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 International Relations (IR) Theory 101 
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What constitutes the use of force? 

Who makes decisions on the use of force? 
(and the development of military tech) 

Why is force used? 
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What constitutes the use of force? 
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Brute Force vs. Coercive Force 
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“Brute force” 

-Schelling 
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This image is in the public domain. Image courtesy of SP4 L.T. Gault. Source: Wikimedia Commons. This image is in the public domain. 
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Wounded_101st_Airborne_soldier_awaits_evacuation.jpg


Image courtesy of Cassowary Colorizations. Source: Wikimedia Commons. License CC BY. 
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bombing_of_Dresden_aftermath_(36443580155).png


“The power to hurt” 

-Schelling 
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Image courtesy of Jonathan Cutrer. Source: Wikimedia Commons. License CC BY. 
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Northrop_Grumman_B-2_Spirit_-_Stealth_Bomber_(48706452943).jpg


Image courtesy of USAMHI. Source: Wikimedia Commons. This image is in the public domain. 
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:US_Army_tanks_face_off_against_Soviet_tanks,_Berlin_1961.jpg


”The Power to Hurt” 

I m a g e  c o u r t e s y  o f  N e w  A m e r i c a .  S o u r c e :  W i k i m e d i a  C o m m o n s .  L i c e n s e  C C  B Y .  
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Schelling, Thomas C. Arms and Influence. Yale University Press, 1967. © Yale University Press. 
All rights reserved. This content is excluded from our Creative Commons license. For more 
information, see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Thomas_C._Schelling_(cropped).jpg


”The Power to Hurt” 

• Signal ability to hold a rival at risk

• Coercion
• Deterrence: prevent/dissuade action
• Compellence: to change behavior

• Effectiveness/Credibility based on:
• Resolve (Intention)
• Capability
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Image courtesy of Cover Images/The Ministry of Medium Machine Building of the USSR/Associated Press. 
Source: Wikimedia Commons. This image is in the public domain.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tsar_Bomba_fireball_1961.jpg


Brute Force vs. Coercive Force 
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Who makes decisions on the use of force? 
(and the development of military tech) 

Why is force used? 
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Levels of analysis 

21



Levels of analysis 

• International system 

• State level 
• Bureaucratic politics 
• Domestic politics 

• Individual level 
• Leaders 
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International System 

• Key assumptions 
• Sovereign states are key unitary actors 
• Act rationally to advance security, power, wealth 
• Anarchic international system 

• War can be deliberate or accidental 
• Depends on state goals: 

• Power seeking 
• Security seeking 

• Spiral vs. Deterrence models 
23



 International System: Security Dilemma 
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 International System: Security Dilemma 
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International System: 
Offense-Defense Balance 

This image is in the public domain. Source: Wikimedia Commons. 
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mounted_Soldier_System_(MSS).jpg


State Level 

• Shortcomings of system-level 
explanations? 

• Bureaucratic politics 

• Domestic politics 
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State Level: Bureaucratic Politics 

• What’s a bureaucracy? 
• Why do they exist? 

• Bureaucracies have interests 
• Organizational essence (Halperin) 
• “Where you stand depends on where you sit” 

• Bargain and compromise = ”satisficing” 
• What is the action channel? Who has the final say? 
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Image courtesy of the United States Department of State. Source: Wikimedia Commons. This image is in the public domain.Image courtesy of the National Archives. This image is in the public domain. 

Image courtesy of the United States Department of Defense. Source: Wikimedia Commons. This image is in the public domain. 
Image courtesy of SSgt Randy Gaddo, USMC. Source: Wikimedia Commons. This image is in the public domain. 
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https://catalog.archives.gov/id/6415779
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Seal_of_the_United_States_Department_of_Defense.svg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:U.S._Department_of_State_official_seal.svg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:MarineBarracksBeirut_23October1983.jpg


Image courtesy of Lt. Col. Leslie Pratt / U.S. Air Force. Source: Wikimedia Commons. This image is in the public domain. Image courtesy of Master Sgt. Andy Dunaway of the U.S. Air Force. Source: Wikimedia Commons. This image is in the public domain. 
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:MQ-1_Predator,_armed_with_AGM-114_Hellfire_missiles.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:F-22_Raptor_edit1_(cropped).jpg


State Level: Bureaucratic Politics 

• How does technology affect bureaucratic politics? 

• Funding for new systems 

• Who ”owns” warfighting domains 

• Shifting roles for bureaucracies 
Image courtesy of Staff Sgt. James Richardson of the U.S. Space Force. This image is in the 
public domain. 31

https://www.spaceforce.mil/Multimedia/Photos/igphoto/2002461708/


State Level: Domestic Politics 
• Leaders (often) respond to public opinion and

constituent interests 

• Can lead to compromises 

• Can shape policy choices 
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State Level: Domestic Politics 

Tomz et al. (2020) 
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Individual Level 

• Shortcomings of state level explanations? 
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Individual Level 

• Shortcomings of state level explanations? 

Image courtesy of ByteDance Ltd. Source: Wikimedia Commons. This image is in the public domain. 

Image courtesy of Shealeah Craighead of the Executive Office of the President of the United States. Image courtesy of the Executive Office of the President of the United States. 
Source: Wikimedia Commons. This image is in the public domain. Source: Wikimedia Commons. This image is in the public domain. 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:TikTok_logo.svg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Donald_Trump_official_portrait.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Joe_Biden_official_portrait_2013_(cropped)_2.jpg


Individual Level 

• Different people respond differently 

• Individuals have different: 
• Beliefs 
• Norms 
• Thought processes 
• Heuristics 

Image courtesy of the U.S. News & World Report collection at the Library of Congress. Source: Wikimedia Commons. This image is in the public domain. 

Image courtesy of the U.S. News & World Report collection at the Library of Congress. Source: Wikimedia Commons. This image is in the public domain. 

Image courtesy of Abbie Rowe. Source: Wikimedia Commons. This image is in the public domain. 
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nikita_Khrushchev_1960_(cropped).jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fidel_Castro_-_MATS_Terminal_Washington_1959.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:President_John_F._Kennedy_with_Ambassador_of_Ecuador,_Neftal%CE%AF_Ponce-Miranda.jpg


Individual Level: Biases and Heuristics 

• Leaders are not always rational 

• Limits to human cognition 

• Rely on heuristics (mental shortcuts) 

• These heuristics aren’t always bad, but can
shape decisions in important ways 
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Individual Level: Biases and Heuristics 

• Loss aversion (Prospect 
Theory) 

• Losses are more painful
than comparable gains 

• Take risks to mitigate loss 
Image courtesy of Fanack.com. License CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 
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https://fanack.com/israel/history-of-israel/israel-the-october-war-of-1973/


Individual Level: Biases and Heuristics 

• Availability Bias

• Assessment of rare events
• Salience Image courtesy of CDC/ Alissa Eckert, MS; Dan Higgins, MAM. Source: Wikimedia Commons. 

• Recency

• Ignore or Overweight

• Motivated reasoning
Image courtesy of the U.S. Navy, Office of Public Relations. Source: Wikimedia Commons. 
This image is in the public domain. 39

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:SARS-CoV-2_(CDC-23311).png
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:USS_West_Virginia2.jpg


 

 

Individual Level: Mental Models 

• Mental Scripts 
• Fill in details 
• Munich • Ukraine Today? 

• But what if Cuban analogy 
• Domino Theory 

• Polyheuristic Theory 
• Narrow down options 

© Source unknown. All rights reserved. This content is excluded from our Creative Commons license. For more information, see 
https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/.• Still problematic? 
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https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use


What constitutes the use of force? 

Who makes decisions on the use of force? 
(and the development of military tech) 

Why is force used? 
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Looking Ahead 

• Innovation Theory 

• Diffusion 

Horowitz, Michael C. The Diffusion of Military 
Power: Causes and Consequences for International 
Politics. Princeton University Press, 2010. © 
Princeton University Press. All rights reserved. 
This content is excluded from our Creative 
Commons license. For more information, see 
https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/. 

Adamsky, Dima. The Culture of Military 
Innovation. Stanford University Press, 2010. © 
Stanford University Press. All rights reserved. 
This content is excluded from our Creative 
Commons license. For more information, see 
https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/. 

Rogers, Everett M. Diffusion of Innovations. Free 
Press, 2003. © Free Press. All rights reserved. This 
content is excluded from our Creative Commons 
license. For more information, 
see https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use/. 
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https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use
https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use
https://ocw.mit.edu/help/faq-fair-use
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