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I ntroduction

Theories of international relations greatly improve the ways in which we understand and explain
phenomenain world politics. The term "theories however covers awide range of different enterprises:
from loose conceptualization to formally modelling particular events or testing correlation between
variables. This chapter distinguishes five uses of theory. The first section discusses the basic yet crucia
business of defining terms and concepts. Theory is used to define what we are studying in international
relations, our purposes in studying it, and categories within which we might go about analyzing the
behaviour of international actors. The second section of the chapter discusses “perspectives or the
exercise of conceptually "mapping’ the international landscape. Four particular perspectives are
discussed: "world capitalism’, “power-politics (realism), "law, collective security and international
society', and “economic interdependence’. Each perspective highlights a different set of core actors,
preferences and interactions. Such perspectives are crucial for generating hypotheses about the forces
which drive international relations. The third part of the chapter discusses model-building or formal
theory. Formal theory permits of better explanation, testing and prediction in international relations. At
the same time, the section highlights the ways in which formal theory must depend for strength upon the
two previous types of theorizing. The fourth section of the chapter looks at quantitative anaysis.
Statistical analysis and the rules of inference lie at the heart of quantitative analysis and, some would
argue, such rules should also apply to qualitative analysis (a claim that is discussed and endorsed only in
alimited way). Finaly, the fifth section of the chapter discusses the contribution of reflectivism or
theories of knowledge to the study of international relations. This final section distinguishes
post-modernists, critical theorists, and constructivists, highlighting the different levels of challenge that
each pose to the other types of theory discussed in the chapter.

1. Defininitions, purposes and categories

One of the first functions theory performsis to define the terms and concepts which we invoke in order
to describe, explain, or predict, in the study of international relations. Definitions and categories (or
taxonomies as Gaddis mentions in chapter two) are crucial to social science, asthey are to all science, for
we can not study “war', or “states unless we first know what falls (or does not fall) into such a category.
Useful definitions will specify both what aterm is, and just asimportantly what it is not and what its
opposite or a contrasting term might be. The more closely connected any two terms are, the more useful
it isto specify and distinguish them.
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In international relations we use both the terms “international system' and “international society' to
describe what we are studying. These terms are distinguished by Hedley Bull in The Anarchical Society.
An international system comprises two or more states which have sufficient contact between them and
sufficient impact on one another's decisions to cause them to behave as parts of awhole. In an
international system, states behave "strategically', making their decisions on what they think other states
will do. By contrast, an “international society' isagroup of states which knowingly share common
interests and values and “conceive themselves to be bound by a common set of rulesin their relations
with one another and share in the working of common institutions'.(1)

| f we choose to define international relations as the study of the
“international system, our study becones one highly anenable to gane
theory and to formal theorizing about strategic interaction anong

pl ayers. On the other hand, if we define international relations as

t hat which goes on in an international society, we would want to draw
on nmuch nore traditional tools of analysis including history,
phi | osophy and traditional political science. The definitions we use
do not sinply clarify but also reflect the purposes of our study. So
too, definitions crucially shape what we study and the nethods we use
to study it.

Qur purposes in studying international relations are often descri bed
by either of the ternms "explaining" or "understanding . Yet, these
ternms, as Martin Hollis and Steve Smth point out, are worth

di sti ngui shing, for each enbodies a very different purpose.
"Explaining' is concerned with identifying what caused a particul ar
event or state of affairs. For exanple, the origins of the Cold War

m ght be " explained by pointing to the new gl obal bal ance of power
that prevailed after the second world war. Schol ars who seek to
“explain' wll prefer to use theories which generate causal hypot heses
such as "a change in x caused y'.

By contrast " understanding' involves a search not so nuch for the
cause of an event but for its nmeaning. The early Cold War m ght be
“understood' by exam ning the perceptions, ains and beliefs of Stalin,
Truman, and ot her deci sion-makers. Schol ars seeking to " understand'

Wi ll prefer to investigate an event or a state of affairs, rather than
focusing on a theory which purports to explain it. The " understanders'
will delve into history not as a set of information which m ght

falsify a theory, but as a narrative which permts a greater
under standi ng ot the origins, evolution and consequences of an event.
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The " understanders' however nmay well be prone to draw ng out
concl usi ons about the causes of an event w thout subjecting such
conclusions to the nore rigorous appraisal of the explainers'. At
this point in research both understandi ng and expl anati on becone
conpl enent ary.

Most schol ars seek both to explain and to understand. However, by

di sti ngui shing expl ai ni ng and understandi ng we can identify the aimto
whi ch a scholar is giving priority and what an alternative goal m ght
be. In chapters two and three of this book, John Gaddis and Bruce
Bueno de Mesquita debate the respective strengths of the nore

hi stori cal 'understanding’ approach and the nore scientific

' expl ai ni ng" approach.

Concepts and categories, no matter how carefully defined, wll always
be subject to nodication and "reinvention'. Levels of analysis, for
exanple, are created by scholars of international relations to
categori ze and conceptually to separate at |east three different
arenas of politics: individual decision-nmakers; donestic political
factors; or the influence of the workings of the international system
on states' behaviour. The conceptual separation is useful for it
allows a scholar to ignore two (or nore) arenas of politics and to
focus in on one. Put another way, the scholar can hold a | arge range
of variabl es constant whilst focusing on a group of variables at one
| evel . At the individual |level, the role of ideologies, ideas and the
psychol ogy of deci sion-nakers can be exam ned. At the |evel of the
state, bureaucratic decision-making structures and procedures,

I nterest groups and coalitions of interests can be anal yzed. And, at
the systemc level the distribution of power anong states and its

| npact on their behavi our can be assessed.

Three | evels of analysis are useful but npst outcones in international
rel ati ons are not be anenable to explanation, |et al one understandi ng,
at one of the three levels of analysis. This argunent is nade by Avi
Shlaimin chapter thirteen which analyses the origins of wars in the
M ddl e East. Although the three | evels of analysis provide useful
checklist of factors, whether we seek to explain or to understand,
there are several problenms we nust face if we use categories defined
in this way.
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Per haps the nost sinple and pervasive problemw th | evel s-of -anal ysi s
I s choosing at what level to start research. In the first place, one's
starting point will inevitably influence one's final explanation. In

t he second pl ace, skipping fromone | evel of analysis to another risks
produci ng a rather ad hoc m xture of causes. Furthernore, it is not
necessarily the case that there are only three levels of analysis. One
could equally argue that there are nore | evels. For exanple, groupings
bet ween the | evel of individuals and that of state structures may be
crucial, or alternatively, the regional |evel between state structures
and the international system A guide to defining |levels of analysis
m ght be to ask whether a particular |evel captures an arena which has
a distinct logic of its own.

The general problemraised is that |evels of analysis, no matter how
carefully defined, cannot be used as a fixed conceptual tool. Rather,
researchers need to re-exam ne and perhaps reinvent the categories for
any particul ar piece of research. The question then is: How nuch
research do you have to do in order to define howit is that the
research wll be best undertaken?

One way around this problemis suggested by Larson. In her excell ent
anal ysis of the individual |evel factors which influenced the origins
of the Cold War, Larson suggests that we use a conposite strategy'.
The strategy involves using all |evels of analysis as a check agai nst
each other, with the result that we can nore effectively fill out

hi storical expl anation. (2.

The conposite approach is perhaps satisfactory for scholars ai m ng
better to understand, but it is not adequate for those wishing to
explain. Scholars wanting to identify causal relationships need to be
able to identify for a given issue, that |evel which enbodi es the nost
| nportant cause. Here, alas, there is no easy solution. As expressed
above, the research itself needs first to identify the "right' |evel
of anal ysi s.

Finally, a third problemw th separating | evels of analysis is that
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“units' (whether individuals or states) can only very artifically be
separated fromthe “structure' (the international system. In fact,
the two are in constant interaction with each other. (3. Were states

I nteract at the international level, their interactions affect

deci si on-makers' beliefs and attitudes, domestic political pressures
and conceptions of national interest. For exanple, once Reagan and

Gor bachev started to negotiate di sarmanent, the two | eaders engaged in
a process which not only changed their own aspirations and perceptions
but al so those of interest groups, political institutions and public
opinion in their own countries.

A different way to negotiate the relationship between "structure' and
“units' is to focus on bargai ning or negotiations anpbng states and

anal yze their inpact on all |levels of analysis. This approach has been
taken in recent research on international negotiations and bargai ni ng.
Researchers using a "two-|evel gane anal ogy’' or what is now call ed
“doubl e- edged di pl omacy' assess the ways in which inter-state

negoti ations affect both the individuals at the bargaining table and
the donestic politics of the states involved in the negotiations which
in turn affect outconmes. This strategy produces interesting insights
into the possibilities for both domestic and international outcones. (4.

The problemw th 'doubl e-edged di pl omacy' is that it only addresses

t he deci si on-maki ng process. Negl ected are the questions of how states
come to formtheir preferences in the first place and how t hey go
about inplenenting policies they have agreed on. These questions are
not just questions of “understanding', they also bear on what it is

t hat scholars set out to explain. That is to say, using the two-Ievel
gane anal ogy, scholars will analyze particul ar negotiati ons, perhaps
to the neglect of equally or nore inportant w der processes.

Level s of analysis, along with other categories and definitions in

I nternational relations, assist scholars in identifying what they are
anal yzi ng and di sti ngui shi ng what they are hol ding constant or
choosing not to anal yze. Academ c debates about categories and
definitions are crucial in ensuring that inportant parts of the
picture are not neglected. Definitions and categories nust be subject
to continual scrutiny not just for precision but also so as to check
t he purposes and anbit of the research.
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2. Perspectives or mapping the international |andscape

Theory is used in international relations not only to define concepts
and categories but also to draw concepts together so as to outline
perspectives or build up maps' of the international arena. The
“international system, as defined above, is the basis of one such
map: the "international society' is the basis for an alternative map.

Maps, of course, do not just depict a given terrain, they offer a
sinplified depiction of the terrain with a specific purpose in mnd. A
map of the London Underground is of little use to a tourist wshing to
wal k from Traf al gar Square to Bucki ngham Pal ace. Simlarly, a reali st
map of the international systemis of little use to a scholar w shing
to trace the rise of pacifist ideas in Europe. The realist map was
drawn to trace out power relations not the rise of ideas. In using any
map, one nust first ask for what purpose it has been drawn.

Conpeting maps offer very different specifications of: the core actors
in international relations; howit is that core actors fornulate their
preferences; how it is that actors interact; and which capabilities
affect the inplenentation and achi evenent of preferred outcones. It is
worth noting here that although the term map' is used, in fact
so-cal l ed maps do nmuch nore than reflect a given terrain. By focusing
on particular actors, actions and notivations, and negl ecti ng ot hers,
so-called "maps' in fact construct the terrain of international
relations (nore on this in the final section of this chapter). For
this reason the term perspective' better carries the use of theory in
conceptualizing international relations.

Bel ow, four perspectives promnent in international relations are |aid
out. These are not post-1945 inventions. Each has |ong historical
roots and each was used to informdebates in the aftermath of the
first world war about why states go to war, what m ght prevent them
from doi ng so, and nore generally about the nature of international
relations. The different views are captured by the | abels: "~economc
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i nt erdependence' (or liberalisn), "world capitalism (or radicalisn,
“law and col |l ective security' (or international society) and " power
politics' (or realism.

(i) "“Econom c interdependence'

A first perspective focuses on the web of interests which Iie behind
the state in its foreign policy. Hence Norman Angell argued in The
Geat Illusion (1911), that econom c interdependence reduced the

| i kel i hood of war by reducing the gains to be made fromwar. Any
governnment wanting to undertake a war for gain or conquest faced
severe pressure from bankers and busi ness nen not to do so. Bankers
and busi nessnen woul d know that in the new "conpl ex financi al

| nt erdependence of the capitals of the world" any warlike activities
whi ch affected banki ng and business in another nmajor country risked
bri ngi ng about financial collapse which would affect their own
econony. In other words, donestic interests would ensure that
governnents did not undertake actions which m ght jeopardise their
capital or bring about a financial coll apse.

The general argunent is that growi ng interdependence creates simlar
econom c interests across all states and thus a community of interests
which will facilitate cooperation anong states. Fromthis perspective,
states' preferences in international relations are strongly influenced
by donestic economc interests. States will interact wth an eye to
their own potential econom c gains and | osses and wll seek to
maxi m se their own econonmic gains. Inplenentation of state policies is
assunmed to be assured by the rational interests that underpin them

The concept of econom c interdependence was revived in the |ate 1960s
and early 1970s, as gl obal capital markets expanded and i nternati onal
trade and i nvestnent increased. US scholars such as Cooper, Morse,
Keohane and Nye theorized that grow ng econonic interdependence woul d
alter the agenda and behavi our of states. (3 As econonic

| nt erdependence grew, so too, the utility of mlitary power anong
states would be reduced. Coinciding with the end of the Vietnam war
and detente, concepts of econom c interdependence provided the

| anguage of |inkage and econom c incentives which canme to shape US
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foreign policy in this period.

I n contenporary debates, econom c interdependence is still an

| nportant vantage point fromwhich work is undertaken on cooperation
anong states and on the dynam cs of econom c and political

I ntegration. Theories have been enriched by a variety of nethods

i ncl udi ng rational choice, collective action, interdependent

deci si on- maki ng and gane theory. However, the basic purpose of the
econom ¢ i nterdependence map has remained the sane: it was drawn in
search of forces that mght | ead states away fromwar and into nore
cooperative relations. To this purpose it is still put. At the sane
time, the econom c interdependence perspective not only reflects a
growi ng i nterdependence anong states but al so constructs a view of

I nternational relations which focuses on this el enent of change and
produces a | anguage and a set of justifications for policy-makers to
pursue particul ar policies.

(ii) "World capitalisn

Li ke the econom c i nterdependence perspective, the focus of the world
capitalist perspective is economc relations, yet a very different nap
Is specified for a very different purpose. In the interwar years
"world capitalism was powerfully invoked by Lenin and other schol ars
to explain the outbreak of the first world war. Whilst others focused
on poor diplomacy and a | ack of cooperation as causes of the war, for
Lenin the war of 1914-18 was inperialist (that is, an annexationi st,
predatory, war of plunder) on the part of both sides; it was a war for
the division of the world, for the partition and repartition of

col oni es and spheres of influence of finance, capital, et.' (8 Far from
facilitating cooperation, economc interests forced states into
conflict.

Wrld capitalismfocuses on ownership and control of the neans of
production in the world econony. The core actors are the owners of
productive capital (whether states or nultinational enterprises), the
core dynamc is capitalism States in which owers of capital do not
reside (sonetines called "the periphery' or "the South') are weak and
vul nerable to the core states. The preferences of core states are

file:///C|/Website/Uses of Theory.htm (8 of 29) [30/01/2001 13:11:00]



di ctated by the exigencies of econom c capitalist conpetition.
Powerful states use strategies to maxim ze the possibilities for the
expansi on of capital for these core states inplenent and achi eve

out cones whi ch enbody the interests of the econom cally powerful
within the state. In the periphery, the state wll have little
capacity to act except in the interests of capitalists in the core. In
many ways, the influence of economc interests on the behavi our of
states is simlar to that specified in the econom c interdependence
perspective. Here, however, the purpose is altogether different. The
worl d capitalist map was not drawn to highlight the possibilities of
cooperation anong states but to exam ne the sources of world

| nequal i ties.

In the 1950s and 1960s three theories sprung up within the world
capitalist perspective to challenge the optim sm of noderni zation

t heory. The noderni zers argqued that capitalist forces would positively
transformthe Third Wrld. The world capitalist perspective offered
anal yses as to why this was not so, focussing unlike Lenin, not on the
centres of capital but on the countries to which capital was being
exported. "World systens' theorists argued that the world capitali st
syst em per pet uat ed under devel opment in the South. (7 " Dependency

t heorists' focused on the distortionary consequences of world
capitalismin the South, and exam ned the dynam c of change within the
Sout h. (8 “Structuralists' searched ways to reformthe international
econom ¢ system so as to overcone the obstacles to devel opnent being
faced by devel opi ng countries. (9 Al three theories highlighted the
coll ective and di sadvant aged position shared by all countries in the
South. The world capitalist perspective then constructed the " South’
as a group with a shared interest - as was expressed in the early
1970s when devel opi ng countries passed a Resultion in the United

Nati ons General Assenbly calling for the adoption of special neasures
so as better to enable countries of "the South' to overcone structural
barriers to devel opnent.

In the 1990s, the world capitalist perspective has declined as various
conpeti ng perspectives depict diverging possibilities and interests in
the countries of the South (and so too the cohesiveness of a " Sout hern
coalition' has dimnished). Two central thenmes which run through the
wor |l d capitalist perspective have been re-examned. First, the role of
the state in devel opnent has been reassessed by schol ars who now focus
on the differences in experience anong countries of the " South' and

file:///C|/Website/Uses of Theory.htm (9 of 29) [30/01/2001 13:11:00]



ask questions about: the distribution of benefits of devel opnent; the
consequences of econom c change for political regines; and the

rel ati on between industrialization and political denbcracy. Secondly,
t he question of how the international capitalist system constrains
devel opnent is being reassessed. The influence of the international
systemon the South is now anal yzed by assessing the different inpact
of international constraints, pressures and shocks on countries.
Countries such as Korea are exam ned by econom sts, anthropol ogi sts
and political econom sts in search of an expl anation of how one state
overcane the barriers to growh and rapid devel opnent in the world
econony. Furthernore, scholars have started to apply theories

devel oped in anal yses of the North to devel oping countries: be it
conparative historical analysis(10); the application of a rational

choi ce approach to politics in Africalll)l; or the application of
"Northern' econonic theory to Africa. (12)

The world capitalist perspective was drawn up to highlight the
processes of capital expansion across the world and cane to be used as
a framework to highlight the negative inpact of world capitalismon
devel opi ng countries. The perspective constructs a world divided into
the North (where capital is plentiful) and the South (where

devel opnent is hindered). In the 1990s the world capitali st
perspective is no | onger fashionable, however, it remains the only
perspective in international relations which highlights questions of

i nequal ity and devel opnent.

(iii) "Law, collective security and international society'

A wholly different map of international relations is provided by the

| aw and security perspective. The preferences of states are assuned to
be i nfluenced by public opinion which given free expression, wll
oppose war and support institutions for collective security. Hence, US
Presi dent Whodrow Wl son argued that the first world war broke out
because of there was no effective and openly accountabl e di pl omacy and
no appropriate laws and institutions anong states to ensure peace. In
Wl son's view, the League of Nations was the type of institution that
coul d ensure peace. States would give up sone of their sovereignty to
t he League which woul d derive its strength from public opinion in
menber countries. Here was a 'map' of international relations drawn up
to find ways to ensure peace anong nations. The failure of the US
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Congress to ratify the Covenant of the League of Nations and the
failure of the League nore generally, discredited the |aw and
col l ective security for many decades. (13)

One of the inplications of the |aw and coll ective security view of

I nternational society is that denocracies are unlikely aggressively to
cause wars (a proposition which has been nuch studi ed since 1918 and
subjected to ever nore formal theorizing and investigation).

The international systemis conceived as a society both of states and
of the citizens they represent so that agreenents reached anong states
reflect the preferences of their citizens. In states' interactions
wth other states it is assuned that states nutually recogni ze and
respect certain international norns. States exist not so nuch in an
anarchic systembut in a society in which they recognize and constrain
each other. This proposition has been devel oped in a body of
literature on regine theory where "regines' are defined as "sets of
principles, norns, rules, and deci si on- maki ng procedures around which
actor expectations converge in a given issue-area'.(14) Finally, on the
guestion of "inplenentation', the |aw and collective security
perspective does not ask whether states are capable of inplenenting
what they prom se other states to do. It is sinply assuned that

| eaders will not be hindered by donestic institutions.

There are two areas in which the |aw and col |l ective security
perspective has continued in international relations. In the first

pl ace, advocates of world order and world governnent have devel oped a
vi ew of 'ground-up' world order based on the premss that world
politics nust be rooted in public opinion. (13 |n the second pl ace,
both regine theorists and constructivists have devel oped the notion
that rules and norns constrain international relations.(16) Perhaps the
nost prom nent reenergence of the |Iaw and coll ective security
perspective occurred in 1990 when the end of the Cold War brought
forth argunents astonishingly simlar argunents to those nade by
Wodrow Wlson in 1918. For sone, the US/UN intervention in the
Persian Gulf in 1990 spelt out the possibilities of a new world
order' based on international |aw, an effective systemof collective
security, and denocracy. Such a system woul d be based on the

I ncreasi ng nunber of denocratic governnents in the world and their
openness to public opinion.
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The |l aw and col l ective security perspective traces out ways in which
I nternational institutions mght be used in order to draw states and
peopl es of the world into a conmmunity of peace and cooperation for
collective mutual gain. Unlike the econom c interdependence view,
cooperation anong states is not conceived as reliant on specific
econom Cc interests across nations but rather on enlightened world
opi ni on expressed through the actions of states. This perspective
constructs a new, additional dinmension in international relations -
the society of states which exists beyond the donestic politics of the
state and outside of the world capitalist system Wthin the

I nternational society, states as representatives of their peoples are
capabl e of form ng norns and | aws which constrain their foreign
pol i ci es.

(iv) "~Power politics'

Power politics or realismdescribes a fourth and final perspective on
I nternational relations. This perspective energed with a critical

pur pose on the eve of the second world war, when the war | oonmed in
spite of Wlson's League of Nations, in spite of the rationality of
Angel | ' s econom c i nterdependence, and in spite of Lenin's Third
International. In this context EH Carr wote a trenchant critique of
the idealismof collective security and econom c interdependence. In
The Twenty Years Crisis Carr presents international relations as a
struggl e anong states for power. He debunked the proponents of the
League of Nations for their belief that international |aw and order
were in the interests of mankind. Such beliefs, according to Carr were
t he “unconscious reflexions of national interests at a particular
time'. Supporters of the League or of free trade were sinply clothing
their national interests (as satisfied powers') in internationali st
rhetoric. (17)

Several aspects of Carr's views were |later to be picked up by schol ars
in the United States such as Hans Morgenthau in order to attack four
categories of idealists who were, at the end of the second world war,
of fering advice for US foreign policy: "Uopians' who were wong in
conceiving the United Nations as the foundation for a new worl d order;
"legalists' who were wong in assumng that the UN could be a
foundation of international |aw, “sentinentalists' who framed prudent
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and necessary policies, such as intervention in G eece and Turkey, in
wi de noralistic terns (ie the Truman Doctrine) and were dangerous
since they left no roomfor the distinction between what is desirable
and what is possible (a lack of distinction which led the United
States into Vietnam a decade or so later); and the " neoisol ationists’
who overesti mated the omni potence of the United States and wongly

di sparaged traditional diplonmacy, believing that the US coul d deal
with the rest of the world on its own terns. (18)

More nodern theorists have projected the assunpti ons under pi nni ng
classical realisminto a nore formal conceptualization of the

i nternational systemin which states are depicted as functionally
alike wthin the international system The systemitself is defined by
stabl e ordering principles and an unchangi ng specification of
functions of formally differentiated parts. \What changes in the
anarchic international systemis the distribution of power. Changes in
the distribution of power produce ever-changi ng bal ances of power. (19)

Three cruci al assunptions about international relations underpin the
power politics perspective. First, the "international system is the

| evel of anal ysis which determ nes state policies. Second, states are
rational, unitary actors who have stable, power-nmaxi m zing
preferences. Third and finally, the balance of power is the ordering
mechani smin the international system In other words, the preferences
of states are fornulated by state | eaders on the basis of their
perception of the national interest. The national interest is shaped
by the state's power relative to other states. Successf ul

deci si on-makers act prudently in their relations with other states, at
all times using strategies that maintain or extend their power
relative to other states. That is to say, foreign policies are
dictated by the logic of the international systemand the distribution
of power anong states. In inplenenting foreign policies, it is assuned
that | eaders are relatively unhindered by their donestic political
systens.

The power political map constructs international relations as a

conti nuous struggle for power by states. States' ultimte ends are not
di scussed. Rather, states are assuned to seek either to maintain
power, to extend their power, or to denonstrate their power (in the
pursuit of maintaining or extending it). Only power, it is assuned,
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can restrain power. Hence, the only nmechani sm whi ch provi des sone
nodi cum of order in international relations is the bal ance of power.
The only effective way to nmanage the bal ance of power is through a
devel oped and sophi sticated di pl onacy. Di plomacy is sonething for

deci sion-nmakers and is presented as a virtually autononous sphere of
action. Public opinion and donestic constraints on foreign policy are
virtual ly ignored.

(v) The weaknesses of " perspectives'

The four maps of international relations depicted each focus on
different actors, different notivations and different outcones in

I nternational relations. Each has been created for a given purpose and
each constructs a different terrain of international rel ations.

Al t hough these perspectives are often described as theories', they
are not theories in the formal sense of the term Rather, the
perspectives are conceptualizations which assist us in defining actors
and fornul ati ng hypot heses about international relations.

Maps or perspectives can only suggest generalizable patterns which

m ght seemto be confirnmed by history. They do not, on the whol e,
present us with hypotheses that are falsifiable. (20 Furthernore,

anal ysts propoundi ng perspectives are sonetines accused of
interpreting history so as always to confirmtheir theory. Morgenthau
Is explicitly guilty of this. He defines his theoretical enterprise as
to "bring order and neaning to a mass of phenonena which wi thout it
woul d remmi n di sconnected and unintelligible".(2l) H's own test of a
theory is sinple: do the facts | end thenselves to this

I nterpretation?; and do the conclusions of the theory follow logically
fromits prem ses? Not for Mrgenthau concerns about whether or not
his theory m ght be falsified.

An alternative approach is to be nore "scientific'. This neans two
different things in international relations. On the one hand, the term
"scientific' is used to refer to rigorous deduction in international
relations: formal nodelling and the use of theoretical tools such as
ganme theory. On the other hand, "scientific' is used to refer to

| nductive nethods in international relations: quantitative nethods. It
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Is to these ot her approaches that we will now turn.

3. Model -building or formal theory

Formal theorizing in international relations nakes use of tools such
as gane theory and expected utility theory to build nodels which
explain and predict outcones. This nethod contrasts both with

hi storical nmethods such as those di scussed above, and quantitative
met hods which will be discussed below. Both historical and
gquantitative approaches are inductive in the sense that they build
generali zations fromthe evidence. Hi storical nethods use case

studi es, |ooser theories and intuition. Quantitative nmethods use data
sets and regression. Fornmal nodels, on the other hand, are deductive
and use logic to devel op generalizabl e hypot heses.

A formal nodel is developed froma sinple, abstract depiction of sone
aspect of the real world. A set of theorens or statenents are then

| ogically derived fromthe abstract depiction. Fromthese theorens,
predictive statenents are then constructed which can be tested agai nst
enpirical observations. In a good theory, predictive statenents w ||
correspond with observations based on an identifiable universe of
cases in the real world. To give an exanple, a nodel may posit the
proposition that "if X increases by a particular amount, then Y wl|
change in the following way'. This proposition can then be tested
against the real world. If actual events belie the claim then the
theory is refuted and clearly needs rethinking. |If events support the
theory, it is not proved right' because we still do not know whet her
the theory holds for all cases. Nevertheless, each tine a theory is
supported by the evidence, the case for the theory is strengthened.

Formal nodels are not intended to make sense of or to supply details

about the "rich details and texture of events'. In the words of Bruce
Bueno de Mesquita in chapter 3, they "sacrifice details for breadth,
specificity for generality'. In this sense, as defined above, fornal

nodel s are wholly ainmed at explanation and not at understanding. In
t he post-war period, nodels have been used in international relations
to deal with a nunber of issues.
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Gane theory has been variously used to analyse the arns race between
t he super-powers, nuclear deterrence and bri nkmanshi p, arns control,
trade negotiations, and cooperation anong states. (22)

Theories of ganmes assist in structuring the theorens and hypot heses
which formthe heart of the formal nodels described above. The main

I nsi ght of gane theory is that actors do not nake deci sions

| ndependently of one anot her. Rather decisions are nade

I nt erdependently. That is to say, a |eader (or a state) wll take into
account what he or she believes other actors will do before deciding
to pursue a particular policy.

The inplications of gane theory for international relations are

| nportant both for analysis and for prescription. The abstract |ogic
of gane theory adds hypot heses to our analysis of international

rel ati ons sone of which are counter-intuitive. The analysis forces us
to consider the possibility that states' notivations may be strategic
(based on a perception of what other states will do), or that outcones
are the uni ntended consequences of policies undertaken either w thout
considering other parties' actions or by mstaking their intentions. A
second inplication of gane theory is prescriptive. Gane theory
suggests what states should do, highlighting the rational strategy for
any particular situation, given probabilities about what other parties
may do. For exanple a gane theoretic analysis may prescribe defecting
froman agreenent where there is a probability that other parties nay
def ect .

Expected utility theory is another tool which assists in fornul ating
hypot heses in a formal nodel. (23 Drawn from ni croecononics, the theory
propounds that in choosing anong alternative policies a decision-mker
wi || choose the policy which carries the highest expected utility. In
order to understand what is neant by expected utility, we need to
clarify that it is assuned that decision-nmakers have preferences which
are stable and transitive. In other words, we assune that a
policy-maker will always prefer Ato B and Bto C and hence they w |
al so always prefer Ato C. On the basis of these preferences,
policymakers are able to rank potential strategies in order of
desirability. The value they assign to a particular strategy is
described as the utility of that strategy. Expected utility is the
utility associated with a particular strategy designed to achi eve an
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outcone nmultiplied by the probability that this outconme wll be
achi eved. As stated above, policy-makers in an expected utility nodel
wi || always choose a strategy will the highest expected utitlity.

The inplications of both expected utility theory and gane theory in

i nternational relations are manifold. In the first place, fornal

t heories, by shedding all conplex historical and social details from
t he anal ysis, enable us to conceive of a w der range of outcones

i ncl udi ng those which are counter-intuitive. For exanple, gane theory
does this by offering a framework within which not just the individual
choices of a state are analyzed but rather the way in which any one
state's decision will be influenced by its perception of what another
state wll do. A second strength of formal theory is that assunptions,
“intuitions' or "judgenent calls' are not buried within the analysis
but rather, are brought forward and laid out as a priori assunptions,
enabling others to assess or alter them A third strength of fornal
theory is that it enables prediction. International relations has
traditionally been concerned with understandi ng and expl ai ni ng events,
yet formal theory permts an attenpt to go one step further towards
science and to attenpt to predict outcones. Finally, because fornal
theories attenpt prediction, they permt us nore rigorously to

adj udi cate anong conpeting theories. That is to say, the results of
formal theory can be readily and transparently tested agai nst act ual
out conmes which they are supposed to have predi cted.

Al t hough there are nmany advantages to be gai ned from using fornal
theory, it is also worth stating that formal theories can not achieve
any of the above tasks wi thout relying heavily on the other types of

t heori zi ng which are discussed in this chapter. At the nost
fundanental level, it is not possible to fornul ate hypot heses about
particul ar events, such as wars, w thout adequately defining the event
or the categories of events. Furthernore, both gane theory and
expected utility theory are theories of decision. They rely upon an a
priori know edge of what the preferences and the goals of actors are.
The theories thenselves do not tell us how states or decision-nmakers
formul ate preferences or about the difficulties of inplenenting
strategies. In this respect formal theories rely heavily on broader
conceptuali zations of international relations such as those di scussed
above. It is the broader "perspectives' or maps' of international

rel ati ons which specify core actors, howit is that core actors
formul ate their preferences and which capabilities affect actors'

| npl enment ati on of deci sions.
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Finally, a further limtation of fornmal theories lies in their

predil ection towards particul ar types of perspectives and assunpti ons.
It 1s unsurprising that nost gane theorists and expected utility

t heori sts have used the power politics or realist perspective on

I nternational relations as their starting point. As we saw above,
within the power politics perspective core actors are states whose
pursuit of self-interested goals is defined as rational within an
anarchical international system Power politics lends itself easily to
nodel s of rational decision making. It is inportant, however, to
recall that the power politics perspective has a particul ar purpose
and, furthernore, "constructs' a particular terrain for international
relations. Formal theorists who build fromthis perspective both

i nherit the purposes of realismand the limted terrain it has
constructed for international relations.

4. Statistical nethods

We have seen that formal theories use |ogic to deduce propositions
about international relations. By contrast, statistical nethods or
guantitative anal ysis derives general propositions about international
relations fromthe aggregation of particular instances. Quantitative
research is inductive in that it starts with the data, analyzes it
using the rules of statistical inference and then offers us
statistical probabilities about the correlation of particul ar events.

Quantitative nethods becane particularly popular in international
relations in the 1960s as behaviouralists argued that it was wong to
deduce grand theories fromintuitive beliefs about human nature.

Rat her, scholars ought first to collect data, and then franme and test
scientific hypotheses, and only then to construct theories. The
behavi ouralists were able to tap into several collections of data

whi ch dealt with the causes of war.(24)

In the 1990s quantitative research continues. Furthernore, sone
schol ars have extrapol ated the nethods of statistical testing and have

file:///C|/Website/Uses of Theory.htm (18 of 29) [30/01/2001 13:11:01]



suggested that the rules applied to quantitative anal ysis should be
equal |y applied to other types of research. (25 The argunent is made
that applying the rules of statistical inference to other forns of
research wll force scholars to be nore rigorous and sel f-consci ous
about the conclusions they draw from case studies and history.
Furthernore, it is argued that research which foll ows the nethods of

quantitative analysis wll be both nore transparent (initial
assunptions will be clearer) and nore replicable: in brief, other
scholars will be able to pick up and work with the sane hypot heses.

Several problens and caveats arise in respect of both quantitative
research and the application of the rules of statistical inference to
other research. In the first place, sinplification is a problem In
order to aggregate data one has to sinplify vastly conpl ex human
interactions so as to create classes of "identical' events such as
wars or revolutions. In spite of the assurance by Gary King, Robert
Keohane and Si dney Verba that "this nethod [conceptualizing each case
as a nenber of a class of events] often works well for ordinary wars
or revolutions'(26) it is not so easy to define and quantify such
things as "revolutions', no matter how "ordinary'. Such
sinplifications suggest two inportant caveats for quantitative

anal yses of international relations. In the first place,
sinplifications or biases inherent in definitions, categories or
hypot heses can becone all too easily forgotten or set aside in the
pursuit of rigour in the nore formal parts of analysis. At worst,
there is a tenptation to define concepts so as to fit data, creating
fromthe start a biased analysis. In the second place, statistical
analysis requires a very |arge nunber of cases or events in order for
any finding to be significant. However, at the sane tine, statistical
analysis requires that all events within a sanple be as identical as
possible. In international relations the two requirenents are

| npossible to satisfy. One either finds a very snmall nunber of events
whi ch are highly simlar or one is forced to define a broad class of
events in which simlarity is sacrificed.

Aside from problens which [ie within statistical analyses, it is also
the case that quantitative research cannot be undertaken w t hout
relying on the other types of theory discussed in this chapter. In the
first place, the strength of quantitative research wll depend upon
the quality of its initial concepts, definitions and data.

Furthernore, quantitative analysis relies on other types of theory to
provi de hypot heses and expl anations. Statistical analysis wll tell us
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to what extent X and Y occur together. Cbviously we first need a

nmet hod for choosing X and Y. W then al so need an explanation as to
why it is that they occur together. Wilst statistical testing tells
us about correlation is does not explain causati on. For generating
both initial hypotheses and expl anations other types of theorizing
such as broader "~ perspectives' and formal theories are crucial.

5. Reflectivismand theories of know edge

One major criticismlevelled at virtually all the above forns of
theorizing is that they neglect the rel ationship between | anguage,
knowl edge and power. Definitions, categories, maps, formal theories,
and data sets are not just ways of representing the facts'. Rather,
as was nentioned in the first section, definitions and theories are

al so ways of constructing facts'. In international relations the term
“reflectivism has been used to cover at |east three different
critiques of the way in which explanations of international relations
are constructed: these include post-nodernism post-structuralism and
critical thinking or critical theory. Al though all share a concern
with the | anguage and di scourse of international relations and wth

t he bases upon which we interpret the world around us, the three
strands are worth separating carefully for in international relations
each has sonething distinctive to say about the questions we ask and
how we m ght set about answering them

(i) Post - Moderni sts

The post-nodern approach to international relations is perhaps the
nost radical challenge to the approaches that have been di scussed in
this chapter. Attenpts to theorize, to define, and to create
taxonom es are all deprecated as noderni st throw backs. Post-nobderni sm
draws on the discourse anal ysis, geneal ogy, deconstructioni sm and
textuality, predomnantly of French thinkers such as Foucault, Lacan.
Bart hes, Lyotard, Derrida, Kristeva and Baudrillard, in order to
chal | enge our nost fundanental prem ses about 'neaning' and

' knowi ng' . (27)

At the core of post-nobdernismlies the assunption that all soci al
reality is constructed: just as we interpret texts in literature so
too texts create social and political realities in international
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rel ati ons.

The inplication of post-nodernismis that the definitions,
perspectives and theories used both to identify subjects and objects
In international relations, as well as to frane particul ar questions
and hypot heses, are m sl eading. They do not |ead us closer to
under st andi ng or explaining the 'real world', so to speak. Rather than
using texts to try to research the world we should be exam ning texts
so as better to understand the historical, cultural and |inguistic
practices which lie behind our construction of the world.

The post-nodern challenge is a powerful and instructive one when

depl oyed to question the way in which our categories and perspectives
‘construct' and 'define' identities, peoples and political processes.
It is this challenge, for exanple, that Edward Said |laid down in his
I nfluential exposure of the extent to which 'orientalism has
perpetuated a particular type of understanding of identity and
politics in the Mddle East. '"Orientalism, argues Said, is a
construction which echoes the m ndset of colonialismand dom nation
and whi ch has shaped nost Western schol arshi p about the M ddl e East.
Silenced in this so-called 'understanding' have been identities or
processes which the variety of peoples who have been defined as
‘orientals' thensel ves describe.(28) |In theories of international

rel ations, post-nodernists rem nd us that although the assunptions
under pi nning as realismand neo-realismare deened tinel ess and
unchanging, it is in fact our way of understanding which is fixed.
Concepts of sovereignty and di pl omacy are in fact contested, and
change over tine. (29

The strength of post-nodernismlies in its critical voice: it is a
rebel i on agai nst hegenoni c ways of thinking which reflect structures
of power. Yet post-nodernists do not offer international relations
much beyond this rebellion. The | ogic of post-noderni smundercuts the
validity of virtually any other form of academ c research: no category
of know edge is stable enough to yield know edge. Yet, if we were all
to take on the post-nobdern agenda, post-noderni sm would have not hi ng

| eft to feed on. International relations woul d becone not hi ng nore
than the study of texts and di scourses: ultimately a barren research
agenda, not to nention a sonewhat indulgent one. In the end fruitful
critical research nust return to examning the origins of the
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Il nequal ities of power which underpin the texts they expose. |ndeed,

al t hough sone post-nodernists invoke the political theorist G ansci as
their source for thinking about cultural and |inguistic hegenony, they
woul d do well to recall that material inequalities were Gransci's own
starting point.

(ii) Critical Theorists

Li ke post-nodernism critical theory challenges the way in which
international relations is 'constructed' by the |anguage, concepts and
categories we use. Critical theory, however, is based on critical
soci ol ogy (from Marx to Horkheiner), not on |inguistics and
deconstructi oni sm (30}

The core of critical theory cones fromthe interwar scholars at the
Frankfurt School of Social Research who declared that know edge was
not about explaining sets of facts but rather about understandi ng that
the so-called facts' are social and historical products. Critical
theorists set out to uncover the social and historical origins of our
‘knowl edge' of international relations, and to nove beyond it - with
an explicitly normative purpose. Critical theorists believe that
social theory is a vehicle of social and political emancipation.

Thr ough soci al theory, humans can cone better to understand and to
counter the ways in which the dom nant culture constrains their

aut onony.

Critical theorists attack realism neo-realismand other state-centred
perspectives on international relations by highlighting that the
guestions they pose automatically imt the types of 'know edge' we

m ght acquire about international relations. For exanple, realists and
neol i beral institutionalists ask questions such as: How can there be
cooperation under anarchy? This question 'constructs' the world as
anarchic, and as a world in which states, first and forenost, nust
protect thenselves and interact strategically. An alternative world,
such as one in which societies concerned about their own identities

i nteract, is excluded by the very way in which the question is

formul ated. By 'silencing' other depictions of the world, the dom nant
state-centred depictions of international relations bolster the
structure of power that exists: that is to say, they reinforce the
elites wwthin states who control foreign policy and justify existing
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policies.(31) |n order to nove to a nore just international system
critical theorists argue that we nmust uncover the power and interests
behi nd doni nant forns of 'know edge' and nove beyond them (320 However,
this is where we find a real weakness in critical theory: How exactly
do we nove 'beyond'? A rather fuzzy set of assunptions connect

t heori zi ng about the world (in a new way) and changi ng that worl d.
Utimately the critical theorists make a Kantian assunption, focusing
on the individual's potential to change in the |ight of new reason -
an assunption far easier for political theorists to proceed fromthan
it is for historians to prove.

(ii1i) Constructivists

A third and final category of reflectivismis sonetines |abelled
constructivism This strand of thinking draws on social theory and
does not so nmuch attack the foundations of nainstream i nternational
relations but rather builds on the view that world politics takes
place in an international society - not just in an international
system This society, constructivists argue, is constituted by rules
and norns. By exam ning these rules and norns, these scholars exam ne
In a nore practical way than either post-nodernismor critical theory,
how it is that the social and political worlds of international
relations are 'constructed'.

O her so-call ed nai nstream approaches to international relations

(di scussed earlier in this chapter) treat norns and rul es as
reflections of the rational interests of states. Constructivists argue
that rules and norns are the paraneters within which interests are
formul ated. Rules and norns constitute the international ganme by
determ ning who the actors are, what rules they have to fol |l ow when
they wish to connect certain consequences to their official acts
(whether a treaty or an act of surrender) and howtitles to

possessi ons, ranging again fromterritory to other goods, can be
establ i shed and transferred. (33 In other words, norms do not so nmuch
cause a state to act in a particular way, but rather norns provide
reasons for a state to do so. Language is inportant for the
constructivists, not for textual analysis but because | anguage is
action, which is to say it does not reflect neanings but is in fact
practi ce and behavi our. For exanple, when a state threatens anot her
state, it is not just using words but is conmtting an act.
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Constructivists, like the other reflectivists enphasi ze the changi ng,
contested nature of the bases upon which international relations
proceed. They stress that one cannot separate international relations
fromdonestic politics, for the two are interacting processes of
contestation and change which construct international society. Qur
theorizing itself is a product of history and of our own position in
the world and shapes (or excludes) future possibilities for change.

The chal |l enge of the constructivists is the | east threatening of the
reflectivists for they do not set out conpletely to undercut existing
approaches and nethods of study into international relations, nor are
they conpletely commtted to producing an enmanci patory soci al theory.
Rat her, they point to a wider range of possibilities for change in
world politics than nore state-centred perspectives on international
rel ati ons. Hence, constructivists provide a bridge between those who
treat international relations as a set of facts and those who argue
that social and political life in the international arena is entirely
construct ed.

Concl usi ons

This chapter has discussed the different ways theories are used in

I nternational relations. Definitions, concepts and taxonom es are as
crucial to the natural sciences as they are to the social sciences.

Yet in international relations the challenge is not just to seek clear
and unanbi guous definitions, it is also to anal yze the extent to which
concepts and categories do nore than define a group of events or
processes. As reflectivismremnds us, definitions both refl ect but
equal ly “construct' the terrain of international relations.

So too, the various dom nant perspectives on international relations
reflect not only different assunptions but different purposes and
puzzl es. Wil st interdependence theorists set out to find reasons and
processes whi ch enhance cooperation anong states, the realist purpose
Is a critical one: to expose idealism Before taking up categories,
perspectives and assunptions we should be sure to exam ne the context
within which they have been created and the interests and purposes
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which lie behind them Caveat enptor! (or beware the buyer!)

Taken deeper, the distinction between defining the facts and

refl ecting on their neani ng separates distinct purposes in the study
of international relations: sone express this as the difference

bet ween " understandi ng' the processes of international relations and
“expl aining' outcones. Different types of theory give higher priority
to one or other of these ains.

Wi | st sone scholars of international relations are engaged in
constructing theories which will forecast events in the international
arena, others carefully sift through historical docunents in order to
pi ece toget her an understandi ng of events gone by. Hence, sone
inquiries are | abelled "social scientific" whilst others are |abelled
“historical".

In certain phases in the study of international relations, exponents
of social scientific approaches have clai ned a hi gher status.
Fol I owi ng theoretical econom sts who claimthe higher rungs of the

hi erarchy of social science, the nore scientific schol ars of

I nternational relations have at tinmes nade claimto doing a nore
difficult and "nore rigorous' type of theory. Yet, these clains are
m sgui ded. As this chapter has shown both formal theories and
quantitative approaches to international relations, rely heavily on
the other types of supposedly 'softer' theorising. The so-called 'soft
t heory' produces the concepts and typol ogi es upon which any nore

ri gorous theory nust proceed. Yet, of course, the | ooser forns of

t heory, nust be used appropriately. Mdst particularly, these forns of
t heori zing are not anenable to "testing' and falsification' as are
the nore formal theories: hence, to speak of "testing realism is to
m sunderstand both “realism and the notion of "testing . Testing,
predi ction and nodelling require nore rigorous specifications of
variables and it is here that both formal theories and quantitative
anal ysis cone into their own.

The chal l enge for scholars of international relations is critically to
exam ne the way in the various types of theory which informtheir
approach fit together. Particular nethods or approaches wll tend to
draw on particul ar perspectives. An obvious exanple is the way in

whi ch nost formal theorizing tends to rely upon state-centred and
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real i st perspectives in order to define rational actors (states) and
to generate assunptions upon which their behaviour can be

hypot hesi zed. However, once transforned into a formal theory, stripped
of its rhetoric, the basic purposes and normative outl ook of realism
are all too easily forgotten. Yet, still they will shape the world as
seen and depicted by the theorist. The | esson here is that although

t heories can inprove the ways in which we understand and expl ain
phenonena in international relations, they can al so be depl oyed as

unl abel l ed ingredients in rather potent yet anonynous brews. Here to
the recipients, we nust repeat: caveat enptor!

D agram

The Uses of Theori zi ng

Type of theorizing Uses Example
concepts and definitions defining the objects and subjects of study, creating the international system versus the international society, explanation
taxonomies of events and processes, reflect but also construct versus understanding, different levels of analysis
the terrain of international relations
maps or perspectives  highlight actors, explain relations among variables economic interdependence, world capitalism, law, collective security and
international society, power politics (realism)
provide deductive explanations

formal theories deductively constructed models, used to predict game theory, expected utility analysis
quantitative methods  induction and testing correlation rules of statistical inference
reflectivism to challenge the idea that the above forms of theory set out post-modernism, critical theory, constructivism

and explain 'facts' about the world, to demonstrate that the
so-called 'facts' are actually 'constructions’ based on our own
theorizing, language, culture and power.
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