilibrium and stability in the world order and, on 
the other, the evolutionary and complex trends of 
the actual world of international relations directs 
order towards oscillating and asymmetrical balance 
(Adler, 2005: 212). The alternation of ambiguity and 
chaos with concordance and adaptation in actors’ 
relative relations with regard to complex and 
multi-layered crises in today’s multi-ordered world 
(Munich Security Report, 2018: 9) reveals that one 
can extract an internally consistent and orderly 
pattern from chaos and disorder over time.  

In this regard, the scale and place hierarchy 
has become unstable, and some kind of dialectic of 
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order and disorder (chaos and disturbance) or the 
sequence of order and disorder has emerged in the 
form of expansion and contraction, leading to 
controlled disorder in the process of symmetrical 
and asymmetrical transition of the global 
paradoxical order (Hurrelli, 2007). Apparently, due to 
the plurality of actors and institutions and increase 
in innovations and invention, we witness 
deconstruction in long-term arrangements, whether 
stable order or disorder, such that non-linear 
dynamic models with an attractor in their horizontal 
and oscillating axis have led to the formation of fluid 
but systematic order in the “dynamic adaptation” 
process. In other words, some kind of order lies in 
any disorder and ambiguity, indicating randomness 
along with certainty; certainty because the disorder 
resulting from the geopolitics of chaos -- in the 
words of Ramonet -- is completely stable, 
predictable, and self-organizing at the large scale 
(Ramonet, 1999), and random because of the 
disorderly, organized, and unpredictable behavior at 
the local scale. The overlap between these two 
leads to some kind of orderly disorder, containing 
ultimate order despite disorder. Reaching order 
from disorder and vice versa after passing the 
attractor leads to fractal, asymmetrical, and 
multi-faceted shapes continuing at a balancing but 
oscillating and fluid point. In fact, in case of a 
process-oriented and organic view of order as an 
evolving phenomenon in transformative time and 
place, one can view a certain degree of order within 
disorder with a dynamic and effective nature, being 
influenced and influencing the environment. In other 
words, based on the butterfly effect, the smallest 
change may lead to huge disorders in the world. This 
principles demonstrates the non-linearity of 
evolutions in the international system, such that a 
small change in initial conditions may lead to vast 
and unpredictable results in the outputs of the 
international system (Murphy, 2010). 

XI.  ​ RELATIVE UNIVERSALITY IN THE CONCEPT 
OF VALUES 

The most important values in international 
relations include justice, peace, welfare, and 
freedom. Like difference, poverty, and inequality, 
justice and equality in international relations 
sociology can be both relative and absolute, 
although relativity is preferred to universality in this 
regard (Amiel & Cowell, 1992). If values are divided 
into relative and absolute and consider relative 
values such as peace, freedom, welfare, and 

democracy to be contingent, absolute values can 
be divided into procedural (including justice) and 
ultimate (including prosperity). In this context, 
universality expresses stability, and plurality 
expresses relativity. Thus, relative universality in the 
sense of peace can be discussed in the framework 
of plural but stable peace; similarly, relative 
universality in the sense of justice can be realized in 
the form of distributive justice meaning the fair 
distribution of opportunities based on qualification 
in the worlds of John Rawls, and transitional justice 
meaning the minimal economical provision (food, 
clothing, housing for victims of war crimes and in 
the condition of humanitarian rights' violation in civil 
wars). These values have a non-material and 
ideational nature more than a material one 
(Biersteker, 2002: 157-176). If they provide good 
opportunities for all, these values pave the way for 
fair globalization (UN, 2004). Still, they have a strong 
and universal core and soft and gelatinous skin; if 
assumed as layers of ultimate absolute values, 
procedural absolute values, and relative universal 
values, they indicate some kind of overlapping 
consensus, i.e. some kind of shared, universal, and 
comprehensive mentality and understanding exists 
in human mind, originating from ontological 
universality, while also contextualized and 
contingent and requiring multiple and diverse 
foundations. 

XII.  ​ CONCLUSION 

Based on what has been discussed, it can be 
concluded that the concepts of international 
relations, while being universal, have acquired 
relativity and fluidity due to the dialectic effect of 
general and particular or global and local. Thus, in 
the era of glocalization when we witness 
institutionalization despite the integration of the 
dual process universalization of the particular and 
particularization of the universal, concepts also have 
a constant conceptual core despite variable and 
distinct skins. This conceptual dynamism in the era 
of fragmentation leads to mutual construction of 
universality and relativity in the concepts of 
international relations. In this way, homogeneous 
and heterogeneous dialectics as well as the 
interaction between universality and particularity 
have been realized in concepts such as sovereignty, 
government, power, security, gain, national interest, 
order, and values of international relations. Based on 
the oscillating process of transforming mechanism 
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into organism, international relations can include 
and explain all paradoxical phenomena.  

The fluidity of today's world due to the rapid 
process of globalization will create an unstable 
future full of conflicts and clashes, in which one 
must be prepared for several futures and scenarios 
due to uncertainty and unpredictability of trends 
and processes. This ambiguous future results from 
the consensus of the world community regarding 
some values and disagreements regarding others, 
directing international relations towards “relative 
certainties”.  

The expansion of relative, variable, 
competitive, unstable, multi-layered, dispersed, and 
fluid values and the existence of commonality 
despite divergence and cooperation despite 
competition demonstrates the world system is in 
making fluctuant sub-national and supra-national 
collective identities direct us towards the possibility 
of joining paradoxical processes and the symbiosis 
of two seemingly conflicting organisms in today's 
interconnected world and their mutual 
communicative action in the framework of 
symbiotic realism. Due to intersecting and mutual 
effects of convergent and divergent processes and 
the change in actions from symmetric and harmonic 
towards asymmetric and disharmonic, the 
narrative-building of concepts has become 
important, and gelatinous and hybrid aspects of 
concepts have become related to low politics and 
their strong and stable aspects to high politics. 
Thus, due to the complexity of global trends and 
agendas, it seems that relative universality can 
include the strong and soft aspects of concepts 
and establish a link between multi-agent structures 
and inter-agent processes in the framework of 
synthetic analysis, and can become a guiding 
principle for explaining the network and intertwined 
world with the capacity of gradual change. Based on 
shared utility, it can convince actors with shared 
interests but asymmetrical capabilities to accept 
the model of asymmetrical action and cooperation 
in today's plural and polycentric world.  
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