Week 2: introduction, why do we need ir theories?

IR discipline exists to answer the questions why does war happen, how can there be peace. Theories are like maps that guide thinking processes. They highlight different features. We need theories to: 1) Make sense of the question, 2) Help us answer the question

Theory helps uncover hidden structures behind political claims (leaders may lie, actors don't comprehend complex motives, our thinking/ideology). There is no single explanation, different theories give different interpretations. There is no such thing as non-theoretical accounts of world politics. 

Different theories are interested in different issues or study the same issues from different perspectives. We always act on assumptions. Theory =/= ideology. Ideology serves power, theory analyzes it.

What do theories share? Theory is essential, all theories have histories, all link theory and practice, theory as a tool or theory to critique/transform?

What do theories differ about? Meta-theory (examines the assumptions behind theories, a theory whose subject matter itself is a theory), shapes how we see the world and do research. 
· Ontology: Theory of being. What do we study? How do we view them? What? Who? Characteristics? 
ex. Who are the main actors? Is politics about conflict or cooperation? Are structures material or ideational? 
· Epistemology: Theory of knowledge. How do we know things? 
Empiricist: Knowledge comes from observation and measurement, human senses
Interpretive: Knowledge comes from meaning, unobservable, immeasurable things affect world politics
· Methodology: Theory of methods. What methods to use?
Quantitative: Statistics
Qualitative: Texts, history 
· Purpose of Analysis: 
Traditional approaches: Accept the world as it is, focus on powerful actors and aim for system stability. Explaining, positivism, rationalism. Explain - Measure - Manage
Critical approaches: Ask how inequality emerged, center marginalized voices and seek transformation. Understanding, post-positivism, reflectivism. Interpret - Question - Transform

Week 3: realism

	Main issues: nuclear war, war, military power, survival under anarchy
	Up to 70s classical realism Hans Morgenthau
	Neorealism (structural realism) emerged in the 80s
	Classical realism sees international politics as a struggle for power in  an anarchical environment
	Human nature explains why international politics is power politics, states behave as self interested actors
	morgenthau : states as individuals as long as we consider human nature bad, so the states are the same. Aiming to maximize profit, power struggle caused by the human nature
	Neorealists: Kenneth Waltz (theory of international politics) Mearscheimer (the tragedy of great power politics) 
	Neorealism explains power politics through system structure, not human nature. 
	Waltz: characteristics of structure: anarchy, states as units (only differ in capability), distribution of power determines outcome (not domestic) so for them human nature does not explain politics
	States are like units and they have similar behaviors and goals
	The difference comes out with capability, 
it does not matter what the regime type is, the states’ goals are the same.
So why are there different policies? Differences in power: weak states seek alliances (bipolar, multipolar), strong states act unilaterally.
Neoclassical realism: structural realism: Defensive (Waltz), Offensive (Mearscheimer)
How much power is enough for states. Debate: waltz vs mearscheimer
Waltz: appropriate amount of power is enough. Excessive power triggers balancing and undermines security. Conquest brings limited goals and significant costs. Remaining as a great power, but not maximizing (napoleon, nazi germany)
Mearsheimer: states should maximize power as much as possible. Hegemony offers the best guarantee of survival. States may bandwagon (nato) rather than balance. Conquest can yield material gains
Ukraine recommendations of mearsheimer: in great power politics, rights matter less than power. Ukraine should recognize this and proceed cautiously with russia. West recommendations of him: no nato expansion neutral ukraine as buffer. Economic support, not strategic absorption

Summary: hard power matters, institutions are weak, security is scarce, great power dominate outcomes 

Week 4: liberalism(s)

	Liberalism and realism dominated the field and had different assumptions. Key assumptions of liberalism: human nature is inherently rational, seeks liberty and prosperity, conflict is a result of corrupted social institutions, possibility for progress. Individual pursuits can benefit the collective: there is a harmony of interests. The optimal economic system is market driven.

18th century: I. Kant. Objective is achieving perpetual peace under anarchy. Pillars are republican constitutions, commercial exchange, cosmopolitan law.
19th century: Economic liberalism/political liberalism. Free market and representative government increase prosperity and constrain arbitrary power.
20th century: Wilsonian Idealism. (interwar years) The core idea is collective security (aggression against one = aggression against all). Key proposals:  League of Nations, open diplomacy, disarmaments, free trade, self-determination. Failure: institutional weakness and rise of revisionist powers.

	The main issue of classical liberalism is constraints on war, the main issue of neoliberal institutionalism is state cooperation and the role of institutions and regimes.
The three liberal constraints on war/parallel with Kant’s pillars:

	Democracy: Democratic peace theory: democratic regimes do not use force against other democratic regimes because of shared norms and domestic accountability.
	Republican Constitutions

	Economic Interdependence: Free trade fosters interdependence and peace because of enhanced communication and mutual economic benefits.
	Cosmopolitan Law

	International Institutions: Reduces uncertainty through information and mediation.
	



European Union: democracy, economic integration, international institutions, protectionism. Making and protecting rules, common regulations.

1970s: neoliberal institutionalism:  how can cooperation emerge under anarchy? Power and interdependence. Cooperation stems from rational self interest, not innate harmony. Trade and institutions do not guarantee peace, they facilitate it, repeated interaction makes cooperation strategically optimal for states.

Concepts:anarchy and state centrality, but argues: anarchy does not prevent cooperation. Institutşons and regimes help states cooperate.

Neo-Neo Debate:

Main arguments: 
· Main actors are unitary and rational states. They are the key actors but not the only actors.
· States do look for “absolute gains” not “relative gains” as long as states get rewards from cooperation, it does not matter if other states are doing better
· Institutions and regimes facilitate cooperation by reducing uncertainty, preventing cheating, lowering transaction costs and enabling states to secure their interests
· Once established, institutional cooperation can continue and even flourish, even if the initial conditions for establishment vanish (ex. NATO)
· Cooperation in one area may spill over into other areas (trade-security, spillover effect)

Case study: is the international liberal order ending? (after WW2) John Ikenberry. Western led liberal order (NATO, WTO, G20) challenges: internal - populism and democratic backsliding, external - geopolitical rivalry (Russia-China)
1) Ikenberry responses: liberal institutionalism may endure, but must be rethought. Core principles remain influential in world politics
2) Challenges are not primarily driven by renewed geopolitical conflict
Liberal institutional order remains stable. China and Russia have limited capacity to overturn it. Both integrated into the system. They seek greater influence within the order, not its replacement. 

For peace: democracy, economic interdependence and institutions
For cooperation under anarchy: institutions, regimes
Debate over the future of the liberal institutional order

Week 5: english school

Middle ground theory. Emerged to respond to world politics. Unlike realism and liberalism, english school is particularly an IR theory. Hedley Bull: a study of world order in politics 1970s: Anarchical Society
A group of scholars in England, British committee of theory of international politics 1954
	Realist insights
	Liberal insights

	Power politics
	International law

	Balance of power 
	Norms and institutions



Criticism on US quantitative approaches.

Difference from realism: order results not only from power and balance of power, but also from the acceptance of rules and institutional arrangements
Difference from liberalism: cooperation cannot be explained solely by rational calculation. It presupposes a sense of community and shared norms and practices

For english school: 
Organizations: formal bureaucratic bodies that facilitate cooperation (UN)
Institution: long standing practices among states (diplomacy, sovereignty, war, international law)

Main contribution: IR must be understood through multiple dimensions 
Power politics - rules and institutions - shared identities and values
Ontological and epistemological pluralism

International system: similar to realism. States interact under anarchy. relations shaped by power politics. Interaction exists but no shared rules or institutions. (when does a system become a society?)
International society: exists when states: share rules and norms, accept common institutions, see themselves as members of a community. Society exists not only domestically. Views world politics primarily as a society, rather than a system. The most important domain is international society. 
· Membership: key requirement - mutual recognition of sovereignty / example: China before 1942 was not recognized, interacted with western powers but was not fully accepted as a member (reason: European definition of civilization determined membership). There existed a European international society first. 17-18th centuries, hierarchy: civilized/uncivilized. 19-20th centuries: colonial expansion. Mid 20th century decolonization, global expansion of international society.
European states: international society. European states and ottoman empire until the mid 19th century: international system
World society: focus shifts from states to individuals (ontological pluralism) example: human rights claims, goal is to transcend the state system.
Individuals - global civil society - humanity as a whole

Pluralist - solidarist debate: how should the international society operate? How to reduce the tension between the needs of states (sovereignty, non-intervention) and the needs of humankind (human rights)

Pluralist: states remain dominant actors, respect for sovereignty and diversity. Minimal shared rules. Needs of state prioritized. Main institution: diplomacy, sovereignty, non-intervention. Goal: order through coexistence. (if humankind’s needs are prioritized, each country will want different institutions, customs, rules). An order limited to the achievement of coexistence among states that have different interests and values.

Solidarist: individuals are central. Strong shared norms. International enforcement of human rights. Implication: human rights violations may justify (humanitarian) intervention. The growth of a human rights culture, states that violate human rights should not be treated as legitimate sovereigns, other states can use force to stop the oppression 

Example: taliban regime since 2001
· Pluralists: Taliban controls the state, engagement necessary for stability, sovereignty and diplomatic pragmatism.
· Solidarists: systematic human rights violations, no recognition without reforms, pressure and sanctions justified

Should international society prioritize order or justice?
3 dimensions + central debate

Week 6: social constructivism
 
Middle ground theory. Emerged as a critique of mainstream IR theories. Late 1980s
Dominant paradigms: 
Neorealism: power, security, anarchy. Neoliberalism: cooperation, institutions. Shared assumption: fixed interests (power, wealth)
Limitations: could not explain the end of cold war. Struggle with new global issues.

Constructivism: 
Focus: ideas, norms, identities. (non material)  Explains: end of the cold war. Expands agenda: human rights.(90s)

Main arguments:

1) Social Construction: Certain things exist because we assign meaning to them. Material (rocks, oceans) vs social (money, sovereignty, human rights). Social concepts need people’s approval to exist. Social facts depend on shared understandings. Meanings are not fixed, can change depending on the ideas and beliefs of actors across time and context). (example: slavery  became illegitimate, sovereignty challenged by humanitarian intervention) 

Constructivism does not deny material reality, but the meaning of material power is socially constructed. (example: UK having nuclear weapons vs Iran having nuclear weapons. Same material, but different perceived threat: meanings the actors are attributing to the same material)

“Anarchy is what states make of it” Wendt 1992. Social Theory of International Politics
Anarchy has no fixed meaning, state behavior depends on interpretation (friend, rival, enemy)

2) Agency and structure: 
agency: the ability of someone to act and shape/change things. 
Structure: recurrent arrangements that shape (enable or limit) choices and opportunities available. Understood differently by different theories
Neorealism:  material structure (power distribution, structural realism)
Marxism: material structure (capitalist system)
Constructivism: ideational structure (norms, beliefs, values) example: US relations with Canada (ally) with Cuba (enemy)
Material power insufficient “identity and shared meanings”

Mutually constitutive relationship between structure and agency: structure shapes identities and interests, agency reproduces or transforms structure.
Change beliefs - change relationship (example: greece turkey conditional normalization)

3) Identities and interests: 
Identity (socially constructed) who actors think they are (formed through interaction with others) multiple and changeable. States have identities, they identify themselves in particular ways. Identities constitute interests and actions. Identity - shapes interests - interests guide actions. 
Example: identity is liberal democracy. Interest is to protect the liberal order. Action: promote liberal values abroad. USA during cold war. Identity: anticommunist. Interest: to contain USSR. Actions: korean and vietnam wars. End of cold war: identity shift - interest shift. 

4) Norms: 
A standard expectation of appropriate behavior of actors. With a given identity, they shape behavior beyond cost-benefit logic. Not only rational calculations and based on norms.

Norms become effective when they are widely adopted and internalized in practice. Example: liberal states - human rights, free trade.
Power includes legitimacy. legitimacy : alignment with accepted norms. High legitimacy easier coop. Low legitimacy harder
	Example: iran war: us and israel actions increasingly seen as illegitimate: declining support even among allies. Loss of legitimacy: 	reduced cooperation and backing.

International politics is socially constructed through shared ideas. Identities shape interests, which are no fixed. Agency and structure co-constitute each other. Norms and legitimacy shape what actions are acceptable.

[bookmark: _20p447muhp8f]Foundations of Global Politics: A Comprehensive Analysis of International Relations Theories
[bookmark: _e6dqe8oksxdx]1. The Architecture of International Relations Theory
In the volatile arena of world politics, theory serves as an indispensable "map." Just as a cartographer highlights specific geographic features while omitting others to provide a navigable path, International Relations (IR) theories emphasize particular actors and processes to help us make sense of global complexity. These frameworks are not merely academic exercises; they are essential tools for uncovering the hidden structures behind political claims. While political leaders may obscure their motives through rhetoric, theory allows us to distinguish between ideology—which serves to justify and maintain power—and rigorous analysis, which seeks to critique the mechanics of that power. In this discipline, there is no such thing as a "non-theoretical" account; every observation is filtered through a set of foundational assumptions.
To understand how these maps are constructed, we must examine the meta-theoretical pillars that support every IR paradigm. It is vital to recognize that these pillars are hierarchical: our epistemology often dictates or limits our choice of methodology.
· Ontology (Theory of Being): This addresses the question: What do we study? It defines the nature of the actors (e.g., states, classes, or individuals) and the environment they inhabit. A researcher’s worldview is fundamentally shaped by whether they see the basic structures of politics as material (military hardware and wealth) or ideational (shared beliefs and norms).
· Epistemology (Theory of Knowledge): This explores the question: How do we know things? An empiricist approach relies on observable, measurable data. Conversely, an interpretive approach argues that unobservable factors—such as meaning and shared understanding—are what truly drive international events.
· Methodology (Theory of Methods): This dictates the specific tools used for research. Scholars might choose quantitative methods (statistics and large datasets) or qualitative methods (historical texts and deep contextual analysis). Crucially, if one’s epistemology is interpretive, a purely quantitative methodology is often insufficient or logically inconsistent.
The purpose of these analyses generally falls into two competing camps:
	Feature
	Traditional Approaches
	Critical Approaches

	Primary Goal
	Accept the world as it is; maintain system stability.
	Question how inequality emerged; seek transformation.

	Focus
	Powerful actors (states) and system management.
	Marginalized voices and structural change.

	Process
	Explain – Measure – Manage
	Interpret – Question – Transform


These foundational building blocks provide the scaffolding for our first major paradigm, which views the international arena through the lens of power and survival: Realism.
[bookmark: _mkqfx536b5ml]2. Realism: Power, Survival, and the Anarchic System
Realism remains the strategically dominant paradigm in IR, primarily concerned with existential threats: nuclear war, military power, and the pursuit of security under "anarchy"—the absence of a higher authority above the state. In the realist view, the international system is a "self-help" environment where survival is the only objective that truly matters.
The theory has evolved from Classical Realism (Hans Morgenthau), which rooted power-seeking in the flawed nature of humanity, to Neorealism (Structural Realism). Developed by Kenneth Waltz, Neorealism shifted the explanatory variable from human nature to the systemic structure. The "So What?" of this shift is the "Black Box" concept: for Neorealists, the internal workings of a state are irrelevant. Whether a state is a democracy or an autocracy does not change its behavior; the "Black Box" is closed, and the system compels all great powers to behave as "like units" seeking security based on their relative capabilities.
Within this structural framework, a significant debate exists between Defensive and Offensive Realism:
· Defensive Realism (Waltz): Argues that states should seek an "appropriate" amount of power. Waltz maintained that excessive power maximization is counterproductive because it triggers balancing alliances, thereby undermining the state's own security.
· Offensive Realism (Mearsheimer): Contends that states must maximize power to the greatest extent possible, as hegemony is the only true guarantee of survival.
This offensive perspective is exemplified in John Mearsheimer’s analysis of the Ukraine crisis. He argues that in great power politics, strategic interests override abstract rights. From this view, the West’s attempt to absorb Ukraine into its strategic orbit via NATO expansion provoked a predictable Russian response. Mearsheimer’s recommendation was for a neutral Ukraine to serve as a "buffer" to maintain systemic stability.
The core assumptions of the realist paradigm—state centrality, unitary/rational actors, and the inherent weakness of international institutions—create a pessimistic narrative. However, this "conflict-as-inevitable" view is directly challenged by the liberal belief in the possibility of structured cooperation.
[bookmark: _by37jes7w8d9]3. Liberalism and Neoliberal Institutionalism: The Logic of Cooperation
Liberalism offers a counter-narrative grounded in human rationality, the possibility of progress, and a "harmony of interests." Liberals argue that conflict is often the result of corrupted social institutions rather than an inherent drive for power. By reforming these institutions and fostering economic ties, humanity can move toward a more peaceful global order.
This trajectory began with the 18th-century Kantian vision of "Perpetual Peace" and moved toward 20th-century Wilsonian Idealism, which sought to replace secret alliances with collective security. Kant’s foundational pillars remain the bedrock of modern liberal thought:
	Kant’s Original Pillars
	Modern Counterparts
	Core Logic (The European Union Example)

	Republican Constitutions
	Democratic Peace Theory
	Democracies do not go to war with one another due to shared norms and accountability.

	Cosmopolitan Law
	Economic Interdependence
	Free trade makes war too costly; economic integration (as seen in the EU) binds states.

	International Institutions
	International Organizations
	Organizations reduce uncertainty by providing information, mediation, and common rules.


In the 1970s, Neoliberal Institutionalism refined these ideas. Unlike earlier iterations, this version assumes states are rational, self-interested actors operating under anarchy. It argues that cooperation emerges not from innate goodness, but because repeated interaction makes cooperation the most profitable long-term strategy. Institutions help states secure these interests by lowering transaction costs and preventing cheating. This leads to a deeper dialogue regarding how states actually measure success.
[bookmark: _o6oupik489g3]4. The Neo-Neo Debate and the Future of the Liberal Order
The "Neo-Neo Debate" between Neorealism and Neoliberalism was the defining dialogue of late 20th-century scholarship. Both sides agree that states are unitary, rational actors in an anarchic system, but they disagree on the metrics of gains:
· Relative Gains (Realism): States are concerned with who gains more. If an agreement helps a rival disproportionately, a state may decline it to prevent a shift in the balance of power.
· Absolute Gains (Liberalism): States focus on their own benefit. If a state is better off than before, the partner's gain is secondary. This logic allows for the "spillover effect," where cooperation in one area (like trade) creates functional requirements for cooperation in others (like security).
This debate informs the work of John Ikenberry regarding the International Liberal Order. Despite challenges like populism and geopolitical rivalry, Ikenberry argues the order remains stable because it is deeply integrated. Crucially, he posits that rising powers like China and Russia seek to increase their influence within the existing order rather than seeking its total replacement, as they are beneficiaries of its institutional fabric.
While these paradigms dominate, the English School offers a "middle ground" by reconciling power politics with the necessity of rules.
[bookmark: _16yi63y3guwu]5. The English School: International Society and the Middle Ground
The English School, pioneered by scholars like Hedley Bull in The Anarchical Society, synthesizes realist power politics with liberal focus on law and norms. It makes a vital distinction between Organizations (bureaucratic bodies like the UN) and Institutions, which are long-standing practices such as diplomacy, sovereignty, and war.
The School identifies three dimensions of world politics:
1. International System: A realist state of affairs where states interact based on power but share no rules.
2. International Society: A condition where states recognize each other’s sovereignty and accept common rules. Historically, membership required the mutual recognition of sovereignty. For example, China before 1942 was part of the international system but was excluded from the international society because it did not meet the European definition of "civilization" required for full membership.
3. World Society: A focus beyond the state, emphasizing the rights of individuals and humanity.
A primary tension within this school is the Pluralist vs. Solidarist Debate:
· Pluralism ("Order through Coexistence"): Prioritizes state sovereignty and non-intervention. In the case of the Taliban regime, a pluralist would argue for pragmatic engagement based on their control of territory to maintain regional order.
· Solidarism ("Justice through Human Rights"): Argues that the international community has a duty to intervene against violations of human rights. A solidarist would refuse to recognize the Taliban until they reform, prioritizing justice over order.
This focus on shared rules leads to the question of where the identities that accept those rules originate, which is the domain of Social Constructivism.
[bookmark: _ne5x2hl241e3]6. Social Constructivism: The Power of Ideas and Identity
Constructivism emerged in the late 1980s to explain shifts that mainstream theories—fixed on material interests—could not, such as the peaceful end of the Cold War. Its foundational claim, articulated by Alexander Wendt, is that "Anarchy is what states make of it."
Material facts do not have inherent meaning; they are socially constructed. For instance, the United States views 500 British nuclear weapons as a source of security (friend), but perceives 5 Iranian nuclear weapons as an existential threat (enemy). The material reality of the weapon is the same, but the meaning is constructed through social interaction and perception.
Key concepts include:
· Agency and Structure: These are "mutually constitutive." Structure (norms/values) shapes identity, but agents (states) can transform that structure. For example, changing a relationship from "enemy" to "friend" through normalization can alter the international structure.
· Norms and Identity: A state’s identity (e.g., "liberal democracy") constitutes its interests. Actions are guided by a "logic of appropriateness" based on internalized norms rather than mere cost-benefit calculations.
[bookmark: _y3481gyj2rnn]7. Comparative Synthesis and Conclusion
These theoretical "maps" provide different interpretations of the same global phenomena. No single account is non-theoretical.
[bookmark: _f8scbpnrdvqj]Theoretical Comparison Table
	Theory
	Core Academic Names
	Key Actors
	View of Anarchy
	Primary Goal of States

	Realism
	Waltz, Mearsheimer
	States (Great Powers)
	Persistent; a "Self-Help" system
	Survival and Power

	Liberalism
	Kant, Wilson, Ikenberry
	States, Orgs, Corps
	Manageable through institutions
	Prosperity and Peace

	English School
	Hedley Bull
	States and Individuals
	A society with shared rules
	Order and/or Justice

	Constructivism
	Alexander Wendt
	States (social actors)
	No fixed meaning; depends on interpretation (friend, rival, enemy)
	Based on Identity/Norms


The choice of theory dictates policy responses to modern crises. In the case of Covid-19, a Realist might focus on vaccine hoarding for national strength; a Liberal would emphasize the WHO and international supply chains; a Constructivist would analyze how the pandemic's "meaning" was shaped by global norms of health security. Similarly, regarding Environmental Issues, a Realist may view climate change as a threat to resource security and national power, while a Liberal would look to international regimes and carbon markets, and a Constructivist would examine how the "Green" identity has been internalized by states to shape their interests.
In conclusion, there is no single non-theoretical account of world politics. By making our theoretical lenses explicit, we gain the capacity to navigate the hidden structures of power, identity, and cooperation that define our global era.























[bookmark: _thyz1xengiqx]Navigating the Global Stage: A Comparison Map of IR Theories
[bookmark: _pliieixrw7ju]1. The Purpose of the Map: Why We Theorize
In the discipline of International Relations (IR), we are driven by two haunting, foundational questions: Why does war happen, and how is peace achieved? Because the global arena is a dizzying landscape of shifting alliances, economic crises, and violent ruptures, we require "maps" to find our way. A theory functions exactly like a map; it does not represent every blade of grass, but rather highlights specific features—highways, borders, or mountain ranges—to help us navigate complex political claims.
As a student of IR, you must recognize that there is no such thing as a "non-theoretical" account of world politics. We require these theoretical maps for three distinct pedagogical and analytical reasons:
1. To make sense of the question: Theories help us define what we are even looking for. Are we asking about the survival of the state, or the prosperity of the individual?
2. To help answer the question: They provide the internal logic and empirical evidence necessary to construct a coherent explanation.
3. To uncover hidden structures: Political rhetoric is often a mask. Leaders may lie or fail to grasp their own motives. Theory allows us to peel back the layers of ideology and power to see the structures driving behavior.
Before we dive into the specific schools of thought, we must master the meta-theoretical building blocks—the assumptions about what the world is and how we can know it.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------
[bookmark: _kwt9z4fl69sx]2. The Building Blocks: Ontology and Epistemology
Every theory rests upon a foundation of "meta-theoretical" assumptions. To distinguish between a Realist and a Constructivist, we do not just look at their conclusions; we look at their Ontology (their theory of being—what actually exists) and their Epistemology (their theory of knowledge—how we claim to know things).
In my lectures, I define these through the interrogative method: Ontology asks, "What do we study? Who are the actors? What are their characteristics?" Epistemology asks, "How do we know things? Do we rely on what we can see, or what we must interpret?"
[bookmark: _5oef465o53mn]The Meta-Theoretical Framework
	The Question
	The Theory's Answer

	What do we study? (Ontology)
	Defines the "stuff" of the world. Is it made of material things (tanks and gold) or ideational things (norms and beliefs)?

	Who are the main actors? (Ontology)
	Identifies the primary units. Does the theory prioritize unitary states, or does it see MNCs, NGOs, and individuals as central?

	How do we know things? (Epistemology)
	Empiricist: Knowledge comes from observation and measurement of the senses. <br> Interpretive: Knowledge comes from unobservable meanings and the interpretation of social contexts.


These foundational assumptions lead us directly to our first major tradition, which views the world through a lens of stark necessity: Realism.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------
[bookmark: _8cgpwkwcfy4l]3. Realism: The Struggle for Power and Survival
We define the Realist tradition by its grim focus on survival under anarchy. In IR, "anarchy" is not chaos; it is the absence of a higher sovereign power to enforce rules. This creates a "self-help" system where hard power is the only reliable currency.
[bookmark: _vgu3axv9ketf]Differentiating the Realist Traditions
· Classical Realism (Morgenthau): Rooted in a pessimistic view of human nature. Because humans are naturally power-seeking, states—as collections of humans—behave like self-interested individuals maximizing power.
· Neorealism/Structural Realism (Waltz/Mearsheimer): This approach is "blind" to domestic politics. It argues that the structure of the international system (the distribution of power) dictates behavior. So what? For a Neorealist, regime type—whether a state is a democracy or a dictatorship—is irrelevant. Only its capability matters.
[bookmark: _7wo704bps621]The Defensive vs. Offensive Debate
The primary disagreement among modern Realists is: How much power is enough?
· Defensive Realism (Waltz): States seek an "appropriate" amount of power. Gaining too much triggers "balancing" from others, which undermines your security. The goal is to remain a great power, not to dominate.
· Offensive Realism (Mearsheimer): States must maximize power because intentions are never certain. Hegemony is the only guarantee of survival.
Example: The Ukraine/Russia Conflict John Mearsheimer’s Offensive Realism argues that in great power politics, rights matter less than power. He famously recommended that the West avoid NATO expansion, suggesting a neutral Ukraine serve as a "buffer state" to satisfy Russia's security needs, illustrating the Realist prioritization of strategic stability over liberal ideals.
While Realism focuses on the constraints of power, we now turn to a school that believes in the possibility of progress and cooperation.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------
[bookmark: _717m7vb8z9lj]4. Liberalism: Progress, Institutions, and Interdependence
Liberalism is built on the assumption that human nature is rational and seeks prosperity. Liberals believe in a "harmony of interests," where individual pursuits can lead to collective benefits, making peace a rational, achievable goal.
[bookmark: _dzwubuw8j72z]The Three Liberal Constraints on War
To achieve "perpetual peace," Liberals rely on three pillars originally identified by Immanuel Kant:
	Constraint
	Pillar / Logic

	Democracy
	Democratic Peace Theory: Democracies rarely fight each other due to shared norms and domestic accountability to their citizens.

	Economic Interdependence
	Free Trade: When states are tied together economically, the cost of war becomes prohibitive, and communication is enhanced.

	International Institutions
	Regimes & Organizations: Bodies like the UN or WTO reduce uncertainty, prevent cheating, and lower transaction costs.


[bookmark: _hlk6jhaebvd3]
[bookmark: _4c11cxk49afv]Neoliberal Institutionalism and the "Neo-Neo" Debate
Modern Neoliberals accept the Realist premise of anarchy but argue that cooperation is strategically optimal because states seek absolute gains. They do not care if another state is doing better (relative gains), as long as they are receiving their own rewards.
Crucially, Neoliberals highlight Institutional Stability: once established, institutions like NATO can continue to flourish even if the initial conditions that created them (e.g., the Cold War) vanish. This is often driven by the "spillover effect," where cooperation in one area (like trade) inevitably leads to cooperation in others (like security).
To bridge the gap between these two giants, we look to the "Middle Ground" provided by the English School.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------
[bookmark: _9hqzp7rhgzgs]5. The English School: The Anarchical Society
Unlike Realism or Liberalism, which were borrowed from sociology and economics, the English School is a particularly IR theory. It acts as a "Middle Ground," combining Realist power politics with Liberal norms.
[bookmark: _u4as16hktz69]The Three Dimensions
1. International System (Realist wing): States interact purely based on power calculations with no shared rules.
2. International Society (Core focus): The most important domain. This exists when states recognize shared rules, norms, and practices—such as diplomacy and sovereignty—that create a sense of community.
3. World Society (Liberal/Individual wing): Focuses on individuals and global civil society, transcending the state system to prioritize human rights.
[bookmark: _67o5mw6ccdgt]The Pluralist vs. Solidarist Debate
The central tension in this school is whether we should prioritize Order or Justice, exemplified by the Taliban case study:
	View
	Priority
	The Taliban Case Study

	Pluralist
	Sovereignty & Order
	Prioritizes non-intervention. Pragmatic engagement is necessary for stability because the Taliban controls the state.

	Solidarist
	Human Rights & Justice
	Argues that states violating human rights lose legitimacy. Intervention or sanctions are justified to protect individuals.


While the English School looks at the society of states, our next school looks at the ideas that make that society possible.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------
[bookmark: _jpxl41wcsou4]6. Social Constructivism: The Power of Ideas and Identity
Constructivism argues that the social world is ideational, not just material. It emerged as a critique of the "Neo-Neo" consensus, arguing that "material" power only has meaning because of the social context we give it.
[bookmark: _swf3lx6adf1t]"Anarchy is what states make of it"
Alexander Wendt famously argued that anarchy has no fixed logic. If states see each other as friends, anarchy is peaceful; if they see each other as enemies, it is dangerous. This leads to the Agency and Structure debate: while structures (norms) shape identities, human agency has the power to transform those structures through interaction.

[bookmark: _u3gq25yi0ofc]Key Constructivist Concepts
· The Identity-Interest-Action Chain: A state's Identity (who it is, e.g., "Anti-communist") shapes its Interests (what it wants, e.g., "Containment"), which then guide its Actions (what it does, e.g., "The Vietnam War").
· Logic of Appropriateness: Unlike the "cost-benefit" logic of Realists and Liberals, Constructivists argue that states often act based on norms—standard expectations of "appropriate" behavior for their identity.
· Legitimacy as Power: For Constructivists, power includes legitimacy. A state that aligns with international norms gains legitimacy, making cooperation easier and reducing the need for coercion.
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------
[bookmark: _mrmnwh6uropg]7. Master Comparison Map: Synthesizing the Schools
	Feature
	Realism
	Liberalism
	English School
	Constructivism

	View of Anarchy
	Dangerous/Competitive; a "self-help" system.
	Manageable through institutions and trade.
	A society of states with shared rules/norms.
	A social construct; "what states make of it."

	Primary Actors
	Unitary, rational States.
	States, MNCs, NGOs, and Individuals.
	States (Society) and Individuals (World Society).
	States and Social Groups.

	Key Driver
	Military capability and survival.
	Economic prosperity and rational progress.
	Balance of power plus shared practices.
	Ideas, norms, and identity.

	Role of Institutions
	Weak/Marginal; reflects the balance of power.
	High; facilitates cooperation and reduces transaction costs.
	Central; represents long-standing practices like diplomacy.
	Standardizes "appropriate" behavior; provides legitimacy.

	Possibility of Cooperation
	Limited; hindered by "relative gains" concerns.
	Highly possible; strategically optimal for "absolute gains."
	Based on mutual recognition of sovereignty.
	Depends on whether actors are "friends" or "foes."


[bookmark: _90nst6qiplgj]Final Insight: 3 Takeaways for the Aspiring Learner
1. Theory as a Lens: No single theory explains everything. Use Realism to explain the invasion of a neighbor, but use Liberalism to explain why the European Union hasn't collapsed.
2. Check the Ontology: If an exam question asks about "human rights," a Realist lens will fail you because their ontology excludes individuals as primary actors. Always ask: Who does this theory think is important?
3. The Logic of Appropriateness: Remember for your finals that while Realists and Liberals look at "Cost-Benefit" (Logic of Consequences), Constructivists look at "Norms" (Logic of Appropriateness). A state may follow a rule not because it's profitable, but because it is "who they are."

