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Abstract

The aim of this chapter is to give an overview of the ways in which we seek to engage students in the idea of using theory in their studies and to reflect on why this matters.  While we are aware that there are different ways in which students can ‘do’ political analysis, here our focus is upon the application of theoretical frameworks as a mechanism to understand, or attempt to explain ‘real world’ events or phenomena.  Our argument is that through understanding the way in which theoretical frameworks may be used and applied, provides students with the tools and skills that they need to analyse political phenomena, event(s) or action(s).

Introduction

A simple email request to colleagues requesting recent examples of examination answers from first year politics and international relations students produced a catalogue of unorthodox statements including:

 ‘In the 1980s the Labour Party was taken over by extreme socialites’

From an essay on green ideologies – ‘People really should recycle more, but basically they just can’t be arsed’

From an essay on Hobbes – ‘Clearly war must have its ultimate roots in human beings, as it is no-one else that humans are in war with (like war with aliens and animals)’

Or our own favourite from an essay on the clash of civilizations – ‘there are five main civilizations – fire, earth, water, metal and wood’

We assume, hopefully not too naively, that such bizarre statements are not limited to our own students.  For us, they do, however, reflect a need for all students to learn at the earliest stage the theoretical and analytical foundations for subsequent engagement in the discipline.  In this chapter we set out our approach to engaging students, and suggest that a key way to think about the way in which we carry out our analysis is through the application of theory, to a particular ‘real world’ event. 
In this chapter we have four key assumptions: a) that an important way to study politics is through the application of theory; b) that politics is increasingly interconnected, both by ‘real world’ events and phenomena and by the way in which their theoretical frameworks have been applied and have developed; c) once students understand the way in which theory works, they will have acquired the skills to analyse political phenomena or events independently; d) that differing theoretical perspectives focus upon differing aspects of the same event or phenomena.  As such, we argue that showing students the theoretical ‘tricks of the trade’ means that they are able to understand not only how we approach our topics, and how to do it themselves, but also, why there are competing explanations and understandings of the real worlds of politics and international relations.

Rationale

When we were reflecting upon what it was we wanted our students to know, and understand, we also were thinking about what we would like our graduates to be competent in when they leave.  While league tables and NSS and government rhetoric all emphasise ‘employability’, the emphasis upon vocational skills we argue, can lead to a de-emphasis upon the importance of students having a command of their subject (and while the authors have a commitment to this as an important aim in its own right, this can also be an indicator of confidence, which in turn can be seen to contribute to the category of ‘confidence’ for example, deemed important by the Employability Barometer).  In this chapter, and in our book which informs this chapter (2011) one of our key aims is to encourage students to reflect upon what it means to be a political scientist, analyst or IR scholar.  As Craig (2009) observes, this is one of the few, if not the only, discipline(s) where real world events can change the discipline or subject matter, or indeed the ability to answer an exam question dramatically (for example consider the largely unpredicted events of 1989 or September 2001, or in Tunisia, Jordan and Egypt in 2011).  In this way, what is crucial then is to encourage students not only to be able to describe what is happening in the contemporary world, but to give them the skills to be able to analyse the contemporary world, to be able to attempt to explain or understand it.  
As we are all aware, good political analysis is something that comes not from pure description, or indeed, from the abstract modelling (for example that we might find in economics), but from an ability not only to research and to be able to process, to organise, and to analyse that research.  We argue that one of the key ways in which we do this is through the application of a theoretical framework to a particular event or set of circumstances.  We are also cognisant however, of the general resistance of students to the teaching of theory.  Indeed, teaching theory can often be extremely challenging, be seen as ‘dry’ by the students, or irrelevant. We’ve also found that theory tends to be taught as one course, and empirics and descriptions of political systems as a different course.  This is largely reflected in the textbook market, with book such as Dunleavy & O’Leary’s (1987) Theories of the State in the former, and as Smith (1999) observes many first year undergraduate politics textbooks fall into the latter category, and our aim is to suggest that theory and empirics can be taught interdependently.  

McAnulla’s (2005) excellent British Politics: a critical introduction is theoretically and empirically rich and highlights the integration between theory and practice.  However, and this related to our broader theme we suggest that the contemporary ‘real world’ of politics and international relations is characterised by issues which transcend disciplinary boundaries: e.g. climate change; globalisation and security (to name but a few), and so in order to make sense, or analyse, these issues and events, we can draw on theories from both International Relations and Political Studies/Science.  When reflecting upon the character of the contemporary political environment, it is increasingly impossible (although that does assume it was once possible) to disaggregate the domestic from the international.  In making this assumption we reject the realist paradigm (dominant in IR) which seeks to separate the domestic from the international.  We argue that this arbitrary division serves to obscure first the complexity of ‘real world politics and second the utility that alternate perspectives may bring to analysis.  In this way, we suggest that Political Science and International Relations are interlinked disciplines, which can usefully inform each other.  

The overlap in subject matter is one area where the two disciplines converge.  The other is around methodological debates over the way in which both disciplines do and should proceed.  Both Politics and IR as disciplines are dominated by a commitment to a scientific approach as being the dominant organising principle (see for example Almond, 1988; Schmidt, 2008) for some the existence of a fragmentation of approaches in the discipline represents a healthy pluralism (see Goodin and Klingeman, 1995) although for others this represents a form of intellectual gatekeeping (see Marsh and Savigny, 2004).   Our argument adopts the positions that there is more than one way to ‘do’ Political Science and International Relations (see Marsh & Smith, 2001).  For us this entails the discussion of competing theoretical perspectives, their insights, assumptions and objectives; the way in which differing positions render visible and invisible different aspects of analysis.  For us, awareness of these competing positions also encourages students to think through carefully the claims that they are making, and with what justification they are able to do so.  
We also argue that theoretical positions (across the epistemological spectrum) contain normative assumptions about how domestic and international politics should operate.  Some positions are less explicit about this than others; however, for us those normative claims are inherently intertwined with the analytical ones.  As such, we are encouraging students to think not only about the claims to knowledge that they are making when analysing political phenomena, but also to think about the normative claims, the assumptions they make about how politics should work.  

How do we teach this? 
We start from the assumption that the ‘real world’ of Politics and IR is messy, interconnected and incredibly complex.  We also assume that Politics and IR necessarily must be theoretically informed.  We are of the view that each discipline can offer insights to the other, and as such we seek to integrate the two in our teaching. We do this through reflecting the underlying debates which inform both disciplines, (for example the debate around structure and agency Hay, 2002; Wendt, 1987).  But we take one step back from this, and in seeking to integrate the two disciplines, and given that both disciplines are divided as to how their respective discipline should proceed we present students with theoretical positions according to their ontological and epistemological position, rather than according to their discipline (which will be illustrated below). 
To do this we adopt Furlong and Marsh’s (2002) typology which gives a simple overview of ontological and epistemological positions.  While we are aware there are debates around the utility, or the accuracy of teaching students these defined boundaries (e.g. Bates and Jenkins, 2007) our aim here is to suggest to students that this represents the start (not the end) of their thinking.  We do not wish to simply (?!) illustrate issues about ontology and epistemology, but rather to highlight to students how the metatheoretical issues that inform theories that we use in our analysis, in turn influences what we look for, and therefore what we can find, describe and analyse.  
Within our teaching the way in which we have approached this is through the presentation of a case study, followed by summaries of competing theoretical explanations around that topic from both Politics and IR.  These theoretical frameworks have been organised not around the disciplinary split, but around their ontological and epistemological underpinnings.  We take each theory and apply it to the given example, in order to illustrate to students a) the way in which theory can be useful in illuminating what is significant b) the way in which some theory can attempt to provide a causal explanation whereas others seek to provide understanding c) that theories are partial and that critical analysis of theories are able to show us what is missing in our evaluation of that event.  An example is given below. 

Example. How we might teach theory in political science and IR to our students: The State

The state historically has been one of the central actors in the study of both politics and IR.  This dominance has been challenged in recent years and efforts have been made to refocus attention, or ‘bring the state back in’ to political analysis (Evans, Rueschemeyer & Skocpol, 1985; see also Hay, Lister & Marsh, 2005).  We set out differing theories of the state provided by both Politics and IR, but organise them according to their ontological and epistemological positions. 
We begin with an overview of foundational positivist theories: pluralism, elitism, realism/ neorealism, liberal institutionalism, public choice. We then move to give an overview of foundational critical realism, as drawn out through variants of Marxism in both domestic and international theorising.  We then turn to antifoundational interpretivist approaches and explore the role of poststructuralism.  We acknowledge that this is not entirely a level playing field in terms of representing approaches alternate to the mainstream; however, we do feel that this is reasonably reflective of the field.  Our aim in introducing it in this way is to encourage students to understand that the mainstream is not all there is.
Prior, however, to introducing the differing theoretical positions, we begin with an overview of our case study.  When referring to the state, we use the example of the recent financial crisis.  We give a brief ‘journalistic’ overview of the crisis – the kind we might expect to find in a newspaper (rather than an academically researched piece on the topic).  The reason for this is to get students to think about events that we may have experienced, or things that we may read or hear about every day (such as news items on the credit crunch) and illustrate to them through the application of the differing theories they have been introduced to, how they might ‘do’ political analysis/IR.  This also means that in seminars, students bring in news items which can then be split into theoretical approaches to offer an account of that ‘real world’ event through discussion from their perspective.

We then illustrate through the case study how differing theories can be used to provide differing accounts or explanations of events.  So for example, foundational positivist approaches would posit the financial crisis as something which is observable and measurable.  We would need to look at the key actors involved, observe and ensure their behaviour:  A pluralist analysis which would highlight the role of observable decisions being taken providing a description of events; a liberal institutionalist, on the other hand, would draw attention to the interdependence and interconnectivity of state economies, and the theorising performs a normative function in providing for the possibility of cooperative solutions.  As such the credit crunch is positioned as a ‘problem’.  In contrast Marxism provides a mechanism to problematise and can be used to suggest that the financial crisis can be viewed as a logical consequence of the inherent contradictions of capitalism. And so we illustrate the ways in which foundational critical/scientific realist accounts might draw attention to unobservable features of ‘reality’ while highlighting the causal role they play in structuring and shaping outcomes.  Here then the unobservable workings of capitalism, and inherent tensions and contradictions, serve to generate an outcome: the financial crisis.  

The third perspective we introduce students to, antifoundational interpretivism, draws our attention to the contingent nature of reality; that there is not a unified truth which exists rather interpretations of reality, which are dependent upon our relation to it. Poststructural accounts in this tradition would look at the way in which dominant discourses have defined the financial crisis and the way in which this has served to benefit privileged interests.  These approaches serve to deconstruct these dominant discourses, expose and challenge dominant power relationships.  As such through analysis of the discourse surrounding the financial crisis we might argue that this was a useful mechanism through which the state sought to reassert its significance in the face of globalisation, or, we may see politicians (with an eye on the electoral arena) seek to distance themselves (emphasising the lack of effective regulation) from the crisis, placing the blame on the ‘greedy bankers’.

Our aim here then is to draw students’ attention to the idea that different theories not only focus upon differing aspects of a problem, but the theories themselves perform different roles.  Some describe, some problematise, some explain, some seek to predict, some seek to understand and challenge. 

A brief summary of the differing the way in which the differing theories used can be applied and their focus of attention, and the role that theory performs in analysis is given below (Table 1).

Table 1. Summary of focus in credit crunch analysis (KEY FP – Foundational Positivism; FCR- Foundational Critical realism; AFI – Anti-foundational interpretivism)
	Theory
	What questions do we ask? 
	How do we use theory? 

	Pluralism (FP)
	Who do we observe as key players in the process? 
How do they achieve their goals?

Where does power lie and how is it dispersed?
	Theory here is used to describe the observable actions of those individuals directly involved in the credit crunch: bankers; governments and banks.  Individuals operate in a minimally specified context.

	Elitism (FP)
	How do key political and economic elites behave? What can we find out from observing their behaviour?
	Again, here theory is used to inform the description of elite level action.  Focus again is upon individuals, with whom power is assumed to lie.

	Public Choice (FP)
	What assumptions do we make about the way in which politicians are behaving? 
If we think they operate to maximise their own utility what outcomes might we expect?
	Uses economic assumptions to model behaviour of politicians.  Once we have established assumptions and motivations we can predict outcomes. 

	Realism/

Neorealism (FP)
	What are states doing to ensure their own survival? 
	The focus here is upon observable behaviour. This theory also provides explanations of conflict.

	Neoliberalism

(FP)
	What is the role of non-state actors? And what opportunities are there for cooperation?
	Again, the theory focuses upon observable behaviour, but extends the range of actors to included both state and non-state actors.  The emphasis is on cooperation (in contrast to realism). 

	Marxism (FCR)
	How have the contradictions within capitalism caused the financial crisis? Rather than end, how has capitalism continued to be reproduced? 
	Here the theory provides not only an explanation of why the crisis occurs (with reference to underlying unobservable structures) but also explains why capitalism is enduring and the inequalities which result from this. 

	Poststructuralism (AFI)
	What narratives does this crisis fit into? Which discourses have been used to legitimate behaviour and actions of political and economic elites?
	Here theory is used to critique the dominant orthodoxy.   This approach draws attention to the ways in which power relations are constructed and negotiated


Using theory: why does it matter?
Educational literature highlights the need for a more reflective approach to the relationship between theory and practice (Korthagen & Kessels, 1999).  Our argument is premised upon the pedagogical benefits of the use and application of theory.  These, we suggest, don’t only provide the opportunity for political analysts to differentiate themselves from journalists, and to provide academic writings.  Rather the use of theory also provides possibilities for students’ emancipation. While we are seeking to provide students with an education, not only in subject matter, but to encourage and support more broadly their capacity to become independent, autonomous thinkers.  Where education helps us do this according to Biesta (2010) is through enabling students to question the site and workings of power. More critical approaches suggest that power is reflected in people’s understandings of their positioning within the system (Biesta, 2010:40).  Emancipation flows from recognition of this positioning and the task of social science is thus to make visible, to reveal, those power structures (ibid).   For us, two ways in which we view this as possible is a) through the use of theory and b) through the introduction of competing approaches.  

Scardamalia & Bereiter (2006) highlight the similarities between the pedagogical assumptions of the way in which learning occurs and the way in which knowledge advances within disciplines. Knowledge building, they argue, is not an isolated activity but one which is an activity undertaken within a community (2006: 99).  To this end, we suggest that theoretical frameworks themselves provide both an accessible route in to that wider ‘community’, as well as being constitutive of that wider community.  Access to this vocabulary and organised sets of ideas provides a mechanism through which students can begin to situate themselves and give voice and vocabulary to their own perspectives and interpretations/understandings of events or issues. For us, it is the introduction of competing approaches which facilities this emancipator potential: through recognition of the existence of differing ‘world views’ and subsequent accounts of an issue or event; as a means to enable students to articulate their views and analysis and situate themselves within a wider knowledge-building community.  

Conclusion
Our central argument is that the analysis of Political Science and International Relations should be theoretically informed. This enables students of politics to produce rigorous analysis of the event, political phenomenon/a, or issue which they are studying. For us, the way we seek to encourage our students to become political analysts is through the application of a series of competing theoretical perspectives to a particular area of enquiry within the disciplines.  We believe that the key to understand and appreciate theory is for students to apply it, and thus to see its ‘real world’ relevance.  We all seek to develop our students as active rather than passive learners and for us a key way to do this is through illustrating how theory may shed light on an issue, or indeed, how theory show us what is kept invisible.  In this way we believe theory also has a wider emancipatory potential not only in the building of knowledge but as a basis from which existing power relations may be rendered explicit and challenged.  To paraphrase Marx (1845) - the point is not (just) to interpret the world, but to change it…
Guide to further reading:
The use and application of theory to ‘real world’ politics is developed further in our textbook Doing Political Science and International Relations (Palgrave).

Other useful texts that draw out the wider themes and issues raised here include the extremely useful Political Analysis Hay (2002); Theory and Methods in Political Science 3rd edition (Marsh & Stoker, 2010); Ways of Knowing (Moses &  Knutsen, 2007) all Palgrave
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