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Influential scholars seeking to make sense out of the massively unmanageable field of research on International Relations have come up with several different organizing schemes, all of which are based on a few foundational ideas. This guide offers a brief and occasionally irreverent overview of what I consider to be the most important of these systems of categorization. 

Three Images and Many Levels of Analysis: 

The phrase "level of analysis" is used by IR scholars to denote the level of spatial (or institutional) aggregation at which a given research project is directed, or the scale at which the most important dependent and/or explanatory variables are conceptualized and/or measured. The number varies between three and many. 
Kenneth Waltz distinguished three "images," or general categories of explanation for the causes of war, in Man, the State and War. The first image focused on human nature, the second on the type of state, and the third (Waltz's personal favorite) on the structure of the international system as a whole. In Theory of International Politics Waltz articulated a stark vision of a totally anarchic international system whose dynamic characteristics are determined by the distribution of power among the strongest powers in that system. This neorealist or structural realist vision remains very influential, to say the least. One might even say it has achieved totemistic status, both for believers and non-believers.
A multiple of explanatory variables from many other levels of analysis have proven useful for various purposes. Russet and Starr use six levels to organize their presentation of the IR literature in their Menu for Choice text, namely, (1) individual, (2) role, or small group decision making, (3) government or regime type, (4) society, (5) dyadic relations, and (6) world system. Two kinds of regional levels occur every now and again, both a domestic regional level (when sub-national governments participate in foreign policy) and an international regional level situated between dyads and the international system. The nature of the international system is itself controversial, with the inter-state system (or international society, in Bull’s term) sometimes distinguished from a more inclusive, multi-function global system (see discussion of structures below). 

In a famous work, J. David Singer argued that he didn't care which level someone used, as long as the researcher was very careful to not move up or down levels in the middle of an argument. In other words: pick a level and stay there, it's no fair mixing them together. Others encourage mixing, as long as it is kept under limits. Putnam specifies two-level games that link international negotiations with domestic processes of ratification. In his articulation of the "second image reversed," Gourevitch points to instances in which domestic institutions or processes shape international level outcomes, rather than the other way around. Still others say the global system is too complexly inter-related, at all levels of analysis, to ever hope to disentangle the mess, which instead must be studied from the perspective of turbulent complex systems (Rosenau). 

Agents, Structures, and Institutions: 

The agent-structure debate provides a different take on the question of levels of analysis. In this debate, the behavior of agents (or actors) at one level are presumed to be shaped (or even entirely determined) by structural constraints set by factors at other (typically "higher") levels. This debate asks to what extent are the agents free to act as they choose (agency) versus being constrained by the structure? Some take an extreme position on one side or the other. Others, notably those calling themselves social constructionists, assert that the effects run both ways, that is, that agents and structures are mutually constitutive (see Wendt). 

Further complications ensue after locating "institutions" (by which is meant both informal norms and formal organizations) between agents and structures. For purposes of this guide, let’s say the term “structure” connotes something so fundamental that it may not be directly observable, and it may even be difficult (at least for ordinary mortals) to conceptualize. In contrast to these unobservable, underlying structures, institutions typically have some solidity and are much easier to identify. Actors, finally, are easy to observe. 
By slipping institutions in between agents and structures, institutional analysts inevitably get it from both ends. Attitudes towards these institutions run the entire gamut from being the result of design choices made by the agents (and thus as being just as easily unmade) to being themselves determined by the overall structure (whether defined in economic or cultural terms). Intermediate positions include the notion that institutions, once established by some form of collective action, they become costly to change and that institutions shape the cost and benefit calculations of subsequent actors. 

No matter what level of analysis one selects, or where one falls on agent-structure debate, research must focus on some particular target of analysis. Basically, you have to focus either on the goal-directed behavior of certain actors (whether individuals or institutions as a whole) or on explaining the ways in which norms, institutions, or structures shape and constrain that behavior (including constituting the actors by shaping how they select which goals to pursue in the first place). The relevant actors are individuals playing some role in some larger institution, but these institutions and underlying structures shape both preferences and constraints. Individuals may be agents of states (national governments) or other actors, especially multi-national corporations or trans-national enterprises, international governmental organizations, and religious and other non-governmental and non-profit-making organizations. Not all of these institutions fall under the traditional scope of political science, and indeed many IR scholars deny any centrality (or even autonomy) to political actors. The relationship between political structures (states or the anarchic international political system) and the global economic system (or the globally integrated political-military-economic-culture-geographical system as a whole) remains an issue of contention between structuralists of different stripes. Similar distinctions between types of actors and structures can be applied at intermediate levels of analysis as well, especially in terms of international regions.

Another issue in the agent-structure debate, broadly speaking, concerns the relative immutability of the underlying structure itself (however it may be conceptualized) in the face of concerted human action. Can reformers or revolutionaries change the structure? If so, shouldn’t we do everything possible to facilitate a transformation of underlying structures in order to prepare the way for a more equitable, just, and peaceful world? Critical theorists answer in the affirmative, but others posit that some aspects of structure are immutable. Can human nature be changed? Or is it always changing? What’s immutable and what’s not remains an open question. 

Issue Areas

It seems reasonable to expect that the substance of the topic or the political issue being studied might have some importance, but distinctions based on substantive issue areas have not gotten much respect in this field. Nonetheless, this distinction continues to be widely used, albeit in a non-systematic fashion. Many still see a distinction between the "high" politics of security issues and the "low" politics of economic or cultural interactions. Others place environmental issues in a fundamentally different category from economic and security. Each of the broad categories of security, economic, or environmental issues can in turn be divided up into a small or a large number of relatively distinct issue areas, depending on the vantage point adopted by the researcher. Basically, there is one "regime" per issue area, but, unfortunately, there is no consensus list of either regimes or issue areas. Any one researcher might compare two regimes that another researcher blithely includes as part of a single case in his or her own comparative analysis pitched at a higher level of aggregation.

Those who study international organizations or law may seem to have an easier time of it, since they can turn to something specific, say an organization or treaty. But nothing is easy here. The entry for "International Law" in The Oxford Companion to American Law lists 15 “domains” of international law: the oceans, polar regions, airspace, outer space, artificial satellites, global environment, global market, global communication, international crimes, terrorism and hijacking, humanitarian intervention, [individual] human rights, group rights, nationality, and the state [i.e. recognition by other states]. There is also a separate overarching “law of treaties” discussed in the preceding section of that entry. But each of these domains can be further subdivided, and then subdivided again. For example, the International Regimes Database (http://www.ifs.tu-darmstadt.de/pg/ird_htm) includes data on 23 environmental regimes, with the promise of more cases to be added later. In short, how many regimes or issue areas there are is anyone’s guess.

Methods of Analysis 

Many IR scholars are unduly fond of their chosen method of analysis. Attachments are often exclusive and emotionally intense. Discussions between proponents of different methods more closely resemble shouting matches than debates, and there are precious few good examples of cross-method communication or mutual understanding. Literally all of the historical, behavioral, institutional, structural, and constructivist methods of the social sciences (and a good bit of the natural sciences and humanities) have been applied to the study of international relations by one school or another, so it is not easy to come up with an organizing scheme. All the usual suspects are here: historical interpretation, formal models, large-n statistics, comparative case studies, interviews, content analysis, laboratory experiments, analytic narratives, discourse analysis, textual exegesis, normative and ethical philosophy, critical theory, feminism, postmodernism, poststructuralism, postcolonialism, legal interpretation, expert judgment and intuition, complexity theory, historical sociology, dialectical materialism, and even the odd bit of survey research. 
Three (?) Great Debates
Methods of analysis have been used to demarcate the warring sides in the "great debates" that have raged throughout the discipline. The first great debate involved disagreements between advocates of "realism" and "idealism" during the period between the world wars. Idealists were said (by the realists who later won this debate) to advocate an unrealistic level of reliance upon international law and institutions, whereas "realists" saw themselves as having a more practical orientation to the real problems of foreign policy that governmental officials must confront, given the anarchical nature of the international system or the problematic sources of human behavior. These self-described realists denounced as irrelevant any concern with moral or ethical philosophy and denied any meaningful role for international institutions, save as a mechanism through which the Great Powers pursued their own national interests.

The “second great debate” took place in the 1950s and 1960s as part of the general “behavioral revolution” in the social sciences. In this debate the upstarts were those seeking to subject age-old suppositions to systematic empirical testing. Later adherents to this side also emphasized the need to build rigorous mathematical models, but until recent years there was considerable tension between the modelers and the empirical researchers. Left behind were traditional scholars steeped in the history and culture of particular countries. But, of course, this type of work continued to be influential, especially among the policymaking community, which was far less enamored of the merits of self-consciously scientific modes of analysis.

There have been at least two versions of IR’s “third great debate” (see Steve Smith, 1995). In the 1970s students of transnational politics foresaw the imminent obsolescence of the nation-state; die-hards begged to differ. By an indirect path aspects of this confrontation later mutated into the neorealist versus neoliberal institutionalist debate, but the original debate over the obsolescence of the state lives on in the globalization literature. In the meantime, the mantle of “third great debate” got passed on to postmodern critics of the “positivist” social scientists who had won both of the first two debates. This debates still rages today (see discussion of paradigms below).

Three (?) Subfields. 

For purposes of designing and evaluating our Ph.D. preliminary examinations in international relations, our department's IR faculty have, somewhat arbitrarily but at least consistently, divided the field into three major sub-fields (in addition to a generic, all-encompassing area of IR theory). These “local” subfields are (1) conflict or security studies, (2) international political economy, and (3) foreign policy analysis or comparative foreign policy. Not all of our graduate seminars fit neatly into any one of these categories, but that befits the cross-subfield nature of the work that many of us are pursuing. And since similar distinctions are often made in job descriptions, these labels help our students define themselves with regard to the rest of the field.

For various reasons, members of the International Studies Association have divided themselves up into a series of sections specializing in different topics. Membership in multiple sections is permissible, but the costs (in yearly fees) do mount up pretty quickly. And the number of members in sections does seem to have some effect on the distribution of panel time at yearly conferences. There was, of course, no master plan guiding the creation of these self-defined sections, but they do reflect some sort of a behavioral process of self-selection and sorting. (For more details on these sections, see http://www.isanet.org/sections.html.)

Active Learning

Comparative Interdisciplinary Studies

Diplomatic Studies

Environmental Studies

Ethnicity, Nationalism, and Migration

Feminist Theory and Gender Studies

Foreign Policy Analysis

Global Development

Intelligence Studies

International Communication

International Education

International Ethics

International Law

International Organization

International Political Economy

International Political Sociology

International Security Studies

Peace Studies

Post-Communist States in International Relations

Scientific Study of International Processes

Women's Caucus

Three (?) Paradigms. 

Oh, by the way, three particular configurations of these various categories (out of the unimaginably many possible combinations that could be used) have each come to take on an identity of their own. Of particular importance to the student of IR is something known as "realism," which is said to consist of the following combination of presuppositions or predispositions: a focus on the “high politics” of security policy, as enacted by sovereign states (national governments with the power to act independently), in an anarchical international system unable to constrain their behavior (that it tends to reproduce a balance of power in nearly all circumstances, basically by punishing leaders who exhibit undue concern with morality). It's fair to say that realists are obsessed with power, in all of its many different (but related?) manifestations. E.H. Carr differentiates among military power, economic power, and "power over opinion." For Morgenthau, the list of factors relevant to the measurement of power is, quite simply, endless.

Not all realists focus on the same level of analysis. A few diehards see the basic problem as one of human nature (Morgenthau) but in recent years the anarchic international system has come to have special resonance for neorealists (Waltz). But, when push comes to shove, virtually all realists are primarily concerned with giving policy advice to the foreign policy elites. Thus, they must not really mean it when they claim that structure determines behavior.

Realism's major opponent, "liberalism" is not so easily defined, since it encompasses a wide range of configurations in which one or more of realism's "defining" characteristics are changed. Of course, that leaves an incredibly large number of possible combinations, not all of which could conceivably be assigned to a single category. But many of these combinations do adhere together, at least partially. If there is a liberal core, it focuses on individual or group efforts to gain political rights and tangible economic rewards. As a consequence, this “paradigm” tends to be an inclusive one, denying that “low politics,” public opinion, domestic regime types, non-governmental organizations, non-state actors, international institutions, or moral considerations (of international law and human rights, etc.) can be as easily dismissed as the “realists” presume. 

All this created the need for a third paradigm, to collect together the most useful combinations left out of the first two paradigms. The name of this third, residual, paradigm has changed over the years. When I began graduate school it was still often known as "Marxist" or "neomarxist," but the terms "globalist" or "radical approaches" seemed more accurate (see Viotti and Kauppi). More recently this residual category has taken on a new lease of life, with self-righteous proclamations of the impending victory of "constructivism" in which primary importance is attached to ideas, norms, and moral considerations (see Wendt). But this term itself encompasses too many disparate ideas to be usefully treated together, which is exactly the same problem confronting the terms realism and liberalism. Still, it seems we are stuck with these paradigms, or at least with the assurance that whatever they may be called, for some reason we need three of them. 

But have no fear; there will always be some proto-paradigm waiting in the wings for its own shot at the big time. For example, some adherents of the "English School" still follow the example of Martin Wight and Hedley Bull in assigning to themselves top-three status. Others have claimed that "critical theory" should be crowned the next new thing. If constructivism falters, who knows who will be the next contender?

Finally, no guide to IR theory would be complete without noticing the peculiar ubiquity of the prefix “neo,” as in neorealism, neoliberal institutionalism, neofunctionalism, neomarxism, etc. Widespread use of this prefix demonstrates that even years after a particular approach has been discredited, it is often found to have some continuing value by subsequent researchers. With just a little tweaking just about any dead paradigm can be resurrected, to live and die another day.

Some Final Thoughts 

Let me conclude with my own take on all this. Frankly, I think it is most important for all of us to concentrate on just doing good research, using whatever interpretation or method of analysis best suits that particular question or policy issue. No one has to be a zealot just to do good social science. (It’s not rocket science, and it doesn’t have to be a religion either.) And when you make use of somebody else's ideas or techniques, cite them as individuals rather than consigning them to membership in some amorphous school or paradigm. Labels just get in the way.

References
Bull, Hedley. 1977. The Anarchical Society. New York: Columbia University Press.

Carr, Edward H., The Twenty Years’ Crisis: An Introduction to the Study of International Relations, 1964, Harper & Row [orig. published 1939]
Gourevitch, Peter. 1982. "The Second Image Reversed," International Organization, 1982, 32: 881-912.

Morgenthau, Hans. 1978. Politics Among Nations, 5th edition, revised. New York: Knopf (or any other edition).

Oxford Companion to American Law , editor in chief Kermit L. Hall ; editors David S. Clark et al., 2002, Oxford University Press.
Putnam, Robert D. 1988. "Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two-Level Games." International Organization 42:427-460.

Rosenau, James N. 1990. Turbulence in World Politics. Princeton University Press.

Russett, Bruce and Harvey Starr. 1989. World Politics: The Menu for Choice, 3rd edition, New York: Freeman.

Singer, J. David. 1961. The Level-of-Analysis Problem in International Relations, in K. Knorr and S. Verba, eds., The International System: Theoretical Essays, Princeton: Princeton University Press, pp. 77-92; reprinted in J.N. Rosenau, ed., International Politics and Foreign Policy, revised edition, New York: Free Press, 1969, pp. 20-29.

Smith, Steve. 1995. "The Self-Images of a Discipline: A Genealogy of International Relations Theory", in Ken Booth and Steve Smith, eds., International Relations Theory Today, 1995, pp. 1-37
Viotti, Paul, and Mark Kauppi, eds. International Relations Theory: Realism, Pluralism, Globalism, three editions (thus far)
Waltz, Kenneth N. 1959. Man, the State, and War. New York: Columbia University Press.

Waltz, Kenneth N. 1979. Theory of International Politics. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.

Wendt, Alexander. 1992. "Anarchy is What States Make of It: The Social Construction of Power Politics," International Organization, 46: 391-425. 

Wendt, Alexander. 1999. Social Theory of International Politics, Cambridge Univ. Press.
Wight, Martin. 1996. International Theory: The Three Traditions, London : Leicester University Press for the Royal Institute of International Affairs, 1996.
PAGE  
6

