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Abstract:  Using citation data from Google Scholar (GS) this article reveals a picture of IR which 
contrasts sharply with how the discipline currently understands itself. Over a period of 
two years, GS citation numbers were collected from major publications across a range of 
IR theories. What is exposed challenges the core/periphery assumption endemic to the 
discipline of IR. The data suggests a realignment of discursive power in IR behind the 
periphery rendering the core increasingly isolated in what has become an inter-discipline. 
What emerges is a picture of IR which is decidedly internationalized and democratized – 
reaching far beyond its heretofore patrolled gates of the Anglo-American dominated 
academy and its associated onto-methodology. The citation data situates IR within a much 
larger field of scholarship which claims a significant stake and contribution to matters 
pertinent to understanding International Relations. All of this points to a post-colonial 
moment in the story of the discipline of IR which is increasingly being written far from its 
assumed ‘core’.    
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Introduction 

We suspect that the authors' journey through IR has been similar to that of many. One author 
started using formal IR theory and its traditional methodologies, as he was taught and as 
constituted the discipline in the 1980s.1 He was under the illusion that these were the only 
credible tools available. At the same time, however, the 'third debate' was developing though it 
was not widely taught; it appeared from his mainstream vantage point as retrogressive in its 
possible implications for the abandonment of the Enlightenment project, until a more nuanced 
perspective was introduced to him by a colleague.2 He soon realized that these traditional IR tools 
were very rigid, western-centric, and disciplinarian. As a result of field experiences he had in a 
post-conflict zone then on the periphery of Europe, he realized how resented and inappropriate 
western articulations of power and norms as global or even cosmopolitan often were.3 

 This was only a small taste of what was to come from later and broader-ranging 
fieldwork. As this author read more, he began to engage with the more critical, normative and 
post-structural/ post-colonial literatures used by IR scholars.4 He also engaged directly with the 
interdisciplinary scholars that were being drawn on by more critical IR scholars, and realized that 
the theoretical and methodological approaches of traditional, formal IR were unnecessarily 
constraining, serving to naturalize their epistemic capacity and to reproduce it universally rather 
than to develop it in the context of other debates, particularly outside of the West and formal 
social science.5 He began to realize that the 'old' IR- mainly of an Anglo-American genesis - was 
mostly irrelevant to the contemporary issues faced by many scholars working in these areas, 
especially in many of the universities in developing countries where IR was just beginning to be 
taught (he has worked at several), and that IR was in the grip of radical shifts. Even so it seemed 
until recently that scholars in developing world universities were more interested in Eurocentric 
IR theory and methods than in developing something more contextual.6 Furthermore, he became 
aware that some IR scholars working in the field areas he visited were generally very critical of 
mainstream IR, unless, that is, they worked for government or had been trained in the US. 

The second author received his formal education in the United States where he attended a 
well regarded West Coast State University which was considered to have a relatively progressive 
and engaged liberal arts community. Coming out of the US military and into university in the post 
9/11 world, he was eager to engage with international affairs.  After his IR Professor declared 
Marxism irrelevant to the post Cold-War world and dismissed Constructivism, he was 
immediately confronted with a dilemma: was he a realist or was he a liberal? Upon reflection, 
especially in light of what the following data suggests, this was his first experience with the 
censorship and gatekeeping so endemic to the discipline of ‘mainstream’ IR. It was not until he 
attended post-graduate studies in Scotland that he was introduced to the third debate and began to 
do research outside of the library and beyond course reading lists. It was here where the messy 
nature of international relations as practise began to reveal itself as irreconcilable with theories 
rooted in reductionist, spatially contiguous, rational power maximizing unitary actors and neat 
problem-solving methodologies. Consequently, his interests shifted away from universal, 
structural macro-theories of geo-strategic power politics to the localized, particular, contingent 
everyday settings in which matters of international relations are most acutely experienced. 

We set out with a growing suspicion that there was a significant gap between the formal 
discipline of IR on the one hand and the way that matters of IR are engaged on the other. This was 
in part brought about by the culture shock of attending ISA, where what was generally taken for 
granted in European IR appeared to be marginal to a more realist or liberal oriented American IR. 
We suspected that the relative weight, importance and influence that is assumed of  the 
mainstream, orthodox or ‘core’ IR discipline is not an accurate reflection of how matters 
concerning international relations are debated in academia. This is partly, we suspect, because the 
core constituencies of northern states (and only a few of these in the Anglo- American orbit) are a 
global minority. North-south and south-south relations are now becoming more significant in the 
discipline and in praxis.7  
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What we mean by ‘core’ IR is International Relations as it is taught, repeated and reified 
across various IR and Political Science departments and journals which, incidentally, are 
significantly influential in delimiting the epistemological boundaries which form international 
policy. These represent the IR theories deploying positivist methods for realist, liberal, or Marxist-
oriented approaches. We make a distinction here between ‘core’ IR as the discipline on the one 
hand and matters of international relations on the other hand. The former is concerned with its 
own theories and is largely occupied with an introspective engagement with IR as a discipline; the 
latter entails academics who have turned outward and are concerned with matters of international 
relations as they are practised away from the academy; it is engaged with examining matters of 
international relations in such diverse areas as development, conflict, human rights, security, 
political economy and climate change etc. The former is engaged with the nature of the discipline 
itself; the latter is IR in an applied sense. Inevitably a debate emerges when one is unable to 
reconcile matters of international relations with the core theories of IR; scholars and policy 
makers are often left to look toward other disciplines to make sense of what is happening on the 
ground (in its international and contextual sense).  

We recognize the importance of theoretical and empirical approaches and the 
interdisciplinary demands of applied IR in a range of settings. However, an enormous breadth and 
depth of insights, experiences and epistemologies ranging across the disciplines of the arts and 
social sciences, which are very engaged with matters acutely pertinent to IR, remain relegated to 
the ‘periphery’ of the formal ‘core’ of the discipline (as envisaged by the core itself). Belying our 
motivation for this project are our own assumptions and biases which accept interdisciplinary 
approaches as essential to the continued relevance and utility of the discipline. Indeed, core IR 
theory has found it difficult to attract the attention of those working in other disciplines, though 
critical IR scholars have themselves drawn on, and been drawn to, other disciplines.8 Even those, 
for example, working in its various sub-disciplines often turn away from IR theory; they see it as 
having failed to develop any useful and coherent insights for their areas. It assumes the realist 
inherency of violence in human nature and international relations, and the sovereignty of such 
views, encapsulated by the state.  Axiomatically, Martin Wight once wrote that IR was subject to a 
poverty of ‘international theory’, focusing as it did on the problem of survival.9 IR has focused on 
war as a natural state rather than peace and the supposed Freudian death instinct has resonated 
powerfully through the discipline10 legitimating liberal notions of global (even hegemonic) 
governance, conditionality, and on occasion, coercion. Yet, as Fry has argued, a vast range of 
anthropological and ethnographic evidence shows that peace, conflict avoidance, and 
accommodation, are the stronger impulses of human culture.11 However, such arguments have 
rarely resonated with those who place themselves at the core of the discipline. Gatekeeping of this 
type now seems unsustainable given the new theoretical and methodological insights that have 
seeped into the discipline from different cultures, histories, and indeed ontologies. 

 In order to investigate the gap between a widely perceived ‘mainstream’ and the salience 
and use of a broader literature we began to track citation numbers on Google Scholar (GS). We 
identified the main theories and sub-disciplines of IR according to a general narrative and our 
own estimation. The authors and publications chosen are subject to our own biases and limited by 
our combined range of knowledge and perceptions of the discipline of IR. Again, our intent was to 
look beyond the formal discipline to include some publications which we judged to be influential 
in matters pertinent to international relations. We wanted to situate IR within the broader web of 
inter-disciplines which engage with matters of international relations that have been influential to 
the discipline of IR; we wanted to reveal where and in what fields scholarly work is being 
conducted in matters pertinent to international relations. We identified the top four or five authors 
and their most ‘influential’ works according to theory. Using GS we examined these influential 
works according to the citation numbers displayed on the Google search page just below the 
citation. We entered only the author’s last name and the title of the work into the search. 
Regardless of the result we collected the citation tallies from only the first and therefore highest 
tally (although we did track the numbers, associated websites, languages, and other anomalies for 
later analysis). Of course, this method is problematic in a digital world where many copies, 
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electronic editions, websites, databases, e-journals and other secondary sources disperse citation 
numbers or have not yet been digitally published. The citations counted may often come from 
outside of the formal discipline despite the fact that each would consider themselves as engaging 
with matters of international relations and in our view are no less significant for it.  

To be clear, we did not approach this project as obedient Popperian ‘scientists’; this study 
does not proceed in a statistically, rigorous, linear fashion with the aim of falsifying our 
hypothesis. Rather, this data, in addition to aiming to provide a glimpse of IR over a short period 
of time, presents a narrative of how this project itself developed – names, books, articles, sections, 
theories were added and deleted – our data set was not measured in regular increments, and the 
way in which we wanted to present the data evolved along with the data itself. Our aim was not to 
satisfy statisticians but to simply record the data, to attempt to allow the data to speak for itself 
and then offer our subjective analysis of what the data may mean.  

Of course weighing the ‘relative influence’ of various works of various authors across 
various theories in what is, after all, a loosely defined ‘discipline’ is incredibly difficult to 
accurately portray. IR as a formal discipline spans a century with its philosophical antecedents 
stretching back to the origins of Western civilization. Key contributors to IR have been published 
and republished in multiple editions, articles and edited books. They have been quoted and re-
quoted from different, secondary and even tertiary sources not to mention the affect the internet, 
ebooks, e-journals, open source databases, and freely available articles has had on the 
dissemination of the discipline and therefore the wide range of reference material. However, the 
relatively tight clustering of growth rates tends to indicate a generally consistent rate of growth 
across the board with some outliers. Yet, given the recent tendency of gate-keepers and/ or 
institutional actors to use citation numbers as a disciplinary yardstick, it is also useful to show 
how else they can be interpreted in showing trends which may be surprising to many. Of course, 
we cannot really deal with the problem of exactly what citations mean, in terms of the act of 
citing and the numerical outcome, other than to take them as being generally indicative. Indeed, 
what do the number of citations we have added in the course of this paper actually mean, beyond 
the fact that we are engaging in a debate about their work? 

Bearing in mind the difficulty of such analyses this paper shows that the centre of the 
discipline is now very narrow, especially in its appeal to the broader academy, and therefore 
somewhat anachronistic. Despite the limitations, we found that the hierarchy or core/periphery 
relations of knowledge in IR, however, are rooted in an assumption not borne out by the citation 
numbers. While the effect of the core is obvious in world capitals and international institutions the 
citation numbers we have compiled suggest that it no longer occupies the gravitational centre of 
discursive power in matters of international relations as they are debated in the wider academy 
(nor we suspect in the many empirical ‘fields’ IR engages with). We hope to at least expose a bias 
that propagates certain theories as mainstream, and then reveal via GS citation data where the new 
discursive weight of IR now lies. We also offer some thoughts as to why the link between policy 
makers, institutions, power, sovereignty, and territoriality, and the so-called mainstream 
propagates discredited theories and methods as significant12 when the most of the scientific focus 
and research has moved on to areas that would be of more benefit to a new generation of students, 
researchers, and of policy makers.  

Policy driven research, in the light of the debacle of the 'liberal moment'13 and its 
culmination with the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, appears to have rendered the so-called core of 
IR theory increasingly in tension with existing political dynamics and the intellectual role of the 
discipline. Rather than operating as an imperial ‘compliance oriented’ discipline to gather, support 
and confirm power, its role has in actual fact shifted to unsettling power and its tendency to mask 
interests as norms, institutions, rights, and practises.14 This has extended into the remaking of 
conceptions of security, power, institutions, law, and agency. Instead of making power effective, it 
has shifted towards holding it accountable in its many currents, from the local to the global – a 
role far more conducive to its academic position. As the ontology of IR itself has broadened as a 
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result of its success in attracting global interest, the discipline has followed suit, but often in ways 
only recognized very slowly if at all by the more traditional gate-keepers of the discipline.  

It should be made clear that there are limitations to what the methodology used and data 
gathered in this article can show, but even so it is at least possible to tease out a different picture 
in terms of interests, concepts, theory and methodology for those working in and around a broad 
understanding of IR, even if the core remains relatively unaffected. That said, it does raise the 
question of whether IR is compliance oriented in that speaking truth to power is confirmatory 
rather than transformatory. Is there even a truth to speak, given such diversity- especially if we are 
right to argue as a result of the data presented below that IR is in a post-colonial moment and now 
is being written far from traditional centres of power and meaning-making? What has become 
increasingly prominent is the fact that the acts and discourses of IR, whether fact, truth, 
propaganda, or question, objectively claimed or subjective, are where IR began its almost one 
hundred year journey as a discipline founded to develop peace.15 In our view its culmination and 
imports are indicated in the sheer relative numbers of citations dealing with such matters, but less 
so in the mainstream self-perception of the discipline. The latter is self-announced and narrowly 
patrolled, while the former is increasingly representative of a diverse range of voices and issues. 

 

Methodological Implications 

This section outlines our methodological approach and its limitations. Firstly, Google Scholar 
citation numbers are determined through an automated method in which all ‘scholarly’ material 
available on the web is represented – this means that GS citation counts are tabulated by an 
automatic, continual search for any and all bibliographic references of all scholarly material from 
articles, databases, e-books, books for sale online and websites. The result, according to GS ‘may 
not be comprehensive’.16  

Secondly, a host of ‘author impact’ indices already exist which offer a different approach 
to citation numbers such as Thompson ISI Web of Science, Scopus, Scholarometer, Quadsearch, 
the Scholar H-Index Calculator and Publish or Perish. Each of these provides an array of 
specialized criteria directed at specific users for different purposes. These indices combine 
averages from various sub-indices such as the h-index, e-index, g-index data. While these indices 
may be useful to institutions and academics in measuring their ‘impact’ they are not very useful in 
assessing the state of a discipline more broadly. They are tailored to measure the combined impact 
of the author over their career thereby attempting to control for time and any distortions caused by 
one highly influential ‘one-hit-wonder’ publications.17 We, on the other hand, want to isolate these 
distortions caused by high impact IR publications. As is the case most often in academia it is these 
high impact publications which tend to influence the discourse in IR rather than the 40 year arc of 
a career spanning many different contexts, universities, debates, discourses and paradigms. 

That said, citation research suggests that the social sciences and humanities are 
underrepresented by these indices.18 However, Harzing and van der Wal argue, that Google 
Scholar ‘allows for a democratization of citation analysis as it provides every academic access to 
citation data regardless of their institution’s financial means’.19 Google Scholar appears to provide 
a broader search for citations than other tools which is useful for our focus on key publications 
and our attempt to assess their relative overall impact. Google Scholar’s accuracy is of course 
hampered by a number of errors which, for example, render older publications more difficult to 
assess, or significantly disadvantage ‘Languages Other Than English (LOTE)’ in terms of citation 
numbers, or GS produces at times ‘nonsensical results’.20  Despite these problems they contend 
that GS represents the most ‘comprehensive’ source and therefore, ‘allows for a democratization 
of citation analysis’.21 We seek to further democratize and disaggregate the data from associated 
indices by allowing the raw citation numbers of the specific, high impact publications to speak for 
themselves. 

 We understand authors and their key texts to be representations of their contributions to 
the development of the discipline in an interdisciplinary setting. We draw on thinkers widely 
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referred to outside of the discipline such as Rawls, Foucault, Escobar and Spivak, etc. We 
acknowledge that the citation numbers are a composite insofar as citations relating to IR cannot 
be disaggregated from those which do not. As such, we claim nothing more than an indication of 
where interest is flowing in the broader social academy, in which IR is squarely situated. By using 
authors whose work either deals with matters pertinent to international relations or who, as judged 
by us, have been relevant to its wider debates, we acknowledge gaps in our selection.  

It is important to note that citations only show the source’s references, but not why, how, 
where, or by whom, or with what respect. They strip out all meaning from the act of citation. 
They do not indicate whether the source is used positively or negatively. They are not indicative 
of epistemic power or values, norms, institutions, or of progress. But their numbers are important 
in showing where in more general terms the various areas of interest in international and global 
issues lie. Additionally, when compared side by side, they highlight the limited relevance of key 
IR texts in the broader academy.  Despite these problematic variables, especially given the 
tendency of gate-keepers and institutional actors to use statistical data gathered from GS and 
filtered through a number of indices we argue that the raw GS data does present a more 
democratic portrayal of these texts; by using the raw, unfiltered data, we will show how else they 
can be interpreted. Our operating assumption is that these raw citation numbers, whether the work 
to which they are attached are used supportively or critiqued, can paint a different picture of IR 
from that which the mainstream discipline itself assumes and which various indices ‘control’ for. 

 

Comparing IR Theory Citations 

In this section we present a range of citation data for comparative analysis. The numbers indicate 
the raw impact of a given publication and then sub-discipline. We also included individual rates of 
growth in order to show which publications are growing more quickly which also helps in plotting 
the range of growth distribution. Despite the acknowledged limitations of this type of study – 
time, language, the sometimes nonsensical, anomalous results and the very diffuse and dynamic 
nature of GS citations in the first place – we can only speculate (intelligently) as to why and how 
these numbers are behaving as they are. Our aim is simply to record the citation data and see how 
it compares to our suspicion about what is happening in IR. 

Table 1 presents the key classical authors often regarded to have formed the basis of the 
discipline. These texts are widely cited in its formal historiography and are therefore fairly 
difficult to assess in terms of the citations they have received.  Indeed, the counts for classical 
texts confirm that GS’s inability to assess the influence of older contributions.22  Given the 
obvious impact of the classical texts included in Table 1 the numbers are fairly weak, perhaps 
because there are so many different editions of their texts meaning that their citations are split up 
amongst a wide array of versions.  The citation counts are surprisingly low even though these 
texts should be widely referred to in other disciplines, thus increasing their citation numbers. It 
can only be conjecture that though these texts are part of the formal story of IR their import may 
tend to be assumed as basic and a priori and therefore not worth citing. This might also account 
for the very selective and static picture presented in the mainstream development of the theories 
and concepts which these authors engaged in. Clearly, realist authors and liberal authors are 
foundational, specifically Hobbes and Kant.23 Yet, it is Kant that receives the highest count, 
probably because of his works’ appeal across a range of disciplines and eras. This is also 
accounted for by the strength of the liberal moment24 after the end of the Cold War. Additionally, 
the high growth rate of these citation numbers suggest that the relative weight of Classical IR 
theory will develop an ever-larger electronic footprint as these publications are now freely 
available in the digital public domain. 

 

 

Table 1: Classical IR Citations 
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Table 2 below illustrates the citation count for idealist authors, or those sympathetic to some form 
of international cooperation. It is not surprising that Keynes has received by far the most citations, 
given the breadth of appeal that his work had in a more recent era, and the impact it has had on a 
wide range of policy areas after both World Wars, including after the Credit Crisis of 2009.25 Even 
so, given that idealism is part of the much maligned First Debate,26 it is surprising that its key 
proponents have received so few citations, perhaps illustrative of the rather tribal and enclosed 
nature of formal debates in IR. Again this data might be skewed by time, the insularity of IR 
during that era, and by the fact that many publications are not likely to be accessible by GS. 
Having said this, it does indicate that in contemporary literature, apart from the work of Keynes, 
its salience is taken for granted (i.e. in the existence of international institutions and transnational 
movements) or no longer that relevant to contemporary IR. Indeed Keynes’ relative rate of growth 
– the lowest in the category – suggests that his influence, despite the near constant invocation of 
his name during the financial crisis, has levelled out. This does not explain why realism receives a 
much stronger citation list (even though there is nothing to match Keynes’ numbers), even for 
older forms of realism, unless one delves into the bias inflicted perhaps by ‘print capitalism’,27 
especially since one would expect that idealist work would be cited in conjunction with its debate 
with realism.28 Yet, the comparatively rapid rates of growth in idealism, distorted no doubt by the 
anomalously 2nd highest growth rate in Angell29 only behind Machiavelli,  may hint at idealism 
finding renewed utility as the normative underpinning of the post-Cold War liberal, or even the 
neo-liberal project. As more editions become digitally available these citation numbers will 
probably only increase. 

 

Table 2: Idealism Citations 

 
 

Table 3 below is perplexing for a number of reasons, all more or less related to the fact that given 
that realism is seen to be the core of the discipline even by very critical scholars who have 
devoted a lot of energy in contesting it. Why then are its citation numbers not very impressive? As 
one would expect Morganthau receives the highest numbers of citations30 but these are not very 
impressive in the light of many later texts we have included. However, its high citation counts 
compared to idealism is mitigated by its lower growth rate, especially since one would expect that 
idealist work would be cited in conjunction with its debate with realism. It is possible that there 
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are many editions of key publications so citations may be split up and scattered, or that they have 
only appealed to the core of a very small discipline. Both explanations matter, especially given the 
length of time these publications have been available. However, the most plausible of the two is 
that its salience is only relevant to a limited number of scholars. These may well have had access 
to the corridors of power, amplifying its effects of course. This would explain the differential with 
post-colonial studies for example (see below), where authors received citations across humanities 
and social science. But this raises a broader question. Surely IR should be central to both too? So 
is it being ignored? Like post-colonial studies, it is relatively new, but not as new. It has ambitions 
to be interdisciplinary and speak to many issues and sub disciplines. In this realism has clearly 
failed, though like many core debates it probably dominates in the corridors of power and elite 
circles in the West, and so has more material purchase than its citations suggest, even if it has not 
been received well as a convincing intellectual product outside its protected ‘core’.31 

 

Table 3: Classical Realism Citations 

 
 

Table 4 turns to neorealism, which with the exception of Waltz’s famous 1979 text32 also receives 
relatively scant citations and average growth rates given that it dominated the discipline through a 
period of quick expansion, including the expansion of the university system and numbers of 
publications being produced. Still, it clearly shows the centrality of Waltz’s text to the discipline 
even if it is now seen from a methodological perspective more as an historical oddity of that 
specific strand of social science, especially compared to the broader longevity of the appeal of his 
more historical and normative 1959 text33, which, however, has received less citations over a 
longer period of time. Significantly, Huntington’s paradigmatic text receives the highest citation 
tallies here.34 While his text does reify a certain epistemological engagement with matters of IR, 
the predominance of neo-liberal systems organisations and structures seem to point in the opposite 
direction; perhaps its low growth rate – one of the lowest in the study – indicates its reduced 
relevance vis-à-vis other post- Cold War liberal texts.  The high number could also reflect its 
broader appeal and wider, informed reader and pop-culture audience.  In any case the impact of 
this work, despite being something of an anomaly, is substantial and receives much higher 
numbers than any of the ‘core’ IR text from Waltz to Keohane. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4:Neo-Realism Citations 
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As a counterweight to realism and neorealism, the English School receive less citations than 
realist and neorealist texts, but a significant number in this context. Again though, it is perplexing 
why, as one of the main canons of IR theory, so few citations have been received by its key texts 
(Table 5), which essentially differ little from liberal thought in IR. Perhaps this shows how 
citation counts are split up amongst similar theories but with significant nuance (and also 
illustrates the faint futility of citation counts as any more than barely indicative). As a 
counterweight to US realism, the English School has certainly been influential but it seems fairly 
minor today in the context of the constructivist and liberal-institutionalist/ neoliberal debates 
which have included many of their dimensions, and have received far more citations. However, its 
relatively high rate of average growth led by Bull and Wheeler also points to increased digital 
exposure as more and more material is made available on GS. 

 
Table 5:English School Citations 

 
 

Tables 6 and 7, which span neolibleralism and normative theory of often a liberal or cosmopolitan 
bent indicate a very significant counter-narrative to the variants of realism. These received healthy 
citations, but as the liberal peace system in both its classical and neoliberal forms which 
predominate in the structure of most states and the international system today – for example, 
democracy, free markets, and regional and international organisation – it is more remarkable that 
their citation numbers are not significantly higher than anachronistic realist theories. Additionally, 
the rate of growth is also unremarkable with a very fairly narrow spread and no significant outlier 
in either citation numbers or growth rates. One would expect, given their global dominance, that 
they would have citations in excess of those of other areas, such as post-colonial studies. Again, 
one can only speculate that anti-colonialism represents a far bigger constituency than the narrower 
valourisation of liberalism more common in northern or Eurocentric publications. Again, it might 
also be possible, as with realism, that disciplinary gatekeeping is to blame (perhaps foretelling the 
imminent transformation of ‘formal’ IR from a narrowly northern discipline because of growing 
perceptions of empirical irrelevance in the face of post-colonial shifts and emerging actors in IR). 
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It is interesting that the positivist work on liberal-institutionalism of Keohane is more widely cited 
than the philosophical work of Doyle using Kant,35 which received fewer citations (1,004) than 
the work included in this study.36 Indeed a more qualitative sampling from a European context 
would suggest that Doyle’s 1983 work has been far more influential in modern political 
organisations and peace between democracies.37   

 

Table 6: Neo-Liberalism Citations 

 
 

Table 7 on normative theory gives a hint of the underlying inter-disciplinarity of IR over a longer 
period of time than has often been acknowledged. The astronomical count that Rawl's Theory of 
Justice receives (several times that of more widely recognized disciplinary core texts) reflects its 
salience for liberal and normative theorists across a range of disciplines.38 Its citation count is the 
highest of any text used in IR which is included in this survey. It is almost impossible to 
disaggregate this text's connections with IR's range of theories, but it can at least be said that it has 
had a major impact across the full range, and the level of citations it has received indicate this.39 

One could say it is one of the most influential texts in a Eurocentric but increasingly critical/post-
colonial discipline (especially as a defence of liberalism), with citations far outweighing much 
older and more mainstream IR texts. It is one major exception to the relative narrowness of the 
mainstream citations in these tables. Though the citations for liberal and normative scholars are 
impressive when placed in the context of other mainstream issues and scholars, they pale in 
comparison to the impact of Rawl’s work. In terms of growth however, Rawls has a relatively low 
growth rate in a field of relatively modest growth rates, given the range of normative theory in IR.  
Again, this is across a broad range of disciplines, but the numbers of citations suggest that it is 
seen as broadly foundational. This has some interesting implications for the discipline, especially 
one where realists see themselves as foundational and liberals and critical theorists see themselves 
as challengers. Again this represents the power of both policy driven theory and the importance of 
norms and institutions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7: Normative Theory Citations 
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Table 8 illustrates the weight of the relatively recent challenge of constructivism which has 
amassed very significant citations in a relatively short space of time, especially Wendt's key 
study.40 These reflect the need to respond to new challenges and a range of events and influences, 
especially for positivist debates. Their citations are on a par with those of other long established 
approaches and a significant number of scholars have entered its discussions. Many of these are 
from North America or Europe but constructivism has attracted interest from across the world. 
Part of the reason for its success in quickly amassing citations is that it has been one of the first 
attempts within the discipline to create a coherent theory which both spans the more traditional 
core of the discipline and move significantly beyond that core. This is perhaps a lesson for theory 
development in the future – building bridges which represent structure, material issues, agency, 
identities, norms, and realities pertaining to a range of methodologies and subject settings. 

 

Table 8: Constructivism Citations 

 
 

Table 9 on critical and post-structuralist approaches is heavily weighted towards the work of 
Giddens and Foucault as influential theorists both within IR and across a range of disciplines. 
Critical scholars working more centrally within IR also receive strong citations. Indeed, this list 
compares very favourably with the mainstream theories in IR, with the only exception which 
stands far above all citation counts, of John Rawl's contribution to normative theory (mentioned 
above). It is also significant that this field is exclusively occupied by European Scholars. In the 
case of Foucault, his influence on IR goes far beyond the work cited here as the breadth of his 
publications, to include his posthumous publications, exceed what many mainstream IR scholars 
have yet engaged with. (For comparative sake we would like to include supplementary citation 
tallies which we deemed to be relevant from the time this article was sent for publishing: David 
Campbell’s Writing Security41: 1,165 citations; Cynthia Webber’s Simulating Sovereignty42: 279 
citations; and David Chandler’s Constructing Global Civil Society43: 75 citations).  
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Table 9: Critical/Post-Structural IR Citations 

 
 

Post-colonial theory is the biggest surprise of this assessment of citations (Table 10). The citations 
it receives are astronomical and relatively recent compared to other IR texts (with the exception of 
Rawls’, Keynes’ and Huntington's classic works mentioned above) showing an appeal across 
disciplines and across international academies which cannot be matched by any core IR texts 
(other than Samuel Huntingdon's work). Both the average growth rates and the average citation 
numbers for post-colonial studies lead this study.44 Additionally, they show the lowest spread 
ratios in terms of growth; post-colonial studies has unparalleled citation numbers and is rapidly 
growing in academic influence. This raises a methodological issue of whether it is fair to compare 
texts with such broad appeal with those within the rather narrower discipline of IR, even if IR's 
narrowness is offset by its access to power. Indeed, this also raises the question of what sort of 
theory policymakers tend to draw on and why, and whether this is because a particularly theory 
appears pragmatic and representative or whether policy-makers are merely acculturated to power. 

A response to this question would be that it is a fair comparison given that the very nature 
of international relations is supposed to include a range of issues, peoples, sources, and dynamics, 
not to mention post-colonial policy-makers and scholars who would no doubt consider themselves 
to be concerned with matters pertinent to IR. This raises a very important issue about the 
relevance of IR theory in its more traditional sense to the broader academy. Does its core theories' 
main traction come about because they speak sympathetically to power, rather than because they 
appeal to a wide range of scholars working in a range of different areas (and speak truth to 
power)? Do the huge numbers and leading growth rates in post-colonial studies vividly illustrate 
the hierarchy of knowledge produced by the gatekeepers of IR? 

 

Table 10: Post-Colonialism Citations 

 
 



Oliver P. Richmond, J. Julian Graef  
 

ALTERNATIVES TURKISH JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS www.alternetivesjournal.net 

| 72 

Table 11 representing authors working in the area of peace and conflict studies and related areas– 
often seen as a marginal corner of the discipline – receives similar citations to the English School. 
This is probably due to the fact that it covers a broader range of theories and diverse and often 
specialized geographies, actually qualifying as an interdisciplinary area of knowledge. Issues 
related to peace and conflict, which often have a more empirical base than core theoretical 
debates, may also attract more citations. As is clear from the competitive growth rates, Peace and 
Conflict Studies is well positioned as the nature of IR has shifted away from the state-centric, 
bipolar structure of war and peace to the dynamic, intrastate manifestations of war under the ‘New 
Wars’ paradigm, debates about the liberal peace, and beyond. (Again, we took the liberty to 
include relevant supplementary citations here: Mark Duffield’s Global Governance45: 1,354 
citations; Miall, Ramsbotham and Woodhouses’ Contemporary Conflict Resolution46: 280 
citations; Vivienne Jabri’s Discourses on Violence47: 161 citations; and Oliver Richmond’s The 
Transformation of Peace48: 146 citations).   

 

Table 11: Peace and Conflict Studies Citations 

 
 

Table 12 provides a hint of how critical approaches in specific issue areas in IR are gaining 
ground in terms of citations over its former key debates. Critical IPE, development, and 
geography have attracted significant attention, especially when compared with mainstream IR. 
Indeed their citations are better than many core IR texts, illustrating a shift in the centre of gravity 
especially for non-US based scholars while growth rates suggest a steady, but comparatively 
modest assent. 

 

Table 12: Critical IPE/Development/ Globalization/Modernity Citations 

 
 

Table 13 likewise illustrates the salience of feminist debates in the field, which again have 
received significant citations, on a par with most other theories, though lacking the single text that 
some other approaches have. Even so, it has clearly been influential, though given the emergence 
of critical approaches these citations are perhaps not as high as might have been expected. 
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Table 13: Feminism Citations 

 
 

Implications for the New IR 

The problematic nature of GS data of course leaves any ‘implications’ vulnerable to 
methodological critique. Controlling for distortions, however, was not our main intention. Rather, 
we set out to see what a democratized picture of IR looks like using GS and our own sense of 
what the key core and emerging texts are in the discipline. The data is shown as raw citation 
numbers over time, however statistically anomalous and selectively biased it may be. This data 
tends to confirm our initial suspicions – that there is a significant gap between what is assumed to 
be the core of IR and where the bulk of the work is being done on matters of international 
relations in academia.   

From this we can tentatively suggest two things: first, the citation numbers point to the 
comparatively large amount of work being undertaken on the critical and normative sides of the 
third debate. Fundamentally, the raw citation numbers very clearly indicate that the discursive 
weight of IR has shifted away from its ideological core; indeed, the citation numbers show that 
under no reasonably conceivable growth rate could the assumed core of IR match its assumed 
periphery in its critical, discursive, democratic, and perhaps even resistant power.49 A reversal of 
disciplinary fortunes is underway as the discipline and IR in practise open up and diversifies. 

Secondly, and consequently, this gap indicates a very strong shift towards liberal, more 
critical theories, and interdisciplinary literatures whether cited to support, extend, or rebut them.50 
In parallel there has been a move away from the narrow theoretical and conceptual heartland of 
modernist IR, which is dominated by American theorists and approaches to social science 
implicated in an institutionalized form of censorship, and a vigilant culture of gate-keeping.  IR 
has ‘internationalized’ and ‘transnationalized’ due to the engagement of individual scholars, often 
from critical backgrounds or from outside of the narrow confines of the discipline itself. It is now 
also 'decolonising'.51 

Clearly, and even more so than constructivism, post-colonial studies perform most 
impressively in both averages and consistency. This represents both an epistemological and 
geographical transformation. It has been the discipline's most decisive influence since the third 
debate lost its momentum, and perhaps is now mounting a concerted attack on Anglo-European 
and American political thought as IR’s traditional historiographical basis.52 IR is being re-
colonized by a new wave of constructivist, critical and post-colonial scholars who debate 
discourses and praxes which represent difference, identity, alterity, custom, tradition, norms, and 
ethics. The modifications and transgressions these efforts are now being produced around the 
heartland of the international system, the international community and institutions, as well as the 
epistemologies that constructed a liberal world once thought to be derived from key western or 
northern interests.53 While it is often thought that the mainstream in the south speaks with a 
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northern voice, what is apparently occurring is a move towards a more transnational and 
transversal debate where such divisions, binaries, and essentialised frameworks are losing their 
legitimacy and explanatory capacity. What is now emerging is a multi-polar, multi-level version 
of IR’s historiography, which may or may not lead to a hybrid form of liberal internationalism, or 
liberal- post-colonialism in theoretical and methodological ways, as well as a new ontological 
openness. This is empowering a new post-colonial civil society, which is increasingly adept at 
resisting, co-opting, and transforming more traditional ontological and epistemological 
hegemonies, intellectually and in practise. Alternatively, there is also the possibility that a more 
communitarian form of IR will emerge with several geographical poles (perhaps representing the 
BRICS academies) compromising enclosed theoretical debates with little interaction. 
Speculatively, the latter seems unlikely to survive given the weight of external challenges, the 
collapse of muscular objectivity,54 the waning of superpowers and markets, and their associated 
binaries of sovereignty, self and other, in the current era where hybridities are constantly being 
uncovered. 

The interdisciplinary, constructivist, critical, post-structuralist, feminist, and post-colonial 
literatures in this survey show how a self-enclosed ‘new IR’ is unlikely, especially given the 
associated methodological, normative, and not to say ontological shifts which are emerging. It is 
especially notable how few female academics are represented in our survey, along with non-
northern scholars (and we concede that this is partly due to the authors’ own biases and training). 
However, this is improving according to our data as more critical and interdisciplinary theories 
are emerging.  Instead, we would argue our data shows at a minimum that IR will continue along 
its trajectory of a broadening inter-discipline whereupon its traditional ‘heartland’ of realist, 
idealist, and liberal European philosophy will gradually fade and/ or be supplanted by a range of 
new debates which transgress the old modes of states, sovereignty, territoriality, governance, 
normativity, and material structures of the discipline – at least in their more conservative modes. 
This will coincide with new epistemic centres of thought and theorising, from alternative sites 
other than the usual western universities and policy centres. The development of strong academies 
working on IR outside of the West/ North is now underway, and though many may draw on 
existing mainstream theory and methodology, many are also challenging these. It is perhaps in 
this shift that IR will become a more relevant and cross-disciplinary nexus for international and 
global thought than it has ever been. It will certainly be far more complex and far more sensitized 
to a role of representation across space and time, material resources, political institutions, 
identities, environments, and experiences. As new forms of more participatory democracy take 
hold at the behest of developing and post-colonial states around the world,55 as the state 
relinquishes its territorialism, as material resources are shared and environmental and human 
needs factors are encountered and built into institutions and laws across generations, the twentieth 
century version of IR will seem as distant and perhaps, as quaint (or dystopian), as Augustine and  
Hobbes. 

 

Conclusion 
The claims that realism represents the core of the discipline are not borne out by the citations of 
its major scholars. Liberal and constructivist approaches appear to have easily displaced them as 
its contemporary central core, though critical and normative areas are still being censored by an 
insular and postitivist IR culture of gatekeeping – a strange but familiar finding given the very 
scope of the discipline articulated by its own proclamation and founding purpose. Yet, when 
exposed to the live field of matters of international relations both realist and liberal theories have 
limited interdisciplinary traction or appeal.  Constructivism has moved towards the core and so-
called marginal theories are now far more widely cited, particularly those that are interdisciplinary 
and post-colonial in nature. This indicates a significant shift towards critical and post-structural, 
feminist, and post-colonial theories. This shift is indicative of fundamental changes in IR itself, 
which cannot merely be explained by increased inter-disciplinarity at work. IR is now produced 
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rather than merely reproduced in contexts other than its traditional Anglo-American heartlands, 
and has moved away from hard social science.56 

Thus, our data represents IR as an inter-discipline, and as widely as possible. Though this 
may skew our citation counts, simplistic though they are, away from the formal centre, mainly 
located around North American debates, towards a more global, post-colonial, and 
interdisciplinary perspective, this is representative of the life of the discipline beyond its old-
fashioned centre. This illustrates how constraining formal methods have become, and how 
unrepresentative of the broader field and its global, regional, and local implications it is. 
Furthermore, it shows how little impact formal debates have had on interdisciplinary social 
science, but increasingly how much engagement there is with broader issues in the context of IR. 
As a discipline in change – some would say revolt against formal theories – the data presented 
here, despite its simplicity and methodological limitations, confirms its new directions. Of course, 
there is also the issue of fashion in the discipline where it might be said that accumulated citations 
represent a theory under attack, or academics following gatekeepers and dominant discourses. In 
either case, citations cannot be seen as representative of the viability of a theory, but indicate its 
ability to prompt debate. 

The alternative space in which the new IR is emerging represents the interests of scholars 
who generally do not accept that IR is solely produced by states, powerful or otherwise, and 
international actors comprising those states. Many of these scholars work in networks that span 
the US, UK, Europe, BRICS, and non-European settings, though they may publish in western 
contexts, and translate their debates for those discussions. However, they also publish in national 
and regional settings, in languages not widely understood in the mainstream institutional contexts. 
The same cannot be said for those scholars who work in more mainstream areas and who tend to 
be very reluctant to engage with such dynamics beyond this mainstream. The several areas in 
which significant citations have been amassed contrary to the realist notion of itself as the core of 
the discipline represent alternative spaces of debate in IR. Often these spaces have come into 
being using mainstream debates as their foil, but it has been less recognized that they also 
represent a different consensus about an interdisciplinary IR and a coalescence around an 
alternative discursive paradigm, often beyond the West and its interests (writ large across 
orthodox IR theory). 

 These shifts in citations and in the concurrent patterns they reflect herald IR as a more 
sociological, post-colonial, inter-discipline, focused on the inter-subjective place of individuals 
and communities in the structures of international politics in transversal, transnational, national, 
and international dynamics. This is contrary to the arguments of some commentators about theory 
formation.57 This is a more diverse space of rights and needs, and struggles over autonomous 
agency at every level, normally played out in agonistic ways where violence is the exception but 
structural violence is common and risk constant: IR's role is to respond to such tensions rather 
than to maintain them. This means that the original goals of IR on its formation survive – 
understanding the conditions of a broadly consensual peace 58. However, its dynamics and 
frameworks have deepened and lengthened in terms of security, institutions, rights, and needs. If 
anything the lessons of IR are the failure of inequitable global narratives, whether of colonialism 
and empire, liberalism, or profit. As with the past revolutions of the masses which effectively 
reshaped the security, institutional, and normative systems of the modern European states system, 
new dynamics of resistance, legitimacy, and rights drive IR’s constant hybridisation, as it drifts 
away from its roots as a narrowly oriented and even colonial discipline. 
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