systemic level of analysis in international
relations

systemic level of analysis in international relations is a crucial framework used to understand
the behavior of states and the dynamics of the international system. This level of analysis examines
the global system as a whole, focusing on the distribution of power, the roles of international
institutions, and the interactions between states without concentrating on individual or domestic
factors. By analyzing the systemic level, scholars and policymakers can identify patterns and
structures that influence state actions and global outcomes. This article explores the key concepts,
theoretical foundations, and practical applications of the systemic level of analysis in international
relations. It also contrasts this approach with other levels of analysis and highlights its significance in
contemporary global politics. The following sections will guide readers through the essential elements
and implications of this analytical perspective.
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Understanding the Systemic Level of Analysis

The systemic level of analysis in international relations refers to an approach that views the
international arena as a complex system composed of interacting states and other actors. Unlike the
individual or state levels of analysis, which focus on leaders or domestic politics respectively, the
systemic level emphasizes the structure and distribution of power within the international system.
This perspective seeks to explain patterns of conflict, cooperation, and state behavior by examining
the external environment in which states operate.

Definition and Scope

At its core, the systemic level of analysis investigates how the overall international structure shapes
and constrains the actions of states. It considers factors such as the anarchic nature of the
international system, the polarity of power (unipolarity, bipolarity, multipolarity), and the presence of
international norms and institutions. This approach assumes that the absence of a central governing
authority leads to self-help behavior among states, influencing their security strategies and alliances.



Importance in International Relations

Understanding the systemic level is essential because it provides a macro-level explanation for why
states behave the way they do regardless of their internal characteristics. It helps identify systemic
pressures that compel states to act defensively or aggressively. This level also clarifies how shifts in
the balance of power can lead to changes in international stability and the outbreak of conflicts or the
emergence of cooperation frameworks.

Theoretical Foundations of the Systemic Level

The systemic level of analysis is supported by several prominent international relations theories that
provide different explanations of how the international system operates and affects state behavior.

Realism and Neorealism

Realism, particularly neorealism as formulated by Kenneth Waltz, is the most influential theory
associated with the systemic level of analysis. It posits that the international system is anarchic,
meaning there is no overarching authority above states. States are primarily concerned with survival
and security, leading them to pursue power and balance against potential threats. Neorealism
emphasizes the structure of the system, especially the distribution of capabilities among states, as
the main determinant of international outcomes.

Liberalism and Institutionalism

Liberal theories also engage with the systemic level but focus more on the role of international
institutions, interdependence, and cooperation. Liberal institutionalism argues that despite the
anarchic nature of the system, states can overcome collective action problems through organizations,
norms, and rules that facilitate cooperation and reduce uncertainty.

Constructivism

Constructivism contributes to the systemic analysis by highlighting how the international system is
socially constructed through shared ideas, identities, and norms. It challenges purely materialist
interpretations by emphasizing that the meanings attributed to power and anarchy are not fixed but
evolve based on state interactions and discourse.

Key Concepts and Components

The systemic level of analysis encompasses several critical concepts that collectively explain the
structure and behavior of the international system.



Anarchy

Anarchy refers to the absence of a central authority in the international system. This condition
compels states to rely on self-help mechanisms for survival. Anarchy does not imply chaos but a lack
of overarching governance, which shapes how states perceive threats and opportunities.

Polarity

Polarity describes the distribution of power within the international system, which can take different
forms:

e Unipolarity: One dominant global power or hegemon.
e Bipolarity: Two major powers or blocs competing for influence.

e Multipolarity: Multiple states or coalitions sharing power.

The polarity of the system influences stability, conflict likelihood, and alliance patterns.

Balance of Power

The balance of power is a mechanism by which states seek to prevent any one state from becoming
too powerful. It involves forming alliances, increasing military capabilities, or engaging in diplomacy
to counteract rising threats. This concept is central to systemic-level explanations of conflict and
peace.

International Institutions

Although the system is anarchic, international institutions like the United Nations, World Trade
Organization, and regional bodies play roles in mitigating anarchy by providing frameworks for
cooperation and conflict resolution.

Applications in International Relations

The systemic level of analysis is applied extensively in both academic research and practical
policymaking to explain and predict international phenomena.

Explaining Conflict and War

Systemic analysis helps to identify how shifts in power distribution or breaches in the balance of
power can trigger wars or crises. For example, the outbreak of World War | and Il has been studied
through systemic factors such as rising multipolarity and the failure of balancing mechanisms.



Understanding Alliance Formation

States form alliances primarily as a response to systemic pressures. The systemic level clarifies why
alliances emerge in certain configurations, such as NATO during the Cold War, as counterbalances to
dominant threats.

Global Governance and Cooperation

Despite systemic anarchy, global governance institutions reflect systemic adaptations to manage
common challenges such as climate change, trade disputes, and security threats. Systemic analysis
evaluates the effectiveness and limitations of these institutions.

Comparison with Other Levels of Analysis

The systemic level of analysis is one among three primary analytical perspectives in international
relations, each emphasizing different causal factors and units of analysis.

Individual Level

The individual level focuses on the decisions, perceptions, and personalities of leaders and
policymakers. It examines how human factors influence foreign policy choices and international
outcomes. While important, this level does not account for broader systemic constraints.

State Level

The state or domestic level analyzes internal characteristics such as political systems, economic
structures, and societal interests that shape foreign policy. This level bridges the gap between
individual actions and systemic pressures but remains limited to internal dynamics.

Distinctive Features of the Systemic Level

The systemic level differs by emphasizing external factors and structural constraints that transcend
individual and domestic influences. It provides a macro-level lens to understand recurring patterns
and enduring features in international relations, making it indispensable for comprehensive analysis.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the systemic level of analysis in international
relations?

The systemic level of analysis in international relations examines the international system as a whole,



focusing on the structure, patterns, and interactions among states and other global actors rather than
on individual states or leaders.

How does the systemic level differ from the state and
individual levels of analysis?

Unlike the state level, which focuses on domestic factors, and the individual level, which looks at
individual leaders or decision-makers, the systemic level analyzes the overarching international
environment, including the distribution of power and the rules governing state behavior.

Why is the systemic level important for understanding
international conflicts?

The systemic level helps explain how the anarchic structure of the international system and the
balance of power dynamics can create conditions that lead to conflict or cooperation among states,
beyond the intentions of individual states or leaders.

Which theories in international relations emphasize the
systemic level of analysis?

Realism and neorealism primarily emphasize the systemic level of analysis, focusing on the anarchic
international system and power distribution as key determinants of state behavior.

How can the systemic level of analysis inform foreign policy
decisions?

By understanding the systemic constraints and opportunities, policymakers can better anticipate the
behavior of other states, assess risks, and design strategies that align with the broader international
structure to achieve national interests.

Additional Resources

1. “Theory of International Politics” by Kenneth N. Waltz

This seminal work introduces the concept of the international system as an anarchic structure
influencing state behavior. Waltz argues that the distribution of power across states shapes
international outcomes, emphasizing the systemic level over individual or domestic factors. The book
laid the foundation for neorealism and remains a cornerstone in international relations theory.

2. “The Tragedy of Great Power Politics” by John J. Mearsheimer

Mearsheimer offers a structural realist perspective, focusing on the competitive nature of the
international system. He explains how the anarchic system compels great powers to seek dominance
for survival, leading to conflict and power struggles. The book explores systemic constraints that drive
state behavior and the recurring patterns of war and peace.

3. “Social Theory of International Politics” by Alexander Wendt
Wendt challenges traditional realist views by incorporating social constructivism into the systemic
level of analysis. He argues that the international system is not just a material structure but also



constituted by shared ideas, norms, and identities. The book highlights how these social factors shape
state interests and interactions on the systemic stage.

4. “International Politics: Enduring Concepts and Contemporary Issues” by Robert J. Art and Robert
Jervis

This comprehensive anthology includes key writings that address systemic factors influencing
international relations. It covers various theoretical approaches that analyze power distribution,
systemic constraints, and the structure of the international system. The book is widely used for
understanding how systemic dynamics affect global politics.

5. “The Anarchical Society: A Study of Order in World Politics” by Hedley Bull

Bull explores how order is maintained in an anarchic international system despite the absence of a
central authority. He examines the systemic level mechanisms, such as diplomacy, international law,
and balance of power, which help create stability. The book is influential in English School theory and
systemic analysis.

6. “Power and Interdependence” by Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye
This work introduces the concept of complex interdependence, challenging the traditional realist
focus on power politics at the systemic level. Keohane and Nye analyze how multiple channels of
interaction and the absence of hierarchy among issues shape the international system. The book
broadens systemic analysis to include economic and institutional factors.

7. “The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of Our Times” by Odd Arne Westad
Westad provides a systemic-level analysis of the Cold War, emphasizing the global competition
between superpowers. He explores how systemic bipolarity influenced interventions and alignments
in the Third World. The book offers insight into how the international system’s structure affected
global political developments.

8. “International Relations Theory: Discipline and Diversity” by Tim Dunne, Milja Kurki, and Steve
Smith

This textbook offers an overview of key theories and debates at the systemic level of analysis. It
addresses how different theoretical frameworks understand the international system’s structure and
its impact on state behavior. The book is valuable for comprehending the diversity of systemic-level
approaches in international relations.

9. “The Structure of Foreign Policy: The Systemic Level” edited by Brian C. Schmidt

This edited volume focuses explicitly on the systemic level of foreign policy analysis, examining how
the international system’s structure constrains and enables state actions. Contributions explore
various theoretical models and empirical cases to illustrate systemic influences. The book deepens
understanding of the systemic context within which foreign policy operates.
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