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INTRODUCTION

This gu ide prov ides summar ies of a l l o f the major theor ies

covered dur ing the IB Global Po l i t ics course

These theor ies are re levant regard less o f whether you are

study ing Global Po l i t ics at HL or SL

I t essent ia l that you are fami l ia r wi th the key points re lat ing to

each theory and that you can make l inks between your theoret ica l

knowledge and rea l wor ld events . Suggest ions for re levant case

studies to explore in fur ther depth are g iven in each sect ion

In order to keep th is gu ide br ie f and su i tab le as a quick re ference

resource , i t i s expected that you wi l l deve lop your unders tanding

through car ry ing out your own fur ther reading and research .

Suggest ions of usefu l l inks and resources are prov ided for each

theory d iscussed .
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HOW TO U S E TH I S GU I D E

Whenever you see th is symbol i t prov ides a def in i t ion of a

key concept f rom the course

By c l ick ing on th is icon throughout th i s book let you wi l l

be able v iew a YouTube cl ip that expla ins the concept or

theory in more deta i l

C l ick ing on th is symbol wi l l take you to a usefu l internet

resource for the theory or concept

Indicates a br ie f summary of key points f rom a part icu lar

sect ion of the guide

http://www.glopoib.wordpress.com/


WHAT IS A THEORY?
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T H E  RO L E  O F  T H EOR I E S  I N  G LOBA L  PO L I T I C S

We can al l watch the news and see what i s happening in the

wor ld . One state may have gone to war wi th another s tate .

Perhaps there i s a ter r i to r ia l d i spute or a change of government

has led to a change in a state 's fore ign pol icy . Maybe the UN

Secur i ty Counc i l has imposed sanct ions on a rogue state . Al l o f

these are not uncommon .

However , what di f fe rs i s the way in which di f fe rent people react

to and v iew these deve lopments . What I see as a sens ib le

dec is ion by a part icu lar s tate might seem to you to be reck less

and dangerous .

Why do we see these th ings d i f fe rent ly ?

The reason is because our wor ld v iew is in f luenced by our

thoughts , pre judices and assumpt ions . We may see the same

events tak ing place but we v iew them in di f fe rent ways . This goes

some way to beginning to expla in what we mean by a theory . I t i s

a lens ; a way of v iewing the wor ld that i s shaped by the

assumpt ions we make .

Another way of def in ing a theory i s to say that i t i s a set o f

connected ideas and assumpt ions that at tempts to expla in why

something happens the way i t does and to predict what may

happen in a given s i tuat ion or set o f c i rcumstances .

A WORD O F WARN I NG

When we ta lk about theor ies o f internat iona l re lat ions such

as rea l i sm and l ibera l i sm , i t i s tempt ing to make statements

such as "The USA is rea l i s t ' or 'The Nether lands use l ibera l

theory ' .

This i s not cor rect .

I t i s important to unders tand that theor ies are deve loped by

pol i t ica l sc ient i s t s and those who study Global Po l i t ics and

Internat iona l Re lat ions - people just l ike you , in fact - in an

attempt to expla in why states behave the way they do .

Secondly , the major i ty o f theor ies make no comment on

whether the behav iour of s tates i s mora l or eth ica l . Rather ,

they tend to ta lk about events in terms of whether they make

st rateg ic sense or not .
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REALISM
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" I N  AN  I D E A L  WOR LD ,  WHERE  T H E R E

AR E ON L Y  GOOD  S T A T E S ,  POWER

WOU LD B E I R R E L E V AN T "
J OHN MEAR SH E IM ER

Real i sm - and we wi l l d i scuss the di f fe rent s t rands of th i s theory

short l y - i s one of the most dominant theor ies o f internat iona l

re lat ions of recent t imes . I t i s so ca l led because supporters o f

rea l i s t theor ies suggest i t i s rea l i s t in i t s nature . By th is they

mean that rea l i sm attempts to expla in the wor ld as i t i s in rea l i t y

- ra ther than descr ib ing the wor ld as we would l ike i t to be . This

means that rea l i sm can somet imes be seen as ignor ing the mora l

or ethnica l impl icat ions of a part icu lar event such as a ter r i to r ia l

conf l ic t .

The key focus for rea l i s t theor ies t i s power . For rea l i s t s , Global

Po l i t ics i s Power Pol i t ics

C

Power i s a centra l concept in the study of g loba l po l i t ics and a key

focus of the course . Power can be seen as abi l i t y to ef fect change and ,

ra ther than being v iewed as a uni tary or independent force , i s as an

aspect of re lat ions among people funct ion ing with in a soc ia l

organizat ion . Contested re lat ionsh ips between people and groups of

people dominate pol i t ics , part icu lar l y in th i s era of increased

global izat ion , and so unders tanding the dynamics of power plays a

prominent ro le in unders tanding global po l i t ics .

There are two main schools o f thought in re la i sm and th is can

cons idered as c lass ica l rea l i sm (somet imes re fer red to as human

nature rea l i sm ) and st ructura l rea l i sm . However , both st rands of

rea l i s t theory share two key assumpt ions upon which the theory i s

deve loped :

Humans are , by the i r nature , se l f i sh and compet i t ion .

There i s no higher author i ty than the state . We can

descr ibe th is by say ing states operate in an anarch ic

sys tem

1
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To a large extent , i t makes sense to th ink of c lass ica l rea l i s t s as

more focused on human nature - they bel ieve natura l human

se l f i shness and compet i t i veness i s the pr imary dr iver o f s tate

behav iour - whi le s t ructura l rea l i s t s focus more on what they see

as the anarch ic nature of the internat iona l sys tem .

C L A S S I C A L R E A L I SM

We could argue that the dis t inguish ing feature of c lass ica l

rea l i sm is the fact that i t s proponents - theor i s t s l ike Hans

Morganthau - c la im to base the theory on a rather pess imis t ic

but , they would argue , rea l i s t ic v iew of human nature .

Nico lo Machiave l l i , wri t ing back in in the ear ly 1500s in F lorence ,

c la imed that pol i t ica l l i fe i s inev i tab ly character ized by st r i fe

which forces leaders to ru le through crue l ty , cunning and

manipulat ion .

This v iew is supported by the work of Thomas Hobbes (see Lesson

9 Uni t 1 ) who argued that the st rongest o f a l l human des i res i s

the des i re for power . The problem , as Hobbes pointed out , i s that

no s ing le indiv idua l or group is in a st rong enough pos i t ion to

dominate soc iety and there fore establ i sh a system of order ly ru le

over soc iety . So , what i s the resu l t ? Hobbes c la imed that a

s i tuat ion would ensue that he termed 'a state of nature '

Accord ing to Hobbes , a state of nature could be compared to an

ongoing c iv i l war between members of soc iety . In h is words , l i fe

in a state nature i s 'so l i ta ry , poor , nasty , brut i sh and short ' - you

can see why rea l i s t s are somet imes accused of be ing pessemist ic !

Hobbes suggests that the only so lut ion to th is s tate of nature i s

the creat ion of a sovere ign power - one that could not be

chal lenged . Essent ia l l y , by th is he means the creat ion of the

state .    
C L A S S I C A L R E A L I SM AND G LOBA L PO L I T I C S

I f th inkers such as Machiave l l i and Hobbes were ta lk ing about

how indiv idua ls and groups behave with in a part icu lar soc iety

then i t i s reasonable to ask what th i s has to do with Global

Po l i t ics and internat iona l re lat ions . What can i t te l l us about the

way in which states interact wi th each other ?

Let 's go back to the second of the key assumpt ions underp inn ing

rea l i s t theory (see Page 4 ) which assumes that s tates operate in

an anarch ic internat iona l sys tem because there i s no higher

author i ty than the state . So , i f we th ink of the internat iona l

sys tem as l ike Hobbes ' s tate of nature but appl ied to states rather

than indivduals then i t s ta r t s to make sense .

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AOXl0Ll_t9s
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
https://glopoib.wordpress.com/lesson-9-the-social-contract/
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I f we then accept the c la im made by c lass ica l rea l i s t s that ,

because we are human , we are ego dr iven and se l f seek ing , i t i s

reasonable to see conf l ic t between and amongst ouse lves as

inev i tab le in a l l aspects o f soc ia l l i fe .

We can then deve lop th is fur ther - as theor i s t s such as

Morganthau do - and cla im that the inherent egoism that i s par t

o f our human nature creates what we might ca l l s tate egoism ,

l ead ing to an internat iona l sys tem character i sed by r i va l ry and

the des i re of each state to pursue i t s own nat iona l interests above

a l l th ings .

R EA L I SM A T TH E S T A T E AND SUB - S T A T E L E V E L

Real i s t th inkers tend not to be too concerned with what goes on

at the sub -s tate leve l (any leve l o f ana lys i s be low the state ) and

focus the i r at tent ion on the ways in which states behave in , what

rea l i s t s c la im is , an anarch ic internat iona l sys tem . So , they are

concerned with the behav iour of s tates in a st ructure in which

there i s no higher author i ty than the state i t se l f . This has led to

some theor i s t s to cr i t ic i se the key assumpt ions of rea l i sm as

incor rect , part icu lar l y supporters o f the L ibera l i s t Theory of

Internat iona l Re lat ions (see Page ? ? ? )

1 . Class ica l rea l i sm is bui l t upon i ts assumpt ion that human

nature i s int r ins ica l l y se l f i sh and compet i t i ve

2 . Bui lds on his tor ica l work by Machiave l l i and Hobbes

amongst others

3 . This s t rand of rea l i sm assumes that s tates operate in an

anarch ic internat iona l sys tem

4 . Real i s t theory i s concerned with the behav iour of s tates

and large ly ignores behav iour at the sub -s tate leve l

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau


PAGE 7

S T RUC TURA L R EA L I SM

Structura l rea l i sm , whi l s t s t i l l ve ry much part o f the wider rea l i s t

school o f thought , di f fe rs f rom class ica l rea l i sm in one very

important aspect .

Unl ike c lass ica l rea l i s t s , who base the i r theory on the assumpt ion

that human beings are se l f i sh and egois t ic , s t ructura l rea l i s t s ,

such as John Mearshe imer , argue st rongly that i t i s the nature of

the internat iona l sys tem - the global po l i t ica l s t ructure - that

causes states to behave as they do and , l i ke c lass ica l rea l i s t s ,

base the i r theory on a set of key assumpt ions .

A S SUMP T I ON S O F S T RUC TURA L R EA L I SM

1 . S T A T E S O P E RA T E I N AN ANARCH I C G LOBA L S Y S T EM

2 . A L L S T A T E S PO S S E S S A T L E A S T SOME FORM O F O F F EN S I V E

M I L I T A R Y CA PAB I L I T Y

3 . S T A T E S CAN NEV ER KNOW THE I N T EN T I ON S O F O TH ER S T A T E S

4 . T H E P R IMAR Y GOA L O F A L L S T A T E S I S S U R V I V A L

5 . S T A T E S AR E RA T I ONA L A C TOR S

T H E NA TUR E O F TH E G LOBA L S Y S T EM

To unders tand why st ructura l rea l i s t s p laces such importance on

the fact that the internat iona l s t ructure i s anarch ic you must

unders tand the di f fe rence between anarchy and hierarchy . In th i s

context , both are what we might ca l l o rder ing pr inc ip les .

Hierarchy i s the order ing pr inc ip le in a lmost a l l domest ic pol i t ics

- by which we mean pol i t ics ins ide a state . The pol i t ica l s t ructure

i s organised in a top -down manner meaning that i f we , as c i t i zens

of a state , need help or protect ion we can , we hope , ca l l upon the

author i t ies to help us . So , i f I am assaul ted or robbed I can ca l l

upon the agents of the state , in the form of the pol ice , to ass i s t

me .

But , the internat iona l sys tem is anarch ic which is the oppos i te of

h ierarch ica l . I f a s tate needs help or protect ion then there i s no

higher author i ty upon which i t can ca l l . As John Mearshe imer

puts i t , ' there i s no higher author i ty than the state , no night

watchman upon whom states can ca l l ' .

C L A S S I C A L R E A L I S T S B E L I E V E S T A T E S B EHAV I OUR I S T H E R E SU L T

O F HUMAN NA TUR E WH I L E S T RUC TURA L R EA L I S T S A RGU E THA T

S T A T E S B EHAV E TH E WAY TH E Y DO A S A R E SU L T O F TH E

S T RUC TUR E O F TH E I N T E RNA T I ONA L S Y S T EM I N WH I CH TH E Y

OP ERA T E

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RXllDh6rD18
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
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A L L S T A T E S PO S S E S S A T L E A S T SOME FORM O F

O F F EN S I V E M I L I T A R Y CA PAB I L I T Y

I f , as rea l i s t s argue , a l l s tates possess of fens ive mi l i ta ry capac i ty

in some form or another , then i t fo l lows that a l l s tates are

capable of in f l ic t ing harm upon the i r ne ighbours to some degree .

Of course , the degree to which they are capable of do ing so wi l l

d i f fe r mass ive ly f rom state to state . For example , the USA , with

i t 's huge mi l i ta ry capac i ty and nuclear capabi l i t y , i s capable of

in f lc i t ing much more harm than a non -nuclear s tate with a

re lat i ve ly smal l mi l i ta ry capabi l i t y such as I re land .

What about states wi thout a mi l i ta ry ? After a l l , severa l s tates

around the wor ld do not possess a mi l i ta ry inc luding Costa Rica ,

I ce land and Andorra . I t i s important to dis t inguish between a

mi l i ta ry organisat ion , such as an army , and mi l i ta ry capabi l i t y .

Whi ls t i t i s s t r ic t l y t rue to say that Costa Rica , fo r example , does

not have a mi l i ta ry i t c lear l y possesses mi l i ta ry capac i ty in the

form of La Fuerza Publ ica .

S T A T E S CAN NEV ER KNOW THE I N T EN T I ON S O F

O TH ER S T A T E S

Given that a l l s tates have the

potent ia l - to some extent - to

pose a threat to other s tates , in

an idea l wor ld governments would

be able to know the intent ions of

other s tates . Do they pose a

threat or not ?

However , whi l s t i t i s poss ib le to

know the mi l i ta ry capabi l i t y o f

another s tate i s imposs ib le , by

def in i t ion , to ever know the

intent ions of another s tate .

In tent ions cannot be empir ica l l y

ver i f ied s imply because they

res ide in the minds of the state 's

leaders and dec is ion makers .

The resu l t o f th i s i s that s tates

must a lways work on the bas i s

that another s tate may choose to

use force aga inst i t and be

prepared to defend aga inst that

poss ib i l i t y - no matter how

remote .

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau


PAGE 9

T H E P R IMAR Y GOA L O F TH E S T A T E I S S U R V I V A L

Whi ls t i t i s c lear that d i f fe rent s tates around the wor ld have

di f fe rent pr ior i t ies , f rom mi l i ta ry expans ion to economic

deve lopment , s t ructura l rea l i s t s such as Mearshe imer argue , with

just i f i cat ion , that the over r id ing goal o f every s tate i s surv iva l . The

s imple reason for th i s i s that surv iva l o f the state i s a pre -

requis i te for a l l other goa ls a state may have .

Ult imate ly , the log ic i s that i f there i s no state then i t cannot

achieve any of i t 's goa ls . I t may help to compare i t to your own

l i fe . Your over - r id ing pr ior i ty i s to stay a l i ve , no matter what other

ambit ions you may have , on the bas i s that i f you are dead you wi l l

not be able to achieve any of your other goa ls in l i fe .

S T A T E S AR E RA T I ONA L A C TOR S

In a wor ld where wor ld leaders are of ten mocked as be ing stupid

or backward , i t i s important to remember that , given the prev ious

4 assumpt ions , s tates are rat iona l actors .

By rat iona l we mean that s tates are capable of deve lop ing

st rateg ies that max imise the i r prospects for surv iva l .

Of course , because states can never know the intent ions of other

s tates they are operat ing with less than per fect in format ion in an

increas ing compl icated and inter l inked wor ld upon which to base

the i r dec is ion making , they can - and do - misca lcu late . The key

point here i s to remember , s tates make dec is ions because they

th ink i t i s the smartest dec is ion to benef i t them .

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
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HOW MUCH POWER SHOU LD S T A T E S S E E K ?

We can see , then , that i f we accept the f i ve assumpt ions upon

which st ructura l rea l i sm is based , i t makes sense for s tates to be

more power fu l than the i r ne ighbours . Put s imply , in rea l i s t theory ,

power equals sa fety .

Actua l l y , as with many th ings in Global Po l i t ics , i t i s a l i t t le more

compl icated than that . Structura l rea l i s t s can be div ided into two

major schools o f thought when i t comes to the quest ion 'how

much power i s enough ? ' .

We have of fens ive st ructura l rea l i s t s - such as Mearshe imer - who

argue that s tates should seek to maximise power wherever

poss ib le whi le , on the other hand , defens ive st ructura l rea l i s t s -

such as Kenneth Waltz - have argued that once a state amasses a

cer ta in amount of power , i t can have negat ive consequences to

amass power beyond that po int .

O F F EN S I V E AND DE F EN S I V E S T RUC TURA L R EA L I S T S D I S A GR E E ON

HOW MUCH POWER S T A T E S SHOU LD S E E K TO ACCUMU LA T E

DE F EN S I V E S T RUC TURA L R EA L I SM

Defens ive st ructura l rea l i s t s , l i ke the i r o f fens ive counterpar ts ,

accept that i t makes sense - in the contemporary internat iona l

sys tem - fo r s tates to be power fu l . However , where they di f fe r i s in

the defens ive rea l i s t c la im that i t i s foo l i sh for s tates to pursue

hegemony .

HEG EMONY R E F E R S TO A S T A T E HAV I N G DOM I NANC E OV ER

ANO TH ER S T A T E OR S T A T E S . T HU S , A S T A T E THA T HA S POWER

AND I N F L U ENC E OV ER O TH ER S T A T E S I N A PAR T I C U L A R AR EA OR

R EG I ON I S KNOW AS A R EG I ONA L H EG EMON . CH I N A I S AN

E XAMP L E O F A R EG I ONA L H EG EMON .

So , how much power should states pursue accord ing to defens ive

rea l i s t s ? Wel l , i t 's d i f f icu l t to answer that as i t would depend on

so many other factors such as the balance of power between

states and the l ike ly react ion of ne ighbour ing states to an

increase in the power of one part icu lar s tate . However , in the

words of Kenneth Waltz , s tates should seek to ga in an

'appropr iate amount of power ' .

We are le f t wi th the chal lenge , however , of expla in ing why

defens ive rea l i s t s be l ieve states should exerc i se rest ra int - to

vary ing degrees depending on c i rcumstance - in the i r pursu i t o f

power .

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
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WHY DE F EN S I V E R EA L I S T S B E L I E V E S T A T E S

SHOU LD SHOW RE S T RA I N T

There are three main reasons g iven by defens ive rea l i s t s to

support the i r c la im that s tates should show rest ra int in the i r

pursu i t o f power :

1 . O THER S T A T E S W I L L ' BA L ANC E ' AGA I N S T

S T A T E W I T H E X C E S S I V E POWER

Defens ive rea l i s t s argue that i f a s tate becomes too power fu l then

other s tates wi l l a t tempt to balance that power through

st rateg ies such as forming al l iances . This wi l l then resu l t in the

or ig ina l s tate hav ing less re lat i ve power than before

A good example of a leader who

unders tood th is i s Otto von Bismarck

who , af ter v ic tor ies in the Aust ro -

Pruss ian war ( 1866 ) and Franco

Pruss ian war ( 1870 - 1 ) , rea l i sed that i f

Germany became more power fu l then

i t s ne ighbours would balance aga inst

i t so he dec ided to ca l l a ha l t to

German expans ion .

BA L ANC I NG ENCOMPA S S E S T H E AC T I ON S

THA T A PAR T I C U L A R S T A T E OR GROUP O F

S T A T E S T A K E I N ORDER TO EQUA L I S E

T H E ODD S AGA I N S T MORE POWER FU L

S T A T E S

2 . O F F ENC E | DE F ENC E BA L ANC E F A VOUR S

D E F END I NG RA TH ER THAN A T T A CK I N G S T A T E

The of fence | defence balance shows how easy or d i f f icu l t i t i s to

conquer a ter r i to ry or defeat a defender in batt le . This ba lance is

usua l l y weighted heav i l y in the defenders favour meaning that

any state that at tempts to ga in la rge amounts of power i s l ike ly

to end up f ight ing a ser ies o f los ing wars .

For defens ive rea l i s t s , th i s means that s tates wi l l rea l i se that

of fence is a fut i le s t rategy and wi l l ins tead concentrate on

mainta in ing the i r cur rent pos i t ion in the balance of power .

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
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3 . CO S T S O F CONQUE S T

The th i rd point made by defens ive rea l i s t s in support o f the i r

c la im that the i r i s an opt imum leve l o f power to seek is that even

when conquest i s feas ib le and poss ib le , the costs o f conquer ing

another s tate very of ten wi l l outweigh any benef i t s .

One of the reasons for th i s i s because nat iona l i sm - a potent

force in many c i rcumstances - wi l l o f ten make i t imposs ib le for

the conqueror to fu l l y subdue the conquered . We can look at the

hero ic ro le p layed by the Verzet and Maquis in Hol land and

France , respect ive ly , dur ing WWII to see th is , not to ment ion the

di f f icu l t ies occupy ing powers have encountered more recent ly in

I raq and Afghanis tan .

T H E I D EO LOG Y O F NA T I ONA L I SM I S A L L A BOU T S E L F -

DE T E RM I NA T I ON , WH I CH V I R T UA L L Y GUARAN T E E S THA T

OCCUP I E D POPU L A T I ON S W I L L R I S E U P AGA I N S T T H E

OCCUP I E R

T H E S T RUC TURA L R EA L I S T COUN T E R - ARGUMEN T

In response to the c la ims made by defens ive rea l i s t s , in support

o f the i r c la im that s tates should seek only to achieve an

'appropr iate amount of power ' , s t ructura l rea l i s t s have

responded with the fo l lowing cr i t ic i sms of the defens ive rea l i s t

pos i t ion :
Structura l rea l i s t s argue that ba lanc ing is o f ten an inef f ic ient

process - espec ia l l y when forming coal i t ions - and that a c lever

oppos ing state wi l l be able to take advantage of i t s enemies as

they at tempt to balance aga inst the aggresor .

Secondly , s t ructura l rea l i s t s take i ssue with the c la im - made

by defens ive rea l i s t s - that the defender a lways has a

s ign i f icant advantage over the attack ing state . I f the st ructura l

rea l i s t s are cor rect then i t fo l lows that somet ime aggress ion

does pay divedends

F ina l l y , s t ructura l rea l i s t s acknowledge the defens ive rea l i s t

c la im that conquest does not a lways pay . However , as they

point out , the f l ip s ide of th i s i s that somet imes i t does pay to

pursue conquest o f an adversary as a st rateg ic goa l .

NUC L E AR WEAPON S

Both defens ive and of fens ive rea l i s t s agree , however , that

nuc lear weapons have l i t t le ut i l i t y for o f fens ive purposes , except

where only one s ide in a conf l ic t has them . The reason is s imple :

i f both s ides have a surv ivable reta l ia tory capabi l i t y , nei ther

ga ins an advantage f rom str ik ing f i r s t .

Moreover , both camps agree that convent iona l war between

nuclear -armed states i s poss ib le but not l ike ly , because of the

danger of esca lat ion to the nuclear leve l .
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" S EDUC T I ON I S A LWAY S MORE

E F F E C T I V E T HAN COERC I ON , AND

MANY VA L U E S L I K E D EMOCRAC Y ,

HUMAN R I GH T S , AND I ND I V I D UA L

O P POR TUN I T I E S A R E D E E P L Y

S EDUC T I V E " J O S E PH N Y E

Along with var ious Real i s t schools o f thought , L ibera l i sm is the

other major theory of internat iona l re lat ions you need to be

fami l ia r wi th as part o f the course .

In fact , you may f ind i t eas ies t to unders tand i f you v iew

L ibera l i sm as a response to the theor ies put forward by the l ikes

of Mearshe imer and Waltz .

L I B E RA L I SM / L I B E RA L - I N T H E CON T E X T O F I N T E RNA T I ONA L

R E L A T I ON S - SHOU LD NO T B E CON FU S ED W I T H TH E WAY I N

WH I CH TH E Y AR E U S ED I N DOME S T I C PO L I T I C S – MEAN I NG

L E F T O F C EN T R E

Whi le rea l i s t s see the internat iona l sys tems as be ing large ly

character i sed by conf l ic t , L ibera l i sm focuses on the way in which

we l i ve in a wor ld character i sed by interdependence between

states . Where rea l i s t s s t ress cont inu i ty internat iona l re lat ions

throughout the centur ies , l ibera l s see us as l i v ing in an era

character i sed by great change occur r ing at a rap id pace .

K E Y P R I N C I P L E S O F L I B E RA L I SM

L ibera l i sm argue that , by the second hal f o f the twent ieth

century , s tates had become so interdependent that the way in

which they re late to each other had fundamenta l l y changed

I N T E RD E P ENDENC E I S T H E I D E A THA T S T A T E S AND TH E I R

FOR TUNE S AR E CONNEC T ED TO EACH O TH ER

What happens in one state can have af fects on another s tate

Relat ions between two states can great ly a f fect the re lat ions

between other s tates

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau


PAGE 15

Of course , i t could reasonably be argued that s tates have a lways

been interdependent and , to a cer ta in extent , th i s i s t rue .

However , L ibera l s such as Joseph Nye , suggest that the form of

interdependence that deve loped f rom WW11 onwards - and was

large ly in place by the 1970s - the now the def in ing character i s t ic

o f the internat iona l sys tem ,

L ibera l s re fer to th i s as complex interdependence and suggest i t i s

made up of three main e lements .

Mult ip le Channels

Mul t ip le I ssues

Decl ine in ef fect i veness

of mi l i ta ry power

1 . MU L T I P L E CHANNE L S

One of the most important d i f fe rences between Real i sm and

L ibera l i sm is that rea l i s t s see states as , by far , the most important

actors in the internat iona l sys tem . L ibera l s do not d ispute the

importance of s tates as pol i t ica l actors but argue that non -s tate

actors p lay a much more important ro le in g loba l po l i t ics than

rea l i s t s assume . Non -s tate actors inc luding mult inat iona l

corporat ions (MNCs ) , Nongovernmenta l organisat ions (NGOs ) and

Internat iona l Organisat ions or Intergovernmenta l Organisat ions

( IGOs ) a l l p lay the i r par t in creat ing important and meaningfu l

l inks across s tate boundar ies .

L ibera l theor i s t s a l so make the point that substate actors p lay an

important ro le deve lop ing and mainta in ing mult ip le channels in

our complex , in terdependent wor ld . For example , non -

mult inat iona l bus iness import goods f rom other countr ies ;

prov inc ia l governments set up trade miss ions abroad ; and we , as

indiv idua ls , have f r iendsh ips wi th others in d i f fe rent countr ies as

wel l as t rave l l ing abroad ourse lves . In the L ibera l s tory these are

a l l important mult ip le channels in our increas ing ly interconnected

global sys tem .

F O CU S I N G ON ON L Y S T A T E - T O - S T A T E R E L A T I ON S M I S S E S AN IM POR T AN T

PAR T O F G LOBA L PO L I T I C S B E CAU S E S T A T E S AR E NO T TH E ON L Y A C TOR S

TO HAV E I N T E R E S T S T HA T DR I V E T H E I R A C T I ON S AND NON - S T A T E A C TOR S

HAV E OWN GOA L S AND I N T E R E S T S T HA T MA Y D I F F E R EN T TO THO S E O F

TH E S T A T E

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hans_Morgenthau
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Whi ls t rea l i s t s tend to focus on power as the cur rency of

internat iona l po l i t ics , l ibera l theor i s t s po int out that economic ,

ideo log ica l , re l ig ious and cul tura l i s sues a l l fo rm part o f the

contemporary g loba l agenda .

This means that some issues that may be seen by rea l i s t s as pure ly

domest ic in nature do , in fact , have an important internat iona l

d imens ion . For example , a state may choose to adopt cer ta in

env i ronmenta l regulat ions but th i s would l ike ly have an ef fect on

t rad ing partners i f imports had to meet the new standards .

We can see , there fore , that domest ic pol icy can become fore ign

pol icy as a di rect resu l t o f these connect ions between di f fe rent

s tates in the internat iona l sys tem .

2 . MU L T I P L E I S S U E S

3 . DEC L I N E I N E F F E C T I V EN E S S O F M I L I T A R Y

POWER

F ina l l y l ibera l theor i s t s argue that , as a resu l t o f increas ing

interdependence , the use of mi l i ta ry power as a means of

achiev ing fore ign pol icy object i ves has become less common and

less e f fect i ve . One of the main reasons for th i s i s because many of

the issues of most concern to contemporary s tates do not lend

themselves to mi l i ta ry act ion such as c l imate change for example .

Secondly , complex interdependence means that , inev i tab ly , s tates

are const ra ined in the i r use of mi l i ta ry power as th i s wi l l damage

the mult ip le interests o f mult ip le s tate and non -s tate actors .

T H E THR E E COMPONEN T S O F COMP L E X I N T E RD E P ENDENC E

L E AD L I B E RA L I SM TO E X P E C T MUCH MORE COOP ERA T I ON I N

G LOBA L PO L I T I C S T HAN R EA L I SM DOE S

R EA L I SM L I B E RA L I SM

In ternat iona l sys tem

character i sed by conf l ic t

A l l s tates have some

mi l i ta ry capac i ty

Fore ign re lat ions dominated

by mi l i ta ry a l l iances and

r iva l r ies

L ibera l s do not deny the

ex i s tence of conf l ic t but

argue cooperat ion is the

norm .

States t rade peacefu l l y ; s ign

nonaggress ion pacts ; share

mi l i ta ry respons ib i l i t ies

Some states have smal l /no

mi l i ta r ies

Some centur ies o ld mi l i ta ry

r i va l r ies have been

trans formed into

mi l i ta ry /economic

partnersh ips
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Given the l ibera l focus on cooperat ion as the def in ing feature of

the internat iona l sys tem , the obv ious quest ion is 'why , i f the

internat iona l sys tem is as anarch ic and dangerous as rea l i s t s

c la im , then why do states cooperate with each other in the way

l ibera l s suggest ? '

Accord ing the L ibera l i sm the answer i s s imple . States cooperate

because i t i s in the i r own interest to do so .

WHY DO S T A T E S COOP ERA T E ?

1 . States rea l i ze that host i le act ions are l ike ly to harm thei r

interests as much as those of any potent ia l r i va l

2 . The mult ip le channels that connect non -s tate actors const ra in

states . Even i f leaders recognize secur i ty threats and want to

employ conf l ic tua l means , they of ten face res i s tance f rom publ ic

or power fu l interest groups

3 . In democrac ies , where oppos i t ion is lega l and c i t i zens can hold

the i r leaders to account , mult ip le channels are more l ike ly to

const ra in leaders f rom conf l ic t

ACCORD I NG TO L I B E RA L T H EOR Y , T H E E F F E C T S O F COMP L E X

I N T E RD E P ENDENC E W I L L B E MORE S I GN I F I C AN T I N A MORE

D EMOCRA T I C WOR LD

4 . Due to the deve lopment of nuc lear weapons , fo rce – at least a l l

out war – i s less o f an opt ion for major powers . Using the major

weapon in the arsena l r i sks s ign i f icant damage to a l l humani ty

5 . Technolog ica l deve lopments assoc iated with global i sat ion , such

as mobi le phones , in ternet , fa l l ing cost o f a i r t rave l have resu l ted

in a more connected wor ld
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