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ix

Letter to Instructors

Dear International Politics Instructor:
The mission for the course in international politics, as I see it, is to provide students with 
the analytical skills and conceptual apparatus to understand and analyze international 
politics. Although much has changed in international politics since I began teaching 
the course just after the end of the Cold War, this underlying goal has not. I continue to 
believe the biggest benefits our students get from the course are the concepts we teach and 
the habits of inquiry we instill. The course is not just a course on international politics or 
political science; it is a central component of a liberal education. Therefore, I continue to 
present many of the issues addressed in the text in terms of questions or puzzles, and to 
examine multiple answers. I also introduce concepts that have application beyond inter-
national politics, such as collective action problems, expected utility, social construction, 
and the distinctions between the five paradigms of international politics we discuss. In 
this edition, I explore different conceptions of power much more deeply.

The themes of power and purpose recur throughout the text. This scheme reflects 
one of the main debates in contemporary theorizing—the debate between rationalist 
and constructivist approaches. I also want to prompt students to inquire about these two 
concepts when thinking about world issues. Many discussions of contemporary problems 
focus on the desire to achieve a particular purpose (such as “development”), without giv-
ing sufficient attention to the limitations on actors’ ability, or power, to bring about that 
end. Similarly, we need to think about how actors’ goals are formed and how they change, 
and why some are controversial and others go unquestioned. The notions of power and 
purpose are explored in depth in Chapter 1, and then are reinforced throughout the text, 
with a discussion focused on power and purpose at the end of each chapter.

The five paradigms that dominate Chapters 3 and 4 (realism, liberalism, economic 
structuralism, constructivism, and feminism) recur throughout the text. They arise 
explicitly again in Chapter 10, when they are applied to international political economy, 
and in Chapter 14, when they are applied to international environmental politics.

A third recurring theme is that of continuity and change. Chapter 2 surveys the evo-
lution of the contemporary system, and subsequent chapters address the historic roots of 
many of the phenomena that concern us today. An explicit goal is to ask whether tradi-
tional concepts are adequate to understand contemporary problems, and to identify what 
is so new that we may not yet have the concepts needed to understand it.

New to this Edition

•	 This edition focuses on expanding and enriching the discussion of power, based on 
requests from previous users.

•	 Chapter 1 now includes a substantive discussion on different conceptions of power: 
coercion, institutional power, soft power, structural power, and collaborative power.

•	 Subsequent chapters point out, where appropriate, how some of these different concep-
tions of power apply to topics under discussion.
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x Letter to Instructors

•	 The text is updated throughout to use recent examples wherever possible. Although 
this is not primarily a course about current events, recent examples help students to 
engage with the material.

•	 The discussion of economic structuralism in Chapter 4 now includes a brief discussion 
of Thomas Piketty’s widely read book, Capital in the 21st Century.

•	 Chapter 9, on the use of force, has evolved to address the Islamic State, which appears 
to blend aspects of a terrorist group and a state. There is also a brief discussion of 
hybrid war, based on Russia’s actions in Ukraine.

•	 The “Connection to You” box in Chapter 5 now addresses campus activism aimed at 
altering foreign policies.

•	 The “Policy Connection” box in Chapter 7 now addresses Britain’s discussion about 
leaving the EU.

MindTap™
As an instructor, MindTap is here to simplify your workload, organize and immediately 
grade your students’ assignments, and allow you to customize your course as you see fit. 
Through deep-seated integration with your Learning Management System, grades are 
easily exported and analytics are pulled with just the click of a button. MindTap provides 
you with a platform to easily add in current events videos and RSS feeds from national 
or local news sources. Looking to include more currency in the course? Students can 
access the KnowNow International Relations Blog for weekly updated news coverage and 
pedagogy.

Like many of my colleagues, I was inspired by talented and dedicated teachers. The 
best of them ignited my interest, sharpened my thinking, and raised my aspirations. As 
teachers, we cherish the moments we see a light bulb go on in a student’s head or stand 
back and watch students engage in a thoughtful discussion. I have sought to provide a 
book that in content and style helps dedicated teachers inspire curious students.

Sincerely,

Riverside, California
August 2015
danieri@ucr.edu
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Letter to Students

Dear Student:
Unanticipated crises in international politics seem to emerge on a weekly basis. In the past few 
years, we have witnessed a war between Russia and Ukraine, the emergence of the “Islamic 
State” from conflicts in Syria and Iraq, the collapse of global energy prices, an Ebola epidemic, 
and an international crisis over a comedy movie. At the same time, some features of inter-
national politics—war, poverty, and the struggle for influence—seem eternal. How are we to 
make sense of all this? International politics presents us with many puzzles, most of which have 
no clear solutions. And yet the stakes are very high—responding incorrectly to these crises 
and challenges can lead to war, pandemic, and poverty. The puzzling nature of international 
politics combined with the high stakes of the issues involved make it a dramatic subject.

The book is built around the theme of “power and purpose.” What goals are actors 
seeking to attain, and who defines those goals? Are the goals complementary or compet-
ing with those of other actors? Those are questions of purpose. Power concerns how 
actors pursue those goals; what resources do they have: money, weapons, prestige? The 
concept of power has several meanings, and exploring these will help us understand 
international politics, and many other areas of politics and the social sciences.

Features

•	 Learning objectives and chapter outlines for each chapter serve both to preview the 
key themes and help with review.

•	 “Consider the Case” boxes begin each chapter with a brief case study from recent 
or more distant history, to illustrate the real-world importance of the themes of each 
chapter. Each chapter then ends with a “Reconsider the Case” box that returns to the 
case in light of the discussion in the chapter.

•	 “Policy Connection” boxes discuss contemporary policy problems, showing how the 
concepts discussed in the text are applied by policy makers.

•	 “History Connection” boxes address the theme of continuity and change, tracing the 
origins of contemporary problems and showing how problems of today have reflec-
tions in historical cases.

•	 “Geography Connection” boxes use various kinds of maps to convey information and 
illustrate concepts. More broadly, these boxes help demonstrate the increasing role of 
geospatial tools in understanding contemporary politics.

•	 “Connection to You” boxes specifically address how the problems discussed in the 
text relate to today’s university students. They illustrate that problems that sometimes 
seem very distant from our lives actually influence us considerably; and that we as 
individuals can seek to shape international politics in numerous ways.

•	 “Power and Purpose” discussions, at the end of each chapter, summarize 
how the themes of power and purpose relate to that topic. These discussions help to 
illustrate the different dimensions of power, and their relationship to actors’ goals.

xi
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xii Letter to Students

The Benefits of Using MindTap™ as a Student
As a student, the benefits of using MindTap with this book are endless. With automati-
cally graded practice quizzes and activities, an easily navigated learning path, and an 
interactive eBook, you will be able to test yourself in and outside of the classroom with 
ease. The accessibility of current events coupled with interactive media makes the content 
fun and engaging. On your computer, phone, or tablet, MindTap is there when you need 
it, giving you easy access to flashcards, quizzes, readings, and assignments.

In the time since I took my first international politics course as an undergraduate, 
the world has been transformed dramatically, first by the end of the Cold War, then by 
the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, and the wars that followed. It has been trans-
formed as well by accelerating globalization, the information revolution, and the rise of 
China. Many of the facts I studied as an undergraduate are today irrelevant. But many of 
the concepts I learned—the tools for thinking about international politics—have not only 
remained relevant but have helped me and others make sense of the bewildering changes 
we have encountered in our lifetime. My aspiration for this book is that it provides you 
with a set of tools you can use to analyze a wide variety of new situations that you may 
encounter.

Sincerely,

Riverside, California
August 2015
danieri@ucr.edu
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Resources for Students & 
Instructors

Students…
Access your International Politics, 4e resources by visiting
www.cengagebrain.com/shop/isbn/9781305630086

If you purchased MindTap access with your book, enter your access code and click 
“Register.” You can also purchase the book’s resources here separately through the “Study 
Tools” tab.

Instructors…
Access your International Politics, 4e resources via www.cengage.com/login.

Log in using your Cengage Learning single sign-on user name and password, or create a 
new instructor account by clicking on “New Faculty User” and following the instructions.

MindTap for International Politics: Power and Purpose in 
Global Affairs, 4th Edition
ISBN for Instant Access Code: 9781305639126
ISBN for Printed Access Code: 9781305630062

MindTap for International Politics: 
Power and Purpose in Global Affairs, 4th 
Edition, is a highly personalized, fully online 
learning experience built upon Cengage 
Learning content and correlating to a set of 
learning outcomes. MindTap guides students 
through the course curriculum via an inno-
vative Learning Path Navigator where they 
will complete reading assignments, challenge 
themselves with focus activities, and engage 
with interactive quizzes. Through a variety 
of gradable activities, MindTap provides stu-
dents with opportunities to check themselves 
for where they need extra help, as well as 
allowing faculty to measure and assess stu-
dent progress. Integration with programs like 
YouTube and Google Drive allows instructors 
to add and remove content of their choosing 
with ease, keeping their course current while 
tracking global events through RSS feeds. 
The product can be used fully online with its 
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interactive eBook for International Politics: Power and Purpose in Global Affairs, 4th 
Edition, or in conjunction with the printed text.

Instructor Companion Website for International Politics: Power and Purpose in Global 
Affairs, 4th Edition— for instructors only
ISBN: 9781305639195

This Instructor Companion Website is an all-in-one multimedia online resource 
for class preparation, presentation, and testing. Accessible through Cengage.com/login 
with your faculty account, you will find available for download: book-specific Microsoft® 
PowerPoint® presentations; a Test Bank compatible with multiple learning management 
systems (LMSs); an Instructor Manual; Microsoft® PowerPoint® Image Slides; and a JPEG 
Image Library.

The Test Bank, offered in Blackboard, Moodle, Desire2Learn, Canvas and Angel formats, 
contains Learning Objective-specific multiple-choice and essay questions for each chapter. 
Import the test bank into your LMS to edit and manage questions, and to create tests.

The Instructor’s Manual contains chapter-specific learning objectives, an outline, key 
terms with definitions, and a chapter summary. Additionally, the Instructor’s Manual 
features critical thinking questions, lecture launching suggestions, in-class activities, 
weblinks and a listing of additional instructor resources.

The Microsoft® PowerPoint® presentations are ready-to-use, visual outlines of each 
chapter. These presentations are easily customized for your lectures and offered along 
with chapter-specific Microsoft® PowerPoint® Image Slides and JPEG Image Libraries. 
Access the Instructor Companion Website at www.cengage.com/login.

IAC Cognero for International Politics: Power and Purpose in Global Affairs, 4th Edition
ISBN: 9781305639188

Cengage Learning Testing Powered by Cognero is a flexible, online system that allows 
you to author, edit, and manage test bank content from multiple Cengage Learning solu-
tions, create multiple test versions in an instant and deliver tests from your LMS, your 
classroom or wherever you want. The test bank for International Politics: Power and 
Purpose in Global Affairs, 4th Edition contains Learning Objective–specific multiple-
choice and essay questions for each chapter.
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1

Learning Objectives
1-1	 Identify ways in which international politics are linked  

to everyday life.
1-2	 Distinguish between explanatory and normative theory.
1-3	 Identify the links between theory and policy.
1-4	 Elaborate how theories are evaluated in political science.
1-5	 Apply the concept of levels of analysis in international 

relations.

Purpose: The Goals  
of Politics

The Problem of Power
Puzzles with High Stakes
The Goals of the Book
The Science of International Politics
The Role of Theory

What Is a Theory?
The Uses of Theory
Normative Theory:  

The Purpose of Action
Levels of Analysis

Syrian refugees protesting in Zaatari refugee camp, Jordan, March 2014.
Anadolu Agency/Getty Images

Introduction: Problems 
and Questions in 
International Politics

1
Chapter Outline
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2 International Politics: Power and Purpose in Global Affairs

Imagine you are president of the United States. It 
appears that Iran is acquiring nuclear weapons. How 
do you respond? Your advisers are divided. One 

group advocates a hard line: Threaten a military attack 
unless Iran proves it has stopped the program. Only 
the threat of a U.S. assault, these advisers contend, will 
persuade Iran to change course. Another group counsels 
a conciliatory policy: The longer we can contain the 
problem, they say, the more likely it is that the Iranian 
government will either be replaced or become less hostile. 
Both groups warn that if you do not take their advice, 
you may be responsible for prompting the use of nuclear 
weapons against the United States. Who is correct? How 
can we predict the consequences of each policy option?

Imagine you are the president of China. Other coun-
tries are increasingly insisting that you stop punishing 
those who speak out against corruption and human rights 
abuses. Your economic growth is based on huge trade 
surpluses with those countries, so it is important that 
the trade relationships be preserved. On the other hand, 
you fear that increasing freedom may destabilize your 
government, and you believe that may be the real goal 
of Western powers. You are not sure that those countries 
will ever really follow through on their implied threats. 
After all, their companies are desperate to sell goods to 
your booming market, and their governments rely on 
your lending to fund their deficit spending. Does par-
ticipating fully in the global economy require becoming 
more like Western countries politically? Or is it possible 
to keep one’s domestic political arrangements completely 
separate from one’s international economic relations?

Imagine you are an average citizen in a democratic 
country voting in a national election. The candidates 
have similar positions on most issues but differ about 
how best to combat terrorism. One candidate argues that 
good intelligence gathering is the key to identifying ter-
rorists before they strike and favors extensive monitoring 
of phone and Internet traffic. Another candidate argues 
that such surveillance provides relatively little benefit 
and constitutes an invasion of our privacy. Whom do 
you vote for? What are the sources of terrorism? What 
policies can reduce the threat?

Imagine you have joined a group devoted to allevi-
ating poverty in Africa. A philanthropist has just given 
the group $1 billion to reduce poverty. How should your 
group spend the money? Should you focus your work on 
educating government decision makers to make better 
decisions? Should you invest in primary education to 
reduce the illiteracy rate? Should you spend the money on 
health care to reduce the drain of illness on the economy? 
What are the causes of global poverty? What are the cures?

These four scenarios cover a wide range of issues 
and views, but in each case you face difficult choices 
that can be made wisely only if you understand how 
international politics works. In each case, moreover, a 
bad decision will be costly. These examples illustrate an 
important point: International politics matters to every-
body, in one way or another. It affects the daily lives even 
of people who know nothing or care nothing about it.

Each of these scenarios also illustrates why interna-
tional politics is an interesting—even a dramatic—sub-
ject. International politics can be thought of as a set of 
vexing puzzles with very high stakes. Millions of lives 
are on the line when leaders try to avoid war or try to use 
war to accomplish their goals, or even when they choose 
policies on trade, developmental aid, or environmental 
collaboration. International politics involves ethical 
quandaries, such as whether the effort to reduce terror-
ism justifies torture or whether it is acceptable to stand 
aside in the face of famine or genocide. It involves the 
highest aspirations of humankind, such as the dreams 
of ending war and eliminating global poverty. And it 
involves the lowest depths to which individuals and 
societies sink—mass murder, terrorism, and famine.

This book seeks to help you understand the puzzles 
that comprise international politics today. These puzzles 
challenge our intellect, and the choices we make or do 
not make, as citizens and as societies, will have far-reach-
ing consequences. Wise choices may help avert wars, 
starvation, and environmental collapse. Poor choices can 
lead to disaster. That combination—difficult dilemmas 
and high stakes—is what makes international politics an 
exciting subject. That we live in a rapidly changing world 
only increases the risks and the challenges.

Purpose: The Goals of Politics
The scenarios in the previous section bring up questions of both power and purpose, 
two themes that run throughout this book. Power and purpose are central concepts 
in understanding political behavior, and are therefore at the center of the most widely 
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3Chapter One: Introduction: Problems and Questions in International Politics

applied theories of international politics. Each approach has particular notions of what 
constitutes power and of what the most important goals are that actors are pursuing. It 
is useful to come back to these concepts again and again. Neither purpose nor power is 
always evident. Focusing on them prompts us to make the implicit explicit, and in doing 
so reveals vital characteristics of the international political process.

What are various actors trying to achieve? Purpose refers to the goals of political 
action. In this book, we consider a wide range of actors, including states, individuals, 
bureaucracies, firms, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), international organiza-
tions, and terrorist groups (see Figure 1.1). Regardless of the actors, we need to consider 
the purposes they are trying to achieve. To what extent do the actors on a given issue have 
shared or competing purposes? How do the purposes of states and of the international 
community change, and what happens when they do? These questions are central to the 
study of international politics.

The Problem of Power
Power is an essential concept in the study of politics, but 
how to define it, and how it works, are widely debated. 
For our purposes, it is sufficient to highlight five different 
meanings of the term power. These five concepts, taken 
together, provide some sense of the range of ways power 
works in political science, and the range of approaches 
one can take in studying it.

The simplest and most widely used meaning of the 
term power is the ability to compel another actor to do (or 
not to do) something. When one country uses military 
force or economic sanctions to compel another to sur-
render some disputed territory, we see power as coercion.

In many cases, institutions are given authority on 
certain issues, and the rules of those organizations convey 
power. This “institutional power” can be far reaching, 
but it depends on the underlying agreements on which 
the institution is based—which in some cases seem 
unquestionable and in others are fragile. In Chapter 7, we 
examine the United Nations (UN), which has been given 
authority over a variety of functions. The UN General 
Assembly operates according to a one-state/one-vote rule, 
but the Security Council allows five “great powers” to veto 
any resolution, assigning a different level of institutional 
power to those five.

Sometimes we can get others to do what we want 
without threatening or outvoting them. In Chapter 4, our 
discussion of constructivist theory examines how shared 
norms (values) shape behavior. To the extent that we can 
appeal to shared values, and to the extent we have prestige, 
our arguments may carry more weight. This prestige, 
and the ability to use it persuasively, is sometimes called 
“soft power.” If others share our purpose, we do not need 
to compel them. In this conception, purpose and power 
begin to overlap.

purpose

The goals that actors pur-
sue, including the notion 
of “national interest.” 
Whether actors see them-
selves as having shared 
or competing goals is a 
central concern.

power

The ability of an actor to 
achieve its goals. Exactly 
what constitutes power 
and how to measure it 
are vexing problems in 
international relations.

AP
 P
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to

A bomb near Colombo, the capital of Sri Lanka, tears apart 
a packed passenger train. The tactic of suicide bombing was 
developed by the Tamil Tigers in Sri Lanka. How has the 
advent of suicide bombing changed the kinds of questions 
we ask about international politics?
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4 International Politics: Power and Purpose in Global Affairs

Some assert that the ultimate power is to have social relations arranged in such a 
way that others serve one’s interest voluntarily, and without thinking about it. This is 
referred to as “structural power” because it resides in the very structure of social relations. 
To have one’s interests accepted uncritically as natural, or as the only way things can be, 
is to have influence that is not even noticed and, therefore, cannot be easily challenged. 
For example, scholars critical of capitalism (Chapter 4) point out that in capitalism most 
everyone accepts as natural an arrangement in which the owners of corporations make 
vastly more than employees, who may work equally hard. In this view, capitalism gives 
structural power to those who own firms.

A very different view sees power not as directed at other actors but with other actors. 
Put differently, this view stresses power to rather than power over. Liberal theorists 
(Chapter 3) and feminist theorists (Chapter 4) point out that the ability to collaborate with 
others to accomplish what one cannot accomplish alone is a form of collaborative power.

Figure 1.1	 Political actors in the Syrian Civil War.

Syrian Civil War
In March 2011, Syrian protestors sought to 

oust the authoritarian government of 
Bashar al-Assad. Government forces killed 
thousands of protestors in the following 

months, leading to international efforts to 
stop the violence and topple Assad.

The Arab League
The 22 members initially stood aside from the 
Syrian crisis, but then suspended Syria from 
the League and imposed economic sanctions. 
They proposed a reform plan for Syria that 
was rejected by Assad.

Nongovernmental Organization

Syrian Observatory 
for Human Rights
This group has run a website and Facebook 
page posting reports from around the country 
about violence and repression. In a situation 
where only government-controlled media are 
allowed, NGOs are important information 
sources for protestors and for the interna-
tional media.

International Organization

States

Syria and others
The Syrian government considers its oppo-
nents to be terrorists, and violently represses 
them. States allied with Syria, such as Russia, 
hesitated to criticize Syria. Others have long 
sought to weaken Assad’s government, and 
provided support to protestors.

Individuals

Bashar al-Assad; Syrian citizens
The Assad regime is highly personalized. 
Government response to the protests de-
pends heavily on his decisions. Ordinary 
Syrian citizens are both driving the protest 
and bearing the brunt of the violence and 
economic disruption.
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5Chapter One: Introduction: Problems and Questions in International Politics

A polluted canal runs through Jakarta, Indonesia. Gaps 
between the richest and the poorest are increasing world-
wide. What are the causes of poverty? Does the globaliza-
tion of trade and finance help or hurt?
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These five different meanings of power (and we could identify more) are summa-
rized below:

1.	 The ability to compel, or coercive power.
2.	 Compulsion according to rules, or institutional power.
3.	 Persuasion, or soft power.
4.	 The power of unquestioned beliefs, or structural power.
5.	 The power gained by working together, or collaborative power.

Theorists disagree about which forms of power are most important. Those in the 
realist school (Chapter 3) tend to find compulsion most fundamental because it does not 
rely on any underlying agreement on the value of money, voting rules, or social norms. 
Adherents of other schools of thought argue that compulsion is a very expensive way to 
get things done, and that a great number of goals cannot be gained with it. They find the 
various kinds of power that do not rely on compulsion to be more important, and argue 
that most of what goes on in international politics is driven by these other notions of power. 
Debating which kind of power is most important is less important than recognizing that 
there are very different ways to define it, and very different ways in which 
power and purpose are linked. In compulsion, there is a clear 
distinction between the goal and the power used to achieve it. 
In structural power, having others accept one’s goal is itself 
a form of power.

Puzzles with High 
Stakes
International politics today is a series of puzzles with 
immense consequences. A great deal—including money 
and lives—depends on the answers and solutions we 
reach. Unfortunately, we are unable to answer many ques-
tions in international politics with certainty. The problem 
is not that we have no answers but rather that, for most 
important questions, we have two or more good answers, 
along with considerable debate concerning which is cor-
rect. A few of the questions that are most prominent today 
can be used to illustrate this point.

•	 What are the sources of terrorism? It seems that 
religion often plays an important role. But of all the 
religious people in the world, very few, even among 
the most devout, commit terrorism or support it. 
Therefore, some people argue that individual frus-
tration and alienation cause specific individuals to 
become terrorists. Others point to the role of poverty. 
Ultimately, there is no simple explanation for why 
one person becomes a terrorist and another does not, 
or why one group seems to condone terrorism while 
another does not. Yet governments and individuals 
must make decisions every day on the basis of answers 
to these questions, even if those answers are tentative.
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6 International Politics: Power and Purpose in Global Affairs

•	 Are democracies more peaceful than countries with other forms of government? 
It seems natural that they would be, and recent U.S. presidents of both parties have 
asserted that this is an important consideration in their policies. Although the 
relationship between democracy and war is complex and hotly debated, important 
actions such as the invasion of Iraq, intervention in the former Yugoslavia, and the 
provision of economic aid to Russia were justified in part by the belief that if outsid-
ers help countries become democratic, these countries will be peaceful and war with 
them will be less likely. However, a pro-democratic revolution in Ukraine seems to 
have spurred conflict, not reduced it, and the revolution in Libya descended into 
civil war. What is the relationship between democracy—and democratization—and 
conflict?

•	 What are the causes and consequences of poverty around the world? Many people 
argue that global poverty is a result of the way the international economy works: 
Competition from advanced economies makes it impossible for poor countries to 
succeed. Many others, however, make the opposite argument: Competition, they say, 
increases efficiency and wealth. Poor countries would benefit from more international 
competition, not less. There is evidence for both arguments. For the lives of billions 
of people, making the right call on this issue is essential.

•	 Should we, and could we, turn back globalization? Is globalization a force to be feared 
or a force for good? Many people fear the consequences of globalization and argue that 
governments should take steps to limit it. Others disagree, arguing that globalization 
brings many benefits, including economic growth and better government. Still oth-
ers argue that, whether we like it or not, globalization is an inevitable economic and 
social process and that those who try to fight it will be left behind.

•	 Is the United States a declining power? Is China’s rise inevitable? What might slow 
or reverse the perceived decline of the United States or sidetrack China’s rise? What 
are the forces that lead to the rise and decline of the power and influence of different 
countries? What might be the consequences when a new dominant power emerges? 
These questions have been applied to history as well as to contemporary cases. Leaders 
around the world are seeking to answer them, and to apply the answers successfully 
to their own states.

•	 Is the international community obliged to intervene when a country’s government 
is abusing the human rights of its own people? Beliefs about the circumstances in 
which outsiders can, should, or must intervene are shifting. Traditionally, interfer-
ence in others’ “internal affairs” was generally prohibited, but that changed during 
the wars in the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s. The North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion (NATO) intervened in Libya in 2011 to prevent Muammar Gaddafi from mas-
sacring opposition forces. In 2012, a similar situation arose in Syria. If intervention 
was permitted, was it required? The policies adopted in one case can create difficult 
precedents for others.

Often we cannot delay making a decision until we have arrived at a perfect 
understanding of the problem. We must learn to evaluate the different arguments 
on a pressing question and decide which we (as individuals or as a society) find most 
compelling. We base our policies on answers to questions, even when we are highly 
uncertain about those answers. In other words, we are forced to choose a side in key 
debates even when we would rather delay. Academic debates, therefore, have immense 
practical significance.
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7Chapter One: Introduction: Problems and Questions in International Politics

The Goals of the Book
This book aims to help you evaluate everyday arguments about international politics 
and foreign policy by connecting these everyday arguments to scholarly research in the 
field. Friends, parents, teachers, bloggers, and “experts” routinely make assertions—often 
with great confidence—about how international politics works and about what policies 
governments, groups, firms, and individuals should adopt.

Every argument about politics and policies is based on an identifiable series of 
assumptions. We can scrutinize those assumptions and decide whether we agree. Similarly, 
each argument is supported by at least some evidence. We can evaluate that evidence and 
identify its strengths and weaknesses. For each argument, there are competing arguments 
based on different assumptions and different evidence (or on a different interpretation 
of the same evidence). We want to be able to identify and explore the competing argu-
ments. We want to understand where those different interpretations come from. This is 
the focus of the academic field of international politics.

In sum, we want to accomplish three basic goals.

•	 First, we want to better our own understanding of international politics. More than 
learning facts, this means learning how to ask the right questions and to evaluate 
evidence about possible answers. This will allow us to achieve our second goal.

•	 Second, we want to make informed evaluations about how the world works and about 
what choices should be made. We might use these evaluations to decide whom to vote 
for, where to invest, or where to volunteer.

•	 Third, we want to be able to engage in intelligent debate about important public policy 
issues. Whether the goal is to convince someone to vote for a particular candidate, to 
gain support for a particular policy, or simply to challenge our parents, we want to be 
able to bring theory and evidence together to create compelling arguments.

The Science of International 
Politics
Some statements about international politics are very general, whereas others are quite 
specific. In either case, the goal of analysis is to decide whether to accept or to reject an 
assertion.

International politics is generally considered a part of the discipline of political 
science. The idea that there can be a science of politics is often regarded with skepti-
cism. However, whether or not we admit it, we all behave as though we can discover 
patterns in politics. We form generalizations about what tends to happen in certain 
kinds of circumstances, and about what we might do to promote some outcomes and 
prevent others. Without some belief that we can explain and predict political behavior, 
our choices would be completely random. Political science cannot aspire to the same 
level of certainty as physics, but it has a crucial role to play in prompting us to make 
our beliefs about causes and consequences as explicit as possible, and then to subject 
them to scrutiny.

How do we do this? The branch of political science known as methodology studies 
how best to verify or reject different hypotheses (assertions) about politics. However, 
there is profound disagreement among political scientists about which methodological 

methodology

The set of principles, 
strategies, and practical 
steps used to evaluate 
competing hypotheses.
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8 International Politics: Power and Purpose in Global Affairs

approaches are best. There is equally profound disagreement about the extent to which 
the study of politics can be or should aim to be scientific in the way that term is used in 
the natural sciences.

Natural scientists perform laboratory experiments in which they isolate and control 
the variables they are studying. Political scientists, in contrast, are unable to perform 
experiments on world leaders or on the effects of different policies. Having seen the 

Predicting Instability

This map shows the “political instability index” 
of countries, as assessed by the Economist Intel-
ligence Unit, part of the English newsmagazine 
The Economist. We want to judge instability in the 
world for any number of reasons: It could affect 
the value of investments, the flow of migrants, the 
supply of goods, the security of democracy, or the 
need to intervene militarily. But what do we mean 
by “stability”? And how do we measure it? These 
are the kinds of questions to which academics, 
investment bankers, intelligence services, and 
humanitarian organizations devote considerable 
energy. Predicting unrest is difficult, but success 

can help actors prepare for or even prevent the 
worst consequences.

Critical Thinking Questions
1.	 How would you define “stability” in interna-

tional affairs?
2.	 What things that can easily be measured do 

you think would be the best predictors?
3.	 How would you figure out whether your model 

was better than those of your classmates?

The Geography Connection

Very high
Risk level

High
Moderate
Low
Not rated

Political Instability Index

Political Instability Index
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9Chapter One: Introduction: Problems and Questions in International Politics

The study of international politics and the prac-
tice of foreign policy are tightly linked. People 
study international politics because they hope 
to make better decisions concerning the real 
world. Every foreign policy is based on some 
understanding of how the world works and of 
what the results of different policies would likely 
be. For every headline one reads about a foreign 
policy debate, there is a corresponding academic 
debate. Every policy argument, boiled down to its 
essentials, is a causal argument: “If we do X, the 
result will be Y.” The obvious follow-up question 
is: “How do you know?” In the public debate, 
we are often not very rigorous about scrutinizing 
these propositions.

The job of the scholar, the student, and the 
citizen is to examine these claims more rigorously. 
This means understanding the assumptions and 
arguments behind a particular policy position 
and evaluating them critically. Chapter 9, for 
example, considers efforts to combat terrorism 
and fundamentalist insurgency. If policy makers 
believe that terrorism is caused by poverty, they 
will adopt a particular set of policies. If they 
believe that terrorism is caused by an absence 
of democracy, they will adopt a very different 
set of policies. Because resources are limited, it 
is important not to waste money and effort on 
policies that will not work.

Chapter 11 addresses international economic 
crises, including the one that began in 2008 
and continues today in some countries. A central 
dilemma for governments has been whether 
to borrow and spend more to help economies 
grow, or whether to borrow and spend less to 
reduce national debts. Equally important for 
policy makers is how to coordinate policies with 

other governments so that states do not enact 
policies that negate each other. These debates 
lead us into macroeconomics. What is the dan-
ger that reduced government spending will push 
economies into deeper recession? Is it bigger or 
smaller than the danger of a debt crisis? A larger 
question is why traditionally strong economies 
(United States, Western Europe) were hit harder 
by this crisis than developing economies we used 
to associate with crisis. After years of economic 
preaching to the developing countries, do the 
“advanced” economies now need to take some 
of their own advice?

Chapter 14 addresses international environ-
mental problems. In the debate over the scientific 
evidence for global warming, we see clearly the 
link between scholarship, politics, and policy 
making. We look at the political, rather than the 
scientific, questions. What are the barriers to a 
more effective global treaty to prevent climate 
change? What are the economic effects of dif-
ferent measures? These are widely debated, and 
even when there is agreement on the costs, there 
is no agreement on who should pay those costs. 
Most frightening, perhaps, what are the possible 
international political and economic effects if 
little is done and climate change begins to have 
dramatic consequences?

Critical Thinking Questions
1.	 Identify a current debate (other than those 

mentioned here). What are the major causal 
arguments in favor of one policy or another?

2.	 Can you envision how one might design a 
study to assess the validity of these arguments?

3.	 What obstacles do you run into?

Academic and Policy Debates

The Policy Connection
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