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Abstract:  This article re-engages International Relations’ longest debates on “where” and “why” global politics happens: the levels-of-analysis debate and the agent-structure debate.  It argues for the continuing relevance of the conceptual questions contained in these debates, but critiques the inadequacy of current iterations of those debates in the IR literature.  In it, I introduce to political scientists political geographers’ concept of scales and scalar processes to replace levels, agents, and structures.  I outline the benefits of such an approach for the substance and method of IR’s studies of global politics. I then formalize a scalar approach to global politics in six principles, modeled after Morgenthau’s six principles of political realism. The article concludes with suggested directions for a scalar approach to IR, focusing on reformulations of IR’s approaches to the study of the War on Terror.

I am deeply indebted to Hayward Alker for the inspiration for this project, the resources to start it, our long conversations about it, and his encouragement that I follow it up, even outside of my normal areas of research. I am also appreciative of comments from Carolyn Cartier and several anonymous reviewers, whose help has sharpened this article immensely. Any mistakes remain my own.

On September 11, 2001, four airplanes were hijacked in United States airspace. Two were piloted into the World Trade Towers in New York City, New York. Another flew into the Pentagon in Washington, D.C.  A fourth plane crashed in a Pennsylvania field. More than six years later, the United States has engaged in ostensibly related military operations in Afghanistan and Iraq, and wielded diplomatic power to express disapproval of the “axis of evil” and other anti-American forces in global politics. The attacks and their aftermath have fundamentally altered the relationships between several states, basic assumptions about the American way of life, and other essential properties of the global political arena. 

Though many have strong opinions, there is anything but a consensus, either in global politics or the study of the international political arena, about how to analyze the attacks of September 11, 2001 and the following “war on terror.” Questions of who did the attacking on 9/11, who bears responsibility for those attacks, and who was attacked are fundamental. Further, questions of who the United States government attacked in response are key.  At what “level” if any in international politics is the “war on terror” taking place? Where do we locate it? Where and how do we analyze it?

The debate about root causes of international political behavior is as older than the discipline of International Relations (IR).  More that half a century ago, E. H. Carr hypothesized about the state as proper unit of analysis for the study of war (1940). In IR, the Cold War era was dominated by the “levels-of-analysis” debate concerning ‘at what level’ the Cold War really started. The levels-of-analysis debate in IR has been going on in some form or another for the last forty years.  As most of us are familiar, in IR, a “level-of-analysis” is the studied site of international politics.  Some IR scholars study the state, while others study either the international system, sub-state actors, or some combination of the three.  The debate around the levels-of-analysis has increased in nuance and complexity since Waltz (1959) and Singer (1961) popularized the concept of a level in the late 1950s. Scholars, in developing the levels debate, have given attention to sociological questions of agent and structure (Wight 2006; Wendt 1999), epistemological questions of the possibility for rationality (Cox 1986), and psychological questions of the role of human nature in global politics (McDermott 2004). 


In one iteration or another, the debate about “where” international relations takes place and how to describe that place has received substantial scholarly attention consistently over the last four decades, a trend which is likely to continue in our globalizing world.  In the wake of the war on terror, the global political world more generally has begun to explore the question of the importance of non-traditional actors, such as sub-state groups, transnational movements, and individual terrorists. The resurgent importance of people in global politics, previously relegated to the “first image” (Waltz 1959) demands that IR update and complicate its understanding of who and what international relations is. IR scholars, however, have yet to produce a sufficiently nuanced understanding of the interaction of “who”, “where”, and “why” in the complex global political arena.  Neither a single level-of-analysis nor a simple story of the levels’ relationship is sufficient, yet a better way to express where international relations take place is elusive. Even intersubejective, sociological understandings still cannot directly address the question of the exact relationship between co-constituted agent and structure (Wendt 1999). It is, however, at the intersection of disciplines that IR scholars may find ways to think about and express the question of the site of global politics.  This article suggests that IR scholars will find more representative answers to the problem of “where” international relations takes place in the work of geographers who study political structure.  Specifically, I argue that geographical conceptions of scale can be applied to IR’s explorations of agent and structure in a way that will help IR’s conceptual clarity, descriptive accuracy, and expressive persuasiveness.  Geographers of scale can provide IR scholars with a number of insights, including a more effective way to understand process, an explanatory mechanism that addresses both physical and socio-spatial cause, and a path to bring the study of context squarely into the mainstream in IR. These contributions, combined with IR’s detailed knowledge of global political processes, shed light on where international relations is happening today, as it seems ever more ephemeral and fleeting. This article argues that an interdisciplinary foray builds the bridge between the levels-of-analysis problem and a representative understanding of the location and process of global politics.  Accordingly, it introduces political geographer’s understanding of scale as a replacement for IR’s conceptions of levels-of-analysis, agent, and structure. It points out the importance not only of adding variables but of (re)visioning the methods and lenses through which we envision global politics. This article concludes by suggesting possible hypotheses for the scholarly study of non-state terrorism from the insights of a scale-based ontology of global politics in order to demonstrate the benefits of this interdisciplinary borrowing from the field of geography.
From Waltz to the War on Terror: The “Levels” Debate in IR


In Man, the State, and War, which is nearing its 50th anniversary, Kenneth Waltz (1959) articulated the levels-of-analysis problem in one of its earliest and clearest iterations.  Waltz was convinced that, in order to study global politics, scholars would have to know where global politics happened so that they knew where to look for its meaningful events and relationships.  Accordingly, Waltz laid out the levels-of-analysis problem in terms of the interrelation of causal factors in international relations. Waltz explained that there is complexity involved in understanding both what to study and where to look to find causes and effects. Waltz’s argument was that the question of what “level” IR scholars should study is fundamentally a problem of philosophy.  He recalled St. Augustine’s conviction that the root of all evil is human nature, and contrasted it with Rousseau’s statement that states shape the good or evil of their citizens (Waltz 1959: 3).  These, Waltz contended, were early attempts to discern where global politics takes place.
Waltz (1959: 16, 80, 159) identified three “images” that a scholar can use as a lens to understand international relations: human behavior (reason), the internal structure of states (order), and the international society (anarchy). Scholars who study the first image believe that “the locus of important causes” in global politics is “found in the nature and behavior of man” (Waltz 1959: 13). Second image scholars posit that the internal composition of the state is a salient cause in global politics, and that “peace and war are the products, respectively, of good and bad states” (Waltz 1959: 114). Waltz’s third level-of-analysis was that of international structure.  Third image scholars contend that the fundamental property of the international system is that it is composed of sovereign states which recognize no higher authority.  In this understanding, the cause of war is not the ‘actor’ (the individual or the state’ but the system in which the ‘actor’ ‘acts’ (the structure).
Waltz was convinced that the third image is the appropriate “location” of international relations, and structural neorealists have followed in his footsteps in prioritizing system-level explanations of global politics. Waltz’s presentation of three levels: man, the state, and the system, still forms the basic structure of thought in mainstream IR. While, in theory, the Waltzian categories have room for substantial complexity, in practice, treatment of his trichotomy specifically and of interstate relations generally often ends up producing a linear, hierarchical, and simple structure for studies of interactions on the international stage.  Though scholars have complicated both the number of levels and their political/social relationships, ‘levels’ discourse and corresponding oversimplified, categorized thinking remains prevalent. 

The continued influence of “levels” logic has not been without critique. In fact, though he remained tied to evaluating levels, David Singer took issue with some of Waltz’s assertions two years later in an article entitled, “The Levels-of-Analysis Problem in International Relations” (1961). There, Singer recognized that, if they choose a single level-of-analysis, scholars will not be getting the whole picture of how international politics takes place.  Instead, scholars must choose the part of the world they will study, both as relates to geographical region and level-of-analysis, based on what part of the world they would like to know. In this interpretation, a level-of-analysis is a methodological choice (Singer 1961: 77). In choosing a level, Singer (1961: 78-79) suggested that researchers consider three factors: description, explanation, and prediction. The strengths of studying the international system, Singer (1961: 80) argues, include comprehensiveness, the ease of detecting patterns, high predictive value, and the ability to see the norms and folklore of the world as a whole instead of singularly or chaotically.  The weaknesses of systemic research include a lack of detail about the specifics of international interaction, the tendency to assume that actors do not impact the system, and the tendency to essentialize actors’ similarities (Singer 1961: 82).  The strength of scholarship at the state level is the ability to differentiate between actors in the international arena, which provides a richer description and more valid explanation than system-level models.  Still, state-centric models risk exaggerating difference between states, drawing attention to ethnocrentrism, and losing system-level explanations’ predictive value (Singer 1961: 89). Singer ultimately concludes that the choice of a level-of-analysis should be made in each individual political scientist’s research design, where scholars should be aware of the intellectual and normative impact of their chosen level on the result of their study.  Otherwise, scholarship will amount to little more than an “ever-growing potpourri of discrete, disparate, non-comparable, and isolated bits of information or extremely low-level generalizations” (Singer 1961: 92).

Despite these caveats, Waltz and Singer’s levels-of-analysis have been subject to constant critique both for their original structure and the crucial issues that structure neglects. Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde (1998) criticized Waltz and Singer’s narrow definition of levels, calling for expanded categories, a problem-based schema to select a level-of-analysis, and a reevaluation of the intrinsic link between the levels-of-analysis dilemma and structural realism.  Instead of three levels-of-analysis, Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde (1998: 5) see five, including the international system, the international sub-system, the state, sub-state actors, and individuals. The international sub-system is a group of units distinguished from the international system by particularism and from states by cooperation.  These include the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), the Organization of African Unity (OAU), and the Organization for Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) (Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde 1998: 6). Sub-state actors are organized groups that try to influence the behavior of states or sub-system organizations (Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde 1998: 6). In addition to expanding the categories, Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde argued that the levels-of-analysis should be studied functionally, depending on the subject area and the context, as method (1998).  

Others have critiqued not only the levels’ categorical simplicity but their normative role in the production of the theory and practice of global politics. Jacqui True, in an evaluation of the levels-of-analysis debate from a feminist perspective, argued that the levels are not only ontological and methodological but also hold normative implications for the study of global politics (1995). True (1995: 227) pointed out that “relationships between the domestic and international, masculine and feminine agents, are mystified by the levels-of-analysis schema that separates the individual, the state, and the international system.” A feminist perspective, she explained, moves away from universal abstraction to demand greater context in order to “map more adequately the complexity and indeterminacy of agent and structure” (True 1995: 229). She argued that first image scholarship assumes the universality of masculine values, excluding women and femininity (True 1995: 228). The state, the second image in Waltz’s levels, is constructed on the dual gendered dichotomies of inside/outside and public/private (True 1995: 229-30).  Women’s lives and gender subordination are trapped in the inside, private dimension of that dichotomy, abuse (True 1995: 232). In True’s conception, the state is a misleading construction that purports to protect its citizens but actually perpetuates the subordination of women.  True also critiqued the key assumptions of system-level theory.  She argued that system-level theories assume interpretations of power, rationality, security, and sovereignty which are gendered. She suggested that a top-down hierarchical understanding is counter to feminist politics, which advocate a horizontal understanding. True critiques traditional IR’s failure to recognize the home, the family, the YWCA, and the church as ‘levels-of-analysis’ capable of affecting or being affected by change. She urges scholars to understand these institutions’ importance to the theory and practice of global politics. 

While True and others took issue with the ethical implications of the levels-of-analysis debate’s exclusiveness, Robert Cox (1986) critiqued the structure of levels-of-analysis discourse as performatively unrepresentative of the ways that global politics works, whether or not it includes all relevant actors.  Cox pointed out the levels-of-analysis debate’s lack of attention to political process. Cox explained that the international system is not static, but changing, and that the levels-of-analysis debate cannot deal with that evolution. The levels-of-analysis remained substantially stable in a global political arena that endured a global conventional war, the Cold War, and the Cold War’s end.  Cox characterized the levels-of-analysis as problematically reductionist from the standpoint of a historian, who understands systemic change (1986). He noted that recent developments that demonstrate plurality in the concept of the state have confused IR’s ideas about the nature of actors, the range of states, the diversity of goals, and the complexity of international interactions within global societies, making it less clear who and what should be studied and how (Cox 1986: 205).  According to Cox, different historical periods favor different approaches to theory, methodology, and content; scholars should study where international relations is at any given point in time and that point in time’s relation to others.  The “levels” must not only be tailored to the specific political process and the period in history, but to that process and period’s relationship to macrohistory. Cox (1986: 211) argues a two-dimensional levels schema is necessarily unrepresentative, and they would be better understood as historical processes.

In Agents, Structures, and International Relations: Politics as Ontology (2006), Colin Wight reminds IR scholars that their debates are still very much focused on iterations of the levels-of-analysis problem and confusion about its relations to issues of cause and effect. A related issue, dubbed the agent-structure problem, considers whether it is agents (states or people) or structure (the international system) that cause international relations (Wight 2006). Wight (2006) argues that current conceptions of the agent-structure and levels-of-analysis problems make fundamental mistakes of inaccuracy and parochialism.  He contends that the levels-of-analysis should not be only conceptual constructs but “should carry ontological support” (Wight 2006: 104).  He argues that the levels-of-analysis should be instead thought of as levels-of-explanation.  He also critiques those who deal with the levels-of-analysis problem without addressing the agent-structure problem.  Wight argues that political scientists confuse agency and structure and units of analysis (2006: 106).  As an alternative, Wight offers a schema which is “vertical but non-hierarchical” (2006: 106). Wight calls for the reinsertion of human agency into our understandings of global politics and the strengthening of our understandings of the intersection of agent and structure. Even though Wight tries to combine the fundamentally inseparable questions of “where” and “why” in global politics, he ultimately falls short of the goal as he concludes that choosing a level is key to “building better accounts of a chosen area of structure and indicating productive research strategies” (2006: 119).
These critiques, individually and collectively, demonstrate some very fundamental problems with a levels-based approach to the study of global politics. Many (perhaps even most) IR scholars recognize some if not all of these difficulties. These scholars and others have proposed ways forward given the problematic nature of levels-based analysis, be they expanding the quantity/quality of categories or critically reevaluating the structure/agent relationship. Still, I am concerned that the levels-of-analysis debate has reached the height of its sophistication in recent literature on agent and structure and still fails to provide an adequate explanatory framework for global politics.
I argue that the levels-of-analysis debate has reached the height of its sophistication in the field of IR, and still fails to provide an adequate explanatory framework for the study of global politics.  This failure is not due to lack of effort, but to the fundamental incompatibility of the concept of levels-of-analysis and the realities of global politics.  Studying one “level” or even the levels’ interaction holds inadequate explanatory power, Man, the state, and war as levels (Waltz 1959) no longer explain global political interactions or processes, if they ever did.  For example, the increasing emphasis that the security community has put on the participation of women (encapsulated in policy measures like Security Council Resolution 1325) cannot easily be fit into one level-of-analysis. Additionally, non-state actors influence even the most powerful states, as demonstrated by the September 11, 2001 attacks.  The international system is not a single entity with unified properties, as demonstrated by recent conflicts over the WTO and the United Nations’ role in global politics. Actors act in global politics, but do so in a world where discourse may well be the single most powerful force. Agency is complicated, and structure co-constitutes it (Wight 2006).
Though there has been some important work in the area, the field of IR has yet to produce a fully developed theory of agent, structure, and cause. In many ways, we are still stuck in the question of at what “level” IR takes place, even when we try to move beyond it. Either in theory or in implementation, IR scholars often simplify their studies to account for only one ‘level’, or to account for either structural or agent-based theories of cause, not both. When scholars claim to have built theories of dialectical co-constitution they are often weak when it comes to practical implications, like describing events “on the ground” in global politics. Even were theorists to be able to deal with multiple ‘levels’ at the same time, the concept of a level is in itself importantly flawed. The description of global politics as constituted by separate and distinct ‘levels’ fails to account for the interdependence and hybridity evident in post-modern political organization. Those who suggest that it is not possible to separate the ‘levels’ question from agent-structure analysis are correct (Wight 2006), but the field of IR often appears ill-equipped to produce a hybrid explanation of where and why global politics happens, drawing on sophisticated understanding of agent, structure, and their co-constitution. Levels-of-analysis scholars often neglect the agent-structure problem, and even anti-levels scholars often reify ‘levels’ thinking in the discipline as they calculate manageability and parsimony in research design. The volume of attention that the discipline of IR gives questions of where and why global politics happens, combined with increasing popular fascination with these questions, shows their importance and timeliness.  Still, the discipline of IR remains without a comprehensive theory of the physical and social organization of global politics, and without the tools required to address the question: fundamentally, where is IR and how do we study it?


In order to produce a representative understanding of global political organization and process, we as political scientists need to increase the complexity of our understandings both of actors in global politics and of the constitution and meaning of actors’ actions. To explain and understand the various actors in global politics and their actions, IR needs a comprehensive theory of agent, structure, and cause.  Both in theory and in practice, IR needs to be able to theorize multiple actors and multiple processes in the same studies.  As a discipline, IR can only produce adequate theorises of the organization of global politics when we can deal with and explain the space among and between the ‘levels’, their overlap, the change and co-constitution of agent and structure, physical/social construction, and human relational autonomy.  It is only then that as political scientists will be able to transform our discipline of IR from the study of interstate relations to the study of global politics. 
The Scales of Global Politics


The field of political geography provides a concept that accounts for many of the shortcomings of IR’s understandings of where and why politics takes place, which this article contends can serve as a framework to replace levels-based thinking in IR.  That concept is “scale” (Brenner 1998). Neil Brenner provides an excellent introduction to the concept of scale newcomers to the work of political geography.  He explains that “the social constructionist methodological injunctions provide a crucial starting point” for the analysis of global political interactions (Brenner 1998: 461). Theories of scale, however, go beyond social constructivism to recognize the co-constitution of the physicality and social properties of political interaction.  Geographical scales are not simply physical or social concepts, but they incorporate both for a broader understanding of global politics. 

According to political geographers, states, regions, and other scales do not exist a priori, but exist because of and dependent on human physical and social organization.  As Brenner (1998: 460) explains, “spatial scales can no longer be conceived of as pregiven or natural areas of social interaction, but are increasingly viewed as historical products – at once socially constructed and politically contested.” Scales, such as town councils, transnational movements, churches, and internet chess clubs, are “materially real frames of social interaction,” and are shaped both by their sociality and their materiality (Smith 2003: 228).  From the perspective of scalar analysis, the reason that IR scholars have such difficulty seeing where global politics takes place is that we tend to see locations as linear and distinct.  Geographers know that the question of where international relations is cannot be answered with reference to individuals, the state, or the international system.  Instead, it needs to be addressed by an evaluation of the physical and corresponding social organization of global politics, and the hybrid processes that link these organizations both together and in interaction with each other.


Neil Smith (2003: 228) employs a spatial conception to explain political process as a simultaneously material and historical interaction with physical organization, explaining scale as the spatial resolution of contradicting social forces.  In other words, human social and political conflict is expressed in the physicality of global politics, and the physicality of global politics is expressed in human social and political conflict. Smith recognizes a cultural contingent to scalar descriptions of global politics as well.  As such, “the production of scale is also a cultural event,” full of “deep-seated identity creation” and reinforcement based on social and physical location and interaction (Smith 2003: 230). 

If levels can be thought of as unconnected plateaus, “each geographical scale under capitalism must be viewed as a complex, socially contested territorial scaffolding upon which multiple, overlapping forms of territorial organization converge, coalesce, and interpenetrate” (Brenner 1998: 464).  In this understanding, the “territorial state is in itself a multiscalar form of capitalist territorial organization that encompasses national, subnational, and supranational scales” (Brenner 1998: 468). Scalar interpretations see the flaws in IR’s treatment of the state as a single actor or level-of-analysis.  The state has many social, cartographic, geographic, social, and operational divisions stemming from physical-social interaction between the state’s residence, their cartographic space, their social space, and others in the world (Marston 2000: 220). While scholars of IR struggle with the coconstitution of agent and political structure, geographers use their knowledge of physicality both to add a dimension to this relationship and obtain better leverage in the quest to understand its properties. 


The multidimensionality of the concept of scale could help IR scholars grasp the ontological, methodological, and normative implications of the levels-of-analysis problem. Political geographers see scale as a fundamental property of global politics, and an explanatory factor in global political interaction and change. As Brenner (1998: 464) explains, “scales are not merely platforms within which spatial fixes are secured” but instead “must be viewed at once as a presupposition, a medium, and a product of contradictory social forces.”  If contradictory social forces contribute to the physical location of social and political action, then scale provides IR theorists a path towards the reconciliation of the apparent contradictions between globalization, regionalism, and localization. Scale gives scholars insight into the complexities of interaction and intersubjectivity between sites of action in global politics.  

Scale, then, is both a descriptor of physical and social organization and an explanatory story for political process. Geographers use the term “scale” to describe physical and social organizations, and “scalar process” to describe the processes of interaction between those physical and social organizations constitutive of both their organizational identity and the function of global politics. A scalar process is “any specific set of processes and discourses that constitutes a particular instantiation of scale” (Conway 2004). As Conway (2004) explains, studying scalar processes is epistemological and methodological, and requires

Attention to the presence and interplay of multiples forces operating at multiple scales constituting the specific processes of scale under study. Because they are interrelated, interpenetrating, and mutually constituting, no scale can a priori be declared determinative or derivative of other scales.  This is a matter of investigation of specific multi-scalar processes.
 A scalar approach to global politics would address multi-scalar processes in a manner “sensitive to context, empirics, and ethnography at the same time as it is cognizant of the power of political-economic and geo-historical analysis” (Jonas 2006: 2).  Thus, a reformulation of IR’s approach to its subject based on the concept of scale is more than a more complex analysis of the questions of agent and structure. Instead, it presents a different approach to studying different things.  According to Jonas (2006: 2) scalar process is “not a question of meshing the vertical (structure, scale, etc) and the horizontal (agency, network, etc); rather, it is a way of writing about complex processes of change that occur around multiple sites and scales and in ever-changing spatial, temporal, and scalar settings.” 
Scalar processes are many and varied, but have common characteristics.  Neil Coe and his coauthors (2004: 268) characterize technological change, enhanced capital mobility, and interregional competition as salient scalar processes to explain uneven regional development.  They stress the multiscalarity of forces and processes which drive regional development. Brenner’s understanding of globalization as a multiscalar process is a good place to start a more detailed example.  According to Brenner (1998), there are at least three “scalar processes” which act on global politics in non-linear ways to produce globalization.  The first scalar process that Brenner describes is that of encagement, a process where the state encapsulates and eats up alternative forms of scalar organization in a symbolic gathering of both territory and social capital (Brenner 1998: 473). Encagement can be seen as an alternative explanation for the Westphalian state system, which is traditionally explained in the IR literature by a respect for sovereignty brought about by the search for security. The concept of “sovereignty” is at one level-of-analysis (the state) and is a one-dimensional concept (based on state survivial). Encagement, on the other hand, is a physical-social concept that explains the actual suppression of other forms of social organizations.  In the creation of the Westphalian state system, the political organization of the Bishopric was encapsulated and eaten up by the new, modern state. In contemporary politics, the continued insistence of several members of the international community on the perpetuation of Iraq as a single state subsumes the alternative forms of political organization  proposed by some of the constituent ethnic groups that are having difficulty sustaining the political will for and the organization of a single state. Encagement gives scholars a process-based tool to analyze these threats to and confusions of sovereignty.
A second scalar process, entrenchment, is a process in which scalar change occurs within, instead of changing, geographical scaffolding (Brenner 1998: 474). Entrenchment describes the course by which a single geographic entity changes social constitution constantly. The composition of a tract of land changes, both physically and in its social membership.  Over time, a different ethnic group with different religious beliefs comes to inhabit a piece of land, or descendants of inhabitants come to have different cultural, religious, or economic habits.  A single “state” can change residents, political climate, and physical and/or political geographies over time, quickly (for example, the appropriation of Liberia as a home for freed slaves in the United States) or slowly (the rise and fall of the Roman Empire). The label, “the state”, is then vacated of its essential properties, and allowed to float through social space maintaining its physicality or through physical space maintaining its social structure.  
A third scalar process, denationalization, describes the result of entrenchement. Denationalization is “a highly conflictual re-scaling or glolocalization of the state” which “signifies a far more fundamental structural transformation of modern state power than the apparent weakening of central state regulatory capacities that has preoccupied many accounts of the future of the nation-state” (Brenner 1998: 476). According to scholars of political geography, denationalization is not a process exclusive to the post-modern era of globalized politics, but a result of cultural, physical, and social changes in the organization of the world and the organization of its inhabitants.  If a nation’s principle source of income, a natural resource like diamonds or oil, becomes unavailable for profit, that nation’s culture, residents, and perhaps even location can either morph to adjust to the new physicality or disappear.  Likewise, social and economic pressure like development or cultural interest in a certain sort of land changes the physicality of social and political groups’ worlds.  Saskia Sassen points out that denationalization can be observed where localized struggles are aiming at engaging global actors, such as the WTO or the IMF (2004: 12). Another example of denationalization is the rise private military corporations’ role in the making and fighting of wars. A function which was reserved for the territorial and political control of the state (the production of armies) is now in part a function of private corporations unrestrained by the borders of states. This phenomena can be seen as solely privatization, but it could also be read as the fundamental structural transformation of both the location and function of state power.
Scalar processes, then, are many, and combine to describe evolutionary co-constitution of physical, economic, and social worlds. These specific scalar processes are important tools to analyze global politics, but the biggest contribution of a geographical approach is the introduction of scalar process as a method of analysis for IR. The socio-spatial processes of scale act across “levels-of-analysis”, and are, like global politics, “multifaceted, multidirectional, and dynamic” (Howitt 1993: 34). While IR theorists often try to draw the theoretical equivalent of unidirectional causal arrows, geographers see the intersubjective and dialectical properties of global social and political relationships.  As Howitt (1998: 38) explains, “it is important to recognize that the relationship between scales is not only one of interpretation, but is also dialectical.” This dialectical relationship applies both to the meaning of scale and to the method scholars should use to evaluate scales.  As Jamie Peck (2001: 5) notes, “the deepening interconnectedness of social, economic, and political life is resulting in an effective hybridization of scale.” Scalar relations are expressed in the combination of discursive communication and power relations. Scales must be understood in dynamic, relational terms (Peck 2001: 9). Saskia Sassen (2003: 4) notes the important contribution of such an approach:
Geography more than any other of the social sciences today had contributed to a critical stance towards scale, recognizing the historicity of scales and resisting the reification of the national scale so present in the majority of social science, but also altering us to the risks of exclusively scalar analytics that disregard the thick and particularistic forces that are part of these dynamics.
The concept of scale provides flexibility of description which allows theory to be tailored to a physically and socially changing world while explaining the physical and social changes that world goes through. A number of discussions of scale between political geographers have direct implications for IR’s levels-of-analysis debate.  Bob Jessop (1999: 19) critiques scholars who engage look for one level-of-analysis as primary.  He explains that:

The intellectual and practical search for ‘the’ primary scale- whether global, triadic, national, regional, or urban – around which the world economy is currently organized as if this would somehow be directly analogous to the primacy of the national scale in thirty years of postwar growth in Atlantic fordism (Jessop 1999: 19).
In the discourse of political geographers, the concept of a single scale has very little meaning or content.  Analyzing interstate interactions, for example, neglects the constitution of the state and the state’s role in the constitution of global politics. Instead, the levels-of-analysis are inseparable. Scales are “interactive, intersubjective, and interpenetrating” (Howitt 1993: 33).  
Scales and scalar interactions are not only dialogically co-constituted, but this co-constitution takes place in the charged atmosphere of global social and political contention.  Smith (1993: 229) sees that “the production of scale, therefore, is a highly charged and political process as is the continual reproduction of scale at established levels.”  Scalar production and scalar process constantly reinvent and are reinvented by global political relations, both through contention and through slower, evolutionary process. The political contention occurs both in the political sphere and in the realm of academic discourse.  
At a time when the political sphere is paying increasing attention to the “level” or “scale” that international relations takes place at, scholarly discourse on where and why global politics takes place is poised to influence global political thinking about the constitution of our worlds. The demarcation of scale in scholarship has impact on the way global politics works.  Scales are result in and are a result of social contestation. In these contests, there are inevitable winners and losers.  The distribution of economic and political results in global politics depends heavily on the location at which global politics operates. Scholars’ interpretations of where and why international relations takes place can be both a distributive and redistributive force.  

While IR theorists grapple with questions of agent and structure, political geographers have developed a sophisticated social constructivist understanding of the co-constitution of the physical, social, and structural elements of global politics. While IR struggles to deal with the issue of systemic change, geographers link the evolutionary process of the physical structure of the earth and a social evolutionary process used to conceptualize systemic change as a cause and result of interhuman interaction and human interaction with our physical environment.  While IR sees stair-like, artificially distinct levels-of-analysis, geographers call on their experience with interlinked, continuous properties of human social relations to produce unbroken, intersubjective scales of actor relationships. While IR considers the strengths and weaknesses of the rational unitary actor model of the state, geographers’ views of ecosystems and social systems help them recognize actors’ internal dissonance.  While IR has a tendency to treat actors as either meaningless (systems theory) or as independent decision-makers (state-centric theory), geographer’s understandings of human dependence on physicality help them to recognize humans’ (and states’) simultaneous autonomy and interdependence, termed here “relational autonomy”.  These additions add depth to IR’s levels-of-analysis debate, and have the capacity to provide both methodological and substantive improvements to IR’s scholarship, whether macro-theoretical or case-oriented.
From Critical Geopolitics to International Relations Theory


This article does not attempt to formulate a geographic theory of international relations. Others (e.g., Agnew and Corbridge 1995) are much better poised to do so.  In fact, a number of geographers have contributed quite substantial theoretical work to the field of IR. Geographic theories of global politics have attempted to “move discussion of ‘geopolitics’ away from fixed effects of a limiting or determining global physical geography to an understanding of geographies as socially constructed in different historical epochs” (Agnew and Corbrige 1995: xi). Agnew and Corbridge’s approach proposes four main tenets of international relations. First, they note that the primacy of the territorial state is not to be assumed, but “is specific to different historical epochs and different world regions” (Agnew and Corbridge 1995: 5). Second, “[historical shifts demand an approach to geopolitics … that is diachronic (or historical in its conceptions of causation in global affairs) rather than synchronic (cross-sectional or timeless)” (Agnew and Corbridge 1995: 6).  In other words, Agnew and Corbridge stress the importance of context and history in the analysis of global politics.  Third, Agnew and Corbirdge (1995: 6) argue that relative economic success or failure of regions “is due to their historical accumulation of assets and liabilities … and not the result of ‘natural’ resource endowments.” Finally, they note that “a critical geopolitics refers, then, not only to the material spatial practices through which international political economy is constituted, but also to the ways it is represented and contested” (1995: 7). 

Geographers have made a number of meaningful contributions to IR theory. For example, John Agnew identifies the “modern geopolitical imagination” which “arose from the European-American Experience but was projected on the rest of the world” as a key causal factor in global politics and global conflict (2003: 3). Peter J. Taylor points out the crucial role of territoriality in the interactions between states in the modern world-system (2003, 101) and the key role of city networking in the processes of globalization (1999, 5). Giovanni Arrighi introduces the concept of spatial ‘fixes’ to explain the hegemony of capitalism in the global political economy (1994; 2004). These theories contain a number of the important elements of scalar approaches outlined above.
While a geographic theories of global politics is an important contribution to the field of IR, this paper seeks to make a different contribution. While it sees the importance of geographic theories of IR, it argues that all theories of IR can learn something from geography’s concept of scale, whether or not IR theorists adopt the other lessons of political geography.  In the next section, I detail a scalar approach to the study of global politics for IR theory generally in order to complicate our analyses, whatever their theoretical orientation. According to Agnew, when translated to IR theory, “scale is almost always treated in terms of either the fixed or the emerging dominance of one level. So rather than relating scales to one another, spatial effects are regarded as the product of one scale with other scales, at best viewed as residual or emergent” (1993, 252). This reductionism, Agnew contends, “misrepresents the role of space in social life” and is a limitation that needs to be overcome (2003, 268).  This article attempts to overcome those limitations by presenting a multidimensional scalar approach to locating global politics. This scalar approach suggests foundational principles for IR theory, which can be applied to geographic and other research programs in IR. 
A Scalar Approach to Global Politics

I model a scalar approach to global politics after Hans Morgenthau’s (1948) six principles of political realism.  The goal of this articulation is not to replace current theories of IR, but to improve their substantive and methodological understandings by using the concept of scale.  As such, the following are an early sketch of the six principles of a scalar approach to global politics.
1. Politics, like society in general, is composed of iterative dialogical interactions between scales that co-constitute physical, economic, and social worlds in patterns describable as scalar processes.
Particular scales, like individuals, social organizations, state actors, and multinational organizations are identifiable in global politics.  A scalar approach to IR is not claiming that there is no distinguishing between actors or elements in international relations.  Instead, it is making several, more modest claims about actors and their actions which fit into a framework of macrotheoretical reformulation.  

One of those claims is that the content of each individual scale depends on its interconnectedness with other scales.  As Jamie Gough (2004: 188) explains, “no set of relations at any scale is innocent of those relations at other scales.”  In other words, scales (levels, actors) only exist in their relation to other, closely grouped, interdependent scales. This observation of interdependence has several important implications.  First, “social relations at a particular scale are always partially structured, whether consciously or unconsciously, by processes and actors at other scales” (Gough 2004: 188). This interdependence of scales is not linear, but a complex relationship. As Jamie Gough (2004: 188) explains, “the significance of a scalar relation often lies in its contrast with, even opposition to, other scales.”  Interdependent scales shift, and “because of the different construction of a social relation at different scales, shifts or partial shifts between scales may be used by social actors to modify those relations” (Gough 2004: 188). 

It follows that the second distinguishing claim of a scalar approach to global politics concerns the relationship between scales.  While scales are independently recognizable, they overlap and are interrelated. The relationship between scales, then, is a key location for theoretical analysis of global politics. Neil Smith (1993: 99-101) has suggested that “scaling should be seen as founded in the contradictory dialectic of cooperation and competition between capitals.” This dialogical understanding of the relationships between actors (or scales) in global politics is a central feature of scalar theory.  As Brenner (2001) explains, “it has been accepted as a truism within human geography that scales are socially and politically constructed, and thus contested.” Scales are more than actors or groups of actors, they are politics (noun) of the interaction of humans and physical and political geographies. Actors engage in “continuous reshuffling and reoganisations of spatial scales” which are “an integral part of social strategies and struggles for control and empowerment,” and are simultaneously shuffled by those spatial scales (Swyngedouw 2000: 70). The production of scale is a discursive interaction, but it is also a constitutive process. As Bulkeley (2005: 883) explains, “scale making is not only a discursive practice, it is also the tangible outcome of the practices of everyday life as they articulate with and transform macro-social structures.”  

Most analysts have taken a relational view of scales, and focused “on the shifting organizational, strategic, discursive, and symbolic relationships between a range of intertwined geographical scales and on the ramifications of such interscalar transformations for the representations, meanings, and functions and organizations structures of those scales” (Brenner 2001: 600). As Bulkeley (2005: 884) explains, “underpinning this interpretation of the politics of scale is a rejection of the notion of scale as a bounded, territorially complete concept, and of any notion that social relations are contained at particular scales.”  Instead, scale is a concept that accommodates interaction in its own definition, and scalar processes as a cause and result of scalar composition. As Brenner (2001: 605) notes, “scales evolve relationally within tangled hierarchies and dispersed interscalar networks.” 

The example of scalar processes in effect to produce the phenomenon IR normally refers to as “globalization” represents a few of many scalar processes which constitute and are constituted by global politics.  A more closely empirical example can be seen in a simple critique of Keck and Sikkink’s Activists Beyond Borders (1998). Keck and Sikkink (1998: 9) tell a story of “local NGO initiative surpassing recalcitrant local states, reaching foreign and international NGOs, foreign states and international organizations, so as to ‘boomerang’ back on local ones.” This theory seems anomalous to scholars of IR, who have long been trained to see states as rational, unitary actors in control and in agreement with the people inside of them. The idea of global civil society with local influence seems paradoxical, until we read the specifics of Keck and Sikkink next to the work of political geographers who study scale.  One of Keck and Sikkink’s major innovations was that global civil society is more fragments and contested; an area of struggle in which transnational advocacy networks (TANs) struggle with(in) states and inter-state organizations, press on these, find each other, and form and transform themselves. Geographers of scale take these interactions as foundational assumptions, and ask, given these foundational properties, what (physical and social) processes do TANs navigate in the fragmented and contested journey across scales in global politics? Geographers’ understandings of scale see a TAN as not only a social movement, but as a social movement moving among diverse but interlinked physical and social worlds. Given this, a scalar theory of global politics takes global civil society’s fragmentation and hybridity as given, and looks to interscalar process to explain an actor’s situation among and actions within a hybrid atmosphere.
Geographers’ understanding of interscalar processes would also enrich Keck and Sikkink’s causal stories about TANs and their interactions with states and other actors in global politics.  Keck and Sikkink (1998: 25) identify these types of network influence: issue creation and agenda setting, influence on discursive positions of states and international organizations, influence on institutional procedures, influence on policy change in ‘target actors’; and influence on state behavior. TANs may well affect other actors in these ways.  Even so, Keck and Sikkink’s is an actor-centered model which ignores the physical and oversimplifies process. A scalar theory of global politics would ask questions about the role of physical geography in mediating those effects, the role that physical geography, socio-spatial structure, and other actors play in shaping both what influences TANs have and the processes by which those influences operate, and the hybrid composition of scalar processes that make those dialogical interactions possible. Peter Waterman (1999) criticizes the lack of world-view and state-centered approach inherent in Keck and Sikkink’s work. Geography provides a world-view well suited to analyzing the complex composition and experiences of non-state actors like TANs and their coconstitution with other sociopolitical actors, political geographies, and physical geographies. TANs can be seen as a product of iterative, dialogical interaction of the physical, economic, and social worlds.  
2. The tenets of political realism (international anarchy as a foundational assumption), political liberalism (cooperation for gains), and political constructivism (the influence of ideas) are necessary but insufficient to understand and explain global politics.  They are missing sufficiently complicated understandings of process and of the relationship between the social and the physical.
The notion that  the orthodox theories of IR are separately and together insufficient to explain global politics is not a new idea, nor one only generated by a geographical approach to global politics.  Critical theorists, feminists, postcolonial theorists, and others have suggested that there are meanings and processes in global politics that cannot be explained by IR’s mainstream theories.  Still, a scalar approach to global politics adds something that both mainstream and critical theories often omit: an interest in and respect for the constitutive effects of the physical. Even students of environmental politics rarely examine in-depth the process by which the social constitutes the physical and vice versa.  As Buhaug and Lujala (2005: 401) explain, 

Traditionally, quantitative IR and conflict studies define geography in a very narrow sense, merely permitting the concept to include measures of contiguity and distance.  This is, of course, mainly due to the general focus in interaction between the states, where other factors, including economic issues, regime attributes, alliance patterns, and balance of power, are presumed to be more salient and influential.  
When they do engage in dialogue with political scientists who study global politics, political geographers are often highly critical of IR’s neglect of physicality as a constitutive and explanatory variable.  Political scientists, according to some geographers, tend to treat geography as something that just is rather than something that is contestable, and, in fact, constantly contested.

For example, the Correlates of War project analyzes the effect of states’ status as neighboring for their likelihood to go to war, but does not perform that analysis as a part of a more general approach of bringing physical geography into causal equations.  If it did, it would not only consider whether states border each other, but also the [geographic] nature of those borders, the land and resource composition of the involved states, recent changes in the land or resource composition of those states, the spacing of states’ populations over their physical terrain, and the degree to which those states’ social fragmentation reflects or is reflected in their physical fragmentation, to name a few. For example, both the United States and Canada and Iraq and Iran share a border. The border between the United States and Canada is the longest common border in the world, spanning 5,522 miles. Along the border are the Great Lakes, the Rocky Mountains, and other beautiful natural divides. There are more than twenty notable man-made bridges that cross the border between Canada and the United States.  One of the Niagara falls are in New York, and the other is in Ontario.  There are also three airports which sit on the border between the United States and Canada.  While there are border disputes between the United States and Canada, it has been more than 100 years since there has been any fighting over them, and, until recently, citizens of each country were allowed free crossing of the border with identification only. The border has been negotiated between the two states. The border between Iran and Iraq, on the other hand, was originally set between the Ottomans and the Persians as the limits of their respective imperial expansions. These artificial borders were maintained as Iraq became a League of Nations mandate after the first World War, and were the subject of much debate between Iran and Iraq before Iraq’s 1980 invasion of Iran. The Iran-Iraq war between 1980 and 1988 was fought largely over the states’ territorial claims against each other. Unlike the United States-Canada border, there are very few places on the Iran-Iraq border where there is a “natural” divide. The legitimacy of the literal line in the sand between Iran and Iraq is not generally respected by the citizens or governments of either state.  Analyzing the potential for conflict between these two dyads depends not only on whether they border each other, but also on the geographic nature of the borders, the social recognition of the legitimacy of the physical borders, the land and resource composition of the states, the physical and political distribution of the states’ populations, and the changes over time in the states’ physical and social composition. By evaluating a complex combination of physical and social factors put together, we are able to discern that Iraq and Iran are more likely to have conflict than the United States and Canada. This is a finding that political scientists, treating borders as physically static and without social content, may not be able to reach. 
The omission of the political nature of physical geography form IR scholarship impacts both substantive and methodological assumptions of the discipline. Substantively, any analysis of a situation in global politics needs to be considering at least one more independent variable than it currently analyzes; physical space.  While some IR scholars consider space in a narrow context, their work generally fails to consider physical geography as an overarching causal variable. In addition to being an inadequate explanatory force, IR’s orthodoxy is methodologically less sophisticated than it could be if it appropriated scalar analysis as a tool. IR’s approaches can be characterized in two simple representations, the levels-of-analysis model and the agent structure model.  In the levels-of-analysis model, one can imagine the “levels” as rungs on a ladder, where a scholar stands on the appropriate rung to reach what he or she wants to know.  In the agent structure model, one can picture the words “agent” and “structure” on the same line, with a bidirectional arrow showing coconstitution.  In a scalar model, a two-dimensional understanding is no longer fruitful.  Instead, one can imagine a simple representation that is, at the very least, three-fold.  This idea could be represented in a model much like Figure 1:
Figure 1. Sketching a Spatial Theory of Global Politics
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I use a circle to represent these processes not because their interaction is clean or uninterrupted, but because a circle helps to imagine a more complicated understanding co-constitution that includes more than three interacting variables in the formation of global politics.  This allows potential for further growth and reform for a scalar theory of global politics.  

It is not that a scalar approach to global politics rejects the work that dominant research programs in IR have done to understand the roles of power, incentives, and persuasion in interaction between international actors.  Instead, a scalar approach to global politics finds these research programs mistaken as to the mechanisms of global political development and therefore incomplete in their explanations of global political phenomena. 

A scalar approach to global politics does not claim that states do not exist, or that they are not motivated at least in part by concerns for competition and relative power. Instead, a scalar theory of global politics contends that this picture of international relations is so fundamentally incomplete as to be of limited utility to those trying to produce a representative understanding of global political processes.  Theories of IR, especially realism, make assumptions that political geographers see as necessarily marginalizing important explanatory variables. As Buhaug and Lujala (2005: 404) explain, “the essence of the problem is that the proxies for geography are generated at the wrong level of measurement: the nation-state.” Accordingly, Agnew and Corbidge (1995: 100) give three central critiques of IR theories’ state-centric approach to actors. They critique IR’s reification of sovereignty as complete state control over a fixed unit of territorial space; its tendency to sever domestic and foreign politics; and its picture of the state as prior to and as container of society (Agnew and Corbridge 1995, 100).  Likewise, political liberalism ignores the fluidity that the co-constitution of the physical, social, and economic worlds give to concepts like interest, incentives, and actors.  Political constructivism lacks an explanation of the roles of physical geography and flexible agency in sociopolitical interaction.   


The methodological innovations of a scalar approach to global politics inspire a number of substantive revisions to the study of IR.  The simple assertion that physical geography matters has important implications for the study of global politics.  For example, recognizing the influence of physical geographies on political events could change the way IR scholars study civil wars.  Buhaug and Lujala (2005: 402) explain that IR scholars often fail to take account of physical causal factors, but “several studies have pointed out that rebel movements prefer to operate from peripheral bases in mountainous or densely forested reasons, which presumably provide safe havens out of reach of government.” Still, “few empirical studies have explicitly considered the role of distance in civil wars” (Buhaug and Lujala 2005, 403). Relative locations may influence the genesis of anti-government movements, the timing of uprisings (or even their existence), civil war strategy and tactics, the style of warfare, and ultimately, the victor of the war. Ignoring the relative location of actors in civil wars might lead to inaccurate or, at the very least, incomplete conclusions. 

This can be seen in a quick look at the question of how physical geography influences a given conflict. For example, physical geography has heavily influenced the United States’ current involvement in Iraq. First, physical geography has heavily shaped Iraq’s political choices throughout its history.  As Christine Moss Helms (1984: 7) notes, “political behavior in Iraq, like that of any other country, is shaped by geography, the availability of resources, and human adaptation to the environment.” Physical geography influenced Iraq’s choice of exports (oil, not farm products for an oil-rich country in the desert), their competitors and enemies (in terms of the export of oil and the need to import basic goods), and their position vis a vis the powerful nations in the world (in terms of oil trade). Additionally, physical geography influenced the United States’ interest in Iraq, in terms of Iraq’s oil-richness, its physical proximity to Israel, and the volatility of its relationships to its neighbors based on border disputes with Iran and Kuwait. But physical geography also played a much more immediate role in the conflict. It influenced every step of the United States invasion from the challenge of moving troops thousands of miles and finding a place to prepare for the invasion, to the need for weather-adaptive gear to deal with a desert climate, the importance of designing mechanisms to protect soldiers from sand storms, the challenge of construction adequate shelter, and other (physical) challenges. The vast desolation of the Iraqi desert has been a place where the United States military has lost convoys, run into situations where an automobile accident becomes a major conflict and crisis (like the capture of Jessica Lynch), and often been unable to track those Iraqis that they would capture and arrest. The terrain has not been all beneficial for Iraqis, either. For Iraqis, the desert provides few places to hide and seek shelter. Further, in the first Gulf War, Iraqis who had dug trenches in the desert were buried alive in them as they were rolled over by United States tanks, and the sand fell to fill them in. In the conflict between the United States and Iraq, physical geography has influenced the political and military-strategic choices of both actors, and has shaped some of the war’s most important consequences.  

Above and beyond the influence that the direct recognition of the influence of space may have, the characterization of global political “agents and structures” as “scales and scalar processes” has a number of important things to say about IR that add to the IR orthodoxy. First, the coconstitution of agent and structure needs to be interrogated and complicated.  “Agents” are not singular and “structures” are not always either regular or intangible.  Second, the dialogical relationship between hybridized agent and socio-spatial structure changes IR, both in theory and in practice.  It makes processes the unit of study rather than variables, and interaction the unit of study rather than cause.  Third, a ‘scalar process’ is a story of coconstitution that creates a story much different than many in IR, and scalar processes combine to provide sophisticated explanations and expansive explanatory power.  Certainly, relative power-seeking is a scalar process, not only between states but between states and super- and sub-state actors. 

A quick example of this is the Berlin Wall.  As political realists would claim, the Berlin Wall was a site of contestation and relative power between the United States and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, as well as East and West Germany.  As political liberals would claim, the Berlin Wall separated the capitalist and communist worlds.  As constructivists might posit, the wall served as a symbol of exclusion and division between ideological opponents. 


A geographical theory adds two dimensions to this analysis.  First, the Berlin Wall was actually a wall.  This may seem intuitive, but it has interesting implications.  People built the Berlin Wall, people stood guard at it, and people eventually tore it down, but it was a physical wall, ninety-six miles long with an average height of almost twelve feet.  In addition to the primary wall, the Berlin Wall included smooth pipe, mesh fencing, booby traps, anti-vehicle fencing, barbed wire, 116 watchtowers, and 20 bunkers (Buckley 2004). The Berlin Wall physically separated people – it was a geography constitutive of and constituted by social, economic, and political relationships. Not only did the wall physically separate people, it denied one group (East Germans) access to another (West Germans). While there were 5000 successful escapes from the East to the West, around 200 people died trying to cross the Berlin Wall. Those who did cross successfully used physically creative techniques, from jumping off the wall, to running a car through it, taking a hot air balloon over it, or using a projectile like a cannon or a catapult (Buckley 2004). 

Second, the physicality of the Berlin Wall is not accounted for by theories of IR. This omission leaves out more than just the length and height of the wall.  An agent-based model cannot explain it, and a structural model cannot explain it.  Constructions, especially walls and buildings, but even borders, are treated as without social construction or change; as static. The realization that they are not changes the structure of both agential and structural theories, revealing their inadequacy as an explanation not only for the social world’s physicality, but also for the social world on its own terms. The dismantling of the Berlin Wall was an interaction between legal and structural deconstruction: travel became freer, then protesters knocked parts of the wall down, then the travel rules were loosened more. Still, the progression of the “fall” of the Berlin Wall was not linear. Some parts of the wall that had been destroyed were temporarily rebuilt, and the construction project to actually dismantle it was not initiated until more than two years after the wall “fell.” The fallen wall, then, continued to be a physical divider between East and West German, and a (physical and social) symbol of the incompleteness of the end of the tensions.  In the fall of the Berlin Wall, agent, social structure, and physical structure interacted.   
3. The starting point for a scalar approach to global politics is the relationship between the social and the physical, composed of a large number of iterative interactions.
While most of the points in this outline of a scalar approach to global politics are methodological, this point is substantive.  Geography not only reformulates the way that we study the issues that are traditionally a part of IR’s research programs, but also suggests that we add a variable: studying the physical in global politics. A scalar approach assumes the key process in global politics is constant, iterative dialogical interaction between physical, economic, and social elements. Scalar processes are the coconstitution of physical, economic, and social worlds through this dialogical interaction. Concepts of agency, structure, and level-of-analysis are functionally meaningless within the complex constructions of scale and scalar interaction.

The analysis of point 2 covers these issues to a large extent, but a clear and independent articulation could serve as a contribution to theoretical development. The “departure” point for a scalar approach to IR is that it is not “departing” from IR at all, but coming from an entirely different perspective to add depth to IR analysis.  Engaging in oversimplification for illustrative purposes, we can characterize political scientists as people who see political organizations which just happen to be residing in and around physical geographies.  They see organizations as evolving socio-politically.  Geographers, on the other hand, see physical geographies which house (among other things) human geographies, of which political geographies are a subset.  They see physical geographies as evolving over time in response to political geographies, and vice versa.  This contributes two major insights. First, political situations change over time, not only in reaction to changing political geographies but also in reaction to changing physical geographies.  Second, this change over time is iterative and interactive.  Each small change inspires responsive small changes, which are then responded to.  The shaping process between the economic, physical, and social worlds is a constant, dialogical one. 
Then, the question is how that shaping takes place.  Perhaps another oversimple example will help.  A man normally employed as a lawyer wants to build a house on a hill. He’s not a great builder, though.  Still, he tries. He plans six months for the construction, but because of bad storms, it takes a year.  He does not go to work for the entire year, causing his town to have a shortage of legal advice and representation. He goes back to work to find the town in legal chaos, and the city eager to take his land by eminent domain. Meanwhile, the hill floods, destroying the house.  The man, determined, tries again, to the chagrin of his wife. He constructs it, while letting the town’s legal system dwindle to nothing.  The day before the city takes eminent domain, the house floods again.  The man gets so frustrated that he digs out the hill.  A detailed mapping of this simple story finds more than one hundred coconstitutive dialogical interactions between physical  and social spheres.
A real political example, if a more complex one, is the Three Gorges Dam.  China has undertaken the greatest project since the erection of the Great Wall and the Grand Canal – the Three Gorges Dam project.  The Three Gorges Dam will be the largest hydropower station and dam in the world. It will consist of a 1.2 mile stretch of concrete and a 3.7 mile-long reservoir 525 feet deep.  The idea of building a dam across the Yangtze river to control flooding and to harness it for hydropower has been in the pipeline in China since Sun Yat-sen suggested it almost a century ago.  The dam will control flooding and reduce the emissions of sulfur dioxide and carbon dioxide in the area. Many members of the international community are involved, as lenders, advisors, and critics. 

Still, the costs of the dam are high.  Environmental sustainability of the project in relation to massive resettlement and ecological damage is doubtful.  More that 1.1 million people will need to be resettled. The project will cause devastating environmental damage, threatening the river’s wildlife. 


In the Three Gorges Dam example, the Chinese government is reacting to the physical geography of both the Yangtze and the rest of China, looking for a response that will supply energy to the Chinese people while containing the flooding of the river. The physical geography of China will be substantially altered by the completion of the dam project, which will alter the structure of the river and of the thousands of miles of land that constitute its shores. Wildlife and human life will be affected.  The change in the physical geography that result from the [social] construction of the Three Gorges Dam will then have a tremendous effect on the social and political life of the more than a million residents of the Yangtze Basin, most of whom will lose their livelihood and need to be relocated.  This relocation will have an effect on the land and land distribution in a large part of China.  A simple iterative understanding sees four interactions of the physical and socio-political: the physical inspires a political solution, the political solution changes the physical, the change in the physical as a result of the political solution causes another political problem, and the solving of that political problem causes yet another change in the social. Even this understanding, however, is still a gross oversimplification; a detailed breakdown would show that each of those “steps” was composed of hundreds or even thousands of interactions across scales in global politics. The starting point for studying the Three Gorges Dam, however, has to be the relationship between the social/political and the physical in global politics.
4. A political geography approach to global politics recognizes scholars’ role in the construction of global politics through their utterance of its properties.  It assigns moral and practical significance to the activities of individuals and groups, within and outside of the academy.
Much work in recent political science has attempted to revive the importance of “substate” actors for explaining global politics (cf. Byman and Pollack 2001). A scalar approach to international politics does not necessarily object to this scholarship, but hopes to enrich it by understanding the connections between individuals and small groups, their environments, and their reactions to and effects on states and larger groups.  Such enrichment would begin with a “critical analysis of mobility at multiple scales” (Hyndman 2004, 316). This critical analysis stresses the importance of individuals and small groups in shaping global politics, but recognizes that privilege plays a role in determining which individuals gain influence, how, and how effectively.  As Mitchell (1997) explains, “mobility, traced at the finest of scales, is always constrained and varies tremendously across race, gender, and class” (cf. Tesfahuney 1998; Massey 1993). Scalar hybridity and dialogical coconstitution provide room to explain individuals’ influence, while social, economic, and socio-spatial scalar processes explain their constraints and uneven contributions. Two hypotheses can, therefore, be derived. First, individuals matter in global politics. Second, the social, economic, and political processes that constrain them are also causal mechanisms in global politics.

These hypothesized observations about global politics make scholars’ position both negotiable and important.  By choosing who to study in global politics, scholars not only make an intellectual choice about which scales and scalar processes are important to explain global politics, but also make a moral choice about the status quo scalar processes that affect those whose voices are not heard.  Kofman (1996) understands scalar geography as an effort to break down the silencing effects of certain scalar processes by studying the silenced.  She contends that geography’s contribution to the study of global politics is to:
Dismantle and democratize geopolitics such that it no longer involved the personnel of statecraft located with the most repressive echelons of the state.  Real groups would begin to figure in landscapes and maps of global political economy and power relations. Geopolitics would open out into a broader context which we could call global political geography, in which comparative analyses and the local, however, that is defined would also be included (Kofman 1996, 218). 
Such a feat, political geographers argue, can be accomplished by translating the iterative, dialogical process of the interaction between the social, political, and economic worlds into a methodological framework for scholarship.  Routledge (2002) calls this application “relational ethics.” Relational ethics inspire scholars “to work with differences between collaboration, searching for mutual understanding . . . difference is not denied, essentialized, or exorcized but engaged in an enabling and transformative way” (Routledge 2002; Hyndman 2004: 311). 


IR feminists have introduced a relational ethic of empathy which promotes understanding and engages difference. Empathy is “willingness to enter into the feeling or spirit of something and appreciate it fully – to hear others’ stories and be transformed by our appreciation of their experiences” (Sylvester 1994: 96). In an interdependent, multi-scalar world, empathy can be seen as emotional identification and supportive interaction across physical, emotional, cultural, religious, and geographic difference (Ruddick 1989: 239). Feminists see that empathy can enable “respectful negotiations with contentious others because we can recognize involuntary similarities across difference as well as differences that mark independent identity” (Sylvester 2002: 120). IR feminists have suggested empathetic cooperation as a tool for theorists and practitioners in global politics (Sjoberg 2006).

A scalar theory of international politics has the capacity to take this concept of empathy and explain why a scholar’s empathy matters in global politics just like a state’s does: the interpenetrating and interacting nature of geographic scales means that, sometimes, though we are not sure when, a scholar’s voice will matter not only in the analysis of global politics, but in its constitution.  A scholar, like any other individual, then, is an actor in and acted upon by the co-constitution of the physical, social, and economic worlds.

Perhaps no contemporary problem had demonstrated the interdependence and interaction of the scales of the academic world and ‘real world politics’ like the post-9/11 interaction between political scientists in the United States and the United States government.  The Patriot Act included a provision allowing the United States government to access scholars’ library records when there was a fear that scholar was a threat to national security.  David Horowitz’s (2006) book, The Professors: The 101 Most Dangerous Academics in America was a top seller. The book listed the 101 academics that Horowitz found most politically distasteful. He characterized them as terrorist sympathizers and a threat to national security. United States Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice is an IR Ph.D. who often uses the words of IR theory to explain her security decisions and those of the Bush Administration more generally. At a time, then, when the academic study of IR is both the subject and object of political controversy, IR theorists are uniquely poised to enter the political discourse – either intentionally (like the ad that many prominent realists took out in the New York Times opposing the war in Iraq) or unintentionally (like many of the 101 academics Horowitz has labeled dangerous). Scholars, then, are not only observers of the physical and social worlds, but one of many co-constitutive factors in them.
 
5. Scalar approach to IR recognizes the constant shifting nature of the scales of global politics.  Truth is a discourse that constantly changes with the physical, economic, and social worlds.  Evolutionary processes explain changed social and political entities; physical space; physical, economic, and social relationships; and truths about these entities.  
A scalar interpretive framework is essential to see and analyze systemic change through scalar interaction and codevelopment. Many IR theorists have pointed out the disciplinary orthodoxy’s difficulty recognizing, responding to, and explaining change in the international system. One of the major complaints within the field of IR is characterized as the problem of systemic change – when, how, and why the fundamental properties of the international system change.  Kenneth Waltz claims that subsystem elements change, but the international system do not.  Others are unconvinced and take evolutionary approaches.  Still, as K. J. Holsti (1998: 2) explains, “change in IR is generally limited to narrow parameters such as alterations in the balance of power, the poles of power, or the cast of great power characters.” Even IR scholars who speak of fundamental system change or epochal transformation (Rosenau 1997; 1990) require diving intervention to explain where the “system” is and why it changes.  To geographers of scale, the words “system change” are oversimplified.  The world does not shift, but engages in continuous cyclical interaction and coconstitutive evolution.  For scholars studying this history of global politics, a scalar theory of IR provides a new framework through which to trace processes. 

For scholars studying current global politics, this understanding of system change has two important implications.  First, there is no one truth about any substantive area of IR, be it global warming, democratic peace, resource supplies, or the influence of power in global politics.  Instead, as the world changes, so do truths about it.  There is no one “system” that describes the properties of global politics.  Instead, there is the constant systemic and localized change of systems through scalar processes.  Second, given this evolution of the physical, economic, and social worlds as well as the truths about them, theories of IR must include cognizance of changing realities.  A scalar theory of global politics accounts for both the existence and constitutive process for change in global politics.

A classic example might be the question of borders of states. Over time, the borders of states change physically as a result of territorial wars, border negotiations, annexation of other territories, or even changes in the physical geography of those borders.  These (physical) borders change often as a result of political interaction, and political interaction changes as a result of the changes in physical borders.  What is meant by a specific geographical label (e.g. “France”) also changes with the evolution of physical borders and political constitution. In other words, states change physically and politically, and so does the “truth” of their descriptive and symbolic labls. 

Perhaps a good contemporary example of the change in the physical and social properties of a phenomena in global politics, and the contemporary change in the truth about an object, is that of climate change.  Recent years have witnessed a physical change in the climate of the earth changes in weather patterns and in part due to arthropogenic greenhouse gases (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2007). These emissions are systemic (they are put out all over the globe) and local (some states are worse offenders than others).  The effects of climate change are also at once local (some localities are affected more than others) and global (the trend is worldwide). In “climate change,” it is not just the climate that is changing. Both the climate and truths about it are changing at a number of scalar strata. 

6. The difference in both magnitude and substance between this and understandings of agent, structure, and levels-of-analysis is substantial. Scales account for the hybrid influence of levels-of-analysis; taking cartography as a social relation rather than a given constant. Scalar processes account for the incompleteness of many of IR’s best causal theories. 
This is not to characterize all other work in all other work in IR as obsolete or unimportant; only to point out that adopting political geography is a paradigm shift for IR. As I mentioned above, this article is not an attempt to formulate a geographic theory of IR, but an attempt to borrow tools from geography to strengthen IR theorizing.  Without a scalar approach to global politics, IR scholars “miss out on an important dimension of thinking about and acting upon contemporary economic, political, social, and environmental schemes” (Jonas 2006: 1). A scalar approach to global politics improves IR’s substantive analyses and methodological approaches.  As Jonas notes, a scalar approach is both a theory and a politics in itself.  He explains that “the politics of scale is partly about getting scholars of different disciplinary persuasions to embrace wholeheartedly concepts and practices of scale-spatiality” (Jonas 2006: 1).
While our normal approaches to global politics in political science separate the world into neat “levels,” a scalar approach to global politics illustrates that those levels are actually interdependent and interpenetrating. It also draws attention to the high number of different “levels” that populate the global politics, rather than the three to five that IR theorists usually focus on. Instead of focusing on questions of the salience of agent and structure, a scalar approach studies the complex processes of co-constitution of agent, social structure, and physical structure.  These innovations open up a number of new possibilities for the study of global politics, as detailed in the examples on preceding pages.

Laying out the tenets of a scalar approach to global politics, however, is substantially easier than applying that theory to the everyday subject matter of global politics.  Even the example of the Three Gorges Dam, chosen for its iterative simplicity, was difficult to explain in terms of sociospatial analysis. Scalar geography, in its application, often contains both theoretical analyses and quantitative representations.  Geographers have used a quantitative method, point pattern analysis (PPA), to analyze iterative processes between the physical and social (Buhaug and Lujala 2005: 410). Using these methods, geographers of scale often analyze dozens of actors’ interactions with dozens of physical geographical factors, including, for example, terrain, climate, water supply, population distribution, and structural improvements to the land. For example, in his analysis of postwar recovery, Brendan Soennecken (2005: 421) notes that “investigation of the applied field of recovery presents some of these levels, or in geographic terms, scales of activity and reveals postwar recovery as a process instead of a blueprint of expected outcomes.” Among those scales, Soennecken (2005: 423) points out the links between “damaged homes, weakened infrastructures, unstable political arrangements, and affected civilian psychologies.” These links add a dimension to IR’s analysis of the civilian immunity principle. Many of the methods that IR uses can be employed in a scalar theory of global politics, if they recognize additional dimensions and variables. 

What follows is a rudimentary application of a scalar approach to global politics to a (currently popular) subject matter in IR analyses, the “war on terror.”  This application is not meant to contain the full potential of future applications of this methodological framework, but instead to give political scientists potentially interested in exploring a scalar approach to global politics a sense of the sort of observations that such a theory would put forth. Accordingly, it suggests directions for scholarly research through the lenses of a scalar approach to global politics.
A Scalar Approach to Global Politics: Directions for Research on the War on Terror


Whenever a new direction or theoretical modification is proposed in IR, it is necessary to justify its value added to the currently available methodological and theoretical options.  This article has argued that IR’s orthodoxy has been unable to address puzzles that would be better dealt with from a theoretical perspective that takes account of scale in global politics.  One of those puzzles, I argue, is various questions surround the September 11, 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center and the United States’ “war on terror” in response.  In IR, there has been insufficient attention to the role of physical structure in global politics, and our theoretical approaches to process have often been over-simplified. These two shortcomings, I contend, have been particularly detrimental to IR’s attempts to analyze the “war on terror.” A scalar approach to IR provides the tools to analyze physicality and process. As such, two major (re)directions for IR research on the “war on terror” emerge from the consideration of scale. First, a scalar approach to the “war on terror” asks IR researchers to consider the ways that physicality influences and is influenced by the events of that war.  Second, a scalar approach invites IR scholars to explore the complex constitutive stories that can be recognized by seeing the dialogical interaction between physical, economic, and social worlds.  By looking at the World Trade Centers as buildings, a scalar interpretation of the location of terrorists, and homeland security as a geographical concept, this section suggests the wide variety of contributions of a scalar approach to IR theory.
The World Trade Towers as Buildings


The World Trade Towers in New York City were buildings. This statement may seem obvious, but remains critically underanalyzed in the scholarship surrounding the September 11th terrorist attacks.  Scholars and politicians alike discuss the (former) grandeur of the World Trade Center in New York as if it is at once a fact which is obvious and inconsequential. 


The World Trade Center consisted of seven buildings.  Two of those buildings were the famed towers, each 110 stories tall and between 1350 and 1370 feet total.  The buildings were steel framed, and constructed on sixteen acres of land in Lower Manhattan as a part of a public works scheme to rejuvenate the area.  The others were smaller office buildings, and a Marriott hotel.  All seven buildings collapsed on September 11, 2001 as a result of two airplanes the two towers.


The World Trade Towers have been characterized as “a global symbol of New York” (Cohen 1990) and “as recognizable as Big Ben or the Eiffel Tower” (greatbuildings.com). This recognizability was not universally considered as a positive development, however, as Cohen (1990) recounts that, at the time of its building, “the trade center project was denounced as a supreme example of self-glorifying monumentalism.” The symbolism of the World Trade Towers, positive or negative, is generally undisputed. To fans, the World Trade Towers were a symbol of New York’s (and the United States’ more generally) business prosperity and technological advancement.  To detractors, the World Trade Towers were a symbol of American excess.


All of these analyses overlook, however, that the Towers were not just a symbol.  The American flag is a symbol, as is a poster of Babe Ruth or the Bill of Rights.  Still, destroying those symbols would be very different than destroying the World Trade Towers, because the World Trade Towers had physical properties those symbols did not. The World Trade Towers were a symbol of American ascendancy which defined one of the United States’ most recognizable geographies: the New York skyline.  The intent and effect of the 9/11 attacks was not only involved in destroying a symbol, or in killing Americans, but also in interrupting the place and space of America’s biggest city and its biggest symbol. The 9/11 terrorists did not only attack people and symbols, but a physical geography that represented and was represented by them. An analysis of the World Trade Towers (and the New York skyline) as physical geographies would shed light on the causes of the 9/11 attacks, the choices of means and methods made by the terrorists, and the (real and discursive) implications of the attacks.


Geographers have pointed out that location is a key element in understanding conflict, as are the physical properties of any given location (Flint 2005). Further, Donald McNeil (2005) has studied the political impact of skyscraper geography.  McNeil (2005:45) argues that the buildings had significance, “in terms of height, levels of human occupancy, aesthetic impacts, and popular representation and use” which made them “extremely complex spatial phenomena.” 

In addition to recognizing the World Trade Towers as complex social phenomena, a scalar approach to the “war on terror” recognizes that the symbolism and physicality of the World Trade Towers were/are not static facts.  Instead, they were constantly evolving in meaning and existence. The World Trade Towers’ meaning was hybrid; their existence was controversial inside and outside of the United States.  It was contextual, dependent on the social and political context in which the buildings were understood and viewed. It was changing; in the Cold War, they were a testament to the success of capitalism, whereas in the 1990s they were a symbol of American preeminence in a truly globalized economy.  The Towers’ physicality was also changing: they suffered two major attacks before they were ultimately knocked down.  Their socio-spatial content also constantly evolved, as the Towers contained different companies doing different business. Also, they had changed ownership; once a demonstration of New York’s expansive public works sector, the Towers had shifted to private ownership.  These shifting meanings revolved around both the physical presence of the buildings and that physical presence’s iterated dialogical interactions with the social and economic worlds.  All of the meanings shifted again in response to the 9/11 attacks, and then again in response to the demolition of the remains of the buildings. The debate about what (if anything) to put on the land that the World Trade Center used to occupy can be seen as a question of the appropriate scalar meaning to construct. Looking at a place to see the interaction of scales and scalar processes acting on and being acted on by it might be a productive research direction for a scalar approach to global politics.
Terrorists are actors and scales but not states: what’s IR to do?


The physical geography of terrorist networks (and accordingly, wars on terrorist networks) has been understudied by political scientists trying to understand non-state actors in the post-9/11 era. Yet, distance and physicality have everything to do with terrorism.  First, socio-spatial explanations are important to understand terrorist activity. Perhaps, as Donald Black (2004: 19) hypothesizes, “pure terrorism arises intercollectively and upwardly across long distances in multidimensional social space.” The political and physical space that terrorist networks have in order to grow and develop is crucial to their future success.

Second, certain arrangements of physical space create opportunities for terrorism. Terrorist networks utilize the disjointed nature of global political and physical space to spread out their operations sufficiently so as not to arouse suspicion.  The September 11th terrorists hid right out in the open half a world away from where anyone knew who they were. Perhaps it was not only the political space but also the physical space of Afghanistan which made it a perfect training ground for people trying to avoid even the Afghani government.  Murphy hypothesizes that there something about isolated physical space that encourages and/or allows terrorism (Murphy 2003: 48).  While IR theorists have recognized geographical areas characterized as “black spots” (Stanislawski 2004: 155) which are enclaves for transnational terrorists or international crime rings, analysis of the physicality of these black spots has been surprisingly limited.  Stanislawski (005) notes that there are a number of black spots around the world, most notably, the shared border between Brazil, Argentina, and Paraguay and the border between Afghanistan and Pakistan. In these “black spots,” terrorists and criminals hide, trade goods and services, and plan attacks.  A scalar approach to global politics would begin to ask about the physical and political geographical properties which allow for these “black spots” and accommodate terrorism.
If there are “black spots” considered breeding grounds for terrorism, certain arrangements of physical space restrict opportunities for terrorism. The physical geography of terrorism requires contact. Black argues that terrorism has been rare in the 20th and 21st century, and the reason is “physical rather than social: Terrorism has mostly been impossible.  Intercollective and upward grievances have spanned long distances in social space, but aggrieved civilians have had little or no physical access to enemy civilians.  At the same time, those physically close enough were not emotionally distant enough” (Black 2004: 20-21).   

The question of where terrorists are is more than a question of what state they live and train in.  IR’s state-centric approach has broadened after 9/11 to account for the existence of non-state actors, but not for their intricacies. Non-state actors have cultures, geographies, dominant and subordinate discourses, interscalar interactions, and scalar processes. The question of where terrorists are is question of what shelters, be they caves or desert tents, they are able to gain control of, and how they are able to utilize those shelters for networking and communication.  It is about how many physical geographies they can inhabit in order to gain skills and share news and needs.  Where terrorists are is about who their neighbors are, who their electric company is, which gym they work out at, who their government is, what the terrain of their land provides, and a whole host of other physical and socio-spatial variables. Where terrorists are is also about the socio-economic and socio-spatial relationships that terrorists and potential terrorists have with their surroundings. Examining and comparing the influence of these variables would be a productive research program for a scalar theory of global politics.
Homeland Security: Recalling America’s Geographic Uniqueness? 
For the first time since the Cold War, the “war on terror” has inspired a sense of the geographical importance of the United States’ borders, and the tension between geographical unity (our homeland) and geographical disjunction (why is St. Augustine, Florida getting more homeland security money than New York?). Domestic and international responses to the 9/11 attacks have often centered around physical geographies at different scales: urban, regional, and national to name a few.  Living in each major city around the United States was a differently taxing experience in the last months of 2001.  Los Angeles closed its entire downtown, the airport, and most major theme parks, assuming that the 9/11 planes’ original destination of America’s second biggest city was meaningful.  Chicago kept one of America’s biggest office buildings, the Sears Tower, open despite fears of a recurrence of the 9/11 attacks. Americans got a sense of patriotism, but they also experienced a very acute localism.

That experience of localism continues. Research and public debate focuses on the different vulnerabilities of urban and rural areas to terrorist attack (Mitchell 2003: 17). Issues of public health, building security, law enforcement, crowd control, and hazard management are fundamentally local responsibilities, no matter how much terrorism is a national or even international phenomenon and the national government advises local authorities (Thomas 2003: 9). Projects to recreate secure spaces try to revitalize American civil society across scales (Dezzani and Lakshmanan 2003: 167). 

Still, there remains a sense that national management is both the source of successful homeland security efforts and the location of interlocal competition. The fierce debate in June of 2006 about homeland security funding being diverted from New York to smaller Southern cities highlighted substantial interlocal distrust and fear.  Still, both locally and nationally, scholars and politicians call for national “solutions” to homeland security, like geospatial databases and geographic management systems (Tait 2003: 77; Goodchild 2003: 1999; Abler and Richardson 2003: 117).

One of the key themes in homeland security discourse, however, is its focus on homeland.  Whether the United States is a single entity, or many United States(es) in different localities, a physical attack on the United States brought Americans a much clearer identification with their land as crucial to their lives.  American homeland security discourse currently harkens back to historical discussions about the United States’ geographic destiny in the nineteenth and early 20th centuries. The extent to which 9/11 and the war on terror heightened Americans’ sense of land(s), and the effects that this heightened sense of land has on relationships between the United States (and its various parts) and the rest of the international community will be a fruitful research direction for a scalar theory of global politics, as would research into the discursive dissonance between American nationalism and American localism. Nationalism and localism, then, are not independent, but scalar processes which interact and are interdependently defined. Analyzing these ideas outside of an understanding of complex co-constitutional process makes them appear either dissonant or self-contradictory. Seeing them as a co-constitutive process shows their harmony, and the possibility for nationalism and localism to be simultaneous reactions to the same political phenomena.
A Scalar Approach to Global Politics for the 21st Century
This article contends that the substantive issues inherent in IR’s debates on the levels-of-analysis and the agent and structure are of crucial importance, but IR’s analysis of these issues is thus far inadequate to create representative understandings of where and why global politics takes place.  It introduces IR theorists to the work of political geographers on scales and scalar processes as an alternative schema for locating and explaining international relations. It points out several advantages of this interdisciplinary approach, including accommodation of coconstitutive evolutionary mechanisms, inclusion of dialogical interscalar processes, a mechanism to deal with systemic change, a variable to account for the influence of physical geography on political and social relations, and a framework for understanding the fluidity and hybridity of agents and structures.  By adding scalar analysis to IR, we gain clarity, accuracy, and persuasiveness from the addition of a deeper understanding of process, the inclusion of physicality, and the study of context. These additions add depth to IR’s levels-of-analysis debate, and have the capacity to provide both methodological and substantive improvements to IR’s scholarship, whether macro-theoretical or case-oriented, as demonstrated by this article’s brief foray into analyses of the war on terror. By working at the intersection of political geography and political science, IR theorists can produce more intricate and more representative analyses of the 21st century’s increasingly complex problematiques.
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