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The article is an overview of the theoretical approaches that are the
most prominent in the contemporary International Relations and of the
stance on human rights these approaches acquire due to their theoreti-
cal premises. The aim of the article, apart from growing a comprehen-
sive picture on IR theories on human rights is twofold. First, it is to reveal
strengths and weaknesses of each of the surveyed theoretical approaches
when they are applied to a human rights inquiry. The second, it discusses
the examples of such studies to substantiate the claims the authors makes
about those theoretical approaches within the IR discipline. In conclusion,
the authors gives the arguments in favor of inclusion IR analytical tools into
human rights studies.
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bepiAreH MakaAa xaAblkapaAblk, KaTbIHACTap MaHiHIH Ka3ipri 3aMaHfbl
AAMy CaTbICbIHAAFbl HEri3ri TEOPMSIAbIK, TOCIAAEPre LWOAY >KacairAbl,
TEOPUSIAbIK, TOCIAAEP HEri3iHAE aAaM KYKbIKTapblHbIH POAI KaHAQM Ae-
reH cypakka >kayarn i3AeMAl >XKeHe aTaAFaH Teopust eKIAAEepiHIH aAam
KYKbIKTapbl M&CeAeCiHe KaTbICTbl YCTaHbIMbl TypaAbl MOAiMeT Oepe-
Al. MakaAaHblH MakcaTbl aAaM KYKbIKTapbl CaAaCblHAQ XaAbIKAPaAbIK,
KaTblHACTap TypaAbl FbIAbIMHbIH, TEOPUSIAbIK TOCIAAEPIH CuMaTTayMeH
Karap eki acnekTire KeHiA 6eAeAi. bipiHWiAeH, aaam KyKbIKTapbl Mace-
AeciHe GaMAaHbICTbl 3epTTey >KYMbICbIH XKYPridy MakcCaTbiHAQ KOAAQHY
KaxkeT BOAFaH XKaFAaAa P TOCIAAIH KYLUTI K&He BACI3 TyCTapbiH kepce-
Teal. EKiHLIAGH, XaAbIKapaAbIK, KaTbiHACTap MoHi weHbepiHAe aBTOPAbIH,
YCTaHbIMbIHA ADAEA PETIHAE OCbIHAAM 3ePTTEYAEPAEH MbICAAAAP KEATi-
peai. KopbITbIHAbI peTiHAe aAaM KYKbIKTapbl MOCEAeAepiH 3epTTeyae
XaAbIK@paAbIK, KaTbIHACTAPAbIH, CapanTamMaAblK, annapaTbiH KOAAAHYAbIH
nanAacbiHa ABVeKTep KeATIpeAi.

Ty#iH ce3aep: apaM KYKbIFbl, aAaM KYKbIFbl TEOPUSIChI, XaAbIKAPaAbIK,
KaTblHACTap, XaAbIKApPaAblK, KaTblHACTAP TEOPUSICbl, pPEaAU3M, AU-
6epaAnsm, HeoAnbepaAm3m, MHCTUTYLIMOHAAM3M, OWbIH TEOPMSCbl, pe-
>KMM TEOPMSCbI, TYPaKTbIAbIK, T€reéMOHbl, KOHCTPYKTMBM3M, OymepaHr
TEOopUSICbl, HOPMATMBTIK TaAAQY.

B cTatbe npuBoAUTCS 0630p TEOPETUUYECKMX MOAXOAOB, KOTOPbIE SB-
ASIOTCS HAUBOAEE 3HAUMMbBIMM B COBPEMEHHbBIX MEXAYHAPOAHBIX OTHO-
weHusx. LleAb AQHHOM CTaTbu: BO-MEPBbIX, BbISBUTH CUAbHbIE U CAabble
CTOPOHbI KQXKAOFO M3 PACCMOTPEHHbIX TEOPETUUECKMX MOAXOAOB, KOTAQ
OHW MPUMEHSIIOTCS K PAaCCAEAOBaHUIO B 00AACTU MpaB YeAoBeka. Bo-BTo-
pbIX, B CTaTbe MPUBOASTCS MPUMEPbI MOAOOHbIX MCCAEAOBaHUI C TeM,
4TO6bl MOATBEPAMTL MO3ULMIO aBTOPA O AAHHbIX TEOPETUYECKUX MOA-
X0AaX B pamKax AucumnAvMHbl MO. B 3akAloueHue aBTOpPbl MPUBOAST
ApPryMeHTbl B MOAb3Yy MPUMEHEHNS aHAAUTMUYECKOro MHCTpyMeHTapus MO
B MCCAEAOBaHMSAX B 06AACTU MPaB YeAOBeKa.

KAtoueBble cAoBa: npaBa UeAOBeKa, TEOPMS MpaBa YeAOBEKa, MexX-
AYHApOAHble  OTHOLUEHWS, Teopus  MEXAYHAPOAHbIX  OTHOLLUEHUH,
peaAm3m, AMGEpaAusM, HEOAMBEpaAM3Mm, MHCTUTYLMOHAAM3M, Teopus
Urp, TEopusi PEXUMOB, FEreMOHOM CTAaBGMAbHOCTb, KOHCTPYKTMBU3M,
Teopust GyMmepaHra, HOpMaTUBHbINA aHAAM3,



UDC 327: 341. 231.14

INTERNATIONAL
RELATIONS THEORY
AND HUMAN RIGHTS

Buzurtanova M.M.

Al-Farabi Kazakh National University,
Republic of Kazakhstan, Almaty
E-mail: marem_buzurtanova@hotmail.com

Introduction

The article deals with the interrelations of human rights and in-
ternational relations theories, namely it encompasses the attitude
forwards the human rights question in such theoretical approaches
within the IR discipline as realism, liberalism, and constructivism.
The literatures discussed in the article are relevant in terms of both
theoretical debate and analytical tools for human rights study be-
cause they deal with implications the abovementioned schools in the
field of international relations make about the place and role of hu-
man rights within inter-state behavior. Therefore, the article, which
is a literature review, touches upon the writings of those who con-
ceptualize human rights within the IR discipline and those who actu-
ally study human rights through the lens of the IR theory. The aim
is, therefore, to describe how the «color» of this lens, which depends
on where the author is positioned theoretically, would influence the
understanding of human rights. Thus, the author endeavors to show
how the reviewed theoretical approaches could be useful for any
particular human rights enquiry.

IR Theories and Human Rights: what have been done

Incorporation of IR dimension into human rights studies has been
gradual and with rather different results. Until late 1970s, the bulk of
human rights literature had been written by lawyers [1]. However, in
order to close the gap between international legal theory and interna-
tional political practice, the authors gradually started to emphasize
that empirical research was needed that would incorporate sociol-
ogy, anthropology, ethnography and international relations [2]. By
now, there has been a considerable amount of literature that includes
international history of human rights into their accounts [3, 4, 5, 6,
7, 8]. The There have been those who argue that inclusion of IR
analysis into a broader, more interdisciplinary study would «link lo-
cal cultures with international forces» [2]. There have been authors,
who, while doing so, point at certain limitations [1] and those who
are interested in possible methodological contribution of such an in-
clusion [9]. It is important to remember, however, that IR discipline
in not homogeneous and, therefore, it may produce different impact
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on human right inquiry depending on the theoretical
approach of the former.

The oldest school of thoughts within the IR is
that of realism, which, after temporary loosing its
prominence has gained its momentum again af-
ter the end of the cold war. Realist views [10, 11]
are state-centric and Hobbesian. The contemporary
realist scholars see anarchy as the feature of inter-
national relations where states, being autonomous,
rational, self-interest and self-help actors, operate
to maximize their power (i.e. a coercive material
capacity be it militarily, economic or diplomatic).
Understandingly, realists are skeptical about inter-
national law and as well as international regimes
and institutions including those of human rights.

The reluctance of the realists to see human right
as significant denominator of international affairs
shall not preclude the human rights scholars from
encompassing the realist approach into their study.
Realist analysis may be of great use when applied to
the apparent «double standards» and discrepancies
between the international human rights legal norms
or political discourses, from one hand, and actual
behavior of the states about their own human rights
practices and those within the borders of the other
states, from the other. An illustrious example of re-
alist study of human rights, for that matter, would be
Krasner [12].

The oldest rivalry of realism is liberalism. Lib-
eralism claims that international actors have the
ability to overcome Hobbesian «state of nature»
via establishing a sort of transnational «social con-
tract» among the states whose legitimacy depends
on their capacities to ensure rights and freedoms of
individuals. Following the idea of democratic peace,
contemporary liberalists believe that the «history
ends» [13] in the world peace of liberal democratic
societies and advocate a more cosmopolitan vision
of the international system with a universal govern-
ment. For Fukuyama [13], history is a purposeful
process with the ultimate end of universal human
rights flourishing. Liberalism is criticized for being
utopian and culturally imperialistic [14].The «grip
of the sovereign state» is considered the major ob-
stacle [3].

As for the vision the liberalism appropriate to-
wards the role of human rights, the key postulate
is that better human rights in the world would re-
quire a system that allows more interventionist ap-
proaches. Liberalism claims that the characteristics
of individual states are crucial for their behavior on
international arena and points out the uniqueness
of democratic liberal states as their domestic pref-
erences and political traditions transcend the other

determinant of international system [15, 16]. On
which the realists answer would be that the Western
liberal democracies are still the most powerful and
coherent coalition [17], the claim that liberalists do
not reject altogether. However, Liberalism does not
explain why the liberal West choses to intervene in
some cases and opts not to act in others. The most
obvious added value of inclusion the liberalist per-
spective into human rights scholarship is that liberal-
ism overcomes oversimplification of realism; states
themselves are not seen as solid billiard balls collid-
ing on the international arena, but rather configura-
tions of individual and group interests projected into
the international system through a particular kind of
government [18].

Institutionalism or Neo-liberalism [19, 20],
which developed in the result of the realist critique
of liberalism, states that the uncertainty of interna-
tional relations make co-operation via institutions
or regimes beneficial and, therefore, possible or
even necessary and inevitable. As for human rights,
both Realists and Institutionalists agree that states
may do something either unilaterally or multilater-
ally only if it is in their interests. Institutionalism
provides more plausible explanation of existence
of international organizations and regimes and an-
swers the questions about inconsistent international
behavior of Western coalition about human rights
that has been left unaddressed by traditional liberal
scholars. Regime and Game Theories, which are
the middle ground between Realism and Institu-
tionalism, may be of a great use to analyze states
decision-making such as entering into a particular
human rights regime, domestic compliances/non-
compliances, intervention/non-intervention when
the rights are violated by another state. Such kind of
analysis was conducted by Donnelly [1,5].

The IR approach that is the most «interested» in
human rights is constructivism. Just as Liberalists,
Constructivists [21, 22, 23] claim that states are not
the sole actors of international relations; they are at-
tentive to the role of the IGOs and NGOs. According
to Wendt [22] what important is not military power
or international institutions, but those «social mean-
ings» they acquire in the process of international so-
cialization of the states. Constructivism distinguish-
es between the «logic of consequences» and «logic
of appropriateness» [24, 25]. In other words, human
rights are considered to be a discourse that is shared
by states in the result of their international socializa-
tion. It is also believed that «norm entrepreneursy»
have capacities to alter state behavior [26, 27]. The
«boomerang theory» of Risse, Ropp and Sikkink
[28] is influenced by Fennimore’s norms analysis
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[29]. It integrates the national and international lev-
els of human-rights analyses stating that improve-
ments of domestic human-rights performance are
most likely when there are social movements within
states that are committed to maintaining pressure
that is amplified by international actors — be it states,
inter-governmental and non- governmental orga-
nizations — and then «boomerangs» back onto the
target state’s government, creating more favorable
conditions for national pressure groups. What these
king of studies overlook is how the pressure is gen-
erated from beyond to exercise political coercion on
states with the ultimate goal being far from those
of improving human rights and how human rights
activism may be instrumental in this process.
Having surveyed what contribution the IR may
make to the human rights scholarship, one shall now
consider the examples of such studies. Theoreti-
cally and analytically, the most relevant works are
those of Donnelly and Forsythe; the latter rightly
noted that theorizing about human rights foreign
policy is either liberalism or realism with some el-
ements of constructivism. Yet, the author does not
have the ambition to project liberalism into realism
[30, 31]. While agreeing with Forsythe [30, 31] that
the task of an IR scholar is to identify the status of
human rights into contemporary international rela-
tions, trace their evolution and predict their future,
this study rather uses Donnelly’s analysis [1, 5] as
an example of how constructivist concept of human
rights (not universal but historically conditioned)
can be incorporated into rationalist understanding of
international relations. Donnelly’s regimes analy-
sis, which distinguishes declaratory, promotional,
implementation and enforcement regimes that can
be relatively weak or strong, is especially relevant.

In the context of case studies. His explanation of the
UN weakness is a «realist game theory accounty.
His explanation of strength of the European regime
is a more «neo-liberalist game theory» account em-
phasizing homogeneity of the European nations
in terms of values and political cultures as well as
small risks for states’ interests. The inter-American
regime is explained through the logic of «hegemon-
ic stability» similarly to that of Keohane [19, 20]
with the dominant role of the USA.

Conclusion

Finally, while agreeing with Landmann [9] that
the goal of empirical social science is explanation
and understanding of observed social phenomena, in
my view, the IR may and shall contribute into under-
standing of human rights for the following reasons.
Firstly, these days it impossible to draw a clear line
not only between the political and cultural but also
between the domestic and international. Secondly,
it is rather common that human rights activists have
too high expectations and too steep demands from
international system to improve the human rights
performances of national governments. The merit of
the IR is that it reveals the limitation of the capacity
of international actors and factors to influence do-
mestic human rights performances and explains the
complex nature of these limitations. Therefore, the
IR may provide the human rights scholars and activ-
ists with a more realistic picture of the international
politics. Thirdly, acknowledging that the influence
of external factors is rather limited, one shall admit
that none states are utterly isolated or isolationist
and they are exposed to this influence and adjust
their policies accordingly.
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