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Instructional Period 6002

Title: Statecraft and the International System

Introduction: The complexity and uncertainty of today’s international environment requires comprehending how systems behave and how variables within the international system interact. Buzan and Little identify three categories of variables—interaction capacity, process, and structure—that are the key to international relations (IR) theories and to explaining behavior in the international system. This lesson introduces several key IR concepts and discusses statecraft in the context of the two major opposing IR theories, realism and liberalism, sometimes referred to as idealism. At this point a few definitions are in order. Theory, according to Hal Winton, is a body of propositions that defines, categorizes, explains, connects, and anticipates (predicts) phenomena in a particular field, be it airpower employment or international relations. In Theory of International Politics, Kenneth Waltz defines a system as a “set of interacting units.” As Jack Snyder points out, systems may be simple self-contained entities with only a few feedback loops or complex ones like the international system, with multiple interconnections and feedback loops across military, economic, and domestic political sub-systems at several levels. In addition, they may be either loosely coupled or tightly coupled. Small changes in a tightly coupled system result in larger effects than they would in a similar but loosely coupled system. For example, the US decision to intervene in Vietnam stemmed from the domino theory, which assumed a tightly coupled international system.

Statecraft is the art of defining and pursuing national objectives in their domestic and international contexts. It depends upon values, assumptions about the nature of the international system, and interests. At the risk of oversimplification, one might argue that statecraft rests upon one or the other of two fundamental assumptions about the nature of the international environment, although most approaches actually combine elements of the two. The first view of the international environment centers around the realist interpretation, which emphasizes the role of power, conflict, and enduring national interests in determining and shaping the nation’s broadest policies toward other actors in the international system. The second major outlook toward statecraft is that of the liberals or idealists, who stress the role of ideals, institutions, and the cooperation of democratic states in producing a stable and prosperous world that is not fundamentally in conflict with America’s values and interests. “In practice, most policies are a mixture of realism and idealism, with the realist approach providing the means for achieving the ends or goals of policy and the idealist approach used to justify and win over support for the policies adopted” (Plano and Olton, The International Relations Dictionary, 1969). The second and third readings explain these approaches and offer examples. The lecture introduces the different assumptions and arguments that realists and liberals put forth regarding the identity of the principal actors, the basic interests of those actors, the nature of their interactions, and the possibilities for fundamental change.

Lesson Objective: Compare and contrast the realist and liberal theories of statecraft. PJELA: 1a, 1b, 2b, 3a.

Desired Learning Outcomes:

1. Define levels and sectors of analysis and relate them to realism and liberalism.

2. Relate process, structure, and interaction capacity to the realist and liberal theories.

Questions for Study and Discussion:

1. What set of beliefs underpin the interpretations of those who espouse the realist and the liberal approaches to statecraft? Is one approach more realistic than the other?

2. With which of the levels and sectors of analysis does each approach most closely align? Does military power fit more comfortably into one interpretation than the other?

3. Do the approaches of Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson offer two different paradigms for conducting statecraft? Are these paradigms mutually exclusive?

4. How do the concepts of process, structure, and interaction capacity find expression in the realist and liberal approaches to foreign policy?

5. What realist and liberal elements are reflected in current security strategy and policy?

Assigned Readings:

1. Buzan, Barry and Richard Little, “The Theoretical Toolkit of this Book,” International Systems in World History: Remaking the Study of International Relations, Chapter 4, 2000, pp. 68–74, 77–88.

2. Mearsheimer, John J., “Introduction,” The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, Chapter 1, 2001, pp. 1–27, 403–413.

3. Kissinger, Henry, “The Hinge: Theodore Roosevelt or Woodrow Wilson,” Diplomacy, Chapter 2, 1994, pp. 29–55. (Separate Issue)

Suggested Readings:

Dougherty, James E. and Robert L. Pfaltzgraff, Jr., Contending Theories of International Relations, 5th edition, 2000.

Doyle, Michael, Ways of War and Peace: Realism, Liberalism, and Socialism, 1997.

Snyder, Jack and Robert Jervis, Coping with Complexity in the International System, 1993.

Walt, Stephen, “International Relations: One World, Many Theories,” Foreign Policy, No. 110, Spring 1998, pp. 29–46.
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