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"There can be no unified approach to international relations, since there is

no single understanding of the ‘international’." Discuss, exploring at least
three different theoretical understandings of the 'international'.
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Approaching the ‘international’ in a unified way — possible or not?

At its most simple, the statement that “there can be no unified approach to
international relations, since there is no single understanding of the ‘international’.”
contains two thoughts, linked by inference to each other. There is the assertion of the
impossibility of a unified approach to international relations as a field of study, and
the suggestion that the main (or perhaps sole) cause for this is the many theoretical
explanations of what the ‘international’ actually is. There is an underlying
proposition that if a theory of the ‘international’ potentially excludes or ignores a key
element of another theory, the two theories cannot exist in tandem in a single
approach to international relations.

This paper will begin by examining how different versions of the
‘international’ lead to very different understandings of how and why events occur in
the international arena, and how different theories can have totally different
explanations for events. This will be explored by looking at three different versions
of the ‘international’ in our discussion: realism, rationalism and revolutiochism.
Perhaps the most significant support for the argument against a unified approach to
international relations -from an academic perspective- is the way that different
theories lead to very different predictions of future events. Multiple predictions for
future events, or multiple -and occasionally contradictory- explanations for current
events would appear to logically preclude a single approach to international relations.

However, this paper will ultimately suggest that we can approach international
relations in a unified way without subscribing to any one theoretical conception of the

field, and that variety in understanding the ‘international’ need not hinder a unified

1 Martin Wight, International Theory: The Three Traditiofiseicester: Leicester University Press,
1996), 7.
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approach to international relations. It proposes that each theory can be seen as
beneficial in explaining different aspects of international relations as a whole, and that
diverse understandings exist as a necessary aspect of research in a complex field with
multiple actors and levels of possible analysis. By adopting an approach that has
evolved out of behaviouralism the academic can understand the study of international
relations to be one of examining processes, and different theoretical understandings of
the ‘international’ as individual types of processes at work.

Wight, a lecturer in the London School of Economics, proposed that there
were three traditions (or approaches) in international relations. He called them realist,
rationalist and revolutionist, though they have also been referred to as Machiavelian,
Grotian and Kantiah realist, pluralist and structurafiststate-centric, multi-centric
and globalist and conservative, liberal and radficalWhatever the terms used, the
agenda for each of the three approaches remains the same. Realism emphasises
power, rationalism stresses cooperation, and revolutionism has a quest for global
transformatiorf. One was obsessed with international anarchy, another with
diplomacy and commerce, and the third with a society of stateBhus the
‘international’ is understood in three ways: “for the realist [...] it is not a society,
rather an arena [...]; for the rationalist [...] it is a society but different from the state
[...]; and for the revolutionist [...] it is a state (or ought to b&)We will examine

each of these theories in turn.

2 |bid, xi.

3 Geoffrey SternThe Structure of International Society: An Introduction to the Study of International
Relations (London: Pinter Publishers, 1995), 11.

* Ibid, 11.

® |bid, 11.

® Ibid, 9.

7Wight, 7.

® Ibid, 48.
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Realism, described perhaps too enthusiastically by Hall as “the most elegant
and powerful theory of peace and warstarts with the ‘critical proposition that the
world is made up of states that exist in an environment of anaftfijhis anarchy is
not a lack of international order — for there are ‘rules of the gamd&tating how
states treat each other — but a lack of “central authority to enforce rules and ensure
compliance with norms of conduct. The lack of an overarching world government
means that each state faces a “security dilemma which inhibits trust and limits
cooperation®®, and means that each state can ultimately only rely on itself. The state
is therefore a selfish actor that uses power (military and otherwise) as either an end in
itself or to ensure its survival and enhancentént.

Power is very important to realists, as they believe that only ‘concrete
power™® can settle issues and disputes. A typical definition of power might describe
it as “the ability of any actor on the international stage to use tangible and intangible
resources and assets in such a way as to influence the outcomes of international events
to its own satisfaction®® This is reflective of the realist belief that states exist in a
fundamentally “asocial society, in which the recourse to violence is ndfmatid of
their core pessimism about human nature. As Wight said, realists see “human nature

as plain bad*®

® John A. Hall International OrdergCambridge: Polity Press, 1996), 9.

19K. J Holsti,International Politics: A Framework for Analysigth ed. (London: Prentice-Hall
International, 1995), 5.

1 Joshua S. Goldsteimternational Relations3rd ed. (New York; Harlow: Longman, 1999), 76.
2 Ipid, 77.

13 Stern, 39.

% Stern, 11.

1> Martin Wight, Power Politics edited by Hedley Bull and Carsten Holbraad (Leicester: Leicester
University Press, 1995), 27.

16 Steven J. Rosen and Walter S. Jofiies, Logic of International Relation8rd ed. (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Winthrop Publishers, 1980), 203.

Y Hall, 9.

18 Wight, 1996: 25.
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If the realist approach to international relations could be described as selfish
states fighting for survival in a sea of anarchy, rationalism could be typecast as a
concern with cooperation, interaction and interdependence. While rationalism does
not deny that anarchy — between states or otherwise — could exist, it emphasises that
“there are also all sorts of bonds and institutions between individual states”.
Rationalists would propose that “the main characteristic of the international system is
its interdependencé® and that actors in the system would prefer to exist in an
international reginfé sharing collective goodsand collective securify than in the
aforementioned sea of anarchy. The ration choice of cooperation over competition is
the key tenet of the theory, with states (or any other actors) limiting their immediate
desires “for the long term good of themselves and of the society of which they were
but a part”* Anarchy is restrained by common interests and common oblig&tions
because rational actors use common sense (sic) and “take the world as it is and
improve it” 2

Ultimately rationalism encompasses “a far broader framework than inter-state

relations™’

as imagined by realism, for it considers three levels of analysis
simultaneously: the human, the state, and the international s¥steriven
neoliberals, who concede to realism the assumption of the state as a primary actor

pursuing self-intere&, hold that cooperation is possible, and demonstrate this

¥ Holsti, 7.

20 pid, 9.

2! Goldstein, 107.
22 bid, 106.

2 bid, 111.

% Stern, 12.

% Wight, 1995:289.
2 A J. P. Taylor in Wight, 1996: 29.
27 Stern, 26.

2 bid, 28.

2 Goldstein, 1009.
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through thePrisoners’ dilemma® The reason for rationalists’ rejection of realist
assumptions of self-help lies in their different conception of human nature. The
rationalist, unlike the realist, does not see humans as “plairi'taat’as something
less tangible: rational creatures seeking the greatest benefit (over the lon§ term).

If there is a gap between realist and rationalist conceptions of the
‘international’, there is a sizable gulf between realist and revolutionist understandings.
Unlike realists, revolutionists are “optimistic and perfectionist about human rigture”
and seek an “ideal but realisable sociéfy”Revolutionists believe that the “residual
attachment to ‘outmoded’ notions of sovereignty, territoriality, ethnicity and the like
would erode® and people would come to think of themselves as inhabiting what
McLuhan called a ‘global village€® The revolutionist, like the rationalist,
understands there to be an international society, but they want to harden it “into a
world-state, and to define and constitute it as a super-$taté’here exists for
revolutionists a world society that is constrained by concepts of state and nation, and
that can be realised if we move beyond such limitations. It follows then that their
main characteristic of the ‘international’ is its inherent social ufiitll societies are
interconnected by virtue of their common humanity and therefore are potentially

perfectible.

%0 Goldstein, 105 — ThErisoners Dilemmas a theoretical ‘game’ where it makes sense to betray one
another in the short term, but to seek cooperation in the long term.

3L Wight, 1996: 25.

¥ Goldstein, 101.

33 Wight, 1996: 27.

% Stern, 14.

% bid, 28.

% Marshall McLuhan, Quentin Fiore and Jerome Agéar and Peace in the Global Villagslew
York: Bantam Books, 1968),

37 Wight, 1996: 40.

* Holsti, 14.
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We have what Hedley Bull, a tutee of Martin Wight, called “blood and iron
and immorality men*°, “law and order and keep your word méh”and “subversion
and liberation and missionary mef”. Realists with a state-centric selfish world,
rationalists with a cooperation-orientated sharing world, and revolutionists with a
social world where every member is bound inextricably to every other. All three
theories have different versions of the ‘international’, and each theory conflicts with
the other. It seems reasonable then to propose that there can be no unified approach to
international relations, that three different theories demand three different approaches
to studying the field, and that by necessity any attempt to unify them into a single
approach would involve academic gymnastics. This proposition, however, can be
challenged by a concept that originates in postmodern theory. “A central idea of
postmodernism is that there is no single objective reality but a multiplicity of
experiences and perspectivEs’and that no single category can adequately explain
them?*

Stern said that “if one asks two scientists about the origins of the universe one
is likely to get three answer§®. The reason for this lies in the theoretical necessity of
“breaking up the universe into intellectually manageable firts”explain certain
actions or incidents. To conceptualise events, to shrink them for manag&aitity
need to simplify them. This act of simplification means that certain theories can
explain certain events quite well, but they ignore or deny the significance of others.

We can either understand the conflicts between theories as mentioned above —

40 Wight, 1996:xi.
“1bid.

42 bid.

43 Goldstein, 131.
“4\bid, 144.

4 stern, 41.

“® Reynolds, 195.
4" bid, 196.
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supposing them to be mutually exclusive — or, as the inevitable consequence of using
multiple theoretical tools, to explain a huge array of experiences and interactions.
Indeed, it is possible that “realism and institutionalism — or any other theory or
approach — are not potential substitutes for one another. They are “competing”
approaches only in the sense that they focus on different forces and thus may provide
“better” or “worse” — or at least different — insights in particular ca%es”.

If this were so then “all available epistemologies and methodologies have
something to offef® as long as we do not regard any single one as central to our
approach towards international relations. Where traditional international relations
theory endeavoured to identify the significant units of the system and to then identify
the significant interactions between thénthere is a completely different way of
understanding international relations if we try “starting from the interactions and not
the units®. As Rosenau said:

“If we can construct the outlines of a world in which the course of events is sustained

by processes rather than actors, we need not fear that our paradigm will be rendered

obsolete by the declining capacities of governments, the advent of new issues
initiated by new organizations, the fragmentation of authority, or the growth of
interdependencé®
When the analysis of processes is taken to be central to our approach of international
relations, realism, rationalism and revolutionism become tools to analyse various (and

different) processes at work. Their different understandings of the ‘international’ —

8 Jack DonnellyRealism and International Relatio@ambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2000), 131.

49 James N. Rosenatihe Study of Global Interdependence: Essays on the Transnationalization of
World Affair (London: Pinter, 1980), 133.

*0 Charles Reynoldg;heory and Explanation in International Politilsondon: Robertson, 1973), 203.
*! bid, 203.

2 Rosenau, 144.
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and the different conceptions of the ‘international’ presented by any other theory — are
merely reflective of the different imperatives of each process.

It is thus possible to conclude that a unified approach to international relations
is possible. By regarding the prime unit of international relations to be the processes
of interaction instead of the agents of interaction, we can establish a common
framework from which each existing theory offers useful tools of analysis. Different
understandings of the ‘international’ are simply reflective of the examination of
different processes at work, and present no grounds for conflict between theories.
Each theory merely provides a set of tools to examine a certain process, and the
normative decision regarding the relative worth of each process is regarded as
insignificant. Of primary importance is the consideration of narrative constructions
and interpretations of processes, and the application this understanding can have in
unravelling the larger intertwined processes of international relations as a whole.

This paper is by no means exhaustive. It is limited in scope by the size
restrictions inherent in a short essay. It is hoped, however, that the reader now has a
clear understanding both of the conflicts between different understandings of the
‘international’ — if only from three theoretical approaches — and of how such conflicts
might prove largely irrelevant in a more general approach to the study of international

relations.
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