
POLS1005 Revision 

I. Theories 

A. Realism 
a. Assumptions 

• States are the dominant actors 

• The international setting of world politics is characterised by anarchy (the absence of a central 
authority with the ability to make and enforce laws that bind all actors) 
o States must constantly live in fear of one another, and each state’s main goal is preserving 

its survival and security. No other goal can be realised unless the state is secure 
 

b. Characteristics 

• This entails an interest in acquiring power, mainly militarily. However, when one state 
improves its military capabilities to enhance its own security, it inevitably undermines other 
states’ goal of maintaining its own security, known as the security dilemma. 
o Because states are concerned with security and power, nearly all interactions involve 

bargaining and coercion so that each state tries to get a bigger share for itself 
o It views one state’s gain as another state’s loss (zero-sum game), thus even when the potential 

gains from cooperation are large, states worry more about the division of benefits than about overall 
gain (relative-gains concerns) 

• Because of the anarchic nature of the international system, international institutions are weak 
and exert little independent effect on world politics 
o Current institutions merely reflect the interests and power of the dominant countries, 

which had the most influence over their design 
o While institutions can matter marginally, rules are unlikely to be followed and states will 

ultimately always succumb to interests and power 

• War is a permanent feature of international relations because there is nothing to stop states 
from waging war when it is in their interests to do so. The risk of war can be managed by 
careful diplomacy and temporary alliances between states that face common threats, but 
neither international nor domestic institutions can deliver lasting peace 

• Cooperation is hard because states are self-interested, and international institutions are 
generally too weak to compel desirable behaviours 

 

Notable realists: Thucydides (ca. 460-440 BC), Niccolo Machiavelli (1467-1527), Thomas Hobbes 
(1588-1679), Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) 

 

 



B. Liberalism 
a. Assumptions 

• States are the dominant actors 

• The international system is anarchic 
 

b. Characteristics 

• Governments’ interests come from within the state (the interplay of different domestic actors 
operating within domestic political institutions) 

- Realism perceives states’ interests in security and power as derived from external imperatives 
(the need to survive in an anarchic world) 

• Actors have common interests which can serve as the basis for cooperation. The costs of war 
entail a common interest in avoiding conflict 

» Common interest in profit-making incentivises cooperation in lowering economic 
barriers 

» Common interest in clean air and water incentivises cooperation in protecting shared 
resources 

- Realism perceives most situations as involving conflicting interests over relative power 

• Whether actors can cooperate to further their common interests depends on both domestic 
and international institutions 
o Domestic: Democracy is the best way to ensure that governments’ foreign policies reflect 

the underlying harmony of interests among individuals, curbing the influence of self-
interested political and business actors who have interests in starting wars 

o International: The scope for cooperation creates a demand for international institutions, 
which facilitate cooperation by resolving dilemmas that arise in strategic interactions and 
easing the process of collective decision making 

• While the world is not perfect, progress is still possible 
o The risk of war can be reduced by spreading democracy, strengthening global institutions, 

and fostering economic interdependence between states’ welfare 
o Collectively raising economic activity and consequently wealth makes it possible to lift 

countries and people out of poverty 
 

 

 

 

 



C. Constructivism 
a. Assumptions 

• What actors want is not fixed/predetermined, but depends on their culture, prevailing ideas 
and identity (conception of they are) 

- Realism and liberalism emphasise material sources of interests (security in terms of hard power, 
wealth) 

• Whether states perceive common or conflicting interests depends on not only on relative 
military power and economic ties, but whether they share a common political or cultural 
identity (eg: democracy, Western identity) (us vs them) 

• Social actors pursue what they believe is right based on conceptions of identity and how they 
wish others to view them 
o The desire to conform to certain standards of behaviour can override other interests (even 

security) 
o Thus institutions, which embody the rules of appropriate behaviour, have a significant 

effect on states’ actions and observed outcomes, as states wish to be seen as compliant 

- Realism and liberalism assume that actors are purposive, selecting among possible alternatives 
according to their anticipated effects 

 

b. Characteristics 

• There is significant potential for change, and even fundamental transformation in world 
politics. Anarchy, which both realism and liberalism assume, is not a necessary features of 
world order 
o If actors understand one another’s interests differently, their concept of appropriate 

behaviour could change dramatically 
o State behaviour can be altered by the conscious efforts of activists to promote new norms 

» Norms against the use of certain weapons, promoting intervention in genocidal 
conflicts, favouring the protection of human rights 

o Transnational actors are crucial in spreading norms around the world 

  



II. Interests, Interactions, and Institutions 

A. Interests 
What actors want to achieve through political action; more precisely, their preferences over the outcomes that might 
result from their political choices 

• Interests determine how actors rank the desirability of different outcomes, from most to least 
preferred  

• Identifying actors’ interests 
o Drawing on prior theories of human nature or behaviour 
o Relying on statements and actions of actors 
o Simply assume that actors have a certain interest 

§ Power or security: need for a degree of security as a prerequisite to other goals, or to 
desire power and ability to dominate others (part of human nature or necessity for 
survival in a competitive international environment) 

§ Economic or material welfare: desire for a higher standard of living or quality of life. 
Economic welfare as the long-term goal, security/power as a means to this end 

§ Ideological goals: shape what actors want or believe to be good and desirable. Power 
or wealth may be a means to this end 

 

a. Actors 

The basic unit for the analysis of international politics. Can be individuals or groups of people with common interests 

i. Hierarchy	of	Interests	
Individuals	>	groups	>	governments	>	states	>	international	organisations	

 

ii. The	State	

• Central authority with the ability to make and enforce laws, rules and decisions within its 
territory 

• States are assumed to be sovereign, which creates the condition of anarchy in the international 
system, as there is no legal authority higher than the state to make and enforce laws that bind 
international actors 

 
States as Actors: the term may be used in two different ways 

i. A	state’s	national	interest	lies	in	security	(safety	from	external	and	internal	threats	and	
accumulating	power	to	ensure	security)	

ii. Shorthand	 for	 sets	of	national	 leaders	acting	 in	 the	names	of	 their	 countries.	Many	
actions	in	international	politics	are	taken	by	individuals	who	represent	the	state.	Thus,	
we	 make	 no	 prior	 assumption	 about	 where	 the	 interests	 pursue	 by	 those	 agents	
originate	



» President Bush decided to invade Iraq, but he has several roles in the system. As head 
of state, he could be seeking to further the state’s interest in security or access to key 
resources. He is also a politician pursuing his personal interest in getting re-elected to 
the presidency. He was also influenced by interest groups supporting his re-election 
bid (such as oil companies or defence contractors who would benefit from war). He 
could also have been an individual motivated by personal ideology about democracy. 

 

Actor Commonly ascribed interests Examples 

States Security, power, wealth, ideology US, Canada, China 

Politicians Re-election/retention of office, ideology, 
policy goals 

POTUS, PM of Britain, 
Speaker of US House of 
Representatives 

Firms, industries or 
business associations Profit, wealth GM, Sony, big-pharma 

Classes or factors of 
production Material well-being, wealth Capital, labour, land, 

human capital 

Bureaucracies 

Budget maximisation, influence, policy 
preferences 

“Where you stand depends on where you 
sit” 

Department of 
Defence, Department 
of Commerce, NSC, 
MFA 

International 
organisations 

As composites of states, they reflect the 
interests of member states according to 
their voting power 

As organisations, they are assumed to be 
similar to domestic bureaucracies 

UN, IMF, OECD, 
International Postal 
Union 

NGOs 
Moral, ideological, or policy goals 

(human rights, environment, religion) 

Red Cross, Amnesty 
International, Catholic 
Church 

 

 

B. Interactions 
The ways in which the choices of two or more actors combine to produce political outcomes 
 

When studying interactions, we make two assumptions 

i. Actors	behave	with	the	intention	of	producing	a	desired	result.	Actors	are	assumed	to	
choose	among	available	options	with	due	regard	for	their	consequences	and	with	the	
aim	of	bringing	about	outcomes	they	prefer	

ii. In	cases	of	strategic	interaction	(interactions	in	which	each	actor’s	strategy	depends	on	
the	 anticipated	 strategy	 of	 others),	 we	 assume	 that	 actors	 adopt	 best-response	
strategies	based	on	what	they	believe	to	be	the	interests	and	likely	actions	of	others	


