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Amid the recent international crises in various parts of the world, some states claim cautiously to be neutral. They do
so for various reasons but mostly to evade being dragged into a potential conflict. Nevertheless, are these states
really neutral? The concept of neutrality has been scrutinized by many scholars, and there are now numerous
versions of neutrality to choose from. The UN definition of neutrality stresses the abstention of a state from all
participation in a war between other states and the state’s attitude of impartiality. Strictly speaking, to remain
impartial, a state should refrain from any contact with other non-neutral states. This is because every contact has
some influence on the contacted state and this influence is virtually impossible to be the same for all non-neutral
parties involved. In practice, such neutrality is therefore unlikely and states reflect this in their foreign policies. For
instance, the prominent example of a neutral state, Switzerland, literally says in its Foreign Policy Strategy 2024–27
that: “Neutrality does not mean indifference.” So, is neutrality just a diplomatic term to cover certain actions? If
policymakers use neutrality in different ways, it can be difficult for IR scholars to incorporate this concept into their
theories. On the other hand, if the theories do not reflect the language of policymakers, policymakers will hardly listen
to the theories. This miscommunication then widens the gap between IR theory and practice.

International relations are known to be cooperative or conflictual. This means that when actors in the international
system act towards one another, they either help or harm their counterparts. Yet, we can often hear that states have
neutral relations with others. What does this mean? Typically, one would imagine that if a state has a neutral relation
with another state, the neutral state is neither an ally nor an enemy of the other state. That is to say, a neutral state
neither helps nor harms the other state, and thus has no influence on the other state’s condition. But can this still be
called “relation”? To have a relation with someone, one must interact with their counterpart, i.e., perform an action
towards this counterpart. Now, follow this argument: To act consciously, one must first form the intention to act,
therefore every conscious action is a result of someone’s intention to do something. Because every action happens in
time, every action implies a change from the previous state to the new one. If this change is intended to benefit the
counterpart, the action is cooperative and vice versa. There can be no neutral action because it is logically
impossible to change something to be more the same.

The idea that a relation is neither cooperative nor conflictual may remind us of Erwin Schrödinger’s famous thought
experiment about a cat that is neither dead nor alive. Schrödinger’s goal was to point out the absurdity of a situation
in which something could be in two contradictory states at the same time. We know that this is, at least at the macro
level of reality, impossible. In logic, this proposition is known as the principle of non-contradiction and, for example,
Aristotle called it the firmest law thanks to which we can acquire any knowledge at all. Every relation must therefore
be either cooperative or conflictual because these two kinds of relation contradict each other. No relation can be
neutral since every relation requires some action that results in some change. No change implies no action, and no
action implies no relation.

We have seen that, despite the diplomatic language, no neutral relation can exist. But why is this important? First, it
demonstrates the dualistic nature of international politics, which is, surprisingly, not so obvious to some IR scholars.
Second, it can help policymakers to make sense of IR theory. How? All IR theories essentially define certain factors
that are presumed to lead to a certain form of relation. For instance, economic interdependence may, according to
liberalism, produce cooperative relations. Depending on the IR school, these causal factors can be material
capabilities, identity, pre-existing relations, structure, social norms, etc. Some of these factors are supposed to drive
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actors towards cooperation and some of them towards conflict. No factor can make actors establish relations of a
different kind simply because no other kind of relation is in principle possible. Classifying the factors as cooperative
and conflictual simplifies the whole field of IR theory to people who are not interested in philosophical debates but
care primarily about facts. How? Instead of following a specific theory, one can simply make a list of all causal factors
listed by all IR theories and divide the list into two major groups: 1) factors that promote cooperation, and 2) factors
that promote conflict.

Such a summary of IR theory can be an essential tool for all policymakers because it defines all known factors that
have the potential power to influence which form of international relation will be realized. Policymakers then select
only those factors that exist in their specific case and assign a certain weight to each of those factors according to
how important role these factors are likely to play in the relation. For example, if military power is assumed to have a
significant influence, we should assign a high weight to it. Finally, policymakers compare the total weight of the
cooperative factors with the total weight of the conflictual factors in their case. Based on the result, policymakers will
know whether to expect the relation to be cooperative or conflictual, including the intensity of cooperation or conflict.
Of course, this is just a brief summary of how the cooperation-conflict model of IR can help policymakers utilize the
knowledge of IR theory. The details of this method are described at length elsewhere, however, even this quick
overview hopefully shows how removing the term “neutral relation” from the IR discourse can help bridge the muddy
waters between IR theory and practice.
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