
Although the formal elaboration and study of international relations (IR) began only in the 20th century, people
have been thinking systematically about world politics for far lon ger.  The unsentimental power politics
emphasis of Realism in the present era has its antecedents in the writings of Thucydides and Sun Tzu, as well as

later thinkers such as Niccolo Machiavelli of the 16th century.  Likewise, the idealistic view of human nature
and the possibility of human progress propounded by Liberalism is rooted in the writings of such Enlightenment

philosophers as Immanuel Kant, John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau — as well as Thomas Jefferson and
other founders of American democracy.

The Liberal perspective was dominant in many intellectual circles in the aftermath of World War I (which in that

optimistic interlude was called “the War to End All Wars”), when President Woodrow Wilson and other
idealists promoted the League of Nations, treaties abolishing war and the like.  However, the obvious failure of
such efforts to prevent the Second World War helped bring Realism into the prominence it held throughout the

Cold War. 
Deeper theoretical explorations and the emergence of new empirical challenges, particularly after the end of the
Cold War, have brought changes in IR theory.  Among the new factors are: multi state political formations (e.g.,
the European Community), the growing influence of nongovernmental domestic forces in foreign policy
decision making, the sudden prominence of non-state international terrorism, the globalization of commerce
and communications, the potential of private individuals to influence international behavior (e.g, the Land
Mines Treaty) and demands by previously ignored voices of women and minorities seeking to gain a hearing
for their perspectives on international behavior. The summary comments below present only a brief (and
inevitably simplistic) sampling of a rich and growing intellectual field.  Suggested readings at the end of each
segment guide the interested student toward major contemporary works dealing with specific theories.

REALISM

Realism is characterized by a concern with material coercive power.  It treats states as the primary unit of

analysis.  Power is primarily viewed in military terms, and the military power of other states presents the
greatest potential danger to an individual state.  Economic leverage is also considered an important element of
national strength, and Realist analyses of international economics assume that hegemonic actors define not just

political but economic structures.  Realists have also long rejected notions such as that free trade or scientific

progress might lead to long-term peace, viewing such ideas as dangerous chimera.  Realism is characterized by a

belief that international politics are “tragic” in the sense that normative and ethical concerns cannot change a
system of incessant competition and threat of open hostilities.  Neorealism, a structuralist variant of Realism,

focuses on ways that the global distribution of power relationships shapes the actions of states.
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LIBERALISM

Liberalism is a perspective on international politics which views the state as the unit of analysis, but also

includes international law, international organizations and nongovernmental organizations as increasingly
important factors in world politics.  Liberal theorists reject the Realist presumption that international relations are

a zero-sum game, but instead view them as a system of interactions holding the potential for mutual gain. 
Cooperative and peaceful international behaviors are therefore both possible and desirable.  Many Liberals also

hold that republican government and democratic capitalism tend toward increasingly harmonious interstate
relations, or propound the “democratic peace theory” that liberal democracies are inherently disinclined to
make war against each other.  Contemporary Liberal scholars of international relations typically pursue research

on economic and political inter dependence and non military sources of power (e.g., economic power and “soft
power”), as well as such subjects as minority rights and free trade issues.  Although Liberalism has long argued

that economic and political integration produce peace, some scholars have called for offensive military actions
against illiberal regimes.  Samuel Huntington sees Liberalism as a uniquely European phenomenon and predicts

conflict with other civilizations, while Francis Fukuyama has argued that Liberalism represents the final stage in

human political evolution. 
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CONSTRUCTIVISM

Constructivists hold that most phenomena found in world politics –- such as state sovereignty, national identity,

legitimacy, ideologies and political institutions -– are the result of social action (i.e., “constructed”) and
therefore not immutable.  Through a Constructivist lens ideas (e.g., anarchy, America, Islam, Christianity,

freedom), identities (e.g., American, Westerner, evil-doer, foreigner) and norms (e.g., that democracy is the
appropriate form of political organization) are central elements of world politics.  This proposition directly
contrasts with the Realist or Liberal view that ideas are of little real consequence to the most fundamental

measures of influence –- i.e., the distribution of power or the accumulation of wealth.  To the extent that it is
meaningful to talk about international actors as having “interests,” these are constructed out of norms, ideas and
other cultural resources.  If the rules and norms governing behavior can be “reconstructed,” then new patters of
international behavior may ensue.

Constructivism divides into two “moods” or varieties:

Realist Constructivists read social and political realities as not structurally determined, but rather as

accomplishments of people (e.g., state officials, soldiers, protesters, academics, experts, reporters) acting
together in particular times and places.  They focus on the role of power conceptualized as inhering in social
practices, especially the practice of interpretation through which, for example, a bombing becomes defined as
an act of terrorism.   The Realist Constructivist investigates how power relations operate within particular

situations by analyzing recurrent combinations of practices aimed at achieving specific results.  In doing so,
they pay particular attention to the cultures and identities of the actors on the international stage.

Liberal Constructivists place their emphasis less on actions than on ideas and norms that ultimately reside in

people’s heads.  While Liberal Constructivists accept that material factors, including the distribution of power, are

important, they see the overarching structure of norms as even more important.  Moreover, such ideas and
norms cannot be reduced to material power and material constraints do not determine the formation of



particular ideas.  Research focuses on cross-cultural communication and such issues as explaining the creation
of norms (such as the human rights norm), their dissemination among individuals and political actors, and their
effects on the behavior of those actors.
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INTERNATIONAL POLITICAL ECONOMY

International Political Economy (IPE), also called Global Political Economy (GPE), looks at how power relations,

international economics and politics interact in the world environment.  There are three main strands of IPE:

Economic Liberalism, Mercantilism and Marxism.
Economic Liberalism, following in the tradition of Adam Smith and David Ricardo, stresses the value of a
capitalist market economy that operates according to its own laws and, when freely allowed to do so,
maximizes benefits for individuals, companies and nations.  The World Trade Organization (WTO) embodies
the values espoused by this strand of IPE.  Mercantilism holds that the economy should be used to enhance state

power, and thus be subordinate to politics.  Protectionist and other policies that minimize dependence on other
states are promoted, as are policies of state-led development.  Marxism sees the economy as a crucible of
exploitation and inequality between classes, one in which the dominant economic class also dominates
politically.  It holds that capitalist development contains contradictions that will eventually produce crisis
conditions affecting both social classes and nation states.  Within IPE, ”world system theory” describes the

capitalist international economic system as consisting of core, peripheral and semi peripheral areas defined by
their modes of labor control and specializations.  In doing so, these theorists promote greater recognition of
how underdeveloped countries are exploited by those with capital.
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FEMINISM

Feminism as an approach or theory of international relations comes in many forms, all of which share a

concentration on women’s lives and the sources of gender roles -– or “gender politics.”  Feminist theorizing

emphasizes that female approaches to human interactions and other pursuits are not given equitable standing in
social analysis and practice.  Feminism seeks not only to explain historical and present-day phenomena, but to

foster changes in politics, economics and social interactions.  Areas of investigation have included a focus on
understanding the reasons for the devaluing of women’s contributions to the world and new ways to use
feminist thinking to improve the lives of women.  While all Feminists agree that women should be brought into

positions of power -– in all civilian and military institutions –- they differ in assessing the consequences of such
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a major change, should it occur.  While some Feminist theorists (usually called “Liberal Feminists”) hold that

women in powerful positions make decisions and exercise power in ways that are essentially the same as men,
others (“Difference Feminists”) contend that traditional Realist and Liberal IR theories reflect male-centered

descriptions of aggressive states controlled by men, and that that the world might well become a less violent
place if women had greater power in international affairs.
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