


Instructors:
Your time is valuable.
We’re here for you!

For use in: Blackboard, Canvas, Brightspace by Desire2Learn (D2L), and Moodle

SAGE COURSEPACKS: OUR CONTENT TAILORED TO YOUR LMS

We make it easy to import our quality instructor and student content into 

your school’s learning management system (LMS).

• NO NEW SYSTEM to learn

•  INTUITIVE AND SIMPLE to use

• Allows you to CUSTOMIZE COURSE CONTENT to meet your students’ needs

• A variety of high-quality assessment questions and multimedia ASSIGNMENTS 

TO SELECT FROM

• NO REQUIRED ACCESS CODES

CONTACT YOUR SAGE SALES REPRESENTATIVE TO LEARN MORE: 

sagepub.com/fi ndmyrep



SAGE Outcomes:

Measure Results, 
Track Success
FOR STUDENTS, understanding the 

objectives for each chapter and the 

goals for the course is essential for 

getting the grade you deserve!

This title was crafted around specifi c chapter objectives and course outcomes, vetted 

by experts, and adapted from renowned syllabi. Tracking student progress can be 

challenging. Promoting and achieving success should never be. We are here for you.

Want to see how these outcomes tie in with this book’s chapter-level objectives? 

Visit us at edge.sagepub.com/nau7e for complete outcome-to-objective mapping.

FOR INSTRUCTORS, being able to 

track your students’ progress allows 

you to more easily pinpoint areas of 

improvement and report on success. 

ARTICULATE the foundations of international relations, including its history, 

theories, key constructs, and commonly used analogies. 

EVALUATE issues related to war, terrorism, and 

other forms of confl ict, including causes, 

consequences, and prevention.

RECOGNIZE the infl uences on and impact 

of economic issues, including debt and 

investment, development, currency 

exchange, and trade.

ANALYZE important current questions 

in international relations, including 

those related to human rights, 

international law, and the environment.

COURSE OUTCOMES FOR INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS:



PERSPECTIVES ON  
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

Seventh Edition



Amazon
 R.

M
ississip

p
i R

.

M
issouri R

.

       Great Lakes

Great Bear
Lake

Lake
Winnipeg

Lake
Titicaca

Great Slave
Lake

Lake
Athabasca

Great Salt
Lake

Caribbean

Sea

Hudson

Bay

Ba�n

Bay

Gulf of

Alaska

Beaufort

Sea

Gulf of

Mexico

Bering

Sea

Labrador

Sea

Ross Sea

Amundsen Sea

Bellingshausen

Sea

Weddell

Sea

Tasman

 Sea

PACIFIC     OCEAN

ARCTIC     OCEAN

ATLANTIC

OCEAN

Equator

French Guiana (Fr.)

Greenland

(Den.)

Western
Sahara

HaitiJamaica

Cuba

The Bahamas

Panama

Costa Rica

Nicaragua

Honduras

El Salvador
Guatemala

Belize

Trinidad & Tobago

Antigua & Barbuda
Dom. Rep.

Barbados
Grenada

DominicaSt. Lucia
St. Vincent &

Grenadines

St. Kitts & Nevis

Canada

United States

Brazil

Mexico

Venezuela

Colombia

Peru

Bolivia

Paraguay

Uruguay

Chile

Argentina

Russia

Sierra Leone

Guinea-
Bissau

The Gambia

Tonga

Samoa

Ecuador

Suriname
Guyana

Fiji

Vanuatu Tuvalu

Nauru

Kiribati

Marshall
Islands

New
Zealand

Cabo
Verde

Antarctica

Middle East
and North Africa 

North
America

Latin America
and the Caribbean



Yan
gt
ze R.

Yellow
 R.

 N
ile R

.

Len
a R.

G
anges R.

Volga  R.

L. Victoria

L. Nyasa

L. Tanganyika

Lake
Baikal

Lake
Balkhash

Ross

Sea

North

Sea

Barents

Sea

Bay of
Bengal

Sea
of

Japan

East

China

Sea

Sea of

  Okhotsk

South

China

 Sea

Philippine

Sea

Great

Australian

Bight

Coral

 Sea

Tasman

 Sea

   Prydz

Bay

Black Sea

R
ed

   Se
a

Aral Sea

Caspian
Sea

Arabian

Sea

Mediterranean                 Sea

Kara Sea Laptev Sea

East

Siberian Sea

ARCTIC     OCEAN

INDIAN     OCEAN

ATLANTIC

OCEAN

PACIFIC

OCEAN

Equator

Western
Sahara

Ireland

United
Kingdom

Estonia

Latvia

Poland

Czechia Ukraine

Romania

Bulgaria

Moldova

Italy

Switz.

Slovakia

Hun.
Cro.Slov. Serbia

Mac.

Kos.
Alb.

Mont.
Bos. & Her.

Aust.

Germany
Neth.

Denmark

Bel.

France

Spain
Portugal

Monaco
Andorra

San Marino

Malta

Norway

Sweden

Finland

Liech.
Lux.

Belarus

Lithuania

Turkey

IranIraq

Kazakhstan

Saudi
Arabia

Pakistan

AfghanistanMorocco

Algeria
Libya

Egypt

Sudan

South
Sudan

Chad
NigerMali

Mauritania

Nigeria

DR of Congo

Madagascar

Ethiopia

Zambia

Somalia
Kenya

Tanzania

Namibia

Angola

South
Africa

Zimbabwe

Mozambique

India

Russia

Mongolia

China
Japan

Philippines

Malaysia

Timor-Leste

Palau

Taiwan

Solomon
Islands

Brunei

Singapore

Cambodia

Vietnam

South
Korea

Thailand

North
Korea

LaosMyanmar

Bangladesh

Bhutan

Nepal

Sri
Lanka

Maldives

Seychelles

Mauritius

eSwatini

Lesotho

Burundi

Uganda

Botswana

Comoros

Senegal

Congo

Gabon

Burkina
Faso

Guinea

Cameroon

Malawi

Rwanda

Central
African Rep.

Benin
Ghana

Togo
Eq. Guinea

Côte
d'IvoireLiberia

Sierra Leone

Guinea-
Bissau

The Gambia

Tunisia

Eritrea Yemen

Oman

Tajikistan

Kyrgyzstan

Turkmenistan

Uzbekistan

Azerbaijan

Djibouti

Armenia
Georgia

Bahrain

U.A.E.

Qatar

Kuwait
Jordan

Syria

Israel
Lebanon

Cyprus

Iceland

Papua
New Guinea

IndonesiaSão Tomé
and Príncipe

Australia

Federated States
of Micronesia

Greece

Antarctica

Australia and
New Zealand

East Asia,
Southeast Asia,
and the Paci�c

Russia and Central Asia

Sub-Saharan
Africa

Europe

South and
Southwest

Asia



Sara Miller McCune founded SAGE Publishing in 1965 to support 

the dissemination of usable knowledge and educate a global 

community. SAGE publishes more than 1000 journals and over 

600 new books each year, spanning a wide range of subject areas. 

Our growing selection of library products includes archives, data, 

case studies and video. SAGE remains majority owned by our 

founder and after her lifetime will become owned by a charitable 

trust that secures the company’s continued independence.

Los Angeles | London | New Delhi | Singapore | Washington DC | Melbourne



PERSPECTIVES ON 
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

Power, Institutions, and Ideas

Seventh Edition

Henry R. Nau

George Washington University



FOR INFORMATION:

CQ Press

An Imprint of SAGE Publications, Inc.

2455 Teller Road

Thousand Oaks, California 91320

E-mail: order@sagepub.com

SAGE Publications Ltd.

1 Oliver’s Yard

55 City Road

London EC1Y 1SP

United Kingdom

SAGE Publications India Pvt. Ltd.

B 1/I 1 Mohan Cooperative Industrial Area

Mathura Road, New Delhi 110 044

India

SAGE Publications Asia-Paci�c Pte. Ltd.

18 Cross Street #10-10/11/12

China Square Central

Singapore 048423

Copyright © 2021 by CQ Press, an Imprint of SAGE Publications, 
Inc. CQ Press is a registered trademark of Congressional  
Quarterly Inc.

All rights reserved. Except as permitted by U.S. copyright law, no 
part of this work may be reproduced or distributed in any form or 
by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without 
permission in writing from the publisher.

All third party trademarks referenced or depicted herein are 
included solely for the purpose of illustration and are the property 
of their respective owners. Reference to these trademarks in 
no way indicates any relationship with, or endorsement by, the 
trademark owner.

Printed in Canada

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Nau, Henry R., author.  

Title: Perspectives on international relations : power, institutions, 
and ideas / Henry R. Nau, George Washington University.  

Description: 7th edition. | Thousand Oaks, California : CQ Press/
Sage, [2021] | Includes bibliographical references and index. 

Identi�ers: LCCN 2019034439 | ISBN 9781544374390 (paperback) |  
ISBN 9781071801550 (loose-leaf) | ISBN 9781544374376 (epub) | 
ISBN 9781544374369 (epub) | ISBN 9781544374383 (pdf)  

Subjects: LCSH: International relations. | World politics. 

Classi�cation: LCC JZ1305 .N34 2021 | DDC 327.101—dc23 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019034439

This book is printed on acid-free paper.

20 21 22 23 24 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Acquisitions Editor: Anna Villarruel

Content Development Editors: Sarah Calabi, Scott Harris

Editorial Assistant: Lauren Younker

Production Editor: Tracy Buyan

Copy Editor: Mark Bast

Typesetter: C&M Digitals (P) Ltd.

Proofreader: Sally Jaskold

Indexer: Maria Sosnowski

Cover Designer: Janet Kiesel

Marketing Manager: Jennifer Jones



BRIEF CONTENTS

Figures, Maps, Parallel Timelines, and Tables xix 

Preface xxiii

Acknowledgments xxix

About the Author xxxii

Introduction  • Why We Disagree about International Relations 1

Chapter 1  • How to Think about International Relations:  

Perspectives, Levels of Analysis, and Causal Arrows 23

PART I • HISTORICAL PATTERNS 68

Chapter 2  • World War I: World on Fire 71

Chapter 3 • World War II: Why Did War Happen Again? 99

Chapter 4 • The Origins and End of the Cold War 131

PART II • THE CONTEMPORARY  
INTERNATIONAL SYSTEM 172

Chapter 5 • Realist Perspectives on Today’s World: Unipolarity,  

Rising Powers, Asymmetric Warfare, and Ethnic Conflicts 175

Chapter 6 • Liberal Perspectives on Today’s World: Collective  

Security, Multilateral Diplomacy, Interdependence, and 

International Institutions 213

Chapter 7 • Identity Perspectives on Today’s World: Democracy,  

Religion, Nationalism, and Human Rights 263

PART III • GLOBALIZATION AND CHANGE 302

Chapter 8 • Realist and Liberal Perspectives on Globalization: Security, 

Domestic Economy, Trade, Investment, and Finance 305

Chapter 9 • Identity Perspectives on Globalization: Development and 

Environment 351



Chapter 10 • Critical Theory Perspectives on Globalization: Inequality, 

Imperialism, and Injustice 409

Conclusion • Applying Perspectives and Levels of Analysis:  

The Case of the Democratic Peace 431

Glossary of Key Concepts 441

Notes 448

Index 464



DETAILED CONTENTS

Figures, Maps, Parallel Timelines, and Tables xix 

Preface xxiii

Acknowledgments xxix

About the Author xxxii

Introduction • Why We Disagree about International Relations 1

The Crisis in Syria 1

Some of the Facts 1

Sorting Out the Facts 3

Different Causes or Explanations 5

The Roles of Perspectives, Levels of Analysis, and Causal Arrows 9

The Role of History 12

The Role of Methods 13

Rationalist versus Constructivist 14

Correlation, Causation, and Process Tracing 15

Counterfactual Reasoning 15

Is One Perspective or Method Best? 15

The Role of Judgment 17

The Role of Ethics and Morality 17

Relativist Values 18

Universal Values 18

Pragmatic Values 19

Moral Choice 19

Summary 20

Key Concepts 20

Study Questions 20

Chapter 1 • How to Think about International Relations:  

Perspectives, Levels of Analysis, and Causal Arrows 23

The Attacks of September 11 23

Realist: Weak versus Strong at Different Levels of Analysis 23

Liberal: Failed Relationships at Different Levels of Analysis 25

Identity: Democratic Reform of Governments at Different Levels of Analysis 25

Critical Theory: Pervasive Violence at Different Levels of Analysis 26

Prisoner’s Dilemma 27

The Prisoner’s Dilemma from the Realist Perspective 28

The Prisoner’s Dilemma from the Liberal Perspective 29

The Prisoner’s Dilemma from the Identity Perspective 33



The Realist Perspective 35

Anarchy and Self-Help 35

State Actors and Sovereignty 36

Power 36

Security Dilemma 38

Balance of Power 38

Alliances and Polarity 39

War 40

The Liberal Perspective 42

Reciprocity and Interdependence 44

Technological Change and Modernization: Nongovernmental Organizations 44

Diplomacy 45

Cooperation and Bargaining 45

Collective Goods 46

International Institutions 47

International Law 48

The Identity Perspective 49

Ideas and the Construction of Identities 51

Constructivism 52

Anarchy Is What States Make of It 53

Relative Identities 53

Distribution of Identities 55

Democratic Peace 56

Other Identity Approaches 57

Feminism 59

Critical Theory Perspectives 60

Marxism 60

Postmodernism 61

Levels of Analysis 62

Systemic Level of Analysis 63

Domestic Level of Analysis 63

Individual Level of Analysis 64

Foreign Policy Level of Analysis 65

Causal Arrows 65

Key Concepts 67

Study Questions 67

PART I • HISTORICAL PATTERNS 68

Chapter 2 • World War I: World on Fire 71

Europe in 1914 71

Realist Explanations 74

The Rise of German Power 75

Power Balancing: Triple Entente and Triple Alliance 77

Rigid Alliances and Preemptive War 78

Future Balances and Preventive War 79

Power Transition and Hegemonic Decline 80

Cartelized Domestic Politics and German Aggression 81



Liberal Explanations 82

Secret Diplomacy: Bismarck 83

Clumsy Diplomacy: Wilhelm II 85

Misperceptions and Mobilization Plans 85

The Last Move 86

Weak Domestic Institutions 87

Insufficient Interdependence: Trade and the Hague Conferences 88

Identity Explanations 90

Militant and Racist Nationalism 90

Liberal Nationalism 91

Socialist Nationalism 91

Social Darwinism 92

Critical Theory Explanations 93

Summary 95

Key Concepts 95

Study Questions 95

Chapter 3 • World War II: Why Did War Happen Again? 99

Causes of Madness 99

Liberal Accounts 101

Collective Security, Not Balance of Power 101

The League of Nations 103

Why the League of Nations Failed 105

Realist Accounts 109

Versailles Treaty 109

Rapallo and Locarno 110

Germany Expands 111

Another Two-Front War 111

Japan and the Pacific War 112

Why Don’t Hegemons Stop? 115

Role of Misperceptions in Realist Accounts 117

Identity Matters 119

Cultural Nationalism 120

Liberal and Social Democracy 121

American Exceptionalism 122

Communist Nationalism 123

Fascist and Racist Nationalism 123

Ideological Constructions and Chasms 124

Critical Theory Perspective 126

Summary 128

Key Concepts 128

Study Questions 128

Chapter 4 • The Origins and End of the Cold War 131

The Long Telegram 131

Snapshot of the Cold War 133

Realist Explanations 135



How the Cold War Started 135

How the Cold War Expanded 139

How the Cold War Ended 148

Identity Explanations 151

How Ideas Started the Cold War 152

How Ideas Ended the Cold War 155

Liberal Explanations 159

United Nations 159

Truman’s Blundering Diplomacy 160

NATO and the European Community 162

Cuban Missile Crisis from a Liberal Perspective 163

Détente and the Helsinki Accords 164

The Information Revolution and the End of the Cold War 167

Critical Theory Perspective 168

Summary 170

Key Concepts 170

Study Questions 171

PART II • THE CONTEMPORARY  
INTERNATIONAL SYSTEM 172

Chapter 5 • Realist Perspectives on Today’s World:  

Unipolarity, Rising Powers, Asymmetric Warfare, and Ethnic Conflicts 175

Unipolarity 176

Power Transition Realists 177

Power Balancing Realists 178

Nationalist Realists 178

Hegemony versus Equilibrium 179

Multipolarity 181

Rising Powers 182

Alliances 188

Military Interventions 190

Asymmetric Warfare 194

Terrorism 194

Cyber Warfare 197

State Sovereignty, Decision Making, and Ethnic Conflicts 199

Sovereignty 200

Foreign Policy Decision-Making Process 201

Ethnic Conflict 205

Partition: Two-State Arab–Israeli Solution 206

Summary 209

Key Concepts 210

Study Questions 210



Chapter 6 • Liberal Perspectives on Today’s World:  

Collective Security, Multilateral Diplomacy, Interdependence,  

and International Institutions 213

Collective Security 216

The First Persian Gulf War 217

Somalia and Rwanda 219

Libya 220

Multilateral Diplomacy 222

Peaceful Conflict Resolution: Oslo Accords 222

Legitimacy: Bosnia and Kosovo 224

Bargaining: 2003 Iraq War 225

No Use of Force: Syria 227

Disarmament and Arms Control 228

Interdependence 231

Economic Interdependence 231

Social Interdependence 233

International Institutions 237

United Nations 237

International Economic Institutions 242

International Law and Courts 247

Regional Institutions 250

European Union 251

Asian Regional Institutions 259

Summary 260

Key Concepts 260

Study Questions 261

Chapter 7 • Identity Perspectives on Today’s World: Democracy,  

Religion, Nationalism, and Human Rights 263

Democracy 265

End of History 265

Democracy in the Middle East 268

Arab Spring 270

Resurgence of Authoritarianism 273

Religion 275

Clash of Civilizations 275

Religion Trumps Democracy 278

Islam and the Muslim World 278

The Future of the West and Radical Islam 280

Nationalism 283

What Is Nationalism? 284

Populism 285

Constructing Identities 286

Nation Building: Iraq and Afghanistan 288



Human Rights 290

Universal Human Rights 291

UN Human Rights Commission/Council 293

Convention on Women’s Rights 294

Convention on the Rights of the Child 294

European Human Rights Regime 295

Other Regional Human Rights Regimes 297

Summary 299

Key Concepts 300

Study Questions 300

PART III • GLOBALIZATION AND CHANGE 302

Chapter 8 • Realist and Liberal Perspectives on  

Globalization: Security, Domestic Economy, Trade,  

Investment, and Finance 305

Snapshot of Globalization 306

Security and Economics 308

Domestic Economic Policies 310

Macroeconomic Policies 310

Microeconomic Policies 313

Trade 314

Specialization and the Division of Labor 315

Comparative Advantage 316

Exceptions to Unrestricted Trade 317

Strategic Trade Theory 318

Trade and Jobs 320

Trade Negotiations 325

Trade Wars 326

Investment 328

Resource-Based Foreign Investments 329

Manufacturing Foreign Investments 330

Service-Sector Foreign Investments 333

Multinational Corporations 334

Immigration Policies 335

Finance 336

Exchange Rates 337

Currency Markets 338

Balance of Payments 339

Debt Markets 341

Global Financial Crisis 342

Eurozone Crisis 345

Summary 347

Key Concepts 348

Study Questions 348



Chapter 9 • Identity Perspectives on Globalization:  

Development and Environment 351

Asia 356

Economic Miracle 356

Stable Governments in an Unstable Region 358

Sound Economic Policies 360

Export-Led Development 361

Limits to Export-Led Growth 362

Asian Values 364

Latin America 365

Lost Decade 366

Early Decolonization and Unstable Governments 368

Import Substitution Policies 370

Opening Markets 371

Social Inequality 373

Sub-Saharan Africa 375

Poor and Divided Continent 376

Political Reforms 377

Economic Reforms 380

Human Development 382

Millennium Initiative and Foreign Aid 383

Middle East and North Africa 385

Political Reforms/Regional Peace Settlements 387

Resource (Oil) Curse 388

Women in Muslim Societies 389

Environment 391

Population 391

Resources 394

Pollution and Global Warming 397

Pandemics 401

Summary 405

Key Concepts 406

Study Questions 406

Chapter 10 • Critical Theory Perspectives on Globalization:  

Inequality, Imperialism, and Injustice 409

Colonialism and Imperialism 412

Dependency 414

World Systems 416

Multinational Corporations and Exploitation of Labor 418

Marginalized Minorities: Global Injustice 421

Persisting Global Inequality 424

Summary 428

Key Concepts 428

Study Questions 428



Conclusion • Applying Perspectives and Levels of Analysis:  

The Case of the Democratic Peace 431

Evidence 432

Explanations 434

Summary 438

Coda 439

Key Concepts 439

Study Questions 440

Glossary of Key Concepts 441

Notes 448

Index 464



xix

FIGURES, MAPS, PARALLEL 

TIMELINES, AND TABLES

FIGURES

Intro-1  What Level of Analysis Do the Causes of the Con�ict with ISIS Come From? 4

Intro-2  What Perspective (Cause) Is Driving the Outcomes of the Con�ict with ISIS? 5

Intro-3  �e Cause of the ISIS Con�ict According to the Realist Perspective,  

Systemic Level of Analysis 6

Intro-4 �e Cause of the ISIS Con�ict According to the Identity Perspective  

(Religion), Domestic Level of Analysis 7

Intro-5  �e Cause of the ISIS Con�ict According to the Realist Perspective,  

Individual Level of Analysis 7

Intro-6  �e Cause of the ISIS Con�ict According to the Liberal Perspective,  

Regional Level of Analysis 8

Intro-7  �e Cause of the ISIS Con�ict According to the Identity Perspective  

(Democracy), Domestic Level of Analysis 8

Intro-8  Perspectives and Levels of Analysis: A Synopsis 11

Intro-9  How One �inks about International Relations 20

1-1  �e Causes of the 9/11 Attacks: From the Realist Perspective 24

1-2  �e Causes of the 9/11 Attacks: From the Liberal Perspective 25

1-3  �e Causes of the 9/11 Attacks: From the Identity Perspective 26

1-4  �e Causes of the 9/11 Attacks: From the Critical �eory Perspective 27

1-5  Causal Arrows: �e Realist View 29

1-6  Causal Arrows: �e Liberal View 33

1-7  Causal Arrows: �e Identity View 34

1-8  �e Realist Worldview 42

1-9  �e Liberal Worldview 49

1-10 �e Identity Worldview 57

2-1  �e Causes of World War I: �e Realist Perspective and Levels of Analysis 82

2-2  �e Causes of World War I: �e Liberal Perspective and Levels of Analysis 89

2-3  �e Causes of World War I: �e Identity Perspective and Levels of Analysis 93

2-4  �e Causes of World War I: �e Critical �eory Perspective and  

Levels of Analysis 94

3-1  �e Causes of World War II: �e Liberal Perspective and Levels of Analysis 108

3-2  �e Causes of World War II: �e Realist Perspective and Levels of Analysis 118

3-3  �e Causes of World War II: �e Identity Perspective and Levels of Analysis 126

3-4  �e Causes of World War II: �e Critical �eory Perspective and  

Levels of Analysis 127



xx  Perspectives on International Relations

4-1  �e Causes of the Origins and Expansion of the Cold War:  

�e Realist Perspective and Levels of Analysis 148

4-2  �e Buildup of Nuclear Warheads, United States and Russia, 1945–1990 150

4-3  �e Causes of the End of the Cold War: �e Realist Perspective  

and Levels of Analysis 151

4-4  �e Causes of the Origins of the Cold War: �e Identity  

Perspective and Levels of Analysis 156

4-5  �e Causes of the End of the Cold War: �e Identity  

Perspective and Levels of Analysis 159

4-6  �e Causes of the Origins of the Cold War: �e Liberal  

Perspective and Levels of Analysis 165

4-7  �e Causes of the End of the Cold War: �e Liberal  

Perspective and Levels of Analysis 168

4-8  �e Causes of the Origins and End of the Cold War: �e  

Critical �eory Perspective and Levels of Analysis 169

5-1  Unipolarity: �e Realist Perspective and Levels of Analysis 181

5-2  Rising China 183

5-3  Multipolarity: �e Realist Perspective and Levels of Analysis 193

5-4  Global Terrorist Attacks, 1970–2017 196

5-5  Asymmetric Warfare: �e Realist Perspective and Levels of Analysis 199

5-6  Sovereignty, Decision Making, and Ethnic Con�ict: �e Realist  

Perspective and Levels of Analysis 209

6-1  �e Growth of Liberal Institutions 215

6-2  Collective Security in Today’s World: �e Liberal Perspective  

and Levels of Analysis 222

6-3  Multilateral Diplomacy in Today’s World: �e Liberal Perspective  

and Levels of Analysis 230

6-4  Sampling of Transnational NGOs, by Field or Mission Focus 235

6-5  Interdependence in Today’s World: �e Liberal Perspective and  

Levels of Analysis 236

6-6  �e United Nations: Key Institutions 237

6-7  International Institutions in Today’s World: �e Liberal Perspective  

and Levels of Analysis 250

6-8  �e European Union: Key Institutions 258

6-9  Regional Institutions in Today’s World: �e Liberal Perspective  

and Levels of Analysis 260

7-1  Freedom in Muslim-Majority Countries versus World Countries 270

7-2  Having a Democratic Political System Is . . . 271

7-3  Democracy in Today’s World: �e Identity Perspective and Levels of Analysis 274

7-4  Religion in Today’s World: �e Identity Perspective and Levels of Analysis 283

7-5  Nationalism in Today’s World: �e Identity Perspective and Levels of Analysis 290

7-6  Human Rights in Today’s World: �e Identity Perspective and  

Levels of Analysis 299

8-1  Globalization: Go with the Flow 307

8-2  Wages of U.S. Trading Partners as a Share of U.S. Wages, Manufacturing 322



Figures, Maps, Parallel Timelines, and Tables   xxi

8-3  Manufacturing Wages in China on the Rise 323

8-4  Key Issues in Trade: �e Realist and Liberal Perspectives and Levels of Analysis 327

8-5  Foreign Direct Investment In�ows: Global and by Group of  

Economies, 1990–2018 331

8-6  Key Issues in Investment: �e Realist and Liberal Perspectives  

and Levels of Analysis 336

8-7  Key Issues in Finance: �e Realist and Liberal Perspectives  

and Levels of Analysis 347

9-1  Key Factors in Asian Development: �e Identity Perspective  

and Levels of Analysis 365

9-2  Key Factors in Latin American Development: �e Identity  

Perspective and Levels of Analysis 374

9-3  Key Factors in Sub-Saharan African Development: �e Identity  

Perspective and Levels of Analysis 385

9-4  Key Factors in MENA Development: �e Identity Perspective  

and Levels of Analysis 390

9-5  Projected Energy Consumption, 2015–2050 395

9-6  Key Factors in the Environment: �e Identity Perspective  

and Levels of Analysis 405

10-1  Critical �eory Perspective on Globalization: Globalization as  

Consequence, Not Cause 411

10-2  �e Causes of Globalization and Development: �e Critical �eory  

Perspective and Levels of Analysis 427

MAPS

2-1  Europe prior to German Uni�cation in 1871 75

2-2  Europe and Germany in 1914 76

3-1  Germany before World War II, 1938 110

3-2  Germany and Occupied Territories, 1942 113

3-3  Japan and Japanese-Controlled Territories, 1942 114

4-1  �e Division of Berlin 136

4-2  �e Korean War, 1950–1953 145

4-3  Laos, Cambodia, North and South Vietnam 147

5-1  China’s Nine-Dash Line 184

5-2  Paci�c Island Chains 185

5-3  Russia, Crimea, and Ukraine 186

5-4  Kaliningrad 187

5-5  Israel 208

5-6  Palestinian Territories 208

6-1  Iraq War 218

7-1  Freedom in the World 267

7-2  �e Clash of Civilizations 277



xxii  Perspectives on International Relations

9-1  Global Development: Country GDP (PPP) per Capita 352

9-2  Income Distribution: Persistent Inequalities and New Opportunities 353

9-3  Asia’s Regions 357

9-4  Latin America’s Regions 366

9-5  Sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East and North Africa Regions 376

9-6  Climate Vulnerability 402

10-1  Colonialism in the Modern World, circa 1900 413

Concl-1  Measures of the Democratic Peace: Democratization, Trade, and  

Participation in International Organizations 435

PARALLEL TIMELINES

2-1  Events Leading to World War I from Di�erent Perspectives 74

3-1  Events Leading to World War II from Di�erent Perspectives 102

4-1  Events Leading to the Origins and End of the Cold War 134

TABLES

1-1  Prisoner’s Dilemma: A Realist Game 28

1-2  Situation of Prisoner’s Dilemma from Liberal Perspective:  

Repeated Communications 30

1-3  Situation of Prisoner’s Dilemma from Liberal Perspective:  

Change Goals (Frustrate the Warden) 31

1-4  Situation of Prisoner’s Dilemma from Liberal Perspective:  

Change Payo�s (Increase Costs of Defection/Con�ict) 31

1-5  Situation of Prisoner’s Dilemma from Liberal Perspective:  

Change Payo�s (Reduce Costs of Cooperation) 32

1-6  Situation of Prisoner’s Dilemma from Identity Perspective:  

Change Identity 34

1-7  Relative and Shared National Identities 56

6-1  Lending and Spending: World Bank Expenditures (in USD Millions) 245

6-2  Membership in Key Regional Organizations 252

7-1  Human Rights: Key Indicators 292

8-1  Comparative Advantage 316

8-2  U.S. Balance of Payments, 2008 (in Billions of Dollars) 340

9-1  Comparing Development Experiences 405



xxiii

PREFACE

C
onfucius, the Chinese philosopher, once said, “To learn without thinking is in vain; 

to think without learning is dangerous.” Learning or knowing anything requires both 

thought and investigation, theory and facts.

I con�rmed Confucius’s insight when I took a break from teaching to serve in govern-

ment from 1975 to 1977 and again from 1981 to 1983. At that point, having spent a decade 

in the classroom, I thought I would learn at last about how policy was really made. I would 

have access to all the facts, even the secret ones kept by intelligence agencies, and I would 

understand how those facts relate to policy choices. My �rst awakening came when an o�cer 

from one of the intelligence agencies paid me a visit, not to give me the facts I so wanted, but 

to ask me which facts I might be interested in. Oh, I suddenly realized, “the facts” depend on 

what my questions are and what theory or ideas I might wish to test. Now I had to do some 

thinking. What did I really want to know? Well, of course, I wanted to know what was hap-

pening. But I didn’t have time to learn about what was happening everywhere, so I had to focus 

on certain areas and issues. And I wanted to know not just facts but what caused these facts. 

I learned subsequently that intelligence o�cers often do not agree on the facts, let alone on 

the interpretation or the causes of those facts. �ere is no one theory that explains policy, no 

one set of facts that de�nes any given situation objectively. �ere are many theories and many 

facts—far too many for me to take them all into account.

When I left the government, I understood better than ever that the policy world is not  

all that di�erent from the classroom. Both undertakings require theoretical commitment.  

You have to decide what you want to learn, what interests you. And that’s a function of 

your thinking—or perspective—and your values. And both undertakings require empirical 

e�ort. You assemble and investigate as many facts as you can, then you test your ideas against  

the facts. But, in the end, you make judgments about which questions and which answers 

make most sense. �e one big di�erence is that in the classroom you have more time to deliber-

ate and choose. In government, you have to act quickly because events move quickly and you 

lose the opportunity to in�uence outcomes if you wait too long. As a colleague once said to 

me, you consume thought in government; you accumulate it in the classroom.

�e idea for this textbook began the day I left government. I wanted to demonstrate for 

students the relationship between perspectives and facts in understanding international rela-

tions. It was a long way from there to here, but ultimately this book emerged through hap-

penstance and history.

�e happenstance part occurred when I began teaching a large introductory course in 

international relations a few years after leaving the government. I was eager to do this, but it 

also coincided with e�orts at George Washington University’s Elliott School of International 

A�airs to design a more coherent interdisciplinary introductory course for undergraduate 

majors in international a�airs. My task was to come up with a course that not only shepherded 

students through the nuts and bolts of world politics but also taught them how to look at 

world problems through di�erent disciplinary lenses. I knew a lot about economics and loved 
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history, and I had always considered my strengths to lie more on the conceptual than the meth-

odological side of political science, but was I ready for such a demanding task?

�e history part had to do with waiting until I was fully prepared to write this book. My 

academic research interests progressed over the years from a relatively narrow focus on the tech-

nological aspects of U.S. foreign policy and international a�airs to broader economic aspects 

and �nally, in the 1990s, to strategic and military aspects. As I broadened my focus, I taught 

the introductory course in increasingly bolder strokes, exposing students to alternative theo-

retical perspectives—the realist, liberal, and constructivist approaches in particular—as well as 

hefty doses of historical narrative and how economic policy mechanisms work in practice. I 

worried initially that the design expected too much of students. But I refused to underestimate 

young people and worked hard to simplify and illustrate complex issues, especially the role of 

perspectives, levels of analysis, and causal arrows. As a result, the text is full of examples that 

illustrate these concepts. Perspectives tell us which facts cause other facts to happen. For exam-

ple, did World War I happen because of Germany’s rising power or because of diplomatic mis-

understandings? Levels of analysis tell us where those facts are coming from. For example, did 

Germany’s vulnerable situation surrounded by other great powers matter more than Germany’s 

domestic politics? And causal arrows tell us how the facts interact. For example, did Germany’s 

rise in power cause the misunderstandings, or conversely, did diplomatic misunderstandings 

cause an irrational fear of German power?

To my joy, the students really cottoned to this approach. �ey grasped the big ideas and 

applied them, often bringing me newspaper articles to illustrate the di�erent perspectives, levels 

of analysis, and causal arrows. After �fteen years of teaching the introductory course and thirty 

years of broadening my research interests, happenstance and history came together, and I put 

pen to paper. Happily for me, and hopefully for students, too, this book is the fruit of that labor.

APPROACH OF THE BOOK

�e purpose of this book is to teach students how to think critically about international 

relations, not what to think about any speci�c international event. To that end, I apply the 

perspectives and levels of analysis as evenhandedly as possible, including the most recent 

constructivist perspectives, and I integrate the disciplines of history, economics, and political 

science into the analysis. Knowing that this material is both intrinsically interesting and 

challenging, I do my best to write in an uncomplicated and engaging style.

First and most importantly, the book integrates theory and facts. While most textbooks 

introduce theories in an opening chapter, they seldom apply or even mention those theories in 

subsequent chapters. Some start with a history chapter before they introduce theory, as if there 

is only one objective account of history. By contrast, I start with theories and illustrate them 

throughout the book using the student-friendly concept of perspectives. Perspectives tell us 

which facts are most important or causes of other facts. For example, realist perspectives point 

toward powerful actors and emphasize the distribution of power as the primary cause of world 

events, liberal perspectives focus on interactions and emphasize the rules and roles of institu-

tions as primary causes, and constructivist perspectives highlight ideas and how actors identify 

themselves and others as the principal causes.

Second, the book addresses multiple levels of analysis within each perspective. While per-

spectives highlight the causes of events, the levels of analysis highlight the location from which 
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these causes come: the individual or decision-making level; the country or domestic level; and 

the international system as a whole or the systemic level. �ere are multiple levels in between, 

such as the foreign policy level, which links domestic and systemic levels. I then use these two 

analytical devices of perspectives and levels of analysis to discuss and illuminate the di�er-

ent conclusions that scholars and students of international a�airs draw concerning historical 

events as well as contemporary issues.

Any serious study of international a�airs addresses simultaneously all perspectives (power, 

institutions, and ideas) and all levels of analysis (individual, domestic, and systemic). In fact, 

critical thinking demands that we apply multiple perspectives (hypotheses) to assess empiri-

cal evidence. For this purpose, I use a device called causal arrows. �e realist perspective, for 

example, emphasizes the causal role of power, but it does not ignore ideas; it just concludes that 

power is the primary cause of ideas—big powers think one way, small powers another. Similarly, 

liberalism does not ignore the balance of power; it just sees diplomacy and international institu-

tions as the primary means to constrain and eventually reduce the role of the balance of power 

in world a�airs. And constructivism does not diminish institutions or material power; it just 

sees identities and discourse as interpreting and giving meaning to material and institutional 

realities. �e causal arrows show which perspective (power, institutions, or ideas) and level of 

analysis are primary in in�uencing the others. A fourth perspective, critical theory, casts doubt 

on whether we can actually isolate the primary causes of events. It argues instead that events 

must be understood in the broadest historical context and are often caused by deep-seated 

forces that we can master only, if at all, by achieving new forms of self-consciousness, not by 

manipulating individual variables. Critical theory is a reminder that we may not be able to slice 

and dice reality into separable causes as our Western positivist or rationalist methods prescribe.

�ird, the book treats the principal realist, liberal, and constructivist or identity perspec-

tives evenhandedly. I avoid organizing the topics primarily around one perspective or level 

of analysis. Scholars often have a preference for one perspective or level of analysis. Some 

textbooks, for example, treat realism primarily from the systemic level of analysis, focusing on 

states, and liberalism primarily from the domestic level of analysis, focusing on democracy. 

�is shortchanges realism and loads the dice in favor of liberalism. Other texts start with 

“problems,” such as cooperation or war and peace, and assume we can know what a problem is 

before we have a theory or perspective of the world that tells us why it is a problem. Problems 

don’t just exist objectively; they are identi�ed by perspectives. Realism sees con�ict as the 

problem; liberalism sees cooperation as the problem; constructivism sees shared or separate 

identities as the problem. So any approach that starts with a problem winds up hiding rather 

than highlighting perspectives.

Students will encounter opinions throughout their lives that di�er from their own, and 

they need conceptual equipment to help them appreciate other opinions. One frightful piece 

of information from the American Institutes for Research tells us that only 38 percent of col-

lege graduates can successfully perform tasks such as comparing viewpoints in two newspaper 

editorials (see �omas Toch and Kevin Carey, “Where Colleges Don’t Excel,” Washington Post, 

April 6, 2007, A21). Somewhere, we as instructors are dropping the ball.

�us, this book does not start with the presumption that one perspective is best or that 

topics or problems can be listed without an understanding of the perspective from which these 

topics are considered to be important. Rather, I lead the student into di�erent worlds, looking 

at the same reality from di�erent angles. �is approach, I believe, is the essence of a liberal 

arts education, equipping students to think critically—that is, by alternatives—and to make 
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their own intellectual choices. I have my own preferences, to be sure, as does any other instruc-

tor, but I believe that all perspectives have a coherent logic and are supported by important 

evidence from history and contemporary world a�airs. �us, I strive to present the alternative 

perspectives not only accurately but also sympathetically.

Fourth, by taking into account more recent constructivist perspectives on international 

relations, the book updates the �eld. It includes the ideational or identity perspective. �is 

perspective emphasizes the causal role of ideas, belief systems, norms, values, speech acts, and 

social discourse in international a�airs. �ese factors a�ect the identities of actors and thus 

de�ne their material interests as well as their behavior in interactions and institutions. �e 

identity perspective revives the study of ideas in international a�airs, which was neglected for 

several decades when realist and liberal perspectives were favored.

Fifth, the book is genuinely interdisciplinary. It includes a good deal of history and econom-

ics. Too often in international a�airs we do not su�ciently understand other disciplines, or we 

simply append them to our instruction in a multidisciplinary rather than interdisciplinary fash-

ion. In this book, the student learns history and economics through the relevant political science 

concepts. For example, the student explores the major wars of the twentieth century through 

the realist concept of German uni�cation and the balance of power (World War I), the liberal 

concept of collective security and the League of Nations (World War II), and the identity con-

cept of relative political ideologies—communism and capitalism (the Cold War). Economics is 

also presented practically and historically. �e student sees the underlying concepts at work in 

day-to-day practices of globalization—for example, when an American consumer uses domestic 

tax cuts to purchase imports or borrows money to re�nance a mortgage from capital made avail-

able by China’s purchases of U.S. Treasury securities. Policies (including �scal and monetary) 

and concepts such as comparative advantage and strategic trade are explained through historical 

examples and disputes rather than through abstract formulas.

Sixth, this book reinforces an emerging trend toward less encyclopedic, more focused texts, 

but it does more than that by tying the discussion together with a coherent and central theme 

about how the world works from the vantage points of di�erent perspectives. �e book, in 

short, has a pedagogical “plot”; it is not just a series of “one-act plays” or topics. I hope that 

students will experience this book as an adventure, like a good novel or historical biography: 

inviting, evolving, and delivering insights that move the reader forward toward greater and 

greater understanding. If that happens, the book succeeds in educating as well as instructing 

and becomes potentially a reference work that students retain and revisit as they encounter 

international issues in more advanced courses and throughout their lives.

Seventh, and to this end, I employ a direct and engaging writing style that avoids profes-

sional jargon and textbook ennui. Students are easily bored by concepts and topics presented 

in an obligatory fashion, much like an endless list of addresses in a telephone book. �ey sense 

the di�erence between professional and pedantic instruction. �e prose in this book is profes-

sional yet light and, I hope, occasionally humorous. It seeks to reach a generation raised on the 

internet by enticing and entertaining as well as by teaching.

NEW TO THE SEVENTH EDITION

�e seventh edition has been streamlined throughout, but particularly in the early chapters. 

Most notably, the extended examination of the 9/11 terrorist attacks has been moved from 
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the Introduction into Chapter 1. Despite these changes, the book retains the deep historical 

coverage of World War I, World War II, and the Cold War, not only because that history is still 

relevant today but also because these wars provide such rich and illuminating cases of the way 

perspectives, levels of analysis, and causal arrows lead historians to disagree about the causes 

of these wars even when they look at the same facts. For those seeking additional historical 

material, a supplementary chapter on the period before World War I can be found at edge 

.sagepub.com/nau7e.

�e seventh edition also updates substantially the middle chapters of the book in Part II, 

which focuses on the contemporary international system. �e goal in these revisions has been 

to distinguish more clearly the features of the contemporary system that stand out from the 

di�erent perspectives. �is should help the student sort out the many, often confusing debates 

about contemporary a�airs. Chapter 5 in particular has been reworked, with major sections on 

unipolarity, multipolarity, asymmetric warfare, state sovereignty, decision making, and ethnic 

con�icts, while Chapter 6 features expanded coverage of interdependence. �e discussion takes 

into account recent developments dealing with the rise of nationalism, mounting terrorist 

attacks, Syria, ISIS, Iran, North Korea, Russian aggression in Ukraine, Chinese assertiveness 

in the Paci�c, Brexit, and the use of social media in political protests around the world. Part II 

devotes a single chapter to each perspective’s view of the contemporary world. �is approach 

reduces the number of moving parts the student has to consider. He or she can see the world 

primarily from a realist perspective in Chapter 5, then jump to Chapter 6 to see it primarily 

from a liberal perspective, and move on to Chapter 7 to see it from an ideational perspective. 

By the end of this middle section, the student has a clear idea of how the perspectives di�er 

when examining the contemporary world.

�e new edition further updates the globalization section (Part III) with the latest informa-

tion on populist reactions to global trade, growing debt problems around the world, sluggish 

energy markets, slowing global growth, accelerating migrant and refugee �ows, and the latest 

developments a�ecting climate change. Part III retains the separation between material aspects 

of development examined in Chapter 8, namely the relative and absolute gains that realist 

and liberal perspectives emphasize, and the normative aspects of growth, namely growth for 

whom and what that identity perspectives emphasize. �is division helps the student see the 

continuing relevance of perspectives in the economics section of the course. �e book retains 

the chapter on critical theory perspectives on development, which is an essential critique of the 

rationalist focus on Western and material aspects of development.

KEY FEATURES

Each of the book’s pedagogical features contributes directly to the balance and coherence of 

the volume by helping students keep track of the di�erent perspectives and levels of analysis 

and allowing students to see how these are applied in contemporary debates:

� �e book’s causal arrows appear where there is explicit discussion of the interactions 

among perspectives and levels of analysis. �e arrows help students hone their  

ability to see which perspective or level of analysis a scholar or world leader is  

emphasizing as the cause of a particular problem or world event. Students see, for 

instance, whether power struggles (realist), weak institutions (liberal), or cultural 
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di�erences (identity) weigh more importantly in explaining ethnic con�icts. �e 

causal arrows have been re�ned so that they do more than just point to instances 

of causality in the text; now they explicitly lay out the order of causality showing 

how one perspective and level of analysis dominates in a particular argument. �e 

causal arrow on this page, for example, illustrates the argument that the 

interdependence created by the Helsinki Accords in the mid-1970s 

diminished the distrust between the Soviet Union and the United 

States and created the space for New �inking that eventually 

contributed to the end of the Cold War. We take great care to locate 

the arrows directly adjacent to where they are discussed in the text to 

help instructors amplify those discussions of causality and ensure that students grasp 

the concepts.

� Also further re�ned are the Perspective and Levels of Analysis �gures, which help 

students summarize and keep track of the various explanations of events covered from 

the di�erent perspectives and levels of analysis. �ey are designed to help students 

better grasp the �ow of ideas from each level of analysis and appear at the end of each 

major section in Parts II and III.

� Graphic parallel timelines appear in the historical chapters, o�ering simultaneous 

chronologies of major historical events and movements and placing the di�erent 

events under the particular perspectives that would most likely emphasize them.

� A marginal glossary provides succinct explanations of key concepts, with a 

de�nition in the margin the �rst time each term (in boldface) is discussed at length.

� Twenty-�ve unique maps help students absorb important geopolitical, demographic, 

and thematic information.

� Nearly seventy full-color photos greatly enhance the book and help students visualize 

important events and issues.

� Key concepts appear in boldface when �rst discussed in the book and are listed at the 

ends of chapters with their page reference for ease of review.

� �ought-provoking study questions at the end of each chapter provide a basis for  

in-class discussions and help gauge student comprehension.

� A complete glossary at the end of the book fully de�nes each key term and helps 

students prepare for exams.

CAUSAL ARROW: PERSPECTIVES
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INTRODUCTION

Why We Disagree about International Relations

THE CRISIS IN SYRIA

Civil war has raged in Syria since 2011. To date some �ve hundred thousand Syrians have died, 

many women and children. Another eleven million Syrians, roughly half the population, have 

�ed their homes or left the country. Five million refugees have poured into Turkey, Jordan, and 

the European Union. Beginning in the spring of 2014, an extremist Islamic army known as 

the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) swarmed across northern Syria and Iraq conquering 

territory larger than Belgium, including Iraq’s second largest city of Mosul. Also known as 

the Islamic State (IS), Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), and Daesh, its Arab label, 

ISIS declared itself a caliphate, resurrecting the medieval empire of Islam, and proceeded to 

threaten Baghdad, the capital of Iraq. �ousands of jihadists (religious revolutionaries) joined 

ISIS, some from the United States, and scattered extremist groups from North Africa to 

Southeast Asia (Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, Abu Sayyaf, etc.) pledged allegiance to ISIS 

and adopted its black �ag. �e caliphate, under its leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, imposed a 

brutal Sunni Muslim law in the conquered territories, and hooded warriors beheaded Western 

journalists, local Christians, and Shiite (non-Sunni) Muslims, captured in terrifying videos 

that went viral on the internet.

Iraqi, Syrian, and Turkish government forces, along with Kurdish and Arab �ghters and 

Russian and American forces, fought back. By 2019 they reclaimed almost all of the territory 

occupied by ISIS, but terrorist attacks inspired by ISIS and other extremist militants remain 

a threat, periodically causing ghastly atrocities in Belgium, France, the United Kingdom, the 

United States, and elsewhere.

What causes a con�ict of this sort? And what can be done about it? As students of inter-

national relations, we start with the facts, but we have to be careful. �ere are so many facts 

we can’t know them all or know for certain which may be the most important ones that cause 

other things to happen. Let’s look at what appear to be the salient facts in the case of ISIS and 

then make a �rst stab at how we sort out the facts and causes of international events to under-

stand them better.

Some of the Facts

Syria and Iraq are centrally located in the geographically strategic region of the Middle East. 

�ey are Muslim countries between the Mediterranean Sea and the Persian Gulf, bordering 

on a multitude of other countries—Lebanon, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Iran, and 

Turkey. Both Western and Eastern empires have dominated this region. Christian crusaders 

repeatedly invaded in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and the �rst Muslim caliphate 

dated from the thirteenth century and lasted until the twentieth century under the Turkish-

led Ottoman Empire. After World War I and the collapse of the caliphate, Syria became a 

colonial territory under French administration, while Iraq was similarly ruled by the British. 

Both became independent nations after World War II. Oil emerged as a major resource in the 
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Middle East. Western companies monopolized petroleum production and remain today major 

players in the region although the oil-producing states now control their own oil and in�uence 

global oil markets through the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC).

Syria and Iraq are ethnically and religiously diverse, and power is contested among various 

tribal and religious groups. Arab peoples have warred against Persians (Iran), most recently 

between Iraq and Iran from 1980 to 1988. And Muslims divide between Sunni and Shiite 

sects and between moderate and radical (jihadist) groups. In Syria, the majority population 

(74 percent) is Sunni, but the government has been controlled since 1970 by a minority Shiite 

sect known as the Alawites, most recently under the country’s leader Bashar al-Assad. Iraq is 

comprised of 20 percent Sunni Muslims, 60 percent Shiite Muslims, and 20 percent Kurds, a 

non-Arab, Turkish-origin minority. For decades a minority Sunni government ruled Iraq, most 

notably under Saddam Hussein. Since the invasion of Iraq by U.S. and Western forces in 2003, 

Shiite majorities have governed Iraq.

Neither Iraq nor Syria is a democracy, although Iraq sports an American-designed consti-

tution and holds regular albeit disputed elections. Few countries in the Middle East are demo-

cratic. In 2011, a rash of protests erupted across the region in what became known as the Arab 

Spring. Street crowds demanded reform of authoritarian governments. But, except in Tunisia, 

the Arab Spring quickly turned into an Arab Winter. Tyrants reemerged. Egypt held elec-

tions that overthrew the authoritarian regime of Hosni Mubarak, but then the elected Muslim 

Brotherhood government ended democratic reforms. �e military intervened, and Egypt is 

once again a military dictatorship. Civil wars broke out in Syria, Libya, and Yemen. �e Shiite 

government in Iraq alienated Sunni and Kurdish groups and relies increasingly on Iranian-

sponsored militia to confront the ISIS threat. Iran crushed an internal democratic movement 

in 2009 and remains �rmly in the hands of a theocratic regime determined to acquire nuclear 

weapons and support radical groups such as Hezbollah and Hamas that threaten Israel.

Foreign governments are deeply involved in the ISIS con�ict. �e Soviet Union invaded 

Afghanistan, a neighbor of Iran, in 1979, and resistance war by militant Islamic groups spawned 

Al Qaeda, a radical Sunni group led by Osama bin Laden, scion of a wealthy family in Saudi 

Arabia. When Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990, UN forces led by the United States intervened to 

expel Iraq from Kuwait. In 1996, bin Laden, motivated in part by U.S. forces stationed in Saudi 

Arabia after the end of the war with Iraq, declared jihad (religious war) against the United States. 

Fleeing to Afghanistan, bin Laden planned and perpetrated the attacks on the United States on 

September 11, 2001. A branch of Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) sprang up in 1999, but its fortunes 

rose after the United States invaded Iraq in 2003. AQI’s tactics were so brutal, however, that 

U.S. forces were able to enlist disa�ected Sunni tribes to drive AQI out of Iraq in the so-called 

surge or Awakening of 2007–2008. But then AQI regrouped in war-torn Syria and morphed 

into the Islamic State. �e invasion and conquest of northern Syria and Iraq followed.

�e United States, under President Barack Obama, pulled out of Iraq at the end of 2011 and 

refused to supply arms to moderate groups in the Syrian civil war. In the vacuum, radical groups 

like ISIS moved in, and Iran replaced the United States as Iraq’s principal military adviser. When 

ISIS beheadings stirred fears in the United States, President Obama ordered air strikes against 

ISIS and reintroduced a few thousand American noncombat forces to advise and train Iraqi 

forces. President Donald Trump increased the number of U.S. forces and lifted Obama-imposed 

constraints on U.S. military activities. Within two years ISIS had lost almost all of its territory.

Other foreign governments are also involved. Russia has a naval base in Syria and inter-

vened in 2015 to establish air bases and conduct direct operations in support of the Syrian gov-

ernment. In 2017 U.S. aircraft shot down Syrian jets prompting Russia to threaten retaliation. 
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International organizations also play a role, mediating cease-�re and peace negotiations and 

alleviating the humanitarian su�ering occasioned by war.

Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Turkey, all led by Sunni governments, arm the moderate rebels 

in Syria. On religious grounds, however, private individuals in Saudi Arabia and other Middle 

East countries also �nance the ISIS extremists, with their governments often looking the other 

way. On his visit to Saudi Arabia in May 2017, President Trump gave high priority to stopping 

this �nancial support, sparking a rift between Qatar, one of the principal o�enders, and other 

Arab Persian Gulf countries. France, Great Britain, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan participate in air 

strikes against ISIS in both Syria and Iraq. Russia, China, the United States, and other great 

powers signed a nuclear agreement with Iran in 2015 to halt and reduce (not dismantle) Iran’s 

bomb-related nuclear activities. Despite the agreement, Iran continued to support terrorist 

actions in the region and purchased arms from Russia, including, in 2015, air defense systems 

that could thwart Israeli air strikes against Iran’s nuclear facilities. In 2018 the United States 

withdrew from the Iran nuclear agreement arguing that it did not have the intended moderat-

ing e�ect on Iranian behavior.

Israel remains the focal point of con�ict in the Middle East. Established by a UN resolu-

tion in 1948, Israel has fought six wars and continuous skirmishes to defend itself. As a result 

of previous wars, Israel occupies Palestinian territory in the West Bank and Syrian territory 

in the Golan Heights and faces jihadist forces around its borders in Lebanon (Hezbollah), 

the Gaza Strip (Hamas), and Syria (Jabhat al-Nusra). Iran supports these terrorist groups 

that regularly �re rockets against Israeli settlements and foment civil war in Yemen threat-

ening stability in Saudi Arabia. �e United States has brokered Arab–Israeli peace negotia-

tions, but violence surrounding Israel precludes serious talks. Peace treaties between Egypt 

and Israel (1979) and Jordan and Israel (1994) are all that stands in the way of another wider 

regional war.

Sorting Out the Facts

Now you have some of the facts—but only some since there are many, many more. Is your head 

spinning? And, even if you memorize all these facts, what do you know? What do the facts 

mean? What is the primary cause of the ISIS con�ict, and is that cause coming from outside 

the region, within a particular country, or from a speci�c individual or group? You need to 

know the answers to these questions. Otherwise, you have no idea what to do to ameliorate or 

end the con�ict.

We begin to make some sense of this con�ict and all the others we study in international 

relations by asking three questions: (1) Where are the forces coming from that drive the con-

�ict? We call this the level of analysis issue. (2) What underlies or constitutes these forces? 

Are they material forces such as e�orts to grab more territory or resources; ideological forces 

such as religious and political beliefs that make up ethnic or national identities; or interac-

tive forces such as failed diplomatic negotiations, lack of economic and other contacts, and 

weak institutions that spawn grievances? We call this the issue of theory or perspective. And  

(3) which perspective or level of analysis is driving the con�ict and dominating the in�uence of 

other perspectives and levels of analysis, because in any real-world situation all levels of analysis  

and perspectives are active? We discuss this aspect in terms of causal arrows, namely, which 

level of analysis and perspective causes or dominates the others.

Let’s see how we might apply these questions to the ISIS con�ict. First, where are the forces 

coming from? Some forces are coming from outside individual countries and the region. We 

level of analysis  

the direction, or “level,” from 

which the primary cause of 

events is coming.

perspective a statement 

or hypothesis that explains 

the primary cause of what 

is happening—for example, 

a struggle for power causes 

conflict and sometimes 

wars.

causal arrow an indicator 

of which perspective or 

level of analysis influences 

the other perspectives and 

levels of analysis more than 

the reverse.
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call this level of analysis systemic or external. In this category we can place the historical inter-

ventions by the Crusades, Western colonialism, and the major international oil companies. We 

can also place here the more recent interventions by outside actors such as the United States, 

the United Nations, and Russia.

Second, some forces are coming from inside the countries in the region. �ey constitute 

characteristics of the country as a whole. We call this level of analysis domestic or internal. Here 

we can place the Sunni–Shiite con�ict, a religious war that has been going on for centuries 

among Muslims; the struggles inside countries between factions favoring authoritarian and 

democratic forms of government; the cultural di�erences among Arab countries and between 

Arab countries and Iran, a Persian country; and religious di�erences between Arab countries 

and the Jewish nation of Israel.

�ird, some forces are coming from speci�c individuals or groups of decision makers within 

these countries. We call this level of analysis individual or decision making. Now we are looking 

for facts that are not characteristic of the country as a whole, like their common political beliefs, 

language, or culture, but are speci�c to individual leaders and their immediate supporters. Here 

we place Saddam Hussein and his tribal supporters in and around the town of Tikrit in Iraq, 

Bashar al-Assad and his Alawite supporters in Syria, Osama bin Laden and his jihadist comrades 

in Al Qaeda, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and ISIS, and so on. We refer to these three categories as 

levels of analysis—systemic, domestic, and individual (see Figure Intro-1).

Next we ask what seems to be causing the outcomes in this con�ict. We divide these 

causes into three groups (see Figure Intro-2). First, is it the competition for raw power and 

military and economic resources that causes things to happen? �is explanation we call the 

realist perspective. �e struggle for power in�uences actors at all three levels of analysis— 

systemic actors like the wealthier ex-colonial powers seeking to dominate the region and its 

oil, domestic actors like the oil-rich countries dominating poorer countries, or individuals 

such as Saddam Hussein or Bashar al-Assad exercising power to bene�t their tribe or religious 

sect. At all these levels what causes outcomes is who has power and how much power they are 

gaining or losing.

FIGURE INTRO-1  ■  What Level of Analysis Do the Causes of the Conflict with ISIS Come From?

Systemic level

Domestic level

Individual level

Religious crusades, Western colonialism, global oil 

companies, international interventions

Sunni–Shiite con�ict, political and ideological 

con�ict within states, internal cultural and religious 

tensions

The actions of individual leaders like Saddam 

Hussein in Iraq, Bashar al-Assad in Syria, Osama 

bin Laden of Al Qaeda, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi of 

ISIS, and the people who follow them
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Second, is it ideology—religious, cultural, and political beliefs—that matters most in 

deciding outcomes? �is explanation we call the identity perspective. Here we think of the 

religious con�ict between Sunnis and Shiites, the cultural con�icts between Jews and Arabs 

and between Arabs and Persians (Iran), and the political con�icts between authoritarian gov-

ernments and democratic ideas. Again, these ideological forces may come from all levels of 

analysis—from the outside system involving the intervention of Western nations to promote 

democracies in the region, from countries within the region who disagree over religion such 

as Sunni Saudi Arabia versus Shiite Iran, or from individuals primarily motivated by religious 

beliefs such as Osama bin Laden. In all cases, the motivation generated by beliefs dictates who 

grabs power and determines outcomes.

�ird, is it the extent of interactions or interdependence among actors and the problems 

in communications and negotiations that matter most in deciding outcomes? We call this 

explanation the liberal perspective. Here we think of economic interactions among the Middle 

East countries. �ese countries do most of their trade with outside countries, not with each 

other, and this outside trade is based mostly on resources such as oil that generate fewer jobs 

than manufacturing trade. Moreover, the countries historically have stronger diplomatic, edu-

cational, and cultural ties with outside powers than with each other. Students, business and 

professional leaders, and tourists do not visit across countries. All this means that the countries 

have di�culties communicating with one another and developing habits of interdependence 

and reciprocity in which they learn to compromise with one another and achieve mutual gains. 

Again, reciprocal activities or lack thereof may exist at any level of analysis—with outside pow-

ers, among the countries in the region, or between individuals. What matters from all levels of 

analysis is how repetitive and habit forming these interactions are. Intense interactions create 

international institutions that set rules counties follow to resolve disputes peacefully (United 

Nations) or regulate trade (World Trade Organization).

Different Causes or Explanations

OK, now we are ready to connect these di�erent perspectives functioning at di�erent levels of 

analysis to formulate hypotheses or explanations about what is going on in the ISIS con�ict. 

FIGURE INTRO-2  ■  What Perspective (Cause) Is Driving the Outcomes of the Conflict with ISIS?

Power

Ideas

Interactions

Competition for control over resources and  

political institutions

Religious, cultural, or political beliefs

Failed negotiations, weak economies and trade 

relations, lack of mutual cultural and political 

exchanges and understanding
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We are trying to ascertain what substantive forces (power, interactions, or ideas) coming from 

what level of analysis (external, domestic, or individual) are most important in determining 

outcomes and therefore, if altered, could change those outcomes in the future. Which way do 

the causal arrows run among the levels of analysis and perspectives?

Is the ISIS con�ict primarily a consequence of the imperial intervention of former colo-

nial powers that created arbitrary countries in the Middle East, dominated their politics, and 

caused lasting resentment? For example, did ISIS arise because the United States invaded Iraq 

in 2003? If so, we have an explanation of the con�ict based on power from outside the region. 

�e dominant perspective in this explanation is realist and the dominant level of analysis is 

systemic (see Figure Intro-3).

Reducing outside intervention might do little good, however, if the con�ict is due primar-

ily to internal factors. Maybe the con�ict is the consequence of religious and ethnic rivalries 

that lead groups to wage holy wars against one another, thus provoking outside intervention to 

oppose or support speci�c groups. Now outside intervention is a consequence not a cause of 

the con�ict. We have an explanation based on ideological factors—the identity perspective—

from a domestic (if the �ghting is within a country) or systemic (if the �ghting is between 

countries) level of analysis. Sunnis and Shiites, Jews and Muslims, and Christians and Muslims 

will have to reconcile with one another before outside intervention can end. �e United States 

did not intervene until Muslim fanatics attacked the World Trade Center in 1993 and again in 

2001 to wage holy war against the Christian in�dels. From this perspective, the United States 

is involved in the Middle East to defend itself not to dominate the region (see Figure Intro-4).

OK, that’s plausible. But what if leaders are just using religion to gain power over other 

domestic groups? What if they align with outside actors for the same purpose? Now we have 

an explanation based on material factors—again, the realist perspective—but this time from 

an individual level of analysis. Until leaders in the region become more enlightened and less 

self-interested, religious di�erences and foreign intervention will persist (see Figure Intro-5).

FIGURE INTRO-3  ■   The Cause of the ISIS Conflict According to the Realist Perspective, Systemic  
Level of Analysis

Colonial powers

• Realist (cause)

Dominate diplomacy

• Liberal

 (consequence)

Create resentment

• Identity

 (consequence)

Outside intervention

• Systemic (cause)

Draws arbitrary

boundaries

• Domestic

 (consequence)

Negates local leadership

• Individual

 (consequence)

Levels of Analysis:

Perspectives:
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But maybe leaders are self-interested because the region is insu�ciently modernized and 

developed. �ey �ght over resources because those resources are stagnant rather than grow-

ing. Now we have an explanation based on interactive forces (the liberal perspective), such as 

industrialization and trade, from a systemic (regional) level of analysis. If individual countries 

could be encouraged to create jobs instead of wars, the people in the region would gain mutual 

bene�ts and �nd compromises to bring them together (see Figure Intro-6).

FIGURE INTRO-4  ■   The Cause of the ISIS Conflict According to the Identity Perspective  
(Religion), Domestic Level of Analysis

Religious divisions

• Identity (cause)
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• Realist

 (consequence)
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• Liberal

 (consequence)

Internal divisions

• Domestic (cause)

Invite external
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• Systemic

 (consequence)
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• Individual

 (consequence)

Levels of Analysis:

Perspectives:

 

FIGURE INTRO-5  ■   The Cause of the ISIS Conflict According to the Realist Perspective, Individual  
Level of Analysis
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But maybe countries are not moderate and modernized because they are not democratic. 

�e desire to reform autocratic governments and become more democratic inspired the Arab 

Spring and produced protests and elections throughout the Middle East. Democracies are 

generally more wealthy, open, and peaceful. �is is another ideological explanation (identity 

perspective) but from a domestic level of analysis (see Figure Intro-7).

FIGURE INTRO-6  ■   The Cause of the ISIS Conflict According to the Liberal Perspective, Regional  
Level of Analysis

Growing trade
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FIGURE INTRO-7  ■   The Cause of the ISIS Conflict According to the Identity Perspective (Democracy), 
Domestic Level of Analysis
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Maybe all these factors play a role. And they do. When we say that power struggles cause 

something to happen, we do not rule out the in�uence of interactions (trade) or ideology 

(religion). We simply hypothesize that power factors in�uence interactive and ideological 

forces more than the latter in�uence power factors. For example, Iran’s pursuit of nuclear 

weapons (power) makes trade and diplomacy (interaction) with other countries more di�cult 

and increases mutual suspicions and enmity (ideology). �e causal arrows run from power to 

interactive factors to ideas. �e levels of analysis interact in similar fashion. For example, the 

Supreme Leader of Iran (individual level) cracks down on reformists inside Iran (domestic 

level) to unite the country and challenge Israel for preeminence in the Middle East (systemic or 

regional level). Based on this explanation, if a more moderate opposition group seized control 

in Iran, Iran might reduce its hostile behavior in the region.

�e remaining sections of this introduction develop these and other concepts for under-

standing international relations—the role of perspectives, levels of analysis, and causal arrows; 

the use of history as a laboratory of previous experiments; the importance of methods; the role 

of judgment; and the centrality of ethical and moral values.

THE ROLES OF PERSPECTIVES, LEVELS OF 

ANALYSIS, AND CAUSAL ARROWS

�eories (perspectives) and facts (history) work together to produce an informed and 

comprehensive understanding of world a�airs. We focus on facts but never all of the facts. As 

historian Charles Tilly tells us, we seldom do more than skim the surface when we gather facts: 

“I must deal with historical facts like a rock skipping water. . . . I do not know all the history 

one would need to write this book fully.”1 From the beginning we select certain facts over 

others and interpret them based on the theoretical models or perspectives we adopt. “Without 

a theory,” political scientist professor Robert Jervis tells us, “we’re just lost. We just have all 

these random phenomena we can’t make any sense of.”2 �us perspectives and facts are joined 

at the hip.

�e various perspectives taken by scholars of international relations indicate which of the 

factors discussed above—power, interactions, and ideology—they consider most in�uential. 

�e realist perspective, for example, emphasizes the competition for power. States with the 

most power are more important, in this view, than those with less power. From this perspec-

tive, John Mearsheimer, a well-known political scientist, writes �e Tragedy of Great Power 

Politics.3 According to Mearsheimer, states care most about survival, and to survive in a world 

where there is no central, global authority they need power, the more power the better. �us, 

to Mearsheimer, international relations are largely about the seeking and balancing of power. 

Mearsheimer does not ignore international interactions or institutions (liberal perspective) and 

political and religious ideologies (identity perspective); he simply concludes that international 

institutions “are essentially arenas for acting out power relationships,” that “the behavior of 

great powers is in�uenced mainly by their external environment, not by their internal charac-

teristics,” and that there is no need “to draw sharp distinctions between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ states, 

because all great powers act according to the same logic regardless of their culture, political 

system or who runs the government.” In short, power relationships determine what happens 

inside institutions and override identity factors such as morality, culture, and ideology—all 

from a systemic level of analysis.

�e identity perspective emphasizes the pursuit of ideas for which states in turn seek power 

and interact within international institutions. It starts with the domestic political ideologies of 
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states, such as democracy or theocracy, and explores how these ideologies a�ect the way states 

perceive the power of other states and motivate their behavior in international institutions. 

Mark L. Haas, a less well-known but seminal theorist in the �eld of international relations, has 

written �e Ideological Origins of Great Power Politics, 1789–1989.4 His book is a direct coun-

terpoint to Mearsheimer’s analysis explaining great power behavior not in terms of di�erences 

in power but di�erences in ideology. “�e greater the ideological di�erences dividing decision-

makers,” Haas explains, “the more likely they are to view one another as substantial dangers. 

. . . Conversely, the greater the ideological similarities uniting states’ leaders, the higher the 

probability they will view one another . . . as less of a threat.” In short, “ideological distance” 

not power disparity determines whether states pursue power against one another and how 

they interact in international institutions. Again, Haas does not ignore power or international 

institutions. He simply reverses the causal arrows. Ideology drives power and interactions, now 

from a more domestic than systemic level of analysis. In Haas’s framework, a change in domes-

tic leaders changes the country’s foreign policy behavior, whereas in Mearsheimer’s framework, 

external determinants prevail.

�e liberal perspective emphasizes the role of interactions. States behave more on the basis 

of how other states behave toward them than on the basis of their relative power or ideologies. 

�us, communications, signaling, diplomacy, bargaining, international institutions, trade, and 

economic interdependence take center stage in determining international outcomes. �ree 

prominent political scientists wrote a textbook of international a�airs titled World Politics: 

Interests, Interactions, and Institutions.5 �ey seek to provide a “toolbox” of neutral analytical 

concepts “common to many theories of world politics.” �is toolbox includes interests, inter-

actions, and institutions—all concepts that focus on interrelationships emphasized by a liberal 

perspective. Notice the toolbox does not include ideas or power, which are more important in 

identity and realist perspectives. �e authors don’t ignore these factors; they simply subsume 

ideas under interests and investigate power relations within a bargaining context or under 

the hierarchical rules of international institutions, rather than under the anarchic conditions 

emphasized by the realist perspective.

From time to time, we take note of a fourth perspective, the critical theory perspective.  

We do so because this perspective questions the basic approach of the mainstream perspec-

tives. It doubts that we can break up reality into individual pieces, separate speci�c causes from 

historical circumstances, and use this knowledge from the past to engineer a better world in 

the future. Critical theory, such as Marxism, sees the past as deeply distorted by capitalism 

and racism, obscuring vast inequalities that marginalize weak and minority peoples. It seeks to 

expose these past injustices and encourage more radical, maybe even revolutionary, solutions 

to bring about social justice in the future.

At times we also consider other levels of analysis. �e foreign policy level of analysis, for 

example, links domestic politics and international relations when, for example, leaders try 

to use foreign wars to get reelected or exploit domestic events to invite foreign intervention. 

�e transnational level of analysis involves the interactions of nongovernmental groups across 

national boundaries, such as multinational corporations and labor unions, that operate to 

a signi�cant extent independent of relations among governments. And the regional level of 

analysis captures events between the systemic and domestic levels when, for example, we speak 

of the Middle East region (see Figure Intro-8).

Scholars and students of international a�airs access facts only through perspectives and lev-

els of analysis. �at is why this text considers multiple perspectives and levels, which illuminate 

di�erent facts. In the process we examine more facts than we might from just one perspective or 
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level of analysis. Figure Intro-8 o�ers an initial synopsis of the principal perspectives and levels 

of analysis. Don’t be discouraged if it seems a bit overwhelming at this stage. We refer frequently 

throughout the text to these concepts. If it helps, think of it this way: a theory interprets interna-

tional relations the way a portrait interprets a face. Some portraits emphasize noses over eyes and 

mouths; others emphasize the eyes or mouths. Group together all the portraits that emphasize 

noses, and you have a perspective. Group together all the portraits that emphasize eyes, and 

you have another perspective. �at’s how the perspectives used in this book group together the 

various theories of international relations. All theories of international relations include power, 

institutions, and ideas, just as all portraits of faces include noses, eyes, and mouths. But some 

theories emphasize one of these factors, just as some portraits emphasize noses.

Similarly, to understand the level-of-analysis concept, think of a baseball analogy. Imagine 

trying to hit a pitch. Perspectives tell us what kind of pitch is coming: fastball, curveball, or 

changeup. Levels of analysis tell us the direction from which the pitch is coming, whether it is 

thrown overhand, sidearm, or underhand. Unless we know both the kind and the direction of 

the pitch, we’ll probably miss the ball—or, in international a�airs, we’ll fail to understand the 

events we are interested in.

Good students and scholars constantly test alternative explanations against the facts. We 

do this as much as possible, but we never have enough time to analyze all the facts or enough 

resources to deal with all the explanations. At some point therefore we have to make judg-

ments. And this is why we disagree, not so much about the facts, which all serious people 

know, but about which facts are most important. �ese di�erent judgments account in turn 

for disagreements among us about historical and contemporary events.

You live in the internet age, and facts 

are available instantly at your �ngertips 

via your computer or phone. But whose 

facts are they? What or whose algorithm 

is at work that brought these facts to your 

attention? Even if you trust the facts, what 

do they mean? You will encounter and 

memorize many facts in this textbook, and 

it is important that we know the major 

events of European, Asian, African, Middle 

Eastern, and Latin American history and 

contemporary life if we are going to be 

serious students of international a�airs. 

But that is not the ultimate payo� of this 

exercise. �e payo� is the strengthen-

ing of your intellectual faculties and your ability to think critically about and understand 

world a�airs. We aim to work mostly on your central processor rather than on your memory  

storage—although we hope to �ll up the latter as well.

THE ROLE OF HISTORY

History is the laboratory of international relations. We use historical examples to gather the facts 

and test the perspectives that enable us to explain and anticipate how the world works. Students 

often ask why we have to study history. �at was then, they say; this is now. Everything changes, 

right? Well, if that’s the case, how do we recognize when something is new? Don’t we have to 

Standing in front of the 
damaged Askariya Shrine 
in Baghdad, an Iraqi 
policeman views the world 
from this Muslim country. 
How others see the world 
and how we see others are 
matters of perspective.
AP Photo/Hameed Rasheed
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know what is old to determine what is new? Take globalization, for example. Is it new? Many 

commentators say it is. But globalization existed before World War I at levels not surpassed 

until after the mid-1970s. �at makes globalization today di�erent but not unprecedented. We 

need to recognize patterns from the past to identify the trajectories of the future.

History is also full of human drama. Perhaps you like to read novels. �ey contain all 

the elements of human tragedy, triumph, mystery, adventure, and romance. Well, so does 

history. After all, it is the real story of human triumph and tragedy. History is also personal. 

�ink of where you come from. Ask your parents and friends: where were they when 9/11 

occurred? Did family members �ght in the Vietnam, Afghan, or Iraq War? Do you know 

from what part of the world your family comes? If you live in the United States, unless you 

are Native American, your family came from someplace else. All these personal stories are 

part of the historical narrative. As we go through the book, I’ll share some snippets of my 

family’s history. I do so not to focus on my life but to help you discover how your life, too, 

is linked with history.

�is book therefore covers more history than most international relations textbooks. It 

shows that although we have most of the facts about these events, we still disagree about them. 

For example, what caused World War I? Scholars do not agree. History therefore gives us a 

chance to explore the role of perspectives and levels of analysis in sorting out disagreements 

even after all the facts are known.

THE ROLE OF METHODS

All knowledge starts with theories and involves empirical methods to test these theories. 

�e natural sciences too explore facts based on theories. Before Galileo, scientists thought 

about motion only in linear terms, in straight lines from one point to another. Galileo was 

the �rst to think about motion in periodic terms, that is, as the back-and-forth motion of 

a pendulum or the movement of the Earth around the sun. As a result, he discovered and 

emphasized new facts such as inertia, a precursor to Isaac Newton’s discovery of the force 

of gravity.

�e natural and social sciences are the same in this regard. �ey both use scienti�c meth-

odology, or what we call rationalist methods. �e di�erence lies in the kinds of facts they deal 

with. �e natural sciences deal with facts that do not have minds of their own. Atoms are 

not self-conscious actors. �e social sciences deal with human beings, who do have minds of 

their own and often change them, and that is what makes social science facts somewhat more 

elusive. Moreover, in the social sciences we study ourselves. We like and dislike the things we 

study, such as the political parties we belong to. Natural scientists do not like or dislike atoms. 

All this means that we need to be more conscious of our biases when we deal with social science 

subjects. We are dealing with people whose views may di�er from our own and may change in 

response to the information we provide. If we ask them questions, they may not understand 

or answer our questions in the way we expect. And they could always change their minds the 

minute after they answer a question.

Methods provide rules for testing theories against facts. �ey allow us to conclude whether 

our theories or perspectives are consistent with the world out there. But methods are not 

miracles. �ey cannot tell us the way the world out there actually is. �ey can tell us only that 

the way we are thinking about that world is not falsi�ed by what is out there. �e scienti�c 

method in the natural sciences faces these same limitations. In physics, one theory says that 

time and space are �xed; another says they are probabilities. Which is the real world?

methods the formal rules 

of reason (rationalist) 

or appropriateness 

(constructivist) for testing 

perspectives against facts.
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Rationalist versus Constructivist

In the social sciences, we speak of two general types of methods: rationalist and constructivist.6 

Realist and liberal perspectives of international a�airs generally employ rationalist methods. 

Identity perspectives use both rationalist and constructivist methods.

Both methods start by naming or labeling facts. Before we can test whether sunlight causes 

plant growth or power balancing causes war, we need de�nitions of sun, sunlight, plants, growth, 

power, and war. Rationalist methods assume that such labeling can be done in a reasonably 

objective way; constructivist methods pay more attention to the discourse or subjective lan-

guage that produces labels. For example, when U.S. policy makers named the �rst atomic 

weapon, they called it Little Boy. Did that re�ect a subjective discourse that discriminated 

against women and fostered male predilections for war?

More important, the two methods di�er over whether facts or events cause or constitute one 

another. Rationalist methods see causation as sequential. One fact or event exists independent 

of another and precedes or comes before it. �e preceding event is cause; the subsequent event 

is consequence. For example, the sun exists before a plant and drives plant life. Sunlight initi-

ates photosynthesis, producing carbohydrates, the fuel of plant growth. Plants grow and repro-

duce as a result of the sun’s light. Rationalist methods apply this kind of sequential causation to 

international a�airs. For example, various types of power balances, whether two great powers 

or multiple great powers exist, precede and cause di�erent types of interactions between states, 

ranging from cooperation to war. Realist perspectives argue that the number of great powers in 

the system causes or determines the prospects of war.

Unlike rationalist methods, constructivist methods see causes as bound together in context, 

not as separate and sequential occurrences. �ey �t together not because one causes another 

sequentially but because they mutually cause one another. Social relationships often have this 

constitutive characteristic. For example, where did the concept of sovereignty come from?

Social scientists using rationalist methodologies hypothesize that sovereignty was caused 

by an independent and preceding event, namely, the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648. Monarchs 

who existed in Europe prior to Westphalia gathered together to assert their independence 

from the universal Catholic Church led by the pope in Rome and the Holy Roman Emperor 

in Vienna. In the treaty, they established (caused) the practice of sovereignty, legal recogni-

tion of their rights to decide all matters domestically and their responsibilities to respect 

similar rights of other monarchs. Social scientists using constructivist methodologies hypoth-

esize that sovereignty emerged from a network of developments taking place over the course 

of an earlier historical period and, most important, “a change . . . in the basic structure of 

property rights,” which came about through a newly interdependent international society.7 

Before the seventeenth century, monarchs held property in common as local members of a 

single universal community known as the Holy Roman Empire. By the end of the seven-

teenth century, they possessed territory separately and exclusively. How did this change in 

the understanding of property rights come about? Not by one prior thing causing another 

subsequent one but by a combination of factors—population pressures, diminishing returns 

to land, a widening of trade, and institutional innovations—that accelerated the growth 

of international social relationships. Notice how constructivist methods explain things in 

terms of broad context and appropriateness (at some point, sovereignty and states seemed 

appropriate to the situation) and how, in this example, ideas—a new conception of property 

rights—altered institutions and power rather than the reverse (identity over liberal and realist 

perspectives).

rationalist methods  

methods that disaggregate 

and explain events 

sequentially as one event 

preceding and causing a 

second event.

constructivist methods   

methods that see events as 

a whole as mutually causing 

or constituting one another 

rather than causing one 

another sequentially.

causation  explaining 

events in terms of one 

another rather than just 

describing them.
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Correlation, Causation, and Process Tracing

Rationalist methods separate events from context and examine many cases to �nd patterns of 

correlation among them. Some rationalist methods become formalistic and mathematical. 

Because statistical studies show that wars seldom, if ever, occur among democracies, rationalist 

methodologies conclude that democracies do not go to war with one another. Correlation is not 

the same as causation, however. Correlation tells us only that democracy and the absence of war 

appear together across many cases. It does not tell us whether democracy causes no war (an identity 

explanation) or no war causes democracy (a realist explanation if no war is a result of successful 

power balancing and peace; a liberal explanation if no war is a consequence of cooperation and 

international institutions). Nor does it tell us that the two variables appearing together, such as 

democracy and no war, may not be caused by a host of other factors or variables that we have 

not considered. Called exogenous variables, these omitted variables lie outside the theoretical 

framework. �ey contrast with endogenous variables, which are included in the framework.

What is more, all these factors may be interrelated with one another. To move from cor-

relation to causation requires a method known as process tracing, which examines events 

historically and in context to trace how di�erent variables interact with one another. Does 

one variable appear in time before the other and thus can be said to cause it? Constructivist 

methods assume that we cannot separate variables in sequence or time. We have to substanti-

ate all the facts through a thick description or narrative of the repetitive practices and interac-

tions through which they emerge. Constructivist methods o�er plausible rather than predictive 

explanations. �ey call attention to how situations might be interpreted rather than replicated 

and sensitize us to future possibilities rather than make precise predictions. �us, constructivist 

studies might conclude that the peace among democracies is hard to separate from the deeply 

embedded structure of American and British culture in the contemporary world and may be a 

consequence of unique rather than replicable factors that can be applied to future situations.

Counterfactual Reasoning

Both rationalist and constructivist methods use what we call counterfactual reasoning. �e 

counterfactual of the claim “Event A caused Event B” is to ask, “If Event A had not happened, 

would Event B have happened?” History appears to have a single outcome because we look 

back on events that have already occurred. It appears to be factual. But we know that along 

the way many choices were made. With each choice, history took one path and abandoned 

others. Maybe a war of some sort was going to happen in the early twentieth century. But it 

did not have to begin in July 1914, and it did not have to cost twenty million lives. How do we 

determine what choices or paths were not taken and use that knowledge to judge the present 

circumstances? We ask counterfactual questions. What if Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria-

Hungary had not been assassinated in Sarajevo in June 1914, the triggering event for the start 

of World War I? What if Germany had not had a military plan to �ght a war at the same time 

against both Russia and France? We make educated guesses about alternative paths that history 

might have taken, and that helps us look for missing facts and test alternative explanations.

IS ONE PERSPECTIVE OR METHOD BEST?

Is one perspective or method better than another? Perhaps, but there is no general consensus 

among specialists and, like all other analysts and even professors, you will eventually have 

correlation a situation 

in which one fact or event 

occurs in the same context 

as another fact or event but 

is not necessarily linked to or 

caused by it.

counterfactual reasoning  

a method of testing claims 

for causality by asking what 

might have happened if one 

event had not occurred.

exogenous variables   

autonomous factors that 

come from outside a 

theoretical model or system 

and that cannot be explained 

by the system.

endogenous variables   

causal variables that are 

included in a theoretical 

model or framework.

process tracing a method 

of connecting events in 

sequence to identify cause 

and effect.
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to make a judgment for yourself.8 �is book familiarizes you with the arguments of each 

perspective and method and thus helps you decide which one works better for a given set of 

facts and circumstances.

�e realist perspective may have certain advantages in situations where threat is severe. 

When someone draws a gun on you, you tend not to ask what that person believes (an identity 

approach) or whether you can refer the dispute to a court or institution (a liberal solution). 

You duck or �ght back to even up the balance of power if you can. But how do you determine 

situations of severe threat? Often a threat is not obvious. It depends on what you are looking 

for. So the realist perspective, it is sometimes argued, may exaggerate threats or �nd them 

where they do not exist.

�e liberal perspective may be better at �nding ways to cooperate. Long before some-

one draws a gun on you, you try to �nd out what is aggravating that person and negotiate a 

compromise or alleviate the circumstances, such as poverty or lack of education, that may be 

driving him or her to violence. But what if the individual intends all along to harm you, not 

because of anything you do or he or she doesn’t have but just because this person doesn’t like 

you (an identity cause)? You may be compromising with someone who will take advantage of 

you later (a realist possibility). How do you protect yourself? So the liberal perspective, it is 

sometimes argued, may risk exposure to unanticipated dangers.

�e identity perspective may be best at distinguishing between potential allies and ene-

mies. It looks for similarities or di�erences in collective and individual self-images and asks 

how these self-images get constructed. If identities can be brought closer together, you might 

be more willing to risk cooperation (for example, if it’s your brother who pulls the gun on you). 

If identities diverge, you might prefer to protect yourself. But how do you manage relations 

with an enemy to avoid war and maybe mutual destruction? Don’t you have to risk coopera-

tion, even or especially with enemies? And what about friends? Don’t they sometimes change 

and become enemies? Maybe the identity perspective is too categorical—some would say  

ideological—and leads to more fear or complacency than power disparities or opportunities for 

compromise might otherwise prescribe.

�e critical theory perspective may have advantages in understanding the deeper context 

of events. World War I was the beginning of a class struggle between workers and capitalists 

that culminated in World War II, the Cold War, and today’s struggle against global poverty. 

But critical theory may also lock in the march of events and underestimate the prospects of 

change and self-correction.

�is book presents and discusses the di�erent perspectives (and methods) evenhandedly. 

�rough this approach, each perspective, in e�ect, critiques the others. What the realist per-

spective relatively de-emphasizes—for example, the roles of institutions and ideas—the liberal 

and identity perspectives emphasize. What the liberal perspective de-emphasizes—for example, 

the roles of power and ideas—the realist and identity perspectives emphasize. And so on. �us, 

when we discuss the Cuban Missile Crisis or 9/11 terrorist attacks from the four di�erent per-

spectives, we see the strengths and weaknesses of each perspective. We can keep an open mind 

toward each perspective rather than being told at the outset that this or that perspective is best.

Many studies of international a�airs deliberately exclude alternative explanations. Professor 

Sean Wilentz, for example, places the burden of judgment on the reader: “I reject . . . the 

now fashionable claim that objectivity involves reporting all views or interpretations equally. 

Objectivity instead involves judging validity for oneself, fairly, and then inviting others to con-

sider and argue the evidence, logic, and fairness on which that judgment is based.”9 �is text-

book helps you develop that capacity to judge validity for yourself, �rst, by making you aware 
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that you have a preferred point of view and, second, by keeping you open to alternative points of 

view. �is is healthy. Too much contemporary debate about international a�airs is personalized 

and vitriolic. People label one another wicked or stupid instead of listening carefully. Once we 

are used to thinking in terms of alternative perspectives, we may become more patient and gen-

erous in our debates with fellow citizens. We may concede that they are just as well meaning and 

smart as we are but may be judging the world from di�erent perspectives or levels of analysis.

THE ROLE OF JUDGMENT

�ere will always be di�erences and controversies in international a�airs. As noted above, 

scholars still disagree about the causes of World War I. Contemporary controversies are 

no di�erent. Take the war in Iraq in 2003. Did Saddam Hussein have weapons of mass 

destruction (WMDs)? At the time the United States invaded Iraq in March 2003, all the major 

intelligence services around the world in the United States, France, Russia, China, Great 

Britain, and Australia thought he did, particularly biological and chemical weapons.10 UN 

inspectors thought so as well. After the invasion, however, no weapons were found. Was that 

simply a case of bad intelligence? To some extent, it was. On the other hand, decision makers 

never act on the basis of perfect information. �ey have to rely on conjecture and judgment. 

As Washington Post columnist Jim Hoagland writes, “Most of the time you are not going to 

have perfect knowledge for making decisions. If you look at the way Saddam Hussein acted, 

any reasonable person would have concluded that he was hiding those weapons, just from what 

he said and did. �e key point is always going to be the judgment you then make from what is 

almost always imperfect intelligence.”11

After we have assembled all the facts and done all the testing of perspectives we have time 

for, judgment comes into play. �is is especially true in policy making, where time is always 

a pressing factor. We make decisions based on some broader judgment about what we think 

makes sense. What is judgment? Is it instinct? Is it experience? Is it character? It is probably all 

these. Whatever it is, it is di�erent from facts and tested knowledge, yet it does not substitute 

for them. �e best judgment, we say, is informed judgment—judgment enriched by facts and 

accumulated knowledge.

�us, judgment is indispensable for good statesmanship as well as good scholarship. Oliver 

Wendell Holmes, the Supreme Court justice, once described President Franklin D. Roosevelt as 

a man with “a second-class intellect but a �rst-class temperament.”12 Many said the same thing 

about President Ronald Reagan. Neither man had a brilliant mind, yet, arguably, these two men 

were the greatest American presidents of the twentieth century. �ey had �rst-class personalities 

and instincts; they were excellent judges of people and events. As the Economist observed on 

Reagan’s death in June 2004, Reagan knew “that mere reason, essential though it is, is only half 

of the business of reaching momentous decisions. You also need solid-based instincts, feelings, 

whatever the word is for the other part of the mind. ‘I have a gut feeling,’ Reagan said over and 

over again, when he was working out what to say or do.”13 A gut feeling without facts is ignorance, 

but incomplete knowledge without a gut feeling is often useless, especially under time constraints.

THE ROLE OF ETHICS AND MORALITY

Judgment is part of character, and character in turn is guided by ethics and morality. Because 

judgment plays a role in decision making, personal honesty is important in intellectual and 
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human a�airs more generally—which is why we emphasize it in academic and other activities. 

What are our obligations to one another as human beings and to the world we inhabit? 

Ethics and morality deal with standards of right conduct and behavior—what we ought to 

do, not what we need, can, or prefer to do. �us ethics and morality go beyond mere facts 

and perspectives. �ey involve what we believe, not what we want, have, or know. Belief 

often delves into intangible, maybe religious, worlds that we cannot access or test through 

logical or scienti�c means. But that does not mean that ethics and morality are incompatible 

with the material world. Indeed, ethical and moral beliefs are essential guides for directing 

contemporary scienti�c and technological debates. �e question of what we do with nuclear 

technology or with the technology used to clone human beings involves moral and ethical 

dilemmas. In international a�airs, we can distinguish three broad views about ethics and 

morality: relativism, universalism, and pragmatism.14

Relativist Values

Relativism holds that all truth is relative. No universal moral principles apply to all people 

under all circumstances. Each culture or religion is entitled to its own view of truth. Because 

relativists do not believe in an ultimate truth, they are willing to tolerate multiple truths. �eir 

attitude is “live and let live”—respect all views of ethics, morality, and religion. �is became the 

moral view, at least within Christendom, in the seventeenth century. Protestants and Catholics 

who had been �ghting one another for more than a hundred years decided to tolerate one 

another and agreed in the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648 to respect the right of each sovereign 

to choose the religion for his or her own country. Sovereignty meant that each sovereign, and 

subsequently each state, agreed not to interfere in the domestic life—meaning, at that time, 

religion—of other sovereigns. �is principle of nonintervention in the domestic a�airs of other 

states remains enshrined today in the Charter of the United Nations. It now accommodates 

a world of diverse religions, going beyond Christianity. But such moral relativism, taken to 

an extreme, could also accommodate genocide—the purposeful slaughter of human beings 

because of their race, religion, or ethnicity—because there are no moral absolutes or prohibitions 

to condemn it. Shouldn’t it be possible to proscribe morally the slaughter of Jews in Germany, 

Muslims in Bosnia, and Tutsis in Rwanda under all circumstances at all times?

Universal Values

Universalism rejects relativism and argues that some absolute moral principles apply to all 

people in all countries at all times. After World War II and the murder of six million Jews in 

Europe, many decided that genocide should never happen again, that the world community 

has a moral obligation to prevent or stop it. �us, the United Nations has evolved a standard 

of humanitarian intervention that directly contradicts the organization’s charter. Ko� 

Annan, then secretary-general of the United Nations, framed the contradiction this way: 

even though the UN Charter rules out intervention in the domestic a�airs of states, “is it 

permissible to let gross and systematic violations of human rights, with grave humanitarian 

consequences, continue unchecked?”15 �e international community may be moving 

beyond Westphalia’s relativist morality and insisting that there are universal standards of 

basic human rights that all states, whatever their cultural or moral beliefs, must follow. 

But where do we draw the line? Saddam Hussein grossly violated the human rights of the 

citizens of Iraq, yet neither the United Nations nor the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
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(NATO) authorized the U.S. invasion of Iraq in March 2003. Was the United States 

nevertheless right to intervene based on universal standards of human rights? If so, how do 

we know whose standards are the universal ones?

Pragmatic Values

Pragmatism o�ers a third point of view. Pragmatists answer the question of whether to 

intervene based on certain practical requirements, such as preserving stability or not setting 

a precedent. �at is, they ask, will an intervention create disproportionate consequences 

that actually reduce world solidarity, and will an intervention set a standard that encourages 

repeated future interventions? U.S. intervention in Iraq, pragmatists might argue, increased 

rather than reduced the scale of violence. Moreover, the U.S. action sanctioned the doctrine 

of preemption, attacking another state after you see it preparing to attack you, or, worse, the 

doctrine of prevention, attacking another state before you see any preparations because you fear 

it may attack you at some point in the future. Whether Iraq was an imminent threat was much 

disputed at the time. But some pragmatists might conclude that the threat was not imminent 

and that America’s intervention encouraged further repeated interventions in the future. 

Pragmatists look to the immediate circumstances surrounding the action and ask whether 

intervention minimizes instability in that situation while at the same time securing whatever 

just outcome is possible. Pragmatism does not abandon a notion of universal morality but 

opposes the application of a single morality at all times in all places. It is willing to compromise, 

even though compromise, repeated too often, risks slipping into relativism.

Moral Choice

A simple story illustrates the di�erences among these moral views.16 An o�cer and a 

small group of soldiers involved in war enter a village that enemy forces recently occupied. 

Overnight, one soldier is killed by a single shot. �e next morning, the o�cer assembles the 

village residents and asks who shot the soldier. �e villagers remain silent. �e o�cer then 

announces that he will randomly select and kill three villagers in retaliation for this atrocity. 

You are a member of the o�cer’s group. What should you do?

If you are a relativist, you will not object. Each side has its own standards of morality. If the 

other side can justify killing you, certainly you can justify killing them. Killing three people 

instead of one sets an example in a situation where force is the only arbiter of order because 

there is no common morality.

If you are a universalist, you will object. No one can kill innocent villagers under any cir-

cumstances at any time. To do so may be committing a war crime. So you say to the o�cer, 

“�is is wrong; you can’t do it.” At this point, the o�cer turns to you and says, “OK, you shoot 

one, and I’ll let the other two go.” As a universalist, you still have to say no because it is wrong 

to kill innocent people, whether the number is one or three. If you survive the event, you may 

go on to report the incident as a war crime.

If you are a pragmatist, however, you might accept the o�cer’s o�er and shoot one villager, 

thereby saving the lives of two others. For the pragmatist, killing three villagers would be dis-

proportionate because only one person on your side was killed and the disproportionate retali-

ation might encourage further arbitrary killing. Killing one innocent villager is still immoral, 

but the pragmatic choice minimizes the violence and sets a standard—tit for tat, not triple tit 

for tat—that potentially limits a chain of future retaliations.

pragmatism the idea that 
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SUMMARY

We start with perspectives because we could not start at 

all if we tried to consider all at once the many facts that 

make up world a�airs. We theorize about what causes 

events and select or consider as many facts as we can from 

the di�erent levels of analysis. �en we test our perspective 

against other perspectives using rationalist or constructiv-

ist methods or some combination of the two. Finally, we 

draw conclusions about how the causal arrows run based 

on which perspective and level of analysis seems to be 

primary, relying on judgment, ethics, and morality to �ll 

in the gaps that analysis inevitably leaves. Figure Intro-9 

shows how the various elements of studying and under-

standing international relations, which we have covered in 

this introduction, �t together.

FIGURE INTRO-9  ■  How One Thinks about International Relations
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STUDY QUESTIONS

1. Why is one event considered front-page news but not 

another?

2. Do you think terrorism is caused by American 

military dominance or American diplomacy? Which 

answer re�ects the realist perspective? Which re�ects 

the liberal perspective?

3. How would you test the perspective that American 

military dominance is the cause of terrorism—by 

measuring relative power over di�erent periods or by 

examining the social purposes of American foreign 

policy embedded in speci�c historical circumstances? 

Which method is rationalist, and which is 

constructivist?


