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Question 1 

“In IR theory, nothing cumulates, not even criticism.” Do you agree or disagree? Provide 1) an 
example of a research program that you think has produced cumulative knowledge and 2) an 

example of a research program that has either stagnated or failed to progress. In answering, be 
sure to provide specific evidence for your argument, and explain which standards we should use 

to evaluate research program in international relations theory.  

 

I disagree with the statement that nothing cumulates in IR theory, not even criticism. Comparing 
the development of the realist tradition in international relations theory---namely the broadly 
conceived categories of classical realism (Carr, Morgenthau), neorealism (Waltz, Jervis, Gilpin, 
Mearsheimer) and neoclassical realism (Rathburn) with the development of the synthetic 
interactive approach in the social constructivist paradigm (Adler, Wendt, Ruggie, etc.) I argue that 
realist theory continues to make strides toward a more comprehensive theoretical understanding 
while constructivism as described below has stagnated in recent decades. I attribute this difference 
not to the substantive claims made by either side, but by the standards upon which each approach 
social science is to be evaluated --- the former I call grand theory, and the latter I call mid-range 
theory. Good, progressive, cumulative theory is capable of predictive accuracy, while stagnant 
theory is interpretivist and incapable of genuine cumulation. I start my answer by defining the two 
forms of theory, I review the development of the two broad research programs, and finally I discuss 
both substantive critiques as well as methods of evaluating. Realist theory can be said to advance 
because it is based on what Weber called erklaren, or explaining, while mid-range and analytically 
eclectic approaches involving constructivism rely on verstehen, or understanding, which is 
inherently interpretivist in nature and difficult to ascertain theoretical progress. 

I. Definitions of Theory 

What is theory? In my response I consider two broadly conceived schools of theory: the realm of 
grand theory, consisting of the –isms like neorealism and neoliberalism, and the realm of mid-
range or analytically eclectic theory, comprised of problem-solving theory and others. Good 
theory, according to Shively, must be simple, have predictive accuracy and be important. For 
Kenneth Waltz, author of Theory of International Politics, theory is to be contrasted with laws. 
Laws establish relationships among numerous variables, while theories are collections of laws that 
can produce a quantitative and probabilistic prediction of future events. For Waltz, good theory is 
elegant and parsimonious. It is like Aristotle’s approach to the natural and physical sciences. It 
relies on abstraction, aggregation, and idealization. Theory is simply the best model and fit, Waltz 
tells us, and it can be replaced. Good theory must generate hypotheses, from which we can infer 
further hypotheses, subject to test while controlling and eliminating variables. Observational and 
experimental test can be used to validate or disprove theory, and it must be repaired and restated 
when necessary. According to Moravcsik, theory must be parsimonious, capable of empirical 
scrutiny, and have clearly demarcated boundaries. I characterize the development of realism below 
as falling into the camp of grand theory.  
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Mid-range theory, or analytic eclecticism, takes a different approach. According to Lake, it does 
not defend a single set of assumptions. According to the definition advanced by Maliniak et al., 
mid-range theory draws on multiple independent variables to produce a multi-method approach to 
questions in IR theory. According to Sil and Kazanstein, mid-range or analytically eclectic theory 
does not constitute an alternative position, but rather, it subsumes rather than supplants existing 
approaches. Since Cox points out that theory is always for someone and some purpose, mid-range 
theory also appreciates the perspective of the theorizer. I characterize the development of 
constructivist approaches, such as Taylor (1987), Adler (1997), Jervis and others, as the mid-range 
or analytically eclectic approach. I argue this tradition, because it does not inhere to the standards 
of science, are incapable of supporting cumulative development in the same way as grand theory, 
and is therefore comparatively stangant.   

II. Realism and Variants 

The often-cited origins of the classical realist thinking can be found in Thucydides’ account of the 
Peloponnesian War, and in particular the Spartan dialogue. In the dialogue, the King of Sparta 
participates in a debate with a council of his allies over whether they should go to war with Athens. 
Although evidently hesitant, the King agrees to go to war, on account of Athens growing power 
and the threat it may pose in the future. Realist authors like Graham T. Allison, who coined the 
term Thucydides trap in his 2016 book, cite this passage as the origins of realist theories of 
hegemonic war.  

 

The modern discipline traces to the writings of EH Carr, who argued that the development of the 
international relations discipline came about as a result of popular demand. Carr believed that 
history was a study of causes, and that practice shapes theory---and not the reverse. Carr argued 
that power in international relations was a function of three factors, namely the military (ultima 
ratio), economic (material) and power over opinion (ideational). Thus Carr’s debate with Hans 
Morgenthau, another early realist, casts light on a lacuna in the current realist tradition. 
Morgenthau, in his appraisal of Carr’s writing, points out that Carr professes a Machiavellian 
realpolitik without the concept of virtu Machiavelli developed in The Prince: that is, the noble 
character traits of good leaders. Thus, early on, the Carr-Morgenthau debate about the nature of 
power highlight the absence of ideational factors, norms, beliefs, and ideas in the classical variant 
of the realist tradition.  

I trace the origins of neoclassical realism to the release of Theory of International Relations by 
Kenneth Waltz (1979). Responding to what he saw as a perceived deficiency, Waltz wrote what 
he hoped would be a corrective to the behaviouralist approach to realism pioneered by Carr and 
Morgenthau. Waltz believed that an adequate theory of international relations would need to 
demarcate the unit, or state, from the system, in order to satisfy the requirements of grand theory 
laid out above. Waltz argued that the international system, composed of unit and structure, was 
defined by the arrangement of its parts. The ordering principle of his system was anarchy, it was 
characterized by oligopolistic competition, and there was a relatively flat international hierarchy 
supporting a balance of power conducive to realpolitik. Power is defined by the distribution of 
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material capabilities. To Waltz, states are like firms. Waltz argued, in contrast with Carr and 
Morgenthau, that power was not a means to an end, or a simple instrumentality. On the contrary, 
Waltz argued that power was a defining aspect of structure: it provided the set of constraining 
conditions for actors within the system. Here, we can see the very criticism leading to cumulative 
development I argue in my thesis. Since Waltz believed the system was relatively flat, he did not 
believe a general systems theory approach was necessary. By contrast, Jervis, author of System 
Effects, argued that the international system was characterized by interdependent units that 
produced system effects --- both positive and negative – through a critically important feedback 
mechanism similar to Adam Smith’s invisible hand. While Jervis conceded several points to Waltz 
– that the system is characterized by anarchy, and it is oligopolistic in nature – he disagreed with 
Waltz by drawing on a different analogy: he thought international relations was like evolutionary 
biology. In the first instance, Waltz’s critique of Carr’s behaviouralist paradigm and conception of 
power led to the development of a neoclassical realism founded on structure. The critical exchange 
between Waltz and Jervis shows the evolution from srtuctural to a systemic approach under the 
neorealist umbrella.  

 

The foregoing approaches have, of course, been criticized by other realists on account of having 
status quo bias. Gilpin, for example, theorized change within the international system. While 
conceding many conditions to Waltz, including anarchy and the oligopolistic nature of 
international relations, he argued that the system is constant undergoing change and hegemonic 
war is the primary mechanism through which international relations changes. Gilpin also draws on 
indifference curves to explain systems change and systemic change as a function of marginal cost. 
This costs explains the rise and fall of hegemons and challengers in his analysis. To this, 
Mearsheimer, an offensive realist, adds the point that states are always want to maximize security 
on account of the security motivation and structural causation. Although they raise important 
critiques, as Snyder points out, Mearsheimer’s approach is too security-focused, and elides the 
roles of ideas, movements, human rights, and other issues from the theoretical calculus.  

 
Reflecting on developments in the realist tradition, Rathburn (2008) argues that the tradition of 
realism provides the most coherence and distinctiveness as a theoretical approach. But he argues 
that no tradition has a monopoly on certain variables or on truth, arguing against the theoretical 
rigidity of preceding thinkers. Realist explains why domestic factors are relevant to the harnessing 
of latent material power, Rathburn tells us. However, realists should actively reconsider the origins 
of the realist tradition, and return to a more accommodating approach based on the writings of EH 
Carr and early realists. Rathburn argues that we can use neoclassical realism, which accounts for 
material and ideational/behavioural factors, to explain why the system punishes states when they 
abdicate the national interest, or there are intervening ideational factors. Thus, Rathburn’s 
approach to neoclassical realism not only responds to the generations of critiques raised above, 
which were critical to the development of the realist research program/paradigm. Rathburn also 
ties back recent developments to the original theorizing of EH Carr, in particular his discussion of 
the “power over opinion.” 
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The development of realism, as I have broadly conceived it above --- provides strong evidence of 
a self-reflective and self-referential theoretical tradition within IR. While I do not argue the 
substantive claims posited by any camp are necessarily true, the tradition as a whole shows strong 
evidence of sustained development as opposed to theoretical stagnation. 

 

III. Constructivism in Mid-Range Theory 

While the broadly conceived tradition of realism has produced numerous variants over the years, 
constructivism as applied in a mid-range or problem-solving theory has been less fruitful in terms 
of its development. Constructivism, in contrast with neorealism, puts ideas ahead of material 
factors in the account of international relations. Constructivists believe that the world is composed 
of social facts, which are intersubjective understandings about the material world. According to 
Wendt and Adler, constructivists take reasons as causes in international affairs. Constructivists 
account for the role of norms, defined by Finnemore and Sikkink as the expectations for an actor 
given their identity, as well as beliefs, opinions, and ideas in international affairs. Constructivism 
draws our attention to several new areas of scholarly inquiry. Constructivist analysis can be used 
to analyze to process of argumentation and deliberation, since they involve a search for the truth 
and justification (Risse, Let’s Argue!). Constructivism can also be used to examine the 
development and dissemination of norms through normative entrepreneurship (Finnemore & 
Sikkink), and international advocacy. 

 

Although one could consider the origins of constructivism in the sociological theories of Weber 
and Durkheim as a form of grand theory, as explained by Ruggie, Wendt, and Adler in their 
respective writings on constructivism in IR, my response considers the use of constructivism 
within mid-range or analytically eclectic theory. Taylor (1987), theorizing the possibility of 
cooperation, advocates for a mid-range or middle level theory to explain both strategic inputs 
(power/material factors) as well as causes for failure (bias/error) in cooperation. Jervis, who was 
also concerned with judgment and individual decision-making, also explains the existence of 
security communities using an element of constructivism. He says security communities exist, 
essentially, because of the costs and benefits, and because participant nations share some form of 
common identity and solidarity amenable to a constructivist explanation. But these brief examples 
hint at some of the bigger problems underlying the constructivist mid-range theory, and why it has 
failed to progress. For one, as Copeland argues in a critique of Wendt’s Social Theory of 
International Politics, constructivism is a backward looking: it is only amenable to an 
understanding of history, and is incapable of comprehending how rational leaders deal with 
uncertainty. As shown in our reading list, constructivist theory has failed to respond to this critique. 
Unlike the variants of realism, it has not evolved more robust theoretical accounts to overcome 
criticism. Moreover, the pieces by Taylor and Jervis are evidence that constructivism, in a synthetic 
or mid-range approach, could be used to make an ad hoc explanation of events or subject matter.  
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*** 

Constructivism, both as a grand theory, and considered here as part of mid-range theory, lacks 
both the history and corpus of literature to make it a fertile research tradition. It does not display 
the same self-awareness and cumulative development as realism, and for these reasons, can be 
considered stagnant.    

 

I argue that good theory should closely resemble a scientific standard of predictive accuracy and 
coherence (erklaren), while bad theory is non-cumulative and purely interpretivist (verstehen). 
Thus, the development of the realist canon has been cumulative and progressive because it meets 
these standards. The development of the canon shows that the authors are cognizant of key tensions 
in the debate, and the development of the classical, neorealist, and neoclassical traditions survey 
provide clear evidence of a self-referent discourse that is forward-looking and capable of predictive 
accuracy. By contrast, the development of constructivism since the 1980s, and in particular the use 
of constructivism in mid-range or analytically eclectic theory, has been rather stagnant insofar as 
it has been unresponsive to the critiques levelled against it.  

 

Question 2 

“Political science is deeply concerned with power –the material and normative sources of 
power, who has power and the use and abuse of power. Contrast and compare the role of power 

in explaining international outcomes from the perspective of two research program in the IR 
subfield of political science.” 

I argue that the contemporary debate in the IR subfield has tended to think of power in either 
relative or absolute terms. Comparing the role of power in the broadly conceived realist tradition 
(Hobbes, Carr, Waltz, Gilpin, Mearsheimer) and neoliberal research program (Moravcsik, 
Keohane), I argue that both traditions have been led astray. Instead, I argue that power is 
irreducibly social in nature (Barnett & Duvall), and that the discipline has privileged the coercive 
and material form of power. What we need by contrast, I argue, is a more textured understanding 
of power that takes account not only of the material and ideational aspects, but also the sociological 
and metaphysical realms (Reus-Smit, etc). Only then, I argue, can the IR theory subfield take 
strides toward a more holistic conception of power, including Carr’s power over opinion, and 
rescue the liberal project from positivism.  

I. Definitions of Power 

Power is a central concern in international relations, yet as Barnett and Duvall and others argue, it 
is “essentially contested.” Power can been conceived as an end, a means to an end, or an aspect of 
structure. Hobbes, who thought life was “nasty, brutish, and short,” thought that power was both 
natural and inherent. Power was about the individual’s well-being, and his capacity to secure future 
apparent goods. Yet, as Ball, who introduces Hobbesian thinking on power in the reading list, tells 
us, Hobbes did not consider power inasmuch as it related to the social bonds tying people together. 



MAJOR FIELD EXAM - IR  Michael F. Motala 
	

[ 6 of 14 ] 
 

From Ball’s perspective, Hobbes ought to consider power in a relative sense --- vis a vis others in 
the community --- rather than an absolute idea in terms of one’s own well-being. In the modern 
realist tradition, Schmidt argues that power can be relational, or behavioral in nature, or resource-
based and therefore material. The historian and theorist of IR EH Carr added another dimension, 
and posited that power was a combination of military capabilities (ultima ratio), economic factors, 
and a power over opinion. Carr was the first theorist in the canon to recognize the ideational and 
normative aspects of power.  

 

Waltz believed power in the international system was a function of the distribution of capabilities. 
In contrast with his predecessors, Waltz, in Theory of International Politics, argued that power 
was a defining aspect of structure: it provides the constraining conditions for actors in the system. 
Gilpin thought that power involved not just the military and economy, but was a function of 
technology. Jervis conceded many points to Waltz, but argued that strength was not the only 
measure of power: system effects can act like an invisible hand with positive and negative feedback 
mechanisms. Barnett and Duvall take a radically different approach to power. They argue that 
power is irreducibly social, and analytically precedes the social and subject position of actors. 
Using the agent-structure duality, the authors argue there are four kinds of power: first, compulsory 
power, which requires intention; second, institutional power, which is related to cooperation; third, 
productive power, which encompasses the global means of production; and fourth, and finally, 
structural power, which operates diffusely. Like constructivists, Barnett and Duvall argue that 
power is constitutive in nature. I argue Barnett and Duvall’s approach provide a springboard, per 
below, for a superior account of power that accounts for Carr’s “power over opinion” and the 
absence of virtu Morgenthau identifies in his critique of Carr. 

 

II. Approaches Hegemony and Regime Theory 

The neorealist and neoliberal approach to hegemony and international regimes illustrate the 
application of different conceptions of power in IR, and why both traditions fall short. Gilpin and 
Mearsheimer, who alight with EH Carr’s materialist conception of power, agree that power is not 
static in international relations and that the prevailing hegemonic order is not durable. Theirs is a 
relative and materialist variety of power. The international system starts off in an equilibrium 
position, with the hegemon, a dominant state, ruling the system like a quasi-government. Gilpin 
argue the hegemon provides public goods for the system at large, mirroring the public goods logic 
found in Olson. In exchange for revenue, the hegemon provides peace and security, in essence. 
Gilpin, for his part, argues that the international system is in constant change according to marginal 
indifference curves. There is systems change, involving changes in the diverse entities and actors, 
as well as systemic change, involving the distribution of power, prestige, etc. When a state stands 
to benefit through expansion of its territory or authority, and the marginal benefit is greater than 
the marginal cost, the state will do so, and a disequilibrium will be established. Supposing a state 
can achieve hegemony, the tendency is for the costs of maintain the status quo to keep rising. 
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Hegemonic war, between the rising challenger and hegemon, is a perennial feature of international 
relations.  

 

Mearsheimer would agree with this conclusion, but not with the means of reaching it: he argues 
due to the security motivation and structural causation, every state seeks to maximize security and 
become a hegemon. Within the realist camp, both approaches have been criticized. Snidal, for one, 
argues that there are several important characteristics of public goods –- jointness, non-exclusion, 
and the impossibility of collective action --- and that Gilpin fails to account for the two varieties 
of hegemonic leadership: namely the benevolent hegemon, and coercive hegemonic. What we 
need, Snidal says, is a full account of the costs and benefits of US leadership to determine the 
variety of hegemonic leadership.  

 

What is the future of the unipolarity and US hegemony? For those who subscribe to Graham T. 
Allison’s logic of the Thucydides trap, Gilpin’s logic of hegemonic war, and Mearsheimer’s 
offensive realism, one might conclude that the US is destined for hegemonic war with China or 
another aggressor. Organski and Kugler, in further support of these traditions, may argue that a 
power transition is underway based on a number of empirical factors in the security realm and the 
economy. As a consequence, Mearsheimer et al. argue that the United States should pursue a policy 
of offshore balancing in order to reduce America’s commitments abroad as part of dignified 
retrenchment. 

 

While neorealist approaches to hegemonic stability and the distribution of global power differ in 
their methods and economic analogies, they share the same assumptive foundations: power is 
relative and material in nature. Thus material capabilities of the state come first in the analysis. 
The realist discourse privileges the coercive form of power, and is blinded to other dimensions of 
power in international relations because of its security focus. 

 

Neoliberals, by contrast, take a different approach to power in international relations, and draw 
vastly different conclusions from their neorealist contemporaries. To begin with, Moravcsik 
restates the core tenets of liberal theory. It is not, as neorealists would have us believe, a top-down 
approach. Rather, it is bottom-up. Society forms the basis of liberal theory at the domestic and 
transnational level. States and institutions are said to reflect the interests and preferences of society. 
And state and institutional behavior is said to be a reflection of preferences. In short, liberals like 
Legro and Moravcsik put preferences ahead of capabilities in their account of international 
relations and institutions. Cooperation through liberal institutions produces joint gains according 
to Keohane and others, according with a logic of Paretian optimality, and power is measured 
absolutely rather than relatively.  
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But first, some background on the genesis of the liberal tradition in IR. The liberal tradition traces 
its origins to the magisterial work by Karl Polanyi entitled The Great Transformation. Polanyi, an 
economic sociologist, argues that abstract self-regulated market, without government intervention, 
risks divorcing Aristotle’s chrematistike (money) from oikonomia (economic relations), which 
would decouple the profit imperative from the realm of human relations. Without a limit on the 
profit imperative, Polanyi said of Aristotle’s insight, there could be socially deleterious 
consequences. But in his analysis of Britain’s transition from feudalism, namely the enclosure of 
public lands under the Tudors and subsequent episodes, Polanyi finds the self-regulated market 
has never existed in practice. Rather, states constitute markets by establishing the rules of the 
game. Polanyi’s lesson relates to the concept of embeddedness: we are embedded within market 
structures, and thus material factors do not give us the whole picture. 

 

Expanding on Polanyi’s work, Ruggie argues that the post-World War II economic order 
resembles an “embedded liberalism” compromise. In plain English, the creation of the Bretton 
Woods institutions, which responded to the failure of the gold standard in the interwar years (see 
Simmons), reflected a fusion of power with social purpose. That is, they came into being because 
of the unmatched power of the United States, but reflected societal interests. States were bound to 
cooperate through new international institutions, but were now freed of the gold standard and could 
pursue domestic interventionism when needed. So while the neorealist account of US hegemony 
and the exercise of its power is wedded to the security and public goods dimension, a la 
Gilpin/Mearsheimer/Snidal, it elides an important element: the role of institutions and international 
regimes. 

 

But this does not tell us much about the future of US power, since the liberal approach to 
institutionalism accounts for origins of the Bretton Woods “embedded liberalism” (Ruggie) 
paradigm, but not of its future. What about the future of US power and international cooperation? 
In After Hegemony, Robert Keohane argues that cooperation is sustainable in international 
regimes. A regime refers to “a set of implicit or explicit norms, rules, and decision-making 
procedures are which actor expectations converge in a given area of international relations.” On 
the one hand, a regime may refer to something like money in international circulation, or trade. 
On the other hand, a regime is a concept that can be used to encompass formal institutions like the 
World Trade Organization or International Monetary Fund. By putting preferences first, like Legro 
and Moravcsik, Keohane makes the case that despite the subjective erosion of US power in relative 
terms identified by neorealists, non-hegemonic cooperation is still possible without hegemony. 
Why? According to Keohane, as long as the interests that give rise to a cooperative regime persist, 
non-hegemonic cooperation is still possible. This is because it is easier to maintain the status quo 
than to create a new order in the first place. Only if interests shift significantly, Keohane and other 
liberal institutionalists argue, is there a possibility for norm-governed change within an 
international regime. Support for Keohane’s thesis can be found in the writings of Ikenberry. 
Ikenberry, like other liberals, believe we can achieve a so-called Liberal Leviathan involving a 
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durable rules-based order without the need for a hegemon. Rather, for a Liberal Leviathan to exist, 
all that is needed is balance, command, and consent.  

 

III. Toward a New Sociology and Metaphysics of Global Power 

As I will now argue, the contest between a materialist-first and preferences-first theory of 
international cooperation and discord proffered by the two camps above serves as a mere a minor 
distinction, and there are greater issues of sociological and metaphysical concern. As Baldwin 
argues, neorealism and neoliberalism differ only as a matter of degree on many common issues. 
On the question of power, realists believe in relative power, while liberals stress absolute power 
and common gains. Realists believe cooperation is less likely, while liberals believe it is more 
likely. On the question of regimes and institutions, realists believe they matter less, and liberals 
believe they matter more. I argue that both of these camps privilege the coercive and materialist 
form of power, and the expense of the other variants of power identified by Barnett & Duvall. 

 

Realism and liberalism, as explored in this answer, are unified by their positivist approach to the 
social sciences. Positivism is the belief that the material world can be understood through empirical 
observation. Post-Postivism, by contrast, argues that observation itself is fallible, and the tradition 
questions how we can know what we know with certainty. By adopting a positivist approach, the 
liberal approach has committed two errors. First, although it must be conceded the liberal 
institutionalists consider transnational dimensions of social movements in their bottom-up 
approach, they leave little space for ideas, beliefs, norms, and other concepts in sociological 
inquiry. Both camps in the debate must consider Barnett and Duvall’s irreducibly social concept 
of power, involving compulsory, institutional, productive, and structural to account for the 
transmission of ideas within and across societies. By accounting for power this way, theorist can 
examine the role of norm emergence/diffusion/cascade, transnational activism, and global policy 
networks such as epistemic communities and the regulation of global finance. The coercive-
materialist form of power is simply incapable of this analysis. 

 

Second, and critically, as Reus-Smit argues, by adopting the positivist approach used by 
neorealists, neoliberals like Legro, Moravcsik, and Keohane have abandoned the liberal project 
and their capacity to reason normatively. Indeed, as EH Carr previously argued, politics is the 
coordination of instrumental means and morality. That is why he said power was a function of 
public opinion. The trouble is the liberal account is an empty vessel: it has no normative content. 
EE Schattenschnider, author of The Semisovereign People, once quipped that the definition of 
power is the supreme instrument of power in a liberal democracy. To recast the liberal project, 
theorists ought to consider the moral foundations of the “social purpose” they argue is fused with 
“power” so we can understand the current variation of the embedded liberal compromise Ruggie 
identified. To do so, we must return to Hans Morgenthau’s critique of EH Carr: you cannot have 
a Machiavellian concept of power with the corresponding concept of virtu. 
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Question 3 

“How does the relationship between domestic preferences and the international system shape the 
international political economy according to different research traditions? What conclusions do 
these different traditions reach about how to evaluate research findings and the possibility of a 

coherent research program?” 

 

I argue that domestic preferences and the international system can shape the international political 
economy in three ways. First, in what I term a “bottom-up” causal direction (Simmons, Broz, 
Putnam), domestic preferences heavily influence international outcomes. Second, in what I term a 
“transnational” causal direction (Milner), I argue that transnational networks shape global society 
and the impact of domestic and international preferences considered through the unit-structure 
duality are indeterminate. Finally, in what I term a “top-down” causal direction (Frieden), domestic 
preferences are irrelevant. In light of the three categories I have identified, I conclude that each 
approach is suited to a particular subject-matter are. Capital markets regulation, central banking, 
and economic diplomacy are conducive to the first; trade to the second; and capital flows last. I 
argue that each research program should be evaluated according to its object of study and the most 
appropriate methods as revealed by comparison. More important, each of the three causal 
directions identified ought to develop a definition of globalization to account for its implications 
for IPE more generally.  

 

I. Bottom-Up: Domestic Preferences Determinative (Cases: Interwar Gold 
Standard, Capital Markets Regulation, US Federal Reserve, Economic 

Diplomacy) 

Kenneth Waltz, author of Theory of International Politics (1979), argued that structure “shaped 
and shoved” units. Pioneering the strict demarcation between the unit-level (state) and structure in 
his oligopolistic, anarchic, non-hierarchical international system, Waltz discouraged the “mixing 
and mingling” of the two levels in the analysis of international politics. One could argue his 
account of international affairs theory was top-down. In contrast with his arguments, three studies 
in IPE provide compelling evidence he is incorrect. 

 

Beth Simmons authored two pieces on our reading list that make a case for a bottom-up approach 
that puts domestic preferences ahead of international outcomes. Asking why some states adhered 
to the gold standard during the interwar years, while other states did not, Simmons made a startling 
conclusions. States with quiescent labour movements and relatively stable governments adhered 
to international gold standard, while relatively unstable nations did not. In her analysis, there is a 
clear link between domestic politics, in this case, and the rules of the game. Simmons assails 
theorists who privilege structure-over-unit considerations, for, Simmons asks, how could we 
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comprehend a system of hegemonic power without first understanding the interests of the hegemon 
itself? Simmons extends this argument when writing about the diffusion of capital markets 
regulatory standards. When Herstatt Bank and Banco Ambrosiano failed in the 1980s, the US 
Federal Reserve and Bank of England began collaborating on a new set of capital adequacy and 
risk-weighting standards to prevent future banking crises and safeguard the system. Eventually, 
the Group of 10 (G-10) nations adopted the Basel I standard, promulgated by the Bank for 
International Settlements (BIS) in Switzerland. Soon enough, nations outside the Atlantic 
economies, like Indonesia, adopted the standard. In this case, Simmons argues that the world 
followed America’s example because of the hegemonic power of the New York as a global 
financial centre. Here, it was the US domestic interest in financial stability and US power that 
procured global policy diffusion and one of the most successful examples of policy harmonization 
in international political economy.  

 

Broz also makes a case for a bottom-up approach like Simmons. Broz examines the genesis and 
development of the US Federal Reserve bank, which ultimately led to the internationalization of 
the US dollar as leading global currency. Broz proffers a two-prong logic of public and private 
goods to make his case for the bottom-up approach. The New York financial elite, he tells us, 
sought to secure a private benefit, in the form of future denomination rents on US dollar 
transactions, in exchange for investing resources in a private good: namely, a US currency backed 
by a central bank. But Broz’ Joint Products model is noteworthy because does more than Simmons. 
Not only does his analysis examine domestic interests, but it highlights the role of elite interests 
and the logic of private goods. 

 

Putnam also makes a compelling case for a bottom-up approach to economic diplomacy and 
negotiations generally. Putnam argues that international negotiations occur on two game boards -
-- the first being national (Level I), and the second international (Level II)--- and that individual 
decision-makers necessarily play on both boards. While leaders play on both game boards, 
decisions at the international level are functionally constrained by the national win-set: that is, the 
range of possible bargaining outcomes conditioned by domestic preferences and needed for final 
ratification. The narrowed the domestic win-set range, the tighter the international win-set, and 
thus the less likely a deal can be reached. A contemporary example of this phenomenon can be 
found in the European Union’s ratification of the Canada-EU Trade Agreement (CETA) in Fall 
2017. Since the EU operates under the principle of unanimity, the devolved Dutch province of 
Wallonia threatened to use its effective veto power to prevent the ratification of CETA. Although 
eventually placated through side payments and other political interventions, this episode is a 
powerful reminder of the validity of Putnam’s two-level model, and the domestic determinants of 
international political economy.  

 

II. Transnational: Domestic Preferences Indeterminate (Case: Trade) 
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Helen Milner (1987) takes a radically different approach to international political economy. Milner 
asks why, during the so-called troubles of the 1970s, that the trading preferences of the United 
States and France stayed relatively open. Examining the comparative trade policymaking 
processes on both sides of sides of the Atlantic, Milner finds that trade policy stayed open because 
multi-national firms, with interests in both countries, were anti-protectionist. Why? Because 
protectionism is costly for firms with international scope and scale. Milner’s research found that 
the trade policymaking processes in the France and the US were fairly open to corporate influence, 
with anti-protectionists acting as a countervailing force to local protectionist industries. In some 
cases, as with the semi-conductor industry in the USA, Milner found that anti-protectionist camps 
were able to convert traditionally protectionist industries, and further liberalize the technology 
economy.  

 

Unlike Simmons, who puts the domestic interests first, Milner highlights the role of multi-national 
enterprise in the trade policymaking processes. Through her study, we see the domestic preferences 
may in fact reflect transnational interests with a foothold in multiple theatres. Milner usefully 
points out the permeability of global policy networks to this influence. Adopting Milner’s 
approach, Simmons could improve her analysis of the diffusion of the Basel I standard, for 
example, by examining the role of epistemic communities and transnational policy networks 
rooted in the Bank of International Settlements. Since capital markets regulation is such a technical 
and complex field of inquiry, a priori it seems obvious that the creation of regulatory standards is 
the product of experts who share common beliefs, values, ethics, and ideas. Thus, Simmons might 
benefit from a constructivist approach to IPE that takes account of networks. Nevertheless, it must 
be emphasized that we are, in a sense, comparing apples and oranges. For Milner examines trade, 
which is conducive to transnational comparison of trade preferences and policy, while global 
capital markets are territorially-bounded, explaining why a bottom-up account like Simmons has 
adopted provides a useful analysis of international political economy.  

 

III. Top-Down: Domestic Preferences Irrelevant (Case: Cross-Border Capital Flows) 

Frieden makes a compelling case for a top-down view of international political economy, in which 
domestic preferences are largely irrelevant. Examining the case of capital markets, Frieden says 
there is a compelling case for looking at national capital markets as a subset of a much larger 
market. Why? Capital markets are liquid, and because of the Mundell-Flemming Trilemma, 
countries have elected to abandon fixed exchange rates in favour of giving their central banks the 
capacity to set interest rates. Frieden explains that the Hecksher-Ohlin and Stopler-Samuelson 
theorems of political economy are a blunt instrument given the sector-specific nature of IPE. It is 
not true that entire factors or industries are impacted the same way by capital inflows or outflows, 
or trade in goods and services. Instead, the impact is discrete and specific. Instead, Frieden 
advocates for a specific factors model based on factor price. Frieden concludes that Secular 
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increases in capital, therefore, goes from capital-rich to capital-poor countries that have higher 
interest rates. 

 

Frieden’s article is an important counterpoint to Simmons. While Simmons shows that capital 
markets regulation----that is to say, the macro-prudential and regulatory architecture of banking--
--are determined from the bottom-up due to New York’s status as a hegemonic financial centre, 
patterns of cross-border and investment are not as amenable to the logic. There is a clear divide 
between state policy practice and market activity. Frieden highlights the openness and liquidity of 
capital, which unlike labor and other factors of production, tend to be territorially-bounded and 
more tightly determined by national preferences and policy. In a world where capital is liquid and 
borders matter less, domestic preferences, Frieden shows us, are less relevant. In fact, interest rate 
decision-making, and other instruments of policy outside banking regulation, are much more 
amenable to the forces of supply and demand. 

 

*** 

The bottom-up tradition (Simmons, Broz, Putnam) argues that domestic preferences shape 
international political economy in the cases of the interwar gold standard, capital markets 
regulation, genesis of the US federal reserve, and economic diplomacy. Developments in these 
specific areas should be evaluated comparatively in accordance with these writings and others in 
the sub-field. The transnational tradition (Milner) argues that lateral forces, such as multi-national 
enterprise, impact the IPE of trade, and therefore domestic preference are indeterminate. The top-
down tradition (Frieden), argues that domestic preferences are irrelevant, because the supply and 
demand for capital are determined by market conditions. To argue there is one universal method 
for evaluating these three traditions, outside of the tripartite categorization I have suggested, would 
be foolhardy. Given the different subject matters involved, evaluating two different studies 
according to the same standard would be like comparing apples and oranges. 

 

I argue that the focus on the domestic and international spheres as separate entities artificially 
demarcated from one another is an anachronism that warrants re-examination. IR theorists, who 
tend to focus on the unitary state, would benefit from a polycentric perspective. Although the 
causal directions above are different, they are all unified by a common phenomenon: globalization. 
Critical theorists like David Held and Anthony McGrew (mentioned in a reading during the 
Critical Theory week in semester 1, not an outside source) have posited a theory of economic 
globalization as made up of transcontinental and inter-regional flows of power with increasing 
intensity, extensity, velocity, and impact. Drawing more heavily on sociological theory, as opposed 
to pure economics, IPE scholars can begin to account from cross-border flows in goods, people,, 
communications, and money in an attempt to advance scholarly inquiry and develop a new rubric 
for evaluating research findings. Only by accounting for globalization, I argue, can IPE develop 
into a truly coherent research program. 
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Thanks for a great course!  

 

Michael 


