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Preface

First Edition

The beginning of a new millennium is a particularly fitting occasion for taking stock of the
past achievements and present condition of International Relations (IR). However, there is an
additional reason as well, and one with considerable more intellectual clout: the surprising
dearth of such attempts at stocktaking within this discipline during most of its short history.
Those that have been published in the past few decades have either been brief guides to the
subject matter (Groom and Light, 1994; Light and Groom, 1985), or have had the encyclopae-
dic ambition of covering not only the major analytical approaches within the discipline of IR
but also all the significant political developments, events and personages which have character-
ized modern international relations qua empirical domain (Krieger, 1993). These (and similar)
repositories of disciplinary knowledge and accumulated wisdom certainly deserve the space
which they occupy on the shelves of our scholarly libraries. However, given the specific goals
which their editors have set for themselves, they do not provide for the needs of those advanced
students, both undergraduate and graduate, as well as more established scholars within or
outside the field, who are in need of in-depth introductions to, and critical discussions of,
the major theoretical and analytical concerns of contemporary IR research. In other words,
this Handbook is intended to fill what we submit is currently a significant lacuna within the
discipline: providing a single volume of extensive, systematic and authoritative overviews
of the state of the art within the various sub-fields of the discipline.

In pursuing this ambition Fred Greenstein and Nelson Polsby’s magisterial Handbook
of Political Science (Greenstein and Polsby, 1975a) has served as an awe-inspiring exemplar.
At the same time, their landmark effort — consisting of eight volumes altogether — is obviously
a feat that is virtually impossible to repeat today, as is frankly acknowledged by the editors of
its successor, the one-volume New Handbook of Political Science (Goodin and Klingemann,
1996). However, what can be replicated even when operating on a considerably more modest
scale is the seriousness of the intellectual tone which suffuses their achievement; and we hope
that we have succeeded at least to some degree in the delicate task of transferring this timbre
to the present Handbook. In one major respect we do contend to have succeeded rather better
than either of the above works of reference: covering the entire spectrum of IR as a field of
scholarly endeavor. Thus, whereas the Greenstein and Polsby volume on International Politics
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(Greenstein and Polsby, 1975b) consists of only six chapters (one of which, it must be
acknowledged, subsequently turned into Kenneth Waltz’s epochal Theory of International
Politics), and the New Handbook has allotted only four chapters to IR, we have made space
for twenty-eight chapter-long presentations, covering what we perceive to be the major areas
of study and controversy characterizing the contemporary IR research community.

Choosing and agreeing on which topics to include — and hence which to exclude — has
been a major task facing the three co-editors, but one which turned out to be far less divisive
than we had first anticipated. The underlying structure which we have opted for is to make a
distinction between three analytically different intellectual domains within the field, defining
what in our view constitute three types of research discourses. The first pertains to the intel-
lectual history of the discipline, as well as to the meta-theoretical, theoretical and normative
concerns that characterize current thinking about IR as a distinctive field of research. Here
we have, to a large extent, opted for a focus based on the current debate between ‘rationalism’
and ‘constructivism’, although we are fully aware of the controversial nature of this distinc-
tion itself. The second group of chapters has an essentially conceptual thrust, incorporating
within its ambit the various analytical concerns, perspectives and contextualizations which
have come to characterize current IR scholarship, cutting across the various issue-areas and
substantive questions lying at the core of contemporary research. Instead of reinforcing think-
ing along the traditional lines of various substantive theories of IR — such as realism, liberalism,
institutionalism and so forth — we have deliberately organized the Handbook in a way that
would entice our authors to probe approaches such as these primarily in terms of their analytic
utility in issue-based empirical research. The third, final and largest group of chapters focuses
on the various substantive processes, actions and interactions which can be said to define the
core empirical domain of international relations. Obviously, it is not always easy to maintain
a clear distinction between these substantive issues areas and the analytic and cross-cutting
conceptualizations highlighted in Part Two. However, from the point of view of the presump-
tive readers of this Handbook we have found it important to be able to offer separate and
chapter-long discussions on conceptual topics such as ‘sovereignty’, ‘power’ and ‘globaliza-
tion’, on the one hand, and substantive issues such as the pursuit of ‘foreign policy’, ‘war’ and
‘peace’, on the other. Although intimately linked, they at the same time belong to distinguish-
able discourses within IR.

Our choice of authors has been guided by two simple principles: to entice the best possible
expertise to participate, and to make this a truly international (or at least trans-Atlantic) enter-
prise, despite the putative nature of IR as an essentially ‘American social science’ (Hoffmann,
1977; Waever, 1998). Hence, we are grateful that such a distinguished and international group
of scholars has agreed to participate in this project. And although not primarily intended as
such, it is nevertheless our hope that this Handbook will itself contribute further to the ongoing
denationalization of IR as a scholarly profession. Whatever else its publication may achieve,
enhancing this process during the coming years of the new millennium would indeed be a
fitting side-effect of what has been a truly intensive and mutually rewarding trans-Atlantic
collaboration between the editors and the authors of this Handbook.
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Preface

Second Edition

When the first edition of this Handbook was published a decade ago the editors were keenly
aware that they were entering virgin territory with few landmarks to guide them. This posed a
challenge but also gave us considerable scope for putting our own imprint on how to delineate
the main analytic discourses, substantive research areas and scholarly debates characterizing
the broad field of International Relations (IR) at the beginning of this millennium. In view of
how the Handbook was subsequently received we have come to believe — admittedly rather
immodestly - that our overall conceptualization of the field was on the whole sound and fruit-
ful, and that it did in fact succeed in providing for ‘a single volume of extensive, systematic
and authoritative overviews of the state of the art within the various sub-fields of the discipline’
(as we described our ambition in the preface of the first edition; see above).

However, in addition to continuously producing new knowledge, a dynamic field such as
IR inevitably changes character and focus during a decade; hence, when the publishers
approached us with the suggestion that it was time for a new edition, we had little reason to
demur. The result is a thoroughly revised volume building essentially on the same three-fold
structure of the first edition, but now enlarged to include five additional chapters. Authors
carried over from the first edition — a large majority — were asked to revise their chapters
from scratch, which in a number of cases has resulted in completely rewritten contributions.
The order in which the chapters are presented has been rearranged, while a few have been
dropped altogether. Some of the topics covered in the first edition have received new authors,
and some of the chapters retained in this volume have been retitled. This is, in other words, a
fundamentally revised volume which, it is hoped, will stand the test of time for an additional
decade.

Finally, we once again wish to express our deep gratitude to the highly distinguished
and heavily engaged group of international scholars who — either for the first or second time,
and without remuneration — agreed to participate in this project. Working together with these
thoroughly professional colleagues has been both an honour and a pleasure — not to mention
how much we have learned from reading and editing their contributions. We also want to
acknowledge once more our deep appreciation of the flexible and informal manner in which
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those on the publishing side — in particular David Mainwaring, Natalie Aguilera and James
Piper — have guided, coached and at times goaded us throughout this long editorial process.
We may not always have kept to agreed deadlines, but they have accepted our excuses with
admirable forbearance.

Walter Carlsnaes
Thomas Risse
Beth A. Simmons
August 2012
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On the History

and Historiography of
International Relations

The historiography of international relations
(IR), that is, both the scholarship on the his-
tory of the field and the methodological prin-
ciples involved in that research and writing,
is more advanced today than at any time in
the past. During the last ten years, a wealth of
new literature has appeared that greatly chal-
lenges much of the conventional wisdom
regarding the development of IR. In light of
the new and sophisticated research on the
historiography of IR, it is even possible to
suggest that progress is being made in under-
standing the complex and multifaceted story
of the emergence and maturation of IR as an
academic field of study. Scholars have also
discovered that researching the history of the
field can lead to new insights that have criti-
cal purchase in the present. Today, discipli-
nary history has achieved alevel of recognition
and legitimacy that it formerly lacked. This is
a dramatic improvement on the previously
existing attitudes that many expressed about
disciplinary history. Despite the growing plu-
ralization of the field and the ever-expanding

Brian C. Schmidt

range of topics being investigated, an ele-
ment of suspicion was cast on the task of
examining its history. One possible explana-
tion for the reluctance to grant legitimacy to
this research task is the common notion that
we already know the history. Another possi-
bility is that those in the mainstream are sat-
isfied with the dominant story that is told
about the development of the field. In any
event, there is no shortage of brief synoptic
accounts of this history in introductory text-
books, state-of-the-field articles, and
International Studies Association presidential
addresses.

These renditions frequently retell a con-
ventional story of how the field has pro-
gressed through a series of phases: idealist,
realist, behavioralist, post-behavioralist, plu-
ralist, neorealist, rationalist, post-positivist,
and constructivist. The image of the first
three phases has been so deeply ingrained in
the minds of students and scholars that there
almost seems to be no alternative way of
understanding the early history of the field.
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Hedley Bull, for example, claimed that it is
“possible to recognize three successive waves
of theoretical activity”: the “idealist” or “pro-
gressivist” doctrines that were dominant in
the 1920s and early 1930s, the “realist” or
conservative theories that developed in the
late 1930s and 1940s, and lastly the “social
scientific” theories that arose in the late
1950s and 1960s “whose origin lay in dis-
satisfaction with the methodologies on which
both earlier kinds of theory were based”
(Bull, 1972: 33). This story of the field’s
evolution is, in turn, often buttressed by the
closely related account of the field evolving
through a series of “great debates,” beginning
with the discipline-defining “great debate”
between “idealists” and “realists” and extend-
ing perhaps to the latest debate today between
“rationalists” and “reflectivists” (Banks,
1986; Katzenstein et al., 1999; Keohane,
1988; Lijphart, 1974a; Maghroori, 1982;
Mitchell, 1980). This particular construction
of the field’s history tends to have the effect
of making the present debate a matter that all
serious students of IR must focus on while
relegating previous debates to obscurity.
Finally, the field’s history is commonly
chronicled by reference to the external events
that have taken place in the realm that has
been conventionally designated as interna-
tional politics. There is a strong conviction
that significant developments in international
politics such as wars or abrupt changes in
American foreign policy have, more funda-
mentally than any other set of factors, shaped
the development of IR. The birth of the field,
for example, often associated with the found-
ing of the world’s first chair for the study
of international politics, in 1919 at the
Department of International Politics at the
University College of Wales, Aberystwyth, is
characteristically viewed as a reaction to the
horror of the First World War (Porter, 1972).
My main intention in this chapter is to
problematize these prevalent interpretations
of how the field has developed and to
indicate that the history of the field is both
more complicated and less well known
than typically portrayed in the mainstream

literature. While it is quite evident that we do
not possess an adequate understanding of
how the field has developed, there are a
number of reasons why it is crucially impor-
tant for contemporary students of IR to have
an adequate familiarity with this history.
First, numerous theoretical insights, of
largely forgotten scholars, have been simply
erased from memory. Yet, once recalled,
these insights can have critical purchase in
the present. Second, the field has created its
own powerful myths regarding the evolution
of the field that have obscured the actual his-
tory (Booth, 1996; Kahler, 1997; Wilson,
1998). Third, an adequate understanding of
the history of the field is essential for explain-
ing the character of many of our present
assumptions and ideas about the study of
international politics. While current intellec-
tual practices and theoretical positions are
often evoked as novel answers to the latest
dilemmas confronting international politics,
a more discriminating historical sense
reminds us that contemporary approaches are
often reincarnations of past discourses.
Without a sufficient understanding of how
the field has evolved, there is the constant
danger of continually reinventing the wheel.
There is, in fact, much evidence to support
the proposition that much of what is taken to
be new is actually deeply embedded in the
discursive past of the field. Finally, a perspi-
cacious history of the field offers a fruitful
basis for critical reflection on the present.
Knowledge of the actual, as opposed to the
mythical, history may force us to reassess
some of our dominant images of the field and
result in opening up some much-needed
space in which to think about international
politics in the new millennium.

My purpose in this chapter is not to pro-
vide a comprehensive history of the broadly
defined field or discipline of IR. Not only
would such an endeavor be impossible in this
context, but, as I will indicate below, there is
sufficient ambiguity concerning the proper
identity of the field, with respect to its ori-
gins, institutional home, and geographical
boundaries, that simply writing a generic
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history of IR without addressing these kinds
of issues in detail would be counterproduc-
tive. Moreover, while much of the previous
work on the history of the field has not exhib-
ited sufficient theoretical and methodological
sophistication in approaching the task of
providing an adequate historical account,
recent work in this area is forcing scholars
to confront a number of historiographical
issues. This latest wave of scholarship clearly
recognizes the necessary link that exists
between establishing the identity of the disci-
pline and presenting an image of its history
(Bell, 2009; Thies, 2002). Furthermore, the
manner in which the history of IR is recon-
structed has become almost as significant as
the substantive account itself, and therefore it
becomes crucially important to address the
basic research question of how one should
approach the task of writing a history of the
field.

I will begin by briefly discussing a number
of lingering and contentious issues concern-
ing the extent to which there is a well-defined
field of IR that has a distinct identity, as well
as the equally controversial question of
whether the history of the field should be
written from a cosmopolitan frame of refer-
ence that does not pay significant attention to
distinct national and institutional differences,
or whether it is necessary to approach this
task from within clearly demarcated national
contexts. Although it should be evident that
IR is a discrete academic field after more
than fifty to a hundred years of evolution,
depending on how one dates the genesis of
the field, ambiguities have continually arisen
regarding both the character of the subject
matter and the institutional boundaries of the
field. Adding to the confusion surrounding
the identity of the field is the overwhelming
and continuing dominance of the American
IR scholarly community, which sometimes
leads to the erroneous conclusion that the
history of IR is synonymous with its develop-
ment in the United States. While there is
much merit in Stanley Hoffmann’s (1977)
assertion that IR is an American social
science despite the influence of a great many

European-born scholars, it is also the case
that notwithstanding the global impact of the
American model, there are many indigenous
scholarly communities that have their own
unique disciplinary history. This is, for exam-
ple, clearly the case with the English School,
whose contributions have only recently begun
to be properly documented and assessed
(Dunne, 1998; Little, 2000). These commu-
nities have certainly been deeply impacted
by theoretical and methodological develop-
ments in the United States, but there are
nevertheless differences in how the subject is
studied in different parts of the world
(Jorgensen, 2000; Tickner and Waever, 2009;
Waever, 1998). The interdisciplinary charac-
ter of the field and differences in national
settings sometimes lead to the conclusion
that a distinct discipline or field of IR does
not really exist, but despite ambiguities
about disciplinary boundaries and an institu-
tional home, IR, as an academic field of
study, has a distinct professional identity
and discourse.

I next focus on two historiographical
issues: first, presentism, which involves the
practice of writing a history of the field for
the purpose of making a point about its
present character; and second, contextualism,
which assumes that exogenous events in the
realm of international politics have funda-
mentally structured the historical develop-
ment of IR as an academic field of study.
I will illustrate these issues by reviewing the
existing literature. The most recent literature
has cast increasing doubt on the conventional
images of the development of IR. My critical
purpose in this chapter is to challenge the
dominant understanding of how the field has
progressed and to encourage more sophisti-
cated work on the disciplinary history of IR.

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS AS AN
ACADEMIC FIELD OF STUDY

The task of demarcating the disciplinary
boundaries of the field is an important
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prerequisite to establishing authority over its
object of inquiry. Yet the question of whether
a distinct field or discipline of IR exists has
been a matter of consistent controversy
(Gurian, 1946; Kaplan, 1961; Neal and
Hamlett, 1969; Olson, 1972; Olson and
Groom, 1991; Palmer, 1980; Thompson,
1952; Wright, 1955). While the controversy
is, in some ways, related to the contentious
issue of the origins and geographical bounda-
ries of the field, it more fundamentally
involves the question of the identity of IR as
a second-order discourse and the status of its
subject matter. Although it is apparent that
this question has never been answered satis-
factorily, disciplinary history does provide an
insightful vantage point for viewing the
manner in which the field has attempted
to establish its own identity. Recent work
has focused on the dynamics of “discipline
formation* and uncovered a number of previ-
ously neglected factors that contributed to
the emergence of IR (Bell, 2009; Guilhot,
2008; Long, 2006; Vitalis, 2005).

The period that precedes the point at
which we can discern the identity of the field
as a distinct academic practice can be termed
its “prehistory”; when there was a gradual
change “from discourse to discipline” (Farr,
1990). This period is important for identify-
ing the themes and issues that would later
constitute the field as it took form during the
early decades of the twentieth century (Long
and Schmidt, 2005; Schmidt, 1998b). The
field’s antecedents included international
law, diplomatic history, the peace movement,
moral philosophy, geography, and anthropol-
ogy (Olson and Groom, 1991). In The Study
of International Relations (1955), Quincy
Wright identified eight “root disciplines” and
six disciplines with a “world point of view”
that had contributed to the development of
IR. Wright, along with many others, argued
that the task of synthesizing these largely
autonomous fields of inquiry hampered the
effort to create a unified coherent discipline
of IR. Moreover, Kenneth Thompson
observed that “there was nothing peculiar to
the subject matter of international relations

which did not fall under other separate
fields” (Thompson, 1952: 433). The interdis-
ciplinary character of the field and the fact
that other disciplines studied various dimen-
sions of its subject matter has sometimes led
to the question of whether “international
relations is a distinctive discipline” (Kaplan,
1961). This is an interesting and important
question that has often been answered by
pointing to the field’s unique subject matter,
typically defined in terms of politics in the
absence of central authority as well as by
adducing various epistemological and meth-
odological grounds. Yet while the question of
whether IR is a distinct discipline is intrigu-
ing, it is important not to let this become an
obstacle to reconstructing the history of the
study of international politics.

These issues do, however, highlight the
importance of clearly identifying and focus-
ing on the institutional context of the field.
The variability in institutional context is, in
part, responsible for the wide range of dates
that have been used to mark the birth of the
field. It makes a large difference, for exam-
ple, whether IR was institutionalized as a
separate discipline, as was largely the case
after the First World War in the United
Kingdom, where a number of independent
chairs were created, or as a subfield of politi-
cal science, as was the case in the United
States, Germany, and France. Yet orthodox
histories have been more inclined to empha-
size the impact of significant political events
on the development of the field than the char-
acter of the institutional setting of the field. In
the case of the United States, for example, it
is impossible to write the history of IR with-
out locating it within the disciplinary matrix
of American political science (Schmidt,
1998a, 1998b, 2008). In addition to these
institutional variations, there are numerous
differences with respect to intellectual
climate, access to information, research sup-
port, links between government and academia,
and the general structure and character of
the university system (Simpson, 1998).

The significance of institutional context is
closely related to the issue of the national
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context of the field. Variations in institutional
structure are intimately related to the national
setting in which IR is situated. The issue of
whether the boundaries of IR should be
demarcated in terms of one particular coun-
try or whether it should be viewed as a more
cosmopolitan endeavor without regard to
national differences complicates the task of
writing a history of the field. Although the
creation of a truly global discipline may, per-
haps, be an aspiration, studies continue to
indicate that the academic study of interna-
tional politics is marked by British, and espe-
cially American, parochialism (Crawford and
Jarvis, 2001; Peterson, Tierney, and Maliniak,
2005; Waever, 1998). Ever since Stanley
Hoffmann (1977) declared that IR was an
“American Social Science,” a lively discus-
sion has ensued about the extent to which the
American academic community dominates
the “global discipline” of IR, and about the
profound consequences that this dominance
has for the discipline as a whole (Alker and
Biersteker, 1984; Crawford and Jarvis, 2001;
Goldmann, 1996; Holsti, 1985; Jorgensen,
2003; Kahler, 1993; Krippendorf, 1987;
Smith, 1987, 2000; Waever, 1998).

Yet despite the alleged American hegem-
ony, it is a fundamental mistake to associate
the American study of international politics
with the “global discipline of IR.” While it is
often the case that many national IR com-
munities seem to be susceptible to embracing
American theories, trends, and debates, IR,
as Waever notes, “is quite different in differ-
ent places” (1998: 723). Although limitations
of space prevent me from commenting on the
history of IR in every country in the world,
and much of what follows focuses on devel-
opments in the United States and the United
Kingdom, it is essential to acknowledge
the burgeoning country-specific and com-
parative studies of the development of IR
(Breitenbauch and Wivel, 2004; Chan, 1994,
Friedrichs, 2001; Groom, 1994; Inoguchi
and Bacon, 2001; Jorgensen, 2000; Jorgensen
and Knudsen, 2006; Lebedeva, 2004,
Makinda, 2000; Tickner and Waever, 2009).
The case studies that have examined the

history of IR from within a specific country
such as Denmark, Italy, Japan, and Russia
have revealed that the history of the field is
not synonymous with its development in the
United States. The new comparative litera-
ture has clearly shown both the importance
of, and variation in, the institutional context
of IR. Political culture, which has generally
been neglected in accounting for the history
of IR in the United States, has been identified
as an important factor in understanding how
and why IR has developed differently in dif-
ferent countries (Breitenbauch and Wivel,
2004; Jorgensen and Knudsen, 2006).

THE HISTORIOGRAPHY OF
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

One of the most significant problems in work
on the history of IR is that these histories
have failed to address adequately the ques-
tion of how one should write a history of the
field. The tendency has been to describe the
history of IR as if a complete consensus
existed on the essential dimensions of the
field’s evolution. In the absence of any sig-
nificant controversy concerning how the field
has developed, there has been little or no
attention devoted to historiographical issues.
Waever has remarked that the existing litera-
ture on the history of the field is “usually not
based on systemic research or clear methods”
and that it amounts to little more than “ele-
gant restatements of ‘common knowledge’ of
our past, implicitly assuming that any good
practitioner can tell the history of the disci-
pline” (Waever, 1998: 692).Yet as a number
of related academic disciplines such as polit-
ical science have begun to examine more
closely their disciplinary history, several
theoretical and methodological controversies
have arisen over what in general constitutes
proper historical analysis and, particularly,
what is involved in disciplinary history (Bell,
2009; Bender and Schorske, 1998; Farr et al.,
1990; Gunnell, 1991; Ross, 1991; Tully,
1988). The historiographical concerns that
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this literature has raised have gradually begun
to impact those who reflect on the history of
IR. Duncan Bell has suggested that the latest
work on the history of IR represents what he
terms the “dawn of a historiographical turn.”
According to Bell, “the intellectual history of
the discipline is now taken far more seri-
ously, studied more carefully and explicitly,
and plays a greater role in shaping the theo-
retical debate, than in the past” (Bell, 2001:
123). But while the lack of theoretical sophis-
tication is definitely rooted in the assumption
that practitioners already know the history of
the field, additional factors are at work in
reinforcing the tendency to simplify, and thus
distort, that history.

Presentism

There is a general assumption that the history
of the field can be explained by reference to a
continuous tradition that reaches back to clas-
sical Athens and extends forward to the present
(Schmidt, 1994). The IR literature contains
numerous references to the idea that there
are epic traditions of international thought
that have given rise to coherent schools or
paradigms such as realism and liberalism
(Clark, 1989; Donnelly, 1995; Holsti, 1985;
Kugler, 1993; Zacher and Matthew, 1995).
Furthermore, and more importantly for the
discussion at hand, there is a widespread con-
viction that these ancient traditions represent
an integral part of the field’s past and therefore
are relevant for understanding the contempo-
rary identity of the field. While it is certainly
the case that the study of the theorists associ-
ated with the classic canon of Western politi-
cal thought constitutes an element of the
practice of IR, as evidenced, for example, by
Kenneth Waltz’s Man, the State and War
(1959), it is nevertheless a fundamental mis-
conception to presume that the work of classic
political theorists such as Thucydides or Kant
can be construed as constitutive antecedents
of the literature of contemporary IR.

There is a certain irony in the widespread
tendency of contemporary scholars to make

reference to the writings of classic political
theorists in that one of the dominant assump-
tions for many years was that the canon of
classic texts from Plato to Marx did not have
very much to say about international politics.
This was the view popularized in Martin
Wight’s polemical essay “Why is there no
International Theory?” (1966), which he pre-
sented in 1959 at the inaugural meeting of
the British Committee on the Theory of
International Politics. Wight’s argument con-
tributed to the view that there was a rich and
well-defined tradition of political thought but
an impoverished and essentially contested
tradition of international thought. This view,
along with the scientific ambitions of the
behavioralists who directly challenged the
relevance of the canon, led the fields of
political theory and IR to drift apart, produc-
ing a profound sense of estrangement that
only recently has begun to change (Armitage,
2004; Boucher, 1998; Brown, 2000; Schmidt,
2000; Walker, 1993). David Boucher has
argued that one of the reasons why IR does
not have an established canon of classic texts
stems from the mistake that IR theorists
made when they “cut themselves adrift from
the mainstream of political theory in order to
develop their own theories and concepts”
(1998: 10).

The strained and troubled relationship
between political theory and international
relations theory has not, however, prevented
scholars from constructing numerous typolo-
gies and traditions for classifying the ideas
of classic political theorists and linking them
to the work of contemporary students of
international relations (Boucher, 1998;
Donelan, 1990; Doyle, 1997; Holsti, 1985;
Wight, 1992). While, symbolically or meta-
phorically, contemporary practitioners may
wish to describe themselves as descendants
of Thucydides or Kant, a serious conceptual
mistake is made when the history of the field
is written in terms of the development of an
epic tradition beginning with classical Greece
or the Enlightenment and culminating in
the work of contemporary scholars. This
common practice, which can be found in a
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multitude of synoptic accounts of the history
of the field, commits the error of confusing
an analytical with a historical tradition,
resulting in significant obstacles to tracing
the actual historical development of IR
(Schmidt, 1994). Although discussions of a
tradition of IR are widespread and, as Rob
Walker (1993) has noted, far from mono-
lithic, they tend to refer less to actual his-
torical traditions, that is, self-constituted
patterns of conventional practice through
which ideas are conveyed within a recogniz-
ably established discursive framework, than
to an analytical retrospective construction
that largely is defined by present criteria and
concerns. In the case of the disciplinary his-
tory of IR, such retrospectively constructed
traditions as realism are presented as if they
represented an actual or self-constituted tra-
dition in the field, and serious problems in
understanding and writing the history of IR
result when the former is mistaken for, or
presented as, the latter.

Perhaps the greatest difficulty is that such
epic renditions of the past divert attention
from the actual academic practices and indi-
viduals who have contributed to the develop-
ment and current identity of the field. Instead
of a history that traces the genealogy of aca-
demic scholars who self-consciously and
institutionally participated in the professional
discourse of IR, we are presented with an
idealized version of the past in the form of a
continuous tradition stretching from ancient
times to the present. These epic accounts,
which are the norm in many of the leading
undergraduate texts, serve to reinforce the
idea that we already know the history of the
field. Attention usually is devoted to “found-
ing fathers” such as Thucydides, Machiavelli,
and Kant, while a host of individuals who
contributed to the institutionalized academic
study of international politics are routinely
neglected. While academic scholars such as
James Bryce, Frederick S. Dunn, Pitman
Potter, and Paul S. Reinsch may not be as
historically fascinating, they are much more
relevant for tracing the actual development
of the field.

The widespread tendency to write the
history of the field in terms of its participa-
tion in an ancient or classic tradition of
thought often serves to confer legitimacy on
a contemporary research program. One of the
primary purposes of the various histories of
IR is to say something authoritative about the
field’s present character, and this often con-
tributes to the tendency to distort the history
of the field. In order either to advocate a new
direction for the field and to criticize its cur-
rent structure, or, conversely, to defend the
status quo, scholars often feel compelled to
justify their position by referring to and char-
acterizing the general evolution of the field.
For example, histories that seek to account
for the rise and subsequent dominance of
realist theory frequently feel obliged to dem-
onstrate the timeless insights of the realist
tradition, beginning with Thucydides or
Machiavelli. And those who periodically
criticize the pluralistic character of the field
quite often make reference to an earlier
period when there was supposedly a domi-
nant paradigm or approach that united it. The
crux of the matter is that many of the attempts
to reflect on the history of IR are undertaken
largely for “presentist” purposes rather than
with the intention of carefully and accurately
reconstructing the past.

“Whig” history, which Herbert Butterfield
(1959: v) described as the tendency “to
emphasize certain principles of progress in
the past and to produce a story which is the
ratification if not the glorification of the
present,” and the problem of presentism in
general, has become a controversial issue
among those who are engaged in writing the
history of the social sciences (Collini et al.,
1983; Dryzek and Leonard, 1988; Farr et al.,
1990). The problem with presentism is not
that historical analysis is utilized to make a
point about the present, but that history is
distorted as it is reconstructed to legitimate
or criticize a position that the writer has set
out in advance to support or to undermine.
Whig history “consists in writing history
backwards,” whereby the “present theoretical
consensus of the discipline ... is in effect
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taken as definitive, and the past is then recon-
stituted as a teleology leading up to and fully
manifested in it” (Collini et al., 1983: 4).
Given the elusive but persistent goal of
mainstream IR in the United States to achieve
the status of a “true” science, it is under-
standable why so many of the existing
accounts of the history of the field continue
to be Whiggish in character. Histories of the
field, and images of that history, are fre-
quently advanced for the purpose of either
illustrating theoretical progress and scientific
advance or diagnosing an obstacle that is
preventing the field from making scientific
progress (Brecher, 1999). George Stock-
ing provided an early and persuasive expla-
nation for why the professional social scientist
was likely to be Whiggish. According to
Stocking, there is “a sort of implicit whiggish
presentism virtually built into the history of
science and by extension, into the history
of the behavioral sciences” (Stocking, 1965:
213). The reigning logical positivist account
of science that was offered by philosophers
of science during the 1950s and 1960s, which
is the medium through which most social
scientists acquired their understanding of sci-
ence, was one of incremental and cumulative
progress whereby a greater understanding of
the natural world was made possible by an
increasing correspondence between theory
and fact. Since logical positivists claimed
that there was an essential unity and hierar-
chy of scientific method, the history of social
science was bound sooner or later to replicate
the same forward advance of knowledge.
Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions (1970) challenged the logical
positivist account of science and provided a
basic impetus for post-positivist philosophers
and historians of science. Not only did Kuhn
attack logical positivism’s central premise of
the separation of theory and fact, as well as
the correspondence theory of truth, but he
sought to replace the orthodox textbook
account of the history of science with the
idea of a discontinuous history marked by
scientific revolutions, that is, “those non-
cumulative developmental episodes in which

an older paradigm is replaced in whole or
part by an incompatible new one” (Kuhn,
1970: 92). Kuhn’s theory of paradigms and
scientific revolutions represented a signifi-
cant challenge to the orthodox account of
scientific development. The crucial point
of Kuhn’s revisionist account of the history
of science was his argument that there was no
transcendental vantage point from which to
claim that the replacement of one paradigm
by another constituted “progress,” because
the criteria for progress was paradigm-
specific. While Kuhn made a significant
impact on philosophers and historians of
science, many of whom were displeased by
the relativistic implications of the argument
that resulted in the inability to vindicate
scientific progress, his book had an equally
dramatic impact on the field of IR, especially
with respect to how many scholars have
come to understand the history of the field.
The fact that IR scholars increasingly have
turned to Kuhn and other philosophers of
science, particularly Imre Lakatos (1970),
who, for many, appeared to reestablish
evaluative criteria of progress, serves to
illustrate the point that the task of writing
the history of the field often has been sub-
ordinate to the more fundamental goal of
demonstrating progress in the field.

There are two principal ways in which the
work of Kuhn in particular, and the literature
emanating from the philosophy and history
of science in general, has had an impact on
the historiography of IR. First, IR scholars
quickly set out to establish their own para-
digms. The situation was very much the same
in political science, where political scientists
began to use the word paradigm to denote
specific schools of thought such as behavio-
ralism (Almond, 1966). In IR, realism has
been assumed by many to be the leading
candidate for a paradigm, and scholars have
repeatedly undertaken the task of defining
and operationalizing the core assumptions of
the realist paradigm (Guzzini, 1998; Keohane,
1983; Vasquez, 1983). The frequency with
which references are made to the realist para-
digm have led some to term it the “traditional
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paradigm” which, according to Arend
Lijphart, “revolves around the notions of
state sovereignty and its logical corollary,
international anarchy” (1974b: 43). Quite
frequently references to the realist paradigm
are used interchangeably with references to
the “realist tradition” or the “realist school of
thought.”

Yet while realism is considered by many to
be the leading paradigm in the field, it has
certainly not been the only candidate for
paradigmatic status. Scholars have made ref-
erence to a host of alternative paradigms
which are almost always defined in opposi-
tion to the propositions of realism and whose
origins are typically linked to developments
in international politics. A classical example
of this, even though it allegedly predates
the realist paradigm, is the so-called idealist
paradigm of the interwar period. John
Vasquez claims “that the first stage of inter-
national relations inquiry was dominated by
the idealist paradigm,” which was “important
in terms of institutionalizing the field and
creating the emphasis on peace and war”
(1998: 33-4). Some of the other rival para-
digms to realism have included the “behavio-
ralist paradigm” (Lijphart, 1974a), “world
politics paradigm” (Keohane and Nye, 1972),
global society and neo-Marxist paradigms
(Holsti, 1985), a “new paradigm for global
politics” (Mansbach and Vasquez, 1981), and
pluralism (Little, 1996).

Kuhn’s concept of a paradigm as well as
other concepts borrowed from the philosophy
and history of science, such as Lakatos’s
(1970) conception of a “scientific research
programme,” have not only been used to pro-
vide grounds for defining distinct “schools of
thought,” but also to evaluate the overall
evolution of the field as well as specific
approaches in the field (Elman and Elman,
2003; Ferguson and Mansbach, 1993; Guzzini,
1998; Keohane, 1983; Lijphart, 1974a, 1974b;
Smith, 1987; Tellis, 1996; Vasquez, 1998).
Arend Lijphart, for example, has argued
that “the development of international
relations since the Second World War fits
Kuhn’s description of scientific revolutions”

(1974a: 12). The underlying purpose of uti-
lizing analytical frameworks borrowed from
the philosophy and history of science largely
has been to demonstrate that scientific
advances are being made and that the field as
a whole is progressing. In the quest for cog-
nitive authority over the subject matter of
international politics, IR has been drawn to
philosophers of science in the belief that they
can provide the grounds for empirical judg-
ment and evaluation. Ferguson and Mansbach,
for example, note that the attraction of the
Kuhnian framework for describing the his-
tory of IR is that it allowed “international
relations scholars to see progress in their
field while surrounded by theoretical inco-
herence” (Ferguson and Mansbach, 1993:
22). Yet this is simply a misuse of Kuhn,
since he argued that his account of the devel-
opment of science was not applicable to the
history of the social sciences, since they were
“pre-paradigmatic.” Moreover, analytical
constructs such as idealism and realism do
not meet the criteria of a paradigm as Kuhn
described it. And while Kuhn’s framework
has been employed to demonstrate progress,
his basic argument was that it was not possi-
ble to speak of progress from a second-order
perspective.

Contextualism

The second, and equally pervasive, assump-
tion is that the history of the field can be
explained in terms of exogenous events in the
realm of international politics. Many assume
that it is self-evident that the field’s history
from its alleged birth after the First World
War to the present has been events-driven;
that significant changes in American foreign
policy or international crises and wars are
directly responsible for the rise and fall of
different theories, methodologies, and foci in
the field (Hoffmann, 1977; Kahler, 1997,
Krippendorf, 1987; Olson and Groom, 1991;
Smith, 1987). Hoffmann’s claim that “the
growth of the discipline cannot be separated
from the American role in world affairs after
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1945” went largely unchallenged, leading to
the common view that the field’s history has
been shaped by how the United States
responded to various international events
(Hoffmann, 1977: 47). The popularity of
external accounts can, in part, be attributed to
the fact that they seem to be intuitively cor-
rect. While it certainly would be difficult, if
not impossible, to understand the evolution
of IR without being cognizant of the events
that have shaped international history, there
are, nevertheless, problems with accounts
that suggest that a wider historical context
can explain how and why IR developed in the
manner that it did.

The first problem concerns the very manner
by which one defines “context.” If the inten-
tion of disciplinary history is to understand
how and why the field developed in the
manner that it did, then the focus should be
on how academic practitioners perceived, and
the extent to which they recognized and
defined, “external” events. But very often in
IR, it is just the reverse: context is defined
retrospectively and in a broadly general
manner and then assumed to be able to
account for the basic nature of the conversa-
tion in the field at a particular point in time.
Yet not only are the actual connections
between the “outside” context and “inside”
developments poorly clarified, but the empir-
ical details of the putative explanatory con-
text are not always carefully demonstrated.
One person’s account of external context
often differs from another’s, and the very task
of conceptualizing context raises a host of
historiographical issues. The important point
to emphasize is that the subject matter of IR
is always constructed conceptually by the
members in the field, and thus the relevance
of the “outside” is determined by how those
in the academy conceive of and react to it.

This brings us to a second problem with
some contextual accounts, namely, the
manner in which external factors are held to
account for internal, disciplinary develop-
ments. The fact that IR is conceived as an
academic enterprise devoted to the study of
international politics does not automatically
imply that exogenous events that comprise

the subject matter at any given point in time
can explain what happens inside the field.
There is no direct transmission belt between
particular developments in the world and
what is going on in a field with respect to
schools of thought, methodological orienta-
tion, disciplinary debates, and even the sub-
stantive focus of analysis. Thus, the
relationship between external events and the
internal disciplinary response manifested in
conceptual or theoretical change must be
empirically demonstrated and not merely
assumed. Despite claims to the contrary,
many contextual accounts have a difficult
time demonstrating such a connection.
Beginning in the late 1990s, the conven-
tional events-driven wisdom regarding the
evolution of IR was challenged by a new
group of disciplinary historians (Dunne,
1998; Jorgensen, 2000; Schmidt, 1998b,
2002; Thies, 2002). Rather than focusing on
external factors to explain the history of the
field, proponents of an internal approach
argued that the most relevant context is the
immediate one of the conversation that the
individuals who self-consciously viewed
themselves as members of the field of IR
were engaged in and the disciplinary and
university setting (Schmidt, 1998b). In other
words, those advocating an internal approach
insist that the most appropriate context for
investigating the history of IR is its academic
setting and not the world at large. It has also
been suggested that an internal as compared
to an external focus can help to account for
the distinct national differences in how the
field has developed. The merits of an internal
approach, however, have not escaped critical
scrutiny (Bell, 2001; Holden, 2002, 2006;
Kahler, 1997; Makinda, 2000). While appl-
auding the recent attention that has been
directed to the historiography of IR, Holden
argues that those who have rejected a contex-
tual approach and adopted an internal discur-
sive approach have generally failed to
understand the merits and potential of the
former. This is especially the case for those
like Holden and others who have associated
a contextual approach to disciplinary history
with the work of Quentin Skinner and John
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Pocock on the history of ideas. The claim is
that advocates of an internal approach do not
understand their work very well and there-
fore inappropriately dismiss it (Holden, 2002;
Quirk and Vigneswaran, 2005). The basic
argument of Skinner and the Cambridge
School of intellectual historians is that ideas
have to be situated in their proper historical
and linguistic context. An internal focus is
deemed to be both erroneous and impossible,
with critics contending that contextual fac-
tors are conspicuously present in the work
done by those who claim to be utilizing an
internal approach (Brown, 2000; Holden,
2002; Little, 1999). This charge, however,
really misses the mark and makes it appear
that an internal approach assumes that the
history of IR can be written as if it were her-
metically sealed from the world of interna-
tional politics.

Perhaps one way to resolve the debate
between internal and external accounts is
simply to frame the issue in terms of what is
the most appropriate and relevant context for
understanding the history of IR. The debate
should not be construed in terms of whether
(external) context matters or not, but what is
the most appropriate context. One does not
need to be a constructivist to recognize that
contexts are always constructed and do not
have an objective and independent existence.
Contexts, after all, are not logically compara-
ble to the things being contextualized, but are
constructions created and reimposed from
the perspective of the present. And because
of the fact that IR is widely perceived as a
field that studies the activity of international
politics “out there” does not at all imply that
there is a singular external context that we all
could point to as shaping the history of the
academic conversation about something con-
ventionally termed international relations.

THE GREAT DEBATES

Within the orthodox historiography of IR, it
has been through the organizing device of the
image of a series of “great debates” that the

story of the field’s development has been
framed. The story of the great debates has
served to demonstrate either coherence or
incoherence but, most commonly, the idea
that scientific progress is being made. The
widespread belief that the field’s history has
been characterized by three successive great
debates is so pervasive and dominant that, as
Waever notes, “there is no other established
means of telling the history of the discipline”
(1998: 715). The story of the field’s three
great debates is, as Steve Smith (1995) and
Kjell Goldmann (1996) have argued, one of
the most dominant self-images of the field.
While all academic disciplines experience
their share of disciplinary controversy, IR
may be unique in that most practitioners
believe that the history of the field has been
singularly marked by these defining debates.
This view has been reinforced by explaining
the debates in terms of exogenous influences
such as the outbreak of the Second World
War, the Vietnam debacle, and the end of the
Cold War. Perhaps more than any other claim
about the general history of the field, that
which postulates three great debates must be
critically examined. It is not entirely clear
that all of the debates actually have taken
place, and an examination of the discursive
artifacts of the field leads one to ask if the
field’s history has been seriously distorted by
viewing it within this framework. I do not
deny that the field has experienced numerous
controversies, but I question the appropriate-
ness of understanding them in terms of the
conventional story of the field’s three great
debates.

What were the debates about?

According to the conventional wisdom, the
first great debate, which Miles Kahler (1997)
has termed the “foundational myth of the
field,” was between the interwar “idealists”
and the postwar “realists.” Almost every his-
torical account concedes that the realists won
the first debate and, as a result, reoriented the
field in a more practical and scientific direc-
tion (Fox, 1949; Guzzini, 1998; Thompson,
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1960; Waldo, 1954). The alleged superiority
of the realist view has made it appear unnec-
essary to consider carefully the nature of the
claims made by those writing in the field
prior to the Second World War or even the
writings of many of those who are consid-
ered early realists. The interwar “idealists,”
who are greatly disparaged, are typically
depicted as a group of utopian pacifists and
legalists who focused their attention on
reforming international politics rather than
on analyzing the realities of politics among
nations. The “debate,” which allegedly took
place as the League of Nations system broke
down, is often described in Kuhnian terms.
While the idealists supposedly envisioned
ever-lasting peace, the Second World War is
depicted as a glaring anomaly representing a
severe crisis in the idealist paradigm, which
eventually resulted in its replacement by the
realist paradigm, which was superior in its
ability to rationally explain the persistent and
ubiquitous struggle for power among nations
(Guzzini, 1998; Hollis and Smith, 1991;
Vasquez, 1998). Sometimes the idealists are
represented as alchemists who were con-
cerned with “what ought to be” while the
realists are portrayed as scientists focusing
on “what is,” which was a prerequisite for
creating a science of politics (Carr, [1939]
1964). This story of the “debate” between
“idealists” and “realists” continues to exert a
strong influence on how the field understands
its own history, and this accounts in part for
the perpetual need to retell the tale of how IR
was once rooted in idealism but was fortu-
nate, after the Second World War, to have
embraced realism.

The second great debate, as characteristi-
cally described in the literature, took place
within the context of the behavioral revolu-
tion that was already deeply impacting the
social sciences, especially political science,
and which pitted “traditionalists” against
“behavioralists” or “scientists.” The debate
is symbolized by the intellectual exchange
between Hedley Bull (1966), who sought to
defend what he termed the “classical
approach,” and Morton Kaplan (1966), who

was one of the early advocates of what came
to be known as the “scientific approach.”
A growing sentiment among American schol-
ars was that the field was losing ground in its
quest to acquire the mantle of science. While
realism, it was argued, served a number
of paradigmatic functions, some scholars
claimed that its tenets, such as the a priori
foundational claim that the struggle for power
stemmed from basic biological drives rooted
in human nature, as well as its methodology,
which relied heavily on historical examples,
were preventing the field from achieving
scientific status.

As in the case of political science, the
debate became polarized between those who
believed that the methods of the natural sci-
ences, or at least those described by logical-
positivist philosophers of science as the
hypothetico-deductive model, could be emu-
lated and adopted in the study of interna-
tional politics, versus those who argued
that the study of the social world was not
amenable to the strict empirical methods
of natural science (Knorr and Rosenau, 1969;
Morgenthau, 1946; Nicholson, 1996; Reynolds,
1973; Rogowski, 1968). George Liska de-
scribed the period in which the debate
between traditionalists and behavioralists
took place as the “heroic decade” and sug-
gested that the key division was “between
those who are primarily interested in interna-
tional relations and those who are primarily
committed to the elaboration of social sci-
ence” (1966: 7). The debate over the merits
and adequacy of a positivistic approach
surely has not diminished, but there is, never-
theless, a common view that the debate
helped to foster the scientific identity of the
field through the widespread acceptance and
utilization of scientific methods which aided
in the task of developing a cumulative theory
of international politics. Morton Kaplan’s
(1957) systems theory; Karl Deutsch’s (1964)
communications and cybernetics theory;
Thomas Schelling’s (1960) early game
theory, Richard Snyder, H.W. Bruck, and
Burton Sapin’s (1954, 1962) development of
decision-making theory; and J. David Singer
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and Melvin Small’s (1972) data collection in
their correlates of war project at the University
of Michigan are generally viewed as contrib-
uting to the scientific identity of the field.

Historical accounts of the third debate tend
to be more ambiguous than that of the other
two debates, but it is commonly described as
an inter-paradigm debate that took place in
the early 1980s among realists, pluralists,
and structuralists (Banks, 1985; Maghroori,
1982; Olson and Groom, 1991; Waever,
1996). The typical explanation of the origins
of the third debate holds that, during the
1970s, realism fell on some difficult times
when events in the realm of international
politics, particularly in the economic sphere
but also regarding matters of peace and secu-
rity, appeared to contradict some of the key
realist assumptions about the nature of inter-
state politics (Smith, 1987). As a result of
this apparent incongruity, it is generally
believed that alternative approaches such as
Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye’s ([1977]
1989) theory of “complex interdependence,”
Immanuel Wallerstein’s (1974) “world sys-
tems theory,” John Burton’s “cobweb theory”
(1972), and “dependency theory” (Cardoso
and Faletto, 1979) were developed and
directly challenged many of the central tenets
of realism. Most fundamentally, critics of
realism attacked the core claims of state-
centrism, the notion that independence rather
than interdependence characterized the con-
dition of international politics, and that a
clear distinction could be made between
“high politics” (i.e., military and security
issues) and “low politics” (i.e., economic,
environmental, and human rights issues).
It has been suggested that it was within
this context of a growing focus on interde-
pendence (Cooper, 1968; Rosecrance and
Stein, 1973) that the distinct subfield of
International Political Economy emerged
(Katzenstein et al., 1999).

While it was argued that the publication of
Waltz’s Theory of International Politics
(1979) gave a new lease of life to realism in
the form of neorealism, most accounts of the
third debate do not conclude that realism was

the victor. Unlike the previous two “great
debates,” the “third debate” is, according to
Waever, “seen as a debate not to be won, but
a pluralism to live with” (Waever, 1996:
155). In other words, claims about the asc-
endancy of neorealism did not mean that
adherents of a liberal (pluralist) or Marxist
(globalist) approach stopped contributing to
the discourse of IR, and some have even
questioned whether the three “paradigms”
were ever in competition with one another
(Smith, 1995; Wight, 1996). Adding to the
confusion of understanding this period of
disciplinary history in terms of a “third
debate” was the emergence, during the 1980s,
of a number of post-positivist approaches
that were sharply critical of all the main-
stream approaches in the field (Der Derian
and Shapiro, 1989; George and Campbell,
1990; Peterson, 1992). According to Yosef
Lapid, the attack by feminists, Frankfurt
School critical theorists, and post-structural-
ists on what they perceived to be the positiv-
ist epistemological foundations of the field
signaled the dawn of a “third debate,” which
he claimed consisted of a “disciplinary effort
to reassess theoretical options in a ‘post-
positivist’ era” (1989: 237). That the litera-
ture can simultaneously make reference to
two fundamentally different controversies
under the same label of the “third debate”
should be enough to indicate that there is
something seriously wrong with this under-
standing of the history of the field.

What’'s wrong with the self-image
of the great debates?

The newest cohort of disciplinary historians
have both noted the peculiarity of the field’s
self-image being derived from the idea of a
set of recurrent debates and pointed to some
of the problems that are involved in viewing
the history of the field in this manner (Bell,
2003; Goldmann, 1996; Kahler, 1997,
Schmidt, 1998a, 1998b, 2012; Smith, 1995;
Waever, 1998; Wilson, 1998). There are so
many problems and difficulties involved in
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understanding the history of the field within
the framework of the three great debates that
we might be better off simply to reject dis-
cussing this account of how the field has
developed. In the first place, when attention
is directed to the details of the field’s history,
it is not evident that all of the three debates
actually took place. This is especially the
case with respect to the first “great debate”
(Ashworth, 2002; Kahler, 1997; Quirk and
Vigneswaran, 2005; Schmidt, 2012; Thies,
2002; Wilson, 1998). Second, the stylized
versions of the debates do not do justice to
the nature of the controversies that were in
fact taking place. Third, by focusing only on
the three great debates, a number of addi-
tional and, extremely important, disciplinary
controversies continue to be overlooked.
Finally, the use of the analytical framework
of a series of great debates to account for the
field’s history is a conservative move that
gives the field a greater sense of coherence
than the actual history of the field warrants.
One of the most significant findings to
emerge from the recent scholarship on the
history of the field is that, contrary to popular
belief, the field was never dominated by a
group of utopian scholars who adhered to
something akin to what has been described as
the idealist paradigm (Ashworth, 2006;
Baldwin, 1995; Kahler, 1997; Little, 1996;
Long, 1991; Long and Wilson, 1995;
Osiander, 1998; Schmidt, 1998a, 1998b,
2002, 2012; Thies, 2002; Wilson, 1998). In
most cases, it is difficult to find a scholar who
was self-consciously and institutionally a
member of the field of IR who adhered to the
tenets that are frequently associated with a
construct termed “idealism” or “utopianism.”
Many of those who have been dubbed “ideal-
ists” turn out, upon closer inspection, to sub-
scribe to a position that is quite different from
the manner in which it has been characterized
in the secondary literature. On the basis of
careful historical research, a variety of inter-
war discourses have been identified that
together provide a very different account of
this period of the field’s history (Ashworth,
2006; Long and Schmidt, 2005; Osiander,

1998; Schmidt, 2002, 2012; Sylvest, 2004;
Thies, 2002). While it is the case that many
of the interwar scholars shared a practical
mission to reform the practice of interna-
tional politics, this objective, I argue, does
not in and of itself qualify the enterprise as
utopian. Apart from seriously distorting the
formative years of the field’s history, the ide-
alist tag has inhibited understanding some of
the deep discursive continuities that exist
between the present and the past.

Perhaps the most important continuity is
the concept of anarchy that has given the field
of IR a distinct discursive identity. Although
it might appear to those who are not familiar
with the institutional history of IR that anar-
chy is some newly discovered research puzzle
that lends itself to the latest tools of social
scientific inquiry, anarchy — and the closely
related concept of sovereignty — has served as
the core constituent principle throughout the
evolution of the field (Schmidt, 1998b). The
interwar scholars were keenly aware of the
fact that their subject matter, which included
an analysis of the causes of war and peace,
directly dealt with issues arising from the
existence of sovereign states in a condition of
anarchy (Dickinson, 1926). Many of those
writing during the interwar period understood
that sovereignty and anarchy were inextrica-
bly associated with, and mutually constitutive
of, each other, and this explains why much of
the interwar discourse focused on the concept
of state sovereignty. The juristic theory of the
state, which during the early 1900s was the
most influential paradigm for the study of
political science, depicted the international
milieu as one where states led an independent
and isolated existence (Willoughby, 1918).
Proponents of juristic theory evoked the pre-
contractual image of individuals living in a
state of nature to describe the external condi-
tion of states and drew many of the same
pessimistic conclusions that realists have
made about politics conducted in the absence
of a central authority.

Beginning in the 1920s, juristic theory
was challenged by a new group of thinkers
who collectively put forth the theory of
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pluralism that fundamentally transformed
the discourse of both political science and
IR (Gunnell, 1993; Little, 1996; Schmidt,
1998b, 2002). Pluralists such as Harold
Laski (1927) and Mary Parker Follett ([1918]
1934) argued that juristic theory was entirely
inconsistent with the modern condition of
interdependence, and this clearly indicated
that the state was no longer omnipotent and
immune from all other sources of authority.
The interdependent quality of international
politics, which pluralists took to be axio-
matic, along with the existence of many
international public unions (Reinsch, 1911),
raised serious doubts about the validity of
the claim that each nation-state was entirely
sovereign in relation to all other actors.
There are many similarities between the plu-
ralist critique of juristic theory and the
debate over interdependence that took place
during the 1970s, and yet there is almost no
recognition of this earlier discourse (Wilde,
1991). Richard Little argues that one of the
main reasons why the intellectual heritage of
pluralism has been obscured stems from the
“willingness of the discipline to accept the
attachment of the idealist tag to this seminal
literature” (1996: 69). The “idealist tag” has
also obscured the manner in which the inter-
war scholars approached the study of inter-
national security (Baldwin, 1995) and
international organization. While the inter-
war scholarship is most often associated
with the misfortunes of the League of
Nations, not everyone writing during this
period assumed that the introduction of this
new international organization would by
itself alter fundamentally the logic of inter-
national politics. The most pressing theoreti-
cal issue for those involved in the study of
international organization concerned the
manner in which various conceptions of
state sovereignty could be reconciled with
the operation of the League of Nations. This
was certainly the case for Pitman Benjamin
Potter, who was the person responsible for
giving specific form to the study of interna-
tional organization in the United States
(Potter, 1925).

Refuting the notion that the interwar period
was distinguished by idealism does not, how-
ever, rest on denying that the field experi-
enced a change of emphasis after the Second
World War. By the early 1940s, it was appar-
ent that the field was undergoing a transition,
which was best exemplified by the argument
that the study of international politics should
replace international organization as the cen-
tral focus of the field (Fox, 1949; Kirk, 1947,
Thompson, 1952). Those who began to enter
the profession under the self-proclaimed
“realist” identity were responsible for chang-
ing the emphasis in the field, but it is impor-
tant not to exaggerate the discontinuities
between the pre- and postwar discourse of
IR. Like those writing before the Second
World War, the aim of many of the “realists”
was to speak truth to power. This was espe-
cially the case with the émigré scholars who
deeply impacted the discourse of both politi-
cal science and IR. A careful reading of the
texts by E.H. Carr ([1939] 1964), Hans J.
Morgenthau (1948), and Frederick L.
Schuman (1933) reveals a number of conti-
nuities with the earlier discourse which have
been entirely overlooked as a consequence of
viewing their work in terms of the dubious
dichotomy between idealism and realism.
While it is the case that Morgenthau and the
other “realists” helped to make international
politics the nucleus of the field, it was not the
case that those writing before the outbreak of
the Second World War were unfamiliar with
many of the core claims of the “new” power
politics model (Bryce, 1922; Reinsch, 1900).
The discursive artifacts of the field’s history
do not lend much support to the claim that
a debate, in the sense of an intellectual
exchange between opposing theoretical
positions or paradigms, ever took place
between the interwar and the post-Second
World War scholars.

Yet the emerging revisionist consensus on
the erroneous and mythical character of the
first great debate has been called into ques-
tion. Joel Quirk and Darshan Vigneswaran
prefer to describe the debate as a “half-truth,
or highly distorted and overly simplistic
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caricature, rather than a complete fiction”
(2005: 91). Quirk and Vigneswaran argue
that a number of scholars in the 1940s and
1950s were instrumental in creating the ide-
alist—realist divide, but that it was later schol-
ars, particularly those involved in the third
debate of the 1980s, who are most responsi-
ble for creating the myth of the first great
debate. Despite what the revisionist histori-
ans have written, Emmanuel Navon (2001)
argues that compared to the so-called third
debate, the first and second debates were
authentic and continue to be relevant because
they involved issues that are central to IR
theory. Still others argue that the great debates
framework have helped to organize the disci-
pline and thus are “actually a part of the
structure of the discipline” (Waever, 2007:
291). Thus, even if the historical details are
incorrect, Waever (2007) and Lapid (2002)
continue to defend the great-debates frame-
work for understanding the development of
the field.

Compared with the recent research on the
interwar period of the field’s history, the
details generally associated with the “second
great debate” or the “traditionalism versus
scientism debate” have not been carefully and
systematically investigated. Consequently,
this later period is not very well understood,
and additional research is required. Within
the existing literature on the second debate,
which typically construes it as a debate about
the scientific status of the field, two different
accounts of the nature of the controversy have
been put forth. Many of the early accounts of
the controversy heralded it as a “great debate”
that contributed to a major transformation in
the field (Bull, 1972; Kaplan, 1966; Lijphart,
1974a, 1974b). Lijphart, for example, claimed
that the “traditionalism-science debate of the
1960s” was more substantive and fundamen-
tal than the earlier debate between idealism
and realism (1974a: 11). He argued that the
behavioral revolution in IR resulted in a new
paradigm — “the behavioral paradigm” — that
was at great odds with the substantive claims
of the traditional realist paradigm. According
to this view, the traditionalists — those who

approached the study of international politics
from a legal, philosophical, historical, or
inductive point of view — lost out to what was
perceived to be a scientific approach that
sought to emulate the methods of the natural
sciences. The result was that IR became more
scientific, realism lost its dominant position,
and the field was brought more in line with
the other social sciences.

Beginning with John Vasquez’s influential
book The Power of Power Politics (1983), an
alternative view of the “second debate”
began to emerge that argued that the contro-
versy was really only a pseudo debate which
was largely confined to methodological
issues and did not involve substantive aspects
of the subject matter of international politics
(Guzzini, 1998; Hollis and Smith, 1991;
Holsti, 1985, 1998; Vasquez, 1998). Vasquez
(1983) sought to demonstrate that the behav-
ioralists largely worked within the realist
paradigm and merely sought to advance the
methodological credentials of the field. In
this manner, the debate has been construed
as a “methodological debate” which took
place “within a single [realist] theoretical
orientation,” and that it was “about how to
conduct inquiry within that approach” (Hollis
and Smith, 1991: 31). One of the more sig-
nificant implications of this revisionist inter-
pretation is the view that the “field has been
far more coherent, systematic, and even
cumulative than all the talk about contending
approaches and theories implies” (Vasquez,
1998: 42).

While I concede that there is some merit in
each of these accounts, neither sufficiently
captures the nature of the disputes that
occurred during the 1950s and 1960s. A cru-
cial issue that informed the behavioral debate
was the problem of IR’s cognitive authority
as a second-order discourse. It increasingly
became the case, especially within the
American context, that science provided the
model for achieving the authority of knowl-
edge, and the quest during the 1950s and
1960s, as well as before and after this period,
was to emulate what were believed to be
the canons of inquiry in natural science
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(see Wight, Chapter 2 in this volume). The
commitment to achieving a body of knowledge
about international politics that was scientifi-
cally credible and that could command practi-
cal authority has always been a defining goal
of the field. What has changed over the course
of time is the content of the idea of science.

One of the consequences of neglecting a
careful study of the history of the field has
been a failure to recognize adequately the
work of the members of the Chicago School
of political science. In the 1920s and 1930s,
Harold Lasswell, Charles Merriam, and
Quincy Wright believed that they were at the
forefront of developing a universal science of
politics (Fox, 1975). The Chicago School’s
idea of a science of international politics was
one that viewed international relations as
merely a single subdivision of a more inclu-
sive approach that focused on the role of
power across a broad range of associations
from the local to the global level.

There are a number of explanations of why
the idea of science that the behavioralists
brought to the field largely centered on the
concept of an international system (Kaplan,
1957; Rosenau, 1969). The idea of a system
was central to the behavioral movement, but
its application to IR took on a number of
distinctive and problematic properties. Within
political science, the systems approach
(Easton, 1953) was meant to replace the
study of the state, which the behavioralists
deemed to be archaic and contributing to the
backwardness of the discipline. Yet within
IR, where the influence of the behavioral
persuasion arrived late, the adoption of the
concept of a system did not supersede the
focus on the interaction of states, since it
would have risked the very identity of the
field (Little, 1978). The properties accorded
to the “international system” were largely
derived from a detailed, and increasingly
quantitative, analysis of the units (states)
(Buzan and Little, 2000). The systems
approach gave rise to what has been termed
the “level of analysis problem,” which
involves the question of the relative weight
that should be attributed to the units as

opposed to the system as a whole (Hollis and
Smith, 1991; Singer, 1969; Wight, 2006).
Waltz’s (1979) attempt to construct a systems
theory was based on the model of microeco-
nomics, which sought to overcome the prob-
lem of reductionism that he attributed to the
earlier generation of systems thinkers. It
would appear that Buzan and Little (2000)
are correct to argue that the concept of an
international system is deeply contested, and
I would suggest that carefully examining the
period that has been construed in terms of the
second debate might add clarity to the present
conversation.

Whether or not we accept the idea that a
“great debate” took place, it is important that
we not deemphasize the consequences that
the increasing attachment to scientism has
had for the development of the field. First, it
has resulted in IR surrendering its intellectual
autonomy to a number of cognate fields that
appeared, for whatever reason, to be more
scientific. Second, the commitment to sci-
ence contributed to a growing rift between
the American scholarly community, which
sought to emulate the positivist approach to
knowledge, and much of the rest of the world
that remained deeply suspicious of studying
international politics in this manner. The
members of the English School, Hedley Bull,
Herbert Butterfield, John Vincent, Martin
Wight, and others, were, for example, “skep-
tical of the possibility of a scientific study of
International Relations” (Dunne, 1998: 7).
They chose to focus on what they termed an
“international society” that involved the
study of history, culture, religion, and phi-
losophy (Dunne, 1998; Epp, 1998; Little,
2000). Yet their work, as well as most of the
scholarship from Britain, was, until recently,
almost completely ignored by American
scholars. A third consequence was a divorce
between political theory and international
relations theory (Boucher, 1998). Just as the
history of political thought became a focal
point of attack by behavioralists in political
science, the idea that the study of interna-
tional political theory could advance the sci-
entific credentials of the field was rejected.



20 HANDBOOK OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

Fourth, the bifurcation of political theory and
international theory had the effect of margin-
alizing normative concerns and contributed
to what Steve Smith has termed the “forty-
years detour” whereby it became “simply
old-fashioned, and very unacademic, to intro-
duce normative concerns into analysis unless
they were themselves to be the objects of
analysis” (1992: 489). The field has only
recently begun to recover from this detour
and has rediscovered normative international
political theory.

The limitations of utilizing the “great
debates” framework for understanding the
history of the field is plainly apparent when
we come to the 1980s and the so-called “third
great debate.” As the field has become increas-
ingly pluralistic, perhaps owing, in part, to
its institutional growth, there seems to be a
plethora of debates. In addition to the two
versions of the “third debate” mentioned ear-
lier, the inter-paradigm and post-positivism
debates, there is the debate between neoreal-
ism and neoliberalism (Baldwin, 1993;
Kegley, 1995); between rationalists and
reflectivists (Keohane, 1988; Walker, 1989);
and between rationalists and constructivists
(Katzenstein et al., 1999; Wendt, 1999; see
Hurrell, Chapter 3 in this volume). Yet this
listing only begins to scratch the surface,
since there are also numerous debates within
specific approaches such as constructivism,
feminism, realism, and post-structuralism.

Although it is difficult to provide an ade-
quate historical perspective on these more
recent developments, it is simply impossible
to lump all of these controversies under one
grand master debate. No matter what general
characteristics we assign to the debate, it
would not help us to understand the most
recent history of the field. Waever has sug-
gested that one way to get beyond the
confusion of viewing recent developments
in terms of a singular third debate is by
acknowledging that we have entered a “fourth
debate” (1996). Here Waever, like several
others in the field (Lapid, 1989; Smith, 2000;
Vasquez, 1995), suggests that we make a
sharp differentiation between, on the one

hand, approaches such as critical theory,
post-structuralism, postmodernism, and spe-
cific versions of constructivism and femi-
nism that fall under the post-positivism label
and, on the other hand, the mainstream,
which he argues is wedded to a rationalist
orthodoxy. The latter is seen as resulting
from what Waever (1996) terms a “neo-neo
synthesis” in which, during the 1980s,
neoliberalism and neorealism essentially
became indistinguishable on the basis of
their shared commitment to a rationalist
research program.

Post-positivism has sparked a considerable
amount of meta-theoretical reflection on the
current identity and composition of the field.
The activity of reflecting on the nature of
theory has come to comprise a significant
component of the discourse in IR. As in other
fields where the challenge to positivism has
been mounted, post-positivists in IR view the
traditional epistemological foundations of
the field, often assumed to emanate from the
Enlightenment, as no longer a philosophi-
cally defensible basis for making authorita-
tive judgments about validity in political
inquiry. In this manner, “post-positivism has
placed the scientific study of world politics
in a serious crisis” (Vasquez, 1995: 234).
Many of these “alternative” or “dissident”
approaches seek to deconstruct the tradi-
tional positivist foundations of the field and
to embrace a radical anti-foundationalism
that can enable multiple voices or perspec-
tives to be heard. This is seen by some as
leading to a major restructuring of IR, allow-
ing for additional space in which to think
about the issues that currently comprise the
subject matter of the field (George and
Campbell, 1990; Neufeld, 1995; Tickner,
1997). For others, post-positivism, and post-
modernism in particular, has raised fears
about relativism, as the loss of an epistemo-
logical foundation is believed to undermine
the authority of scholars to provide transcon-
textual grounds for truth (Rosenau, 1990;
Vasquez, 1995).

While there is little doubt that various
post-positivist approaches have contributed
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to the field’s pluralistic character, generated
an expansive body of interesting literature,
and forced the field to confront a host of new
meta-theoretical questions, how large an
impact they have made on the mainstream
core of the field is still not clear. Like previ-
ous “alternative” approaches, the main object
of the post-positivist critique has been real-
ism; yet realism, in one form or another,
survives and continues to provide what many
would argue to be the initial essential assump-
tions for explaining international politics as it
has been traditionally defined by the field of
IR (Walt, 2002). This can partly account for
why, of all the alternative approaches that
have entered the field since the early 1980s,
Wendt’s particular conception of constructiv-
ism, which accepts many of the assumptions
of realism, is the approach being taken most
seriously by the mainstream today. To the
dismay of some of the critical scholars in
the field, Wendt (1999) claims that his ver-
sion of constructivism is able to entertain the
role of ideas, norms, and the process of
identity formation while at the same time
subscribing to a realist world-view and a
positivist epistemology.

CONCLUSION

Although there is a general sense that we
already know the field’s history, I have
attempted to demonstrate that there are many
problems with the conventional story about
how the field has developed. The most recent
work on the history of IR has shown
that many of our orthodox understandings
about the development of the field are simply
incorrect. Research on the history of the field
is not just an exercise in antiquarianism but
an attempt to increase our capacity to exam-
ine critically the contemporary nature of the
field by an understanding of the intellectual
roots from which it has evolved. A perspica-
cious history of the field might even help to
prevent the tendency for the field to proclaim
something quite old as new.

For a field that appears to be perpetually
consumed by identity crises, careful attention
to some of the previous identities by which we
were possessed would represent a fruitful
research agenda. There is ample opportunity
for the diverse approaches in the field to
explore their own intellectual roots and,
thereby, to recognize some of the continuities
between the past and the present. By prob-
lematizing the conventional wisdom regarding
the development of the field, new avenues of
research are opened as are the possibilities of
discovering previously neglected figures from
the past. Notwithstanding Christina Sylvester’s
(2002) critique that disciplinary historians
have failed to take note of women, gender, and
feminism, disciplinary history can be a means
of recovering marginalized and excluded
voices, including those of women (see Tickner
and Sjoberg, Chapter 7 in this volume) and
African-Americans (Vitalis, 2000).

The research exercise of investigating the
history of the field has, in recent years,
acquired a much greater level of intellectual
respect and academic legitimacy. One of the
defining characteristics of the historiographi-
cal turn is that much more attention has been
placed on the theoretical and methodological
assumptions that are involved in researching
the history of the field. Although the debate
between “internalists” and “externalists” has
contributed to more emphasis being placed
on historiographical issues, it is important
that this controversy not become another
enduring disciplinary dichotomy. As Bell has
noted, “the internal/external distinction
occludes as much as it illuminates,” adding
that “these are not the only options available”
(2009: 10). One aspect missing from the
internal/external debate is the role of ideol-
ogy in the development of IR (Little, 1999;
Oren, 2003). The role of race is also missing,
which Robert Vitalis (2005) has argued fun-
damentally shaped the early history of IR.
There are now a variety of approaches that
have been successfully utilized to explore
various dimensions of the field’s history,
including a historical sociological approach
(Guzzini, 1998); a sociology of science
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approach (Waever, 1998; Tickner and Waever,
2009); a genealogical approach (Smith,
1995); and a cultural-institutional approach
(Jorgensen and Knudsen, 2006). Each of
these approaches has its own merits, and
when successfully applied to the disciplinary
history of IR, holds out the promise of
confirming John Gunnell’s (1991) point that
truth is very often more convincing than
fiction and carries as much critical force.
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2

Philosophy of Social Science
and International Relations

A key issue for any social science discipline
is the extent to which it might be considered
a science. According to Brian Schmidt,
the scientific status of international relations
(IR) is the “defining goal of the field” (see
Chapter 1). However, where Schmidt sees the
development of IR!in terms of a continuing
attempt to provide scientific credentials for
its knowledge claims, I see a discipline that is
structured around a set of deep contestations
over the very idea of science itself and the
extent to which IR can, and should, be a
science. The development of IR cannot be
understood as the inexorable march toward
science since many within the discipline are
opposed to a science of IR, irrespective of
any benefits that might derive from the label.
What science is and whether IR can or should
be a science is a subject of impassioned
debate within the discipline (Bull, 1969;
Ferguson and Mansbach, 1988; Hollis, 1996;
Hollis and Smith, 1990; Kaplan, 1969;
Nicholson, 1996a, 1996b; Ogley, 1981;
Reynolds, 1973; Wendt, 1999; Wight, 2006;
Chernoff, 2005, 2007; Jackson, 2010; Schram
and Caterino, 2006). For many working
within the philosophy of social science, this

Colin Wight

issue effectively defines the content of its
subject matter (Bhaskar, 1979). Following
conventional usage within the philosophy of
social science, I shall call this the problem of
“naturalism.”? Within the context of this ques-
tion a range of subsidiary issues typically
emerge: the nature of explanation, the nature
of causation, the nature of laws, and so on
(Bunge, 1996; Reynolds, 1973; Suganami,
1996; Kurki, 2008).

Of course, the philosophy of social science
in IR is not only concerned with the question
of science. Another fundamental question has
revolved around what is known as the agent—
structure problem (Carlsnaes, 1992; Dessler,
1989; Wendt, 1987; Wight, 1999a, 2006).
This issue defies easy definition, and the con-
fusion over what is at stake in the agent—
structure problem has led one pair of
commentators to suggest that it is not at all
clear if the contributors to the debate in IR are
referring to the same problem (Friedman and
Starr, 1997). Whatever this problem does
involve, however, all parties agree that a sub-
stantive element of it concerns a conundrum
best elaborated by Marx: “Men make their
own history, but they do not make it just as
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they please; they do not make it under condi-
tions chosen by themselves” (Marx, 1962).
The agent—structure problem then, is con-
cerned with the relationship between active
and self-reflecting agents and the structural
context in which their activity takes place.?
There are many aspects to this problem, and
it has surfaced under various guises within the
philosophy of social science* (Singer, 1961).
‘When combined with the issue of naturalism,
it is tempting to picture these problems in
terms of a matrix such as Figure 2.1 (Hollis
and Smith, 1990; Wendt, 1999; see also
Carlsnaes, Chapter 12 in this volume).

The problem with such diagrammatic
devices is that their inability to deal with the
complexity of the issues introduces a high
level of distortion as to what the actual fault
lines are (Hollis and Smith, 1992: 216; see
also Carlsnaes, Chapter 12 in this volume).
That is, the matrix provides an image of
rigid boundaries that do not hold when the
issue is considered in other discursive and
less dichotomous ways. Moreover, taking
seriously the fact that those involved in the
study of IR largely construct the self-images
of IR that dominate, we can see how the fault
lines of contemporary IR might themselves
be an artifact of the pictorial representation
of them in two-by-two matrix form. In short,
the use of such devices to explain discipli-
nary divisions contributes to their construc-
tion. Such devices may be valuable aids in
teaching and understanding complex issues,
but we should always be aware of what
Mario Bunge calls the “Myth of Simplicity”
(Bunge, 1963).

The primary aim of this chapter is to pro-
vide an account of the philosophy of social
science within IR in order to demonstrate
that the contemporary theoretical cleavages
that structure the discipline are unable to sup-
port the weight they are being asked to bear.
In short, the contemporary meta-theoretical
framework the discipline employs is a bar to
constructive dialogue; a hindrance to much-
needed research into issues of vital concern;
a confused misrepresentation of the issues;
and most importantly, a construct of those

Explaining  Understanding
Structure
Agents
Figure 2.1 Philosophical positions in

relation to social study.

working in the field, and hence they have it
within their power to change it.

I begin by providing a set of arguments for
taking the philosophy of social science seri-
ously and give a brief sketch of the develop-
ment of the philosophy of social science. In
the following section, I briefly discuss the
early development of the discipline in the con-
text of claims that it is a science of social
affairs. The third section deals with the first
genuine attempt to constitute IR as a science
on the basis of literature drawn from the phi-
losophy of science and the philosophy of
social science. A key component here will be
understanding the role of positivism and its
use within the discipline.®In the fourth section,
I concentrate on contemporary debates and, in
particular, attempt to throw some light on what
is increasingly becoming what one commenta-
tor has called “a philosophical swamp”
(Walker, 2000).” Finally, I briefly outline some
of the recent attempts to escape from this
“philosophical swamp” that aim to produce a
more productive and integrative cross-
paradigm conversation within the discipline.

LEGITIMATION: DOES IR NEED THE
PHILOSOPHY OF SOCIAL SCIENCE?

The utility of examining the philosophy of
social science within IR is not self-evident.
Critical voices have often doubted whether
the discipline has either the intellectual
resources, or the need, to engage in such an
exercise (Griffiths and O’Callaghan, 2001: 199;



PHILOSOPHY OF SOCIAL SCIENCE AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 31

Skocpol, 1987). Many would prefer to leave
such esoteric speculation to those more able
— philosophers, perhaps (Wallace, 1996).
Others doubt whether philosophy as a differ-
ent “order of discourse” can provide the
kind of legitimation claimed on its behalf
(Gunnell, 1975: 54, 1998: 6). Often, this
skepticism towards disciplinary self-
reflection derives from a belief that such
inquiries lead to the neglect of more
substantive forms of knowledge generation
(Gunnell, 1998: xii; Halliday, 1996: 320;
Mann, 1996; Skocpol, 1987).

There is something deeply ironic in the fact
that the social sciences feel the need to legiti-
mate their activities in relation to the philoso-
phy of social science. After all, apart from
some notable exceptions, scientists rarely
legitimate their practices in terms of the phi-
losophy of science (Gunnell, 1998; Nicholson,
1996a). Indeed, modern science only emerged
as a science once its autonomy from philoso-
phy was firmly established (Gordon, 1991).

Yet although most natural scientists were
happy to leave speculative philosophy behind,
many concerned with social inquiry were not
(Winch, 1958; in IR see Bull, 1969; Hollis
and Smith, 1990). This is an intellectual split
that still structures the contemporary social
sciences, but it is important to note that it
emerges not only out of a desire to maintain
a philosophical presence within social
inquiry, but also from a desire to keep a cer-
tain form of science out (Bull, 1969;
Reynolds, 1973). In general, those who reject
a scientific IR are not against systematic
inquiry per se. Indeed Vico, often cited as an
authoritative source by those arguing against
a social science, entitled his major work
New Science (Vico, [1744] 1984). When
hermeneutics first emerged as a distinctive
approach to inquiry, its early proponents still
conceived of themselves as being engaged in
the development of a science of meaning
(Bauman, 1978; Dilthey, 1976; Husserl,
1982; Outhwaite, 1975). Often, the rejection
of a science of the social world is derived
from deep-seated fears in relation to some
claimed dehumanizing aspects at the heart of

science itself (Aliotta, 1914; Ashley, 1987,
1989; Morgenthau, 1946; Thompson, 1981).
The philosophy of science only really
emerged as a recognizable field of study in
the 1930s (Dingle, 1952; Gordon, 1991;
Gunnell, 1998; Oldroyd, 1986). Early under-
standings of science were rudimentary and
were generally based upon accounts devel-
oped by Thomas Hobbes, John Stuart Mill,
David Hume, and Rene Descartes (Gordon,
1991). However, conscious reflection on the
nature of human inquiry can be said to have
played a role in the human sciences ever
since reflection on the human condition
became a recognizable activity (Gordon,
1991; Manicas, 1987). Thucydides, for exam-
ple, is said to have been the first scientific
historian (Abbott, 1970; Gilpin, 1986: 306;
Tellis, 1996), or perhaps even a positivist.

It is doubtful if this characterization of
Thucydides as a positivist can be sustained
(Bagby, 1994; Garst, 1989), particularly if
one places the development of positivism in
a historical perspective (Kolakowski, 1969;
Oldroyd, 1986). Yet, it does highlight the
manner in which positivism and science
became interchangeable terms in the twenti-
eth century (Bhaskar, 1986). If social inquiry
is to emulate the natural sciences, it needs to
examine its methods, procedures, and under-
lying rationale. It needs a yardstick against
which its claims to be a science can be meas-
ured. Where better to look than the philoso-
phy of science? Since knowledge claims in
social science are almost always couched in
terms of some philosophical justificatory
framework, the various disciplines have felt
the need to examine their status (Reynolds,
1973: 14).

Gunnell (1975: 54) sees this as an impos-
sible enterprise and argues that “political
science must chart its own methodological
route, and that the defense of that route
cannot be achieved by invoking the authority
of science.” There are two problems with this
claim. First, the influence of the philosophy
of science on social inquiry is not simply
methodological, and second, his argument
relies on the assumption that the philosophy
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of science can tell us nothing about the prac-
tices of science. But the philosophy of
science does claim to reflect on the practice
of science and to pronounce on some of its
essential elements. No doubt it will get much
wrong, but there is no a priori reason to
assume it will get it all wrong. Since the phi-
losophy of science does claim some legiti-
macy in terms of its understanding of science,
then it is perfectly appropriate for social
inquiry to look to it for resources. Moreover,
academic disciplines are not as hermetically
sealed as Gunnell seems to suggest and
include philosophical concepts as essential
elements within their frameworks.

The final reason why such abstract con-
ceptual inquiries are important is that whereas
natural scientists may disagree on the actual
content of specific explanations, they agree
on what an explanation of a given phenome-
non would look like. Social scientists, on the
other hand, do not. For a discipline suppos-
edly born out of a desire to uncover the
causes of war, not knowing the conditions
under which such a discovery might be made
seems a damning indictment. Knowing the
causes of war is one thing; knowing that
we know them is an altogether different
matter. Equally, there is no consensus on the
nature of causation itself, or how we should
study it (Kurki, 2008), and these issues can
only be addressed through a systematic anal-
ysis that will inevitably draw on debates
from the philosophy of science and the
philosophy of social science.

Yet engagement alone does not guarantee
success, and it has to be admitted that many
of the complaints against the use and abuse
of the philosophy of social science within IR
have some substance (Halliday, 1994: 23;
Kratochwil, 2000; Wallace, 1996). In gen-
eral, these problems occur due to a lack of
conceptual clarity, the misuse of key terms,
and the naive appropriation of key concepts
developed in cognate disciplines with little
awareness of the specifics of their use or the
context of their development. The most glar-
ing examples of these concern the use of
terms such as ontology, epistemology, and

methodology, although the widespread and
uncritical adoption of Kuhn’s notion of para-
digms has been equally damaging (Banks,
1985; Vasquez, 1998). Within the philosophy
of social science and the philosophy of sci-
ence, these terms have very specific uses and
function to maintain analytical clarity and as
ways of delineating very specific aspects of
the field. In IR, on the other hand, these
terms are often thrown around like philo-
sophical hand grenades, with little consid-
eration given to how they are deployed, or to
what end.®

EARLY IR: A SCIENCE WITH
NO PHILOSOPHY

Science was not always a problematic term
in the discipline. Early practitioners were
perhaps not clear on how the term was
deployed, but there was a general acceptance
that IR could and should be a science. Ashley
J. Tellis argues that the development of real-
ism from Thucydides to the present day can
be understood as a “Long March to Scientific
Theory” (Tellis, 1996). And despite a number
of critiques questioning the extent to which
Thucydides can be considered a realist, few
have doubted that his discussion of the
Peloponnesian War is “severe in its detach-
ment, written from a purely intellectual point
of view, unencumbered with platitudes and
moral judgments, cold and critical” (Bury,
1975: 252).

Thomas Hobbes had provocative views
about which subjects could be deemed to be
scientific, but there is little doubt that he
considered his own work a science, and
he perhaps even thought of himself as the
inventor of political science (Ryan, 1996).
Within Hobbes’s notion of political science,
there were already the seeds of a very
clearly demarcated difference between what
he called “political science” and “political
prudence” (Ryan, 1996). According to
Hobbes, Thucydides’s analysis was based at
the level of political prudence; in general, it



PHILOSOPHY OF SOCIAL SCIENCE AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 33

equated to practical wisdom and was attained
through a close examination of historical
examples. Political prudence was a genuine
form of knowledge, yet it is inevitably
knowledge of particulars. It is a form of
knowledge based upon experience of the
past and of what has happened. It is not,
however, knowledge of how things must
work and what must happen. It was not sci-
entific knowledge. Science, for Hobbes,
must be hypothetical, general, and infalli-
ble. But nonetheless, he considered that
politics could, and should, be a science.

Interwar idealism was likewise committed
to the role of science in the fostering of
human progress (Carr, 1946; Long, 1995:
306). This period of IR was driven by
Enlightenment ideals of progress based on
scientific knowledge and the application of
reason (George, 1994: 74-7). Richard Little,
however, argues that early IR differed from
other social sciences that emerged at the time
in that it did not attempt to model itself on the
natural sciences and was not “concerned with
uncovering laws which would assist in the
comprehension of an infinitely complex real-
ity” (Little, 1980: 7; see also Smith, 1987).

The problem with Little’s analysis is that
he is projecting a very particular account of
science back onto the work of the interwar
idealists. He seems to assume that a norma-
tive dimension to inquiry precludes it from
being a science (Little, 1980: 7). This is a
very particular, and contentious, account of
the fact/value relationship within science.
Moreover, there are many defenders of a
scientific IR who are committed to providing
scientific explanations precisely in order
to bring about social change (Nicholson,
1996a: 3, 2000: 197; Wright, 1962).

The charge that the early origins of the
discipline were “unscientific” is located
within the damning critique launched by
E.H. Carr. In what can only be considered a
strategic polemic, Carr argued that the “sci-
ence of international politics is in its infancy”
(Carr, 1946: 14). According to Carr, realism
could provide such a science through its
emphasis on “the acceptance of facts and on

the analysis of their causes and consequences”
(1946: 14). The alternative to this science,
according to Carr, was idealism, which he
characterized as “alchemy” (1946: 14).

Interestingly, despite Carr’s commitment
to science, some have argued that he is best
considered part of the interpretive tradition
within the discipline (Dunne, 1998: 7),
whereas others see him as operating with
both a scientific and interpretive outlook
(George, 1994: 77). But whichever tradition
Carr should be considered to be within, his
critique of the idealists does indicate some-
thing important about the disciplinary poli-
tics of such labels. Carr’s claim that realism
was based upon acceptance of the facts and
analysis of their causes and consequences is
mirrored by Norman Angell’s plea for the
development of education about international
political affairs. The lack of such education,
claimed Angell, was a barrier to the “impar-
tial search for truth, the true interpretation of
all the facts” (Angell, 1947: 17); without this
belief we render “inoperative the only method
by which we can hope to make steady
progress: the correction of social theory and
doctrine in the light of fact and experience;
the scientific method applied to society”
(Angell, 1947: 23).

Hans Morgenthau was one of the first
major figures in the discipline to openly
argue against IR as a science. His early work
was conceived as an attempt to provide a
“scientifically unassailable classification of
international disputes” (Honig, 1996: 289).
And this commitment to science was still
evident in his 1940 essay “Positivism,
Functionalism and International Law”
(Honig, 1996; Morgenthau, 1940). In this
piece, he bemoaned the attempt to construct
international law at a technical level devoid
of scientific principles (Morgenthau, 1940:
284). This position was completely reversed
in Scientific Man and Power Politics, where
he rejects all hope of a scientific IR
(Morgenthau, 1946, 1972). Yet despite
Morgenthau’s clear renunciation of science
and positivism, scholars within IR still
aligned him with science (Hollis and Smith,
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1990: 23), with some even going as far as to
label him a positivist (George, 1994; see
Bain, 2000 for an alternative view).

The assertion that Morgenthau should be
viewed as committed to a science of IR is
generally made on the basis of his claim that
politics is governed by “objective laws that
have their roots in human nature” (George,
1994: 93; Hollis and Smith, 1990: 23-4;
Morgenthau, 1948: 4). But to construe this
claim as supporting a commitment to scien-
tific IR is to miss the point. In conceding that
politics is governed by objective laws of
human nature, Morgenthau is actually saying
that there is no need for a science of IR,
because IR is governed by laws that are
explained by biology, not social science
(Griffiths, 1992: 39). There is nothing for a
science of IR to discover, and we know the
laws of human behavior. Morgenthau’s
theory is best viewed as a manual for state
leaders. It is a technical guide to policy based
on an understanding of the laws that govern
human interactions. Importantly, Morgenthau
does not ground his arguments about human
nature in any scientific context, but in a
metaphysical one (Griffiths, 1992: 38, 43;
Honig, 1996: 305).

What is interesting about these develop-
ments is the absence of any sustained discus-
sion on the nature of the science that was
either being advanced or rejected. There was
little attempt to legitimate claims about sci-
ence by recourse to bodies of literature devel-
oped in other disciplines, and no real attempt
to spell out the actual content of the science
being proposed. Indeed, for someone like
Herbert Butterfield, science simply was tra-
ditional forms of inquiry (Butterfield, 1951;
Dunne, 1998: 123). This lack of legitimation
in terms of the philosophy of science is
understandable given the underdeveloped
state of the philosophy of science at the time.
However, developments were moving on
rapidly, and a consensus was emerging which
was, for better or worse, to stamp its mark on
IR in ways that could not have been envis-
aged. The science of IR was about to redis-
cover some philosophy.

ADOLESCENT IR: THE LEGITIMATION
OF SCIENCE

The systematic use of the philosophy of
science within IR begins with what John
Vasquez terms the “behavioral revolt”
(Vasquez, 1998: 39). Although this “revolt”
had been taking place within political science
and other social sciences since the early
1950s, it did not begin to emerge into IR in a
substantive way until the 1960s (Knorr and
Rosenau, 1969). In 1950, Harold Lasswell
and Abraham Kaplan explicitly argued that
their attempt to provide a framework for
political science was informed by develop-
ments in logical positivist philosophy of
science (Gunnell, 1975; Lasswell and
Kaplan, 1950).° This turn to the philosophy
of science was validated by David Easton
(1953, 1965), who argued that “the wide-
spread acceptance of the philosophy of
science as a basis for social inquiry repre-
sents a “takeoff” phenomenon in social
science, promising sustained growth in
social interpretation” (Lane, 1966).

Despite claims to be following the scien-
tific method, behavioralism was actually an
attempt to implement a particular philosophy
of science that was dominant at that time,
which was positivism. Thus, positivism
became synonymous with the term science
in the discipline. This is an important point
and highlights something often missed in
disciplinary discussions relating to the study
of IR. For the model of science that under-
pins the “behavioral revolt” in IR is based
upon a very specific philosophy of science
and not the practices of scientists (Gunnell,
1975: 19).

This also helps explain many of the
contemporary confusions surrounding sci-
ence in IR, since it is never clear whether it is
science per se that is being rejected, the logi-
cal positivist version, or other less extreme
positivist versions. This problem is com-
pounded by the fact that there is no longer a
consensus on what positivism is, with one
commentator identifying 12 versions of it
(Halfpenny, 1982). Moreover, the philosophy
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of science itself was soon to reject positivism
and to claim that the practices of scientists
did not conform to the positivist model. This
held out the rather paradoxical prospect that
all approaches that had attempted to emulate
the positivist model were not actually follow-
ing scientific procedures.

Before proceeding to examine the treat-
ment of positivism within IR, it is important
to consider something of the claims being
made on its behalf that had a significant
impact on IR. Two, in particular, stand out:
operationalism and instrumentalism were at
the heart of the “behavioral revolt,” and both
are firmly embedded within logical positiv-
ism/positivism (Gunnell, 1975). The com-
mitment to operationalism is generally well
understood: since the validity of a theory
ultimately rests on the “facts,” all concepts
that are considered to be scientific or empir-
ical must be defined operationally. Within
behavioralism, this has generally being taken
to mean the language of observation
(Gunnell, 1975; Nicholson, 1996a). Less
well understood is the closely related instru-
mentalism that pervaded logical positivism/
positivism.

Instrumentalism was the device employed
by positivists to get around some tricky ques-
tions concerning the status of nonobservable
terms in theories. From the instrumentalist
perspective, theoretical concepts are judged
not by their truth or falsity, but by their theo-
retical utility (Singer, 1969: 76; Waltz, 1979:
8; Wasby, 1970: 66; Wight, 2007a, b, c). For
the instrumentalist, theories cannot be taken
as assertions about the way the world is.
Theoretical terms that could not be translated
into observational ones were to be treated “as
if” they existed. Facts are what matter, and
theory is simply a better way of collecting
them (Gunnell, 1975: 26-7). From this instru-
mentalist perspective, “truth” was not part of
the lexicon of positivism, nor was any search
for underlying causes (see Griffiths, 1992:
96-8, for an account of why Kenneth Waltz
is not concerned with truth). Indeed, positiv-
ism since Comte had long given up accord-
ing ontological status to anything beyond the

phenomena or the search for truth (Comte,
[1854] 2000: 28). According to Comte:

In the final, the positive state, the mind has given
over the vain search after Absolute notions, the
origin and destination of the universe, and
the causes of phenomena, and applies itself to
the study of their laws — that is, their invariable
relations of succession and resemblance

I merely desire to keep in view that all our positive
knowledge is relative, and, in my dread of our
resting in notions of anything absolute ... (Comte,
[1854] 2000: 68, 190)

This also helps illuminate how some con-
temporary confusions emerge in relation to
positivism. For example, Hollis and Smith’s
claim that Morgenthau’s version of realism is
“an essentially positivistic way of analysing
events, since it relied on a notion of underly-
ing forces producing behaviour” (Hollis and
Smith, 1990: 23) is problematic given posi-
tivism’s rejection of the search for underly-
ing causes.

Underpinned by positivism, a more overt
scientific approach took a firm hold in the
discipline (Alker, 1965; Hollis and Smith,
1990; Rosenau, 1971). When viewed from
the perspective of the philosophy of social
science, four aspects stand out. First, what-
ever the merits of positivism, behavioralism
in IR was at least consistent with its funda-
mental principles and attempted to validate
its “scientific” credentials as opposed to
simply taking them as given. Abraham
Kaplan’s The Conduct of Inquiry (1964) is
perhaps the most important work in this
respect, but others had preceded it (Brecht,
1959; Van Dyke, 1960; see also Meehan,
1968). Second, the behavioralists were scath-
ing about the lack of rigor within classical
realism (Hollis and Smith, 1990: 28) and
they deemed realism to be unscientific. The
consistent application of positivism entailed
that assumptions about human nature were
metaphysical, nonobservable, and hence unsci-
entific. Third, the importation of positivism to
IR was not without sustained resistance. At
the forefront of this resistance was Hedley
Bull’s polemical attack on what he called the
scientific approach (Bull, 1969: 361). Against
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this scientific approach, which he clearly
sees embedded within positivism (Bull, 1969:
362), Bull argues for the “classical” approach
embodied within the works of Zimmern,
Carr, and Morgenthau. Donald J. Puchala,
however, argues that within American IR the
new version of science peddled by behavio-
ralists was rejected by major American fig-
ures in the field (Ferguson and Mansbach,
1988; Puchala, 1991). Stanley Hoffmann, in
an early critique characterized as a “wreck-
ing operation,” was scathing about Kaplan’s
proposed science of IR (Hoffman, 1961).
Also, Leo Strauss (1953) attacked the onward
march of “scientism in political science,” and
Michael Haas (1969) identifies many
American critics. Yet, despite these critical
voices, the behavioralists were able to take
control of the label “science.” Fourth, while
the introduction of behavioralism was ini-
tially hailed as a dramatic stride forward in
terms of the development of a “scientific” IR
(Lijphart, 1974a, 1974b), later accounts now
argue that this debate did not fundamentally
change underlying assumptions and was
essentially only a very limited debate about
methodology (Guzzini, 1998; Hollis and
Smith, 1990; Holsti, 1985, 1998; Vasquez,
1998).

Another neglected aspect of the behavioral
revolution within IR is the extent to which its
adherents conceived of themselves as going
beyond social science and instituting a
“behavioral science” (Easton, 1965: 18). The
“behavioral revolt” was not only about plac-
ing IR on a more scientific basis, but about
taking part in an ambitious attempt to unify
all of the human sciences into a seamless
whole. In fact, David Easton saw the behav-
ioral movement as the next stage in the
development of human knowledge, where
the human sciences would be united into one
research program, centered on the notion of
behavior (Easton, 1965).

Whatever the overall impact of the “behav-
ioral revolt” on the discipline, it legitimated
the turn to the philosophy of social science
and the philosophy of science. References to
Hempel, Nagel, Popper, Kuhn, Feyerabend,

and Lakatos became commonplace. Waltz
devoted a chapter of his Theory of
International Politics (1979) to the philoso-
phy of science, and strongly defended an
instrumentalist treatment of theoretical terms
(Griffiths, 1992: 93). And, of course, Thomas
Kuhn has shaped the discipline in fundamen-
tal ways. That Kuhn’s framework was adopted
so universally across the discipline is puz-
zling when one considers that Kuhn himself
thought that the social sciences were in a pre-
paradigmatic state and doubted whether they
could ever be “mature sciences” (Kuhn,
1962: 164-5; see also Kuhn, 1970: 245; see
Ferguson and Mansbach, 1988 for a critique
of the attempt to apply Kuhn to IR).

Yet, reasons for Kuhn’s success in the
social sciences are not hard to find. Political
scientists, sociologists, and anthropologists
recognized in their own practices and disci-
plinary conflicts Kuhn’s picture of para-
digms. They were delighted to hear that what
had previously been thought of as a barrier to
the development of a social science was the
way it was done in respectable sciences.
Traditionalists could now portray themselves
as working in a different paradigm, thus
making themselves immune to critiques from
the scientists. The scientists could continue
unperturbed, safe in the knowledge that they
were actually contributing to knowledge
growth under the guise of normal science.
And dissidents could now portray themselves
as revolutionary heroes of a new paradigm.
Here was a philosophy of science that not
only seemed to put science in its place, but
legitimated what social scientists already did
and required little in the way of change.
Kuhn’s ambiguous terminology was also a
key factor. His master concept, that of para-
digm, was particularly subject to various
interpretations; Margaret Masterman
(Masterman, 1970) identified 21 different
ways Kuhn used the term, a criticism Kuhn
accepted (Kuhn, 1970). This ambiguity
allowed the framework a large measure of
flexibility and ensured its welcome into
disciplines that made definitional debate a
key component of their research practices.
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But Kuhn’s framework came with two related
and major problems.

The first was an incipient conservatism
(Guzzini, 1993: 446; Smith, 1992: 494,
Wight, 1996). Science progressed, argued
Kuhn, in periods of normal science (Kuhn,
1962). This claim had normative force. It
meant that if progress in terms of knowledge
production were to be achieved, then IR
scholars needed to find themselves a domi-
nant paradigm. Realism seemed an obvious
candidate, but it would have come as no sur-
prise to Kuhn to see competitors quickly
emerging. The inter-paradigm debate that
developed in IR vindicated Kuhn’s assertion
that the social sciences were pre-paradig-
matic (Kuhn, 1962: 164-5). But if IR schol-
ars were to achieve progress and move into
normal science, then the discipline needed a
dominant paradigm. This meant that plural-
ism could be seen as a threat to progress. But
Kuhn had already built into his framework a
mechanism where paradigms could flourish,
even if progress could not.

This was the issue of incommensurability
(in IR, see Guzzini, 1993; Waever, 1996;
Wight, 1996). Kuhn had seemed to suggest
that there was no rational way to compare
paradigms (Kuhn, 1962, 1970). Paradigm
choice, for Kuhn, was a matter of faith; or
what Imre Lakatos would call “mob psychol-
ogy” (Lakatos, 1970: 178). This made any
notion of an inter-paradigm “debate” oxy-
moronic. Incommensurability became another
Kuhnian buzzword that seemed to offer non-
mainstream approaches some shelter. After
all, incommensurability seemed to leave the
world safe for critical theory to exist unen-
cumbered by critiques from the positivist
mainstream. Dissenting voices, however, were
soon to see the perils in the incommensurabil-
ity thesis (Guzzini, 1993; Waever, 1996;
Wight, 1996). Incommensurability not only
provided a safe haven for critical theory,
but also for the mainstream (Guzzini, 1993).
If incommensurability meant that cross-
paradigmatic conversation was in principle
impossible, how could the critics critique the
mainstream?

There is little doubt that Kuhn’s work has
fundamentally — for better or worse — shaped
the discipline. However, the discipline has
typically seen this as a resource to be mined
as opposed to displaying any awareness of
either the complexities of his ideas, or the
many trenchant critiques of his position.
Even in those instances where the difficulties
are acknowledged, these are brushed aside in
the attempt to apply the framework (Vasquez,
1998; see Katzenstein et al., 1998 for a simi-
lar treatment of Lakatos, and Elman and
Elman, 2003 for a critique). Often, Kuhn’s
notion of paradigms was grafted onto a
Lakatosian framework for theory choice with
little in the way of justification (Christensen
and Snyder, 1997; Elman and Elman, 1997;
Vasquez, 1997b; for a critique, see Waltz,
1997). The philosophy of science was now in
IR, and the discipline needs to consider it
much more carefully if it is to play such a
fundamental role. Unfortunately, before the
discipline could reflect on its turn to the phi-
losophy of science, there was to be an explo-
sion of alternative philosophical sources of
inspiration.

CONTEMPORARY IR: PHILOSOPHY,
BEGINNING, AND END?

If the Kuhnian experience within the disci-
pline vindicated the turn to the philosophy of
science, then the philosophy of social science
was surely everywhere. Unfortunately, this
was not the case. Despite a vast body of
literature on the philosophy of social science,
the number of works dealing with these issues
specifically in relation to IR is small (George,
1994; Hollis and Smith, 1990; Neufeld, 1995;
Mackenzie, 1967, 1971; Nicholson, 1983,
1996a; Reynolds, 1973; Sylvester, 1993).
There are, of course, many references to the
philosophy of social science, but these are
scattered around the discipline in fragments
(Alker, 1996; Campbell, 1988; Carlsnaes,
1992; Dessler, 1989; George and Campbell,
1990; Wendt, 1987). Hollis and Smith, in the
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first sustained presentation of this argument
within IR, argue that the discipline could do
better than turning to the philosophy of sci-
ence and that there were models of social
science not based on the natural sciences that
might be more appropriate (Hollis and Smith,
1990: 68-91). The philosophical inspiration
for their argument is Peter Winch, although
they also draw on a range of hermeneutic
thinkers as well, particularly Weber (Weber,
1949; Winch, 1958).

In fact, Hollis and Smith’s argument had
already played a fundamental role in struc-
turing the discipline, even if those arguing
against a science of IR have never specifi-
cally located their argument in a sustained
engagement with the philosophy of social
science. Reynolds (1973) perhaps stands
out as a notable exception, but his work is
concerned with the distinction between sci-
ence and history, as opposed to that between
science and hermeneutics. More impor-
tantly, and contrary to Hollis and Smith,
Reynolds argues that the traditionalists and
the scientists have “more in common than
their advocates have perhaps realized”
(Reynolds, 1973: 15). Likewise, W.J.M.
Mackenzie (1967, 1971) also sees no funda-
mental conflict in the attempt to integrate a
scientific IR with more traditional forms of
inquiry.

Hollis and Smith’s book emerged in the
context of what has come to be called the
post-positivist turn (George, 1989, 1994;
Holsti, 1989; Lapid, 1989), and has given the
antiscience wing of the discipline a series of
formidable philosophical arguments to draw
from. Hollis and Smith argue that one can
have either an explanatory account (based on
scientific principles), or an understanding
account (based on hermeneutic principles);
what one cannot have is some combination
of the two (Hollis and Smith, 1990, 1994). In
reality, Hollis and Smith’s “two stories”
thesis is not wholly consistent with that of
either Winch or Weber (Hollis and Smith,
1990, 1991, 1992, 1994, 1996). Winch (1958)
had rejected all attempts to construct a sci-
ence of the social, and Weber (1949) had

insisted on the necessity of both forms of
analysis.

Weber rejected both the positivist conten-
tion that the cognitive aims of the natural and
the social sciences were basically the same
and the opposing historicist doctrine that it is
impossible to make legitimate generaliza-
tions about human behavior because human
actions are not subject to the regularities that
govern the world of nature. Against the his-
toricists, Weber argued that the method of
science, whether its subject matter be things
or men, always proceeds by abstraction and
generalization. Against the positivists, he
took the view that the explanation of human
behavior could not rest only on its external
manifestations, but required also knowledge
of the underlying motivations. Hence Weber’s
definition of sociology as that science which
aims at the interpretative understanding
(Verstehen) of social behavior in order to
gain an explanation of its causes, its course,
and its effects. According to Weber, what
distinguishes the natural and social sciences
is not an inherent difference in methods of
investigation, but rather the differing inter-
ests and aims of the scientist. Both types of
science involve abstraction. Hence, there is
no insurmountable chasm between the proce-
dures of the natural and the social scientist;
they differ only in their cognitive intentions
and explanatory projects (Weber, 1949).

Weber saw the notion of interpretative
understanding as only a preliminary step in
the establishment of causal relationships.
The grasping of subjective meaning of an
activity, he argued, is facilitated through
empathy (Einfiihlung) and a reliving
(Nacherleben) of the experience to be ana-
lyzed. But any interpretative explanation
(verstehende Erkldrung) must become a
causal explanation if it is to attain the stature
of a scientific proposition. Verstehen and
causal explanation are correlative rather than
opposed principles of method in the social
sciences (Weber, 1949).

Given the philosophical justification of the
arguments of Hollis and Smith, however, the
only alternative is a philosophical refutation,
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not simply a rejection of the position, or a
creative redescription (Suganami, 2000; see
Patomiki, 1996, for a philosophical engage-
ment). This task is complicated by the fact
that many of the labels currently being
deployed in the discipline are not clearly
delineated, or their content is not sufficiently
explained (see Smith, 1995 for an account of
the discipline’s self-images; see also Waever,
1996). In this respect, despite the appearance
of philosophical sophistication, the discipline
has moved from throwing philosophical hand
grenades to a largely untargeted artillery bar-
rage against an ill-defined series of enemies.
Often, this phase of disciplinary develop-
ment is called the “third debate” (George,
1989; Lapid, 1989; Neufeld, 1994, 1995;
Sylvester, 1993), but there are problems with
such a designation. In particular, it is not
clear what the content of the “third debate”
is, or who the debaters are (Smith, 1995: 14;
Vasquez, 1995: 217-18; Waever, 1996). Mark
Neufeld, for example, claims both that the
“third debate” is the “inter-paradigm debate”
between realism, pluralism, and structuralism
(Neufeld, 1994: 19; see also Banks, 1984,
1985), and that it represents the discipline’s
attempt to move beyond the positivist ortho-
doxy (Neufeld, 1994: 19). Christine Sylvester
treats it as simply the move beyond positiv-
ism (Sylvester, 1993: 140-68). Ole Waever
provides a solid critique of the confusion sur-
rounding the “third debate” (Waever, 1996).
The post-positivist turn began in the mid-
1980s. Just as Kuhn was becoming well
embedded within the literature, a number of
other developments were being imported into
IR. Often, these interventions would include
references to Kuhn and Feyerabend as ways
of delegitimating claims to science (George,
1989: 271; Neufeld, 1994: 14), with defend-
ers of science tending to draw on Kuhn,
Popper, or Lakatos (Herman and Peacock,
1987; Keohane, 1989; King et al., 1994;
Nicholson, 1996a; Vasquez, 1998). But the
philosophy of science no longer provided the
only fertile ground for sources of legitima-
tion. Moreover, the overturning of the positiv-
ist orthodoxy within the philosophy of science

now meant that there was no “secure” account
of a scientific methodology on which to draw
(Chalmers, 1992; Hollis and Smith, 1990;
Oldroyd, 1986; Stockman, 1983; Trigg, 1993;
Tudor, 1982). This meant that a range of dis-
parate positions was now being imported into
the discipline, with the relationships between
them being unclear and unspecified.

Critical theorists criticized mainstream
commitments to science (Cox, 1981;
Hoffman, 1987; Linklater, 1990). For some,
critical theory is seen as a replacement for a
positivist form of social science (Brown,
1994; S. Smith, 1996: 24). Yet, as Mark
Hoffman points out, critical theory did not
denigrate positivism, but rather aimed to
show how scientific knowledge aimed at
mere technical control was not the only
legitimate type of knowledge (Hoffman,
1987: 236). Certainly, Habermas viewed
positivist, hermeneutic, and critical research
as legitimate components of all social
inquiry (Habermas, 1988). Likewise, Andrew
Linklater seems to accept the validity of
positivist-informed research, whilst rejecting
the idea that it exhausts the possibilities
(Linklater, 1990). Positivism as a valid phi-
losophy of science is accepted, and only the
boundaries of its legitimate use within social
science are disputed. As such, a critical
theory approach to social science will incor-
porate elements of positivism as well as
hermeneutics, but attempt to go beyond them
in terms of emancipatory potential.

Feminist approaches in IR, as in other
social science disciplines, critiqued science on
the basis of its male-centered assumptions and
lack of attention to gendered forms of knowl-
edge construction (Elshtain, 1997; Enloe,
1990, 1993; Sylvester, 1993; Tickner, 1992;
Zalewski, 1993). However, there is little in the
way of agreement about appropriate standards
of inquiry within feminism (Zalewski, 1993;
see also Tickner and Sjoberg, Chapter 7 in this
volume). Some feminists view their work in
terms of science, even if they would not
accept the label positivist (Enloe, 1990).

Often described as the most radical
attack on the assumptions of social science,
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postmodernism and post-structuralism are
difficult bodies of thought to characterize
(Ashley, 1987, 1989; Ashley and Walker,
1990; Campbell, 1998a; Der Derian and
Shapiro, 1989; George, 1994; Walker, 1993).
Also, the discipline seems unable, or unwill-
ing, to attempt to make any differentiation
between postmodernism and post-structural-
ism, and tends to treat the two terms as syn-
onymous (Rosenau, 1990: 84-5; Vasquez,
1995). This is problematic in terms of the
philosophy of social science.
Post-structuralism emerges out of a general
critique of structuralism (Harland, 1987). It is
critical of structuralism’s attempt to develop
an objective science of social structures, but
equally important is that post-structuralism
expresses no desire to return to a form of
inquiry based upon the subjectivity of agents
(Harland, 1987, 1993; Rabinow, 1982;
Rosenau, 1990). Structural forms of inquiry
had come to dominate many forms of social
science (Althusser and Balibar, 1970;
Durkheim, [1938] 1964; Harland, 1987,
1993). Structuralism proposes that under-
standing social practices requires the decenter-
ing of individual subjectivities and a focusing
of attention on the structural modalities and
organizing principles within which social
practices are framed (Harland, 1987, 1993;
Kurzweil, 1980). Structuralism was an attempt
to scientifically describe the structural princi-
ples with which activity could be explained
(Harland, 1993; Jackson, 1991). Waltz’s
structural realism, although not specifically
embedded with a structuralist meta-theory,
can be understood as a structuralist theory of
IR (Waltz, 1979; see Ashley, 1984 for a cri-
tique of Waltz that makes this explicit).
Post-structuralism departs from two cen-
tral tenets of structuralism (Harland, 1987,
1993). First, the logic of structures, which
structuralism had thought was clear and
determinate, is challenged (Derrida, 1988).
For post-structuralism, structures do not
operate according to one organizing principle
or logic (Harland, 1987). Indeed, for post-
structuralism there is no underlying logic
to structures, and hence there is structural

indeterminacy (Doty, 1997; Harland, 1987;
see Wight, 1999b for a critique). Social out-
comes, which are products of social struc-
tures, are also indeterminate (Doty, 1997).
Attempts to ascribe a logic to social activity
must necessarily either fail or impose a logic
on the situation through claims to some form
of legitimacy — generally science (Derrida,
1988).

But science, as a social practice dependent
upon structures, also falls to the same logic,
and its outputs are either indeterminate, or
such determinacy that does emerge can only
be the outcome of practices that attempt to
tame the indeterminacy of structures (Ashley,
1987, 1989; Ashley and Walker, 1990). This
means that all claims to scientific objectivity
are actually social practices imposing order
through practices of power (Ashley, 1987,
1989; George, 1994; Walker, 1993).
Postmodernism expands on this post-structur-
alist position and grafts onto it various other
wholesale critiques of reason, reality, truth,
and so forth (Brodribb, 1992; Callinicos,
1990; Dews, 1987; Eagleton, 1996; Farrell,
1996; Nicholson, 1993; Owen, 1997; in IR see
Brown, 1994; Devetak, 1996; Jarvis, 2000;
Rengger and Hoffman, 1990; Vasquez, 1995).

The fourth source of influences and ideas
that began to be imported is that of social
theory. This position has been labeled con-
structivism within the discipline (Adler,
1997; Guzzini, 2000; Hopf, 1998; Kratochwil,
1989; Onuf, 1989, 1998; Ruggie, 1998;
Wendt, 1987). This is a very problematic
term because there are some very conflicting
positions being imported under this label
(Adler, 1997; Hopf, 1998; see also chapter 5
by Adler in this volume; Ruggie, 1998). The
confusion is evident when one considers that
John Ruggie, in his typology of constructiv-
ism, includes post-structuralism (Ruggie,
1998: 35; see also chapter by Adler in this
volume), whereas Smith sees a clear demar-
cation between them (Smith, 1995, 1996,
1997).

Wendt (1987, 1999) and David Dessler
(1989, 1991, 1999) provide good introduc-
tions to scientific realism (see also Shapiro
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and Wendt, 1992). Ashley J. Tellis (1996)
writes of something called “scientific real-
ism” and aligns it with Karl Popper’s “criti-
cal rationalism.” It seems unlikely, however,
that by “scientific realism” Tellis means the
philosophy of science version of it, and his
scientific realism can only be political real-
ism that attempts to be scientific. Nonetheless,
precisely because the labels are deployed
with little clarification, confusion abounds.
Kratochwil provides a recent attempt to
address scientific realism, but ultimately his
treatment lacks, an understandable, depth of
analysis (Kratochwil, 2000; see also Doty,
1997, and the critique by Wight, 1999a, and
the subsequent exchange: Doty, 1999; Wight,
2000). Heikki Patomiki and Colin Wight
have begun what might be a closer examina-
tion of scientific realism, although the tenac-
ity of the view that science equals positivism
is a serious obstacle to any serious evaluation
of alternative views of science (Patomiki and
Wight, 2000; see also Patomiki, 1996, 2001;
Lane, 1996; Wendt, 1999).

Smith calls scientific realism an episte-
mology, which is a strange reading given that
scientific realism is a philosophy of science
that does not privilege any particular episte-
mological stance (S. Smith, 1996).!° The
problem here is the use of the term episte-
mology within the discipline. Unfortunately,
the discipline tends to use epistemology to
mean any generalized approach to study.
Smith, for example, talks of something called
a “postmodern epistemology,” and of post-
modern work on epistemology being diverse
(Smith, 1996). But this can only be to misuse
the word epistemology, since epistemology is
the branch of philosophy concerned with the
theory of knowledge and not a philosophy of
science. In fact, very few books on episte-
mology include references to positivism
(Haack, 1993).!! Epistemological questions
are typically concerned with the grounds we
have for accepting or rejecting beliefs. Insofar
as many postmodern positions reject these as
valid questions, they also reject epistemol-
ogy. In short, postmodernism as yet has no
epistemology, and is unwilling to advance

one (see the debate between Campbell,
1998b, 1999 and Wight, 1999b; and between
Doty, 1999 and Wight, 2000; also Osterud,
1996, 1997; Patomiki, 1997; Smith, 1997). It
is for this reason that Peter Katzenstein,
Robert Keohane, and Stephen Krasner argue
that it falls outside the social science enter-
prise (Katzenstein et al., 1998: 678; Sgrenson,
1998: 88).

A key factor that the discipline has yet to
take seriously is that the demise of the posi-
tivist orthodoxy within the philosophy of
science now means that there is “no defini-
tive or agreed cannon of scientific explana-
tion” (Hollis and Smith, 1990: 67). This
means that science is not synonymous with
positivism. This should have been the lesson
drawn from developments within the philos-
ophy of science. Yet the discipline seems
tenaciously wedded to the idea that science is
positivism (Nicholson, 1996a, 1996b, 2000;
S. Smith, 1996).

The term post-positivist is ambiguous as to
whether it constitutes an outright rejection of
positivism, an outright rejection of science,
or a reformulation of the idea of science on
the basis of new developments within the
philosophy of science (Laudan, 1996).
Indeed, many of the developments within the
philosophy of science that deserve the label
“post-positivist” are certainly not antiscience,
although they may well be antipositivist
(Bhaskar, 1978, 1986; Kuhn, 1962, 1970,
1982, 1990; Laudan, 1996). This opens up
the possibility of a nonpositivist, yet still
scientific IR; a science of IR, that is, that
does not follow positivist principles.

There is little doubt, however, that for
many within the discipline a commitment to
science still remains a commitment to posi-
tivism (Nicholson, 1996a, 1996b, 2000).
Even Wendt, whilst advocating a scientific
realist philosophy of science, can declare, “I
am a strong believer in science ... I am a
‘positivist’” (Wendt, 1999: 39). This is an
impossible position to hold. One cannot be
both a scientific realist and a positivist; the
two accounts of science are diametrically
opposed on some very fundamental issues
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(Bhaskar, 1978; Feyerabend, 1981; Hollis,
1996). Positivism, in this sense, has lost all
meaning. Indeed, the discipline’s understand-
ing of positivism seems a caricature of what
is a very sophisticated, although in my opin-
ion highly flawed, philosophy of science.
This confusion surrounding the meaning of
positivism threatens to destabilize any
attempt to employ it (Nicholson, 1996a,
2000; S. Smith, 1996). Many seem to equate
positivism with realist (in the philosophical
sense) accounts of science (Campbell, 2001;
George, 1994); or treat it as meaning any
approach that relies on a belief in a “world
out there” — a form of philosophical realism
(Campbell, 2001; George, 1994). However,
Hollis argues that positivism, insofar as it is
committed to an empiricist epistemology, is
actually an antirealist (in the philosophical
sense) philosophy (Hollis, 1996: 303; George
also admits this, 1994: 53).12

There have been some serious attempts to
clarify the content of positivism in the disci-
pline (compare George, 1994; Hollis, 1996;
Nicholson, 1996a, 1996b, 2000; S. Smith,
1996), but it is doubtful, given the discipli-
nary baggage surrounding the label, if there
is anything to be gained from its continued
deployment (Nicholson, 1996a, 1996b,
2000). Smith provides a good account but
one that omits many of the most fundamental
issues — particularly positivism’s commit-
ment to a Humean account of cause; its
antirealism and associated phenomenalism
and instrumentalism; and the covering
law model of explanation (S. Smith, 1996;

see Kowlakowski, 1969, for a more in-depth
account of positivism).

All of this adds up to a very confused
picture in terms of the philosophy of social
science. IR has struggled to incorporate an
increasingly diverse set of positions into its
theoretical landscape. In general, the disci-
pline has attempted to maintain an unsophis-
ticated and outdated two-category framework
based on the science/antiscience issue. The
terminology of this framework may have
changed, but ultimately contemporary disci-
plinary categories seem to be mirror images
of Carr’s distinction between science and
“alchemy.” Currently there are three continu-
ums that the discipline seems to consider
lining up in opposition to one another. The
first of these is the explaining/understanding
divide (Hollis and Smith, 1990). The second
is the positivism/post-positivism divide
(Lapid, 1989; Sylvester, 1993). The third is
Keohane’s distinction between rationalism
and reflectivism (Keohane, 1989). The newly
emerging constructivism claims the “middle
ground” in between (Adler, 1997; Price and
Reus-Smit, 1998; Wendt, 1999). This consti-
tutes a field configured as in Figure 2.2.

Another complicating factor is that of
causation (Harré and Madden, 1975; Lerner,
1965; Suganami, 1996; Wright, 1974).
Hollis and Smith ultimately reduce the dis-
tinction between explaining and understand-
ing, and by implication positivism and
post-positivism, to the issue of causation:
“To understand is to reproduce order in the
minds of actors; to explain is to find causes

Explanation - Understanding
The Middle
_ . Ground __ o
Positivism PostPositivism
- Constructivism? -
Rationalism Reflectivism

Figure 2.2 Contemporary IR.



PHILOSOPHY OF SOCIAL SCIENCE AND INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 43

in the scientific manner” (Hollis and Smith,
1990: 87). This would suggest that all causal
accounts are necessarily positivist. Indeed,
David Campbell, in accepting the logic of
this framework, argues: “I embrace the logic
of interpretation that acknowledges the
improbability of cataloguing, calculating and
specifying the “‘real causes’” (Campbell,
1992: 4). This seems to suggest that interpre-
tative (understanding) accounts eschew cau-
sation. But what kind of causation is being
rejected here? Hollis and Smith view cause
in Humean positivist terms, whereas
Campbell offers no explanation of what he
means by “real causes” (Hollis and Smith,
1991: 407; 1994: 248-50).

Ruggie, presumably still on the post-
positivist/ reflectivist side, is committed to
causation, but discusses it in the context of
the covering law model of explanation and
contrasts this with a narrative form of expla-
nation (Ruggie, 1998: 34). Hidemi Suganami
has also addressed the issue of cause in a
very similar manner, but the ontology of his
account is unclear and he seems to imply that
the narration itself is the cause (Suganami,
2000). This is a very idealistic account of
cause, and would seem to suggest that
Thucydides’s narrative of the Peloponnesian
War was actually its cause (Patomiki and
Wight, 2000; Suganami, 2000). Missing from
Suganami’s discussion is the difference
between “narration-of-causes” and ‘“narra-
tion-as-cause.” Both are equally valid in
terms of social science, but the distinction is
important in temporal terms. A narration of
the causes of the First World War cannot lit-
erally be the cause of the First World War,
whereas a narrative that portrayed certain
groups as inferior could be part of the cause
of their being treated as inferior. Dessler
(1991) has a good discussion of cause from a
non-Humean position and contrasts this with
correlation. '3

The distinction between constitutive and
explanatory theory is another issue that has
emerged within the discipline as a result of
the contemporary way of framing the issues
(Burchill and Linklater, 1996; Smith, 1995;

Wendt, 1999). Steve Smith sees this as the
main meta-theoretical issue facing the disci-
pline today (Smith, 1995: 26). Smith clearly
sees explanatory theory as being essentially
positivist in orientation and constitutive
theory as post-positivist (Smith, 1995: 26-7).
According to Smith, explanatory theory seeks
to offer explanations of international rela-
tions, whereas constitutive theory sees
“theory as constitutive of that reality” (Smith,
1995: 26-7). Underlying Smith’s formula-
tion is still the science/antiscience schema;
is the social world to be “seen as scientists
think of the “natural” world, that is to say
as something outside of our theories, or is
the social world what we make it” (Smith,
1995: 27)?

But just whom does the “we” refer to
here? Setting this distinction in opposition to
explanatory theory that attempts to explain
international relations, we can presume that
Smith means “we” IR theorists, not “we”
members of society. But this seems implausi-
ble. It seems to suggest that “we” IR theorists
make the world of international relations. On
the other hand, if the point is simply that the
world is socially constructed by the actors
engaged in that world, then it would be dif-
ficult to find many social scientists who think
otherwise (Holsti, 1998: 29; Searle, 1995).
Even such a mainstream scholar as Kenneth
Waltz accepts that the social world is socially
constructed (Waltz, 1979: 48).'4

It may well be that academic theories
eventually filter down into society and funda-
mentally change it, but as yet, there is little to
suggest that “we” are in a privileged enough
position to say “we” IR theorists make the
world we study. Wendt’s reply to Smith on
this issue seems basically sound, and even
though social objects do not exist independ-
ently of the concepts agents have of them,
they do exist “independent of the minds and
bodies of the individuals who want to explain
them” (Wendt, 1999: 75). Wendt rejects
Smith’s science/antiscience framing of this
issue, and argues that both explanatory theory
and constitutive theory transcend the natural—
social science divide (Wendt, 1999: 78; see
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Smith, 2000, for a reply). According to
Wendt, constitutive theory is concerned with
“how” social objects are constituted, and
what “X” is (Wendt, 1999: 78).

The issue of constitutive theory and
explanatory theory is often linked to that of
whether reasons can be causes (Hollis, 1994;
Smith, 2000). This used to be a major issue
of concern for the philosophy of social sci-
ence (Winch, 1958, although compare Winch,
1990; Davidson, 1963; Maclntyre, 1973).
Today the construal of reasons as causes is
generally accepted as a necessary component
of interpretative accounts. In general, under-
standing reasons as causes has come to be
seen as necessary in order to preserve the dif-
ference between action and behavior
(Bhaskar, 1979; Carlsnaes, 1986; Davidson,
1963). For if the reason for an act is not part
of the causal complex responsible for the act,
then the contrast drawn between an act and a
bodily movement, upon which hermeneutic
accounts insist, is negated; such as that for
example, the difference between signaling to
a friend (act), and scratching one’s head
(behavior), (Bhaskar, 1979: 169-95). The
difference between a waving arm and signal-
ing to a friend depends upon the possession,
by an agent, of a reason to wave one’s arm in
that manner, namely, the desire to signal to a
friend. In this respect, the desire to wave to
one’s friend can rightly be considered as part
of the causal complex responsible for the
waving of the arm in the appropriate manner
(Carlsnaes, 1986; Patomaiki, 1996). If rea-
sons are stripped of their causal function,
behavioralism beckons.

Smith’s rejection of reasons as causes is
derived from his acceptance of a positivist
account of cause. Winch accepted that his
rejection of causal accounts in social expla-
nations was based on a Humean/positivist
account of cause, and that devoid of such an
account causal talk was not only appropriate,
but necessary for social explanation (Winch,
1990). Because of this, Wendt has suggested
that Hollis and Smith’s “two stories” thesis is
“a legacy of positivist conceptions of expla-
nation” (Wendt, 1991: 391).

The explanatory/constitutive divide is
linked to the rationalist/reflectivist dichot-
omy by a number of authors (Adler, 1997;
Laffey and Weldes, 1997; S. Smith, 1996;
Wendt, 1999). The division of the discipline
into rationalist and reflectivist camps is gen-
erally attributed to Robert Keohane (Keohane,
1989), although in recent years it has played
less of a role, with many within the discipline
preferring to talk of a rationalist/constructiv-
ist divide. The original distinction was spe-
cifically formulated by Keohane to capture
the difference between two approaches to
international institutions, but the terms
have rapidly come to signify two radically
opposed approaches to the study of IR itself
(Keohane, 1989; S. Smith, 1996; Wendt,
1992). According to Keohane, rationalists are
theorists who accept what he calls a “sub-
stantive” conception of rationality. By this he
means that behavior can be considered
rational insofar as it can be adjudged objec-
tively to be optimally adapted to the situation
(Keohane, 1989: 160). Reflectivists, on the
other hand, take a “sociological approach to
the study of institutions” and stress the “role
of impersonal social forces as well as the
impact of cultural practices, norms, and
values that are not derived from a calculation
of interests” (Keohane, 1989: 160).
Reflectivists emphasize “the importance of
“inter-subjective meanings” of international
institutional activity” (Keohane, 1989: 161).

As formulated, this is an ontological differ-
ence, not an epistemological or methodologi-
cal one. Keohane claims that the study of
international politics will require both
approaches if empirical research is not to
suffer (Keohane, 1989: 161). Keohane’s
rationalist/reflectivist distinction can be
understood as one in which rationalists focus
their attention on how institutions function,
whereas reflectivists are more interested in
how institutions come into existence, how
they are maintained, and how they vary across
cultural and historical contexts (Keohane,
1989: 170). According to the reflectivist cri-
tique, rationalist theories are said to be one-
dimensional, static, universalistic, ahistorical,
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and decontextualized (Keohane, 1989:
170-3). Keohane acknowledges all of these
limitations, yet argues against a wholesale
rejection of rationalist approaches in favor of
a broadening of the research agenda to incor-
porate reflectivist perspectives (Keohane,
1989: 171).

Whereas Keohane originally based the
distinction between rationalist and reflectiv-
ist approaches on ontological grounds and
accepted the need to broaden the ontological
horizon of investigation, the reflectivist reac-
tion to it is based upon the epistemological
criteria that Keohane sees as nonnegotiable
(Keohane, 1989: 174; Katzenstein et al.,
1998). That the reflectivist reaction to
Keohane’s position has been primarily based
upon epistemological issues demonstrates
the depth of the science/antiscience split
within the discipline. Moreover, the fact that
the vast majority (if not all) of so-called
reflectivists within the discipline do indeed
supply empirical support for their claims
throws yet more doubt on the validity of this
particular cleavage (Campbell, 2001; Wendt,
1999: 67, 2000: 173). If the distinction
between a rationalist and a reflectivist is
made on these epistemological grounds
alone, then there are simply no practicing
reflectivists in IR today. Even the severest
critics of Keohane’s epistemological con-
cerns enlist empirical support for their argu-
ments (Ashley, 1987, 1989; Ashley and
Walker, 1990; Campbell, 1998b, 2001;
George, 1994; Smith, 1997; Walker, 1993).

There is one final dichotomy that demon-
strates the inability of this crude framework
to support the weight it is being asked to
bear. This is the material/ideational split.
There is little constructive to be said about
the way the discipline currently frames this
issue. From a philosophy of social science
perspective, it makes little sense. Rationalists,
explainers, and positivists are said to concen-
trate on material factors; reflectivists, under-
standers, constructivists, and post-positivists
are said to focus on ideational factors (Laffey
and Weldes, 1997; Ruggie, 1998; S. Smith,
1996, 2000; Wendt, 1995, 1999, 2000).

This issue again is derivate of the science/
antiscience split. But there is simply no phi-
losophy of science position that can legiti-
mate this split. Positivists of all sorts of
persuasion can legitimate analysis of idea-
tional factors; it is how they treat them that
matters (Haas, 1991: 190; Laffey and Weldes,
1997). Likewise, non-positivist philosophies
of science and social science can privilege
material factors (Marx, 1966). Of course,
different theorists can focus their attention
on these factors to varying degrees, but even
in these instances this would be an ontologi-
cal choice related to the object of inquiry,
not one derived from an a priori commitment
to some mythical epistemological position.
If the difference between rationalists and
reflectivists, or positivists and post-positiv-
ists, or even constructivists and rationalists,
is based on the material versus ideational
issue, then Keohane, given his claim that
“institutions can be defined in terms of their
rules,” is not a rationalist or a positivist
(Keohane, 1989: 163).

There may, of course, be coherent ways in
which these two claims can be reconciled,
but this would require much greater concep-
tual clarity. Moreover, despite the commit-
ment to objects external to thought, Campbell
is still essentially advocating a form of
philosophical idealism in tying the existence
of those objects to discourses — without
humans, no discourses; without discourses,
no objects — in a sense, a version of positiv-
ism. To say more on the material/ideational
issue within IR would confer on it a legiti-
macy that it clearly does not deserve.
It does, however, demonstrate how the cur-
rent way of framing the issues throws up
such absurdities.

There have, however, been emerging signs
of a more nuanced treatment of many of the
issues. For some, the age of “isms” seems to
be over, if indeed it ever was a defining fea-
ture of the discipline (Reus-Smit and Snidal,
2008). While it is certainly the case that
explicit debate about the relative merits of
differing approaches no longer seems to
dominate theoretical discussion, this does not
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mean that the divisions and cleavages have
dissipated. In fact, theoretical fragmentation
now seems deeply embedded within the
field, and explicit attempts to build research
programs across theoretical approaches are
limited. The positivist mainstream approach
largely located in the United States still
dominates many of the major journals.
Underpinning this approach is an almost uni-
versal acceptance of a Lakatosian framework
(Elman and Elman, 2002; King, Keohane,
and Verba, 1994). A notable exception to this
is Chernoff, who has vigorously advanced
conventionalism as an alternative underpin-
ning for contemporary positivism (Chernoff,
2006, 2009b).

Scientific realism still remains an impor-
tant alternative to positivism that that gener-
ates considerable attention, but it is still not
clear how this approach fundamentally
changes the nature of research practice.
Howeyver, the scientific realists have made a
strong case for placing ontology at the fore-
front of research, and this does seem to be
a general trend replicated across the social
sciences more generally (Glynos and
Howarth, 2007; De Landa, 2006; Wight,
2006; Jackson, 2010). Yet this appeal to
ontology has not gone unchallenged, and the
positivist mainstream still remains generally
skeptical of ontological discussion of any
kind, viewing it largely an issue of meta-
physics, not science (Chernoff, 2009a).

Yet the scientific realist claim that research-
ers should treaty their theoretical posits as
“real” has been rejected by many. Various
forms of pragmatism have been articulated
which attempt to sidestep altogether the
issues of whether theoretical terms actually
refer to anything real. According to the prag-
matists, the discipline should eschew the
epistemological angst that seems to have
characterized this field since the post-positiv-
ist turn and orient itself towards the study of
“practices and problematic situations” (Bauer
and Brigi, 2007; 2). This has led to some-
thing of a practice turn in IR (Adler and
Pouliot, forthcoming), which links to the
“relationalism” advocated by Jackson and

Nexon (1999). At the heart of all these new
approaches is an explicit commitment to gen-
erate cross-theoretical conversations in an
attempt to deal with the fragmentation that
seems to have infected the discipline since
the post-positivist turn.

An alternative view, however, has been
advanced by Monteiro and Ruby (2009), who
suggest that the philosophy of social science
and the philosophy of science in IR have had
a negative impact on the development of the
discipline and that the attempt to ground the
discipline in secure foundations is a mistake.
In many respects, Monteiro and Ruby ulti-
mately end up endorsing a form of pragma-
tism, so despite their critique of the philosophy
of science, it plays a role nonetheless. Their
piece led to the publication of a forum in the
same journal debating the question “Who
needs the philosophy of science anyway”
(International Theory, 2009). Despite the
many differences among them, the contribu-
tors to the forum all essentially agree that
despite the many problems that have emerged
in debates surrounding the philosophy of sci-
ence, it is an indispensable aspect of what the
discipline does. One of the contributors to the
forum, Patrick Jackson, has published a
sophisticated account that attempts to map a
new framework for understanding the cleav-
ages surrounding this issue (Jackson, 2010).

CONCLUSION

Mervyn Frost once declared IR the “back-
ward discipline” (Frost, 1986). It was “back-
ward,” he argued, due to a lack of
self-conscious reflection concerning its ana-
lytical and research endeavors (Frost, 1986:
39). On these grounds, IR can hardly be con-
sidered “backward” today. However, it would
be a mistake to consider that self-reflection
necessarily constitutes progress. It may be
that Holsti’s characterization of the discipline
as “dividing” is a more accurate description
(Holsti, 1985). And even then there is the
difficult question of where the dividing lines
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are and whether division is something the
discipline desires? When positivism domi-
nated the philosophy of science, the choice
for the discipline was simple, but stark. Either
science, or not science; which effectively
translated into “positivism or perish.” When
the positivist orthodoxy began to crumble,
hopes were high for a more pluralistic IR: one
less grounded in austere visions of a deter-
ministic science and one much more amena-
ble to the introduction of alternative patterns
of thought. Is this where we are today?

Unfortunately not. Unable to shake the
positivist orthodoxy because it never really
understood it, the discipline simply poured
the newly emerging patterns of thought into
the old framework. But, as any mathemati-
cian could testify, a “thousand theoretical
flowers” into two will not go, and hence the
current framework bursts at the seams.
Simply adding a new “middle ground” cate-
gory does not help and nor does subsuming a
range of differing categories under one label.
And so the current framework “disciplines”
and demands that one declares one’s alle-
giance. Once declared, one’s analytical frame
of reference is specified and one’s identity
firmly fixed. As a rationalist, you will privi-
lege material factors, causation, and science;
as a postpositivist/reflectivist, you will privi-
lege ideational factors, deny causation, and
are anti-science. Any attempt to challenge
this categorization is tamed and forced into
one or other extreme. This is exactly the
reaction from both sides of the divide to
Wendt’s attempt to occupy the middle ground.
The idea that one has to declare which tribe
one belongs to and that this determines one’s
ontological frame of reference, epistemol-
ogy, and appropriate methods seems a bizarre
way for a discipline to proceed. However,
some within the discipline have begun to
question the validity of the framework itself
(Ashley, 1996; Patoméki and Wight, 2000;
Sgrenson, 1998; Waever, 1996).

These objections notwithstanding, and
given the long history of the discipline’s
attachment to this framework, its rejection
looks unlikely. Part of the explanation for

this deeply embedded attachment is surely a
form of disciplinary identity politics that
stakes out borders which only the foolhardy
might violate (Campbell, 1998a, 2001).
After all, without borders what would the
border police do? If this is the result of the
philosophy of social science in IR, then per-
haps the discipline can do without it. But
such an assessment would miss the point.
The philosophy of social science is not some-
thing the discipline can use or discard in that
manner. The subject we study is not wholly
empirical, hence philosophy constitutes part
of what we study, part of what we are, and
helps inform what we do. In this case, per-
haps the best we can hope for is that we
can do it better. In the final analysis, it is
worth keeping in mind that meta-theoretical
debate on the issues I have covered in this
chapter tend to be much more tribalistic in
language than in practice. When it comes to
concrete empirical research, it is doubtful if
anyone could consistently occupy any one of
the positions and still maintain coherence.
Hopefully, the following chapters in this
volume will demonstrate the veracity of
this claim.

NOTES

1 Throughout this chapter, the abbreviation IR
refers to the institutionalized academic discipline of
international relations.

2 The problem of “naturalism” is concerned with
the extent to which society can be studied in the
same way as nature (Bhaskar, 1979: 1).

3 Again, subsumed under this question are a
range of issues relating to the nature of the entities;
for example, what is a “person”; the collective action
problem; the nature of social structures, and so on.

4 Although this debate was labeled the agent-
structure debate, it has been argued that this was
simply a different terminology for what used to be
called the individual/society problem, or the macro/
micro problem. However, although these problems
are related, there are good grounds for considering
them as distinct problems (see Layder, 1994).

5 Figure 2.1 is said to represent four possible
positions that can be taken when the problem of
naturalism is combined with the agent-structure
problem. The top left box, where explanation meets
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structure, can be understood as a scientific approach
to social study that concentrates its attention on
structural forces. The bottom left box (explanation
and agents) represents a scientific approach focusing
on agents. The boxes on the right-hand side of the
diagram represent a nonscientific approach to social
study (hermeneutics perhaps), which, of course, can
either focus on structural factors (top right) or agen-
tial ones (bottom right).

6 Positivism as a philosophy of science. There are
many versions of positivism and much that divides
those who claim to be positivists. However, these
caveats aside, positivism can be characterized in the
following manner.

(i) Phenomenalism: the doctrine that holds that
we cannot get beyond the way things appear to
us and thereby obtain reliable knowledge of
reality — in other words, appearances, not realities,
are the only objects of knowledge.

(i) Nominalism: the doctrine that there is no
objective meaning to the words we use — words
and concepts do not pick out any actual objects or
universal aspects of reality, they are simply con-
ventional symbols or names that we happen to
use for our own convenience.

(il Cognitivism: the doctrine that holds that
no cognitive value can be ascribed to value judg-
ments and normative statements.

(iv) Naturalism: the belief that there is an essen-
tial unity of scientific method such that the social
sciences can be studied in the same manner as
natural science (see Kolakowski, 1969). From these
philosophical assumptions, most positivists adhere
to the following beliefs about the practice of sci-
ence: (1) The acceptance of the “covering law”
model of explanation (often referred to as the D-N
model). (2) An instrumentalist treatment of theo-
retical terms. Theoretical terms do not refer to real
entities, but such entities are to be understood “as
if” they existed in order to explain the phenomena.
(3) A commitment to the Humean account of
cause. To say that event a necessitated event b
need say no more than when a occurred, so did b.
This leads to causal laws being interpreted as
“constant conjunctions.” (4) A commitment to
operationalism, which entails that the concepts of
science be operationalized — that they be defined
by, and their meaning limited to, the concrete
operations used in their measurement.

7 My analysis is an Anglo-American perspective on
the issues, and it might be argued that Continental
European IR would address the issues in a different
manner. However, many of the antiscience positions
that | address in this chapter take their inspiration from
German idealism, and in this respect, one could argue
that the underlying issues are the same even if

the terms of debate might differ (see Jgrgenson,
2000).

8 It is important to maintain the distinctions
between ontology, epistemology, and methodology.
Ontology, in the philosophy of science and the phi-
losophy of social science, is used to refer to the set of
things whose existence is claimed, or acknowledged,
by a particular theory or system of thought: it is in
this sense that one speaks of “the ontology of a
theory.” The term epistemology comes from the
Greek word epistémé, meaning knowledge. In simple
terms, epistemology is the philosophy of knowledge
or of how we come to know. Methodology is also
concerned with how we come to know, but is much
more practical in nature. Methodology is focused
on the specific ways — the methods — that we can
use to try to understand our world better.
Epistemology and methodology are intimately
related: the former involves the philosophy of how
we come to know the world and the latter involves
the practice.

9 Logical positivism was a school of philosophy
founded in Vienna during the 1920s by a group of
scientists, mathematicians, and philosophers known
as the Vienna Circle. The logical positivists made a
concerted effort to clarify the language of science by
showing that the content of scientific theories could
be reduced to truths of logic and mathematics cou-
pled with propositions referring to sense experience.
Members of the group shared a distaste for meta-
physical speculation and considered metaphysical
claims about reality to be meaningless. For the logical
positivists, only two forms of knowledge were valid:
that based on reason and that based on experience.

10 There is no easy definition of scientific realism.
However, within the philosophy of science,
scientific realism has been the dominant alternative
to positivism. Scientific realism rejects the tenets of
positivism outlined in notes 7 and 12. They claim that
explanation in both the natural and social sciences
should entail going beyond simply demonstrating that
phenomena are instances of some observed regular-
ity, and uncovering the underlying and often-invisible
mechanisms that causally connect them. Frequently,
this means postulating the existence of unobservable
phenomena and processes that are unfamiliar to us.
Realists believe that only by doing this will it be pos-
sible to get beyond the mere “appearance” of things
to deeper forms of explanation.

11 Understanding why positivism came to be
referred to as an epistemology is a simple task
once one understands the manner in which logical
positivism claimed only scientific knowledge could be
considered real knowledge (a position few positivists
would hold today; Nicholson, 1996a).

12 Empiricism is the philosophical belief that all
knowledge is ultimately based on experience, that is,
information received through the senses. It is opposed
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to rationalism and denies that we have any a priori
knowledge or innate ideas: we owe all our concepts
to experience of the world. Rationalism is the oppo-
site epistemological position that claims that reason
rather than sense-experience is the foundation of
certainty in knowledge (Aune, 1970).

13 See King et al., 1994, Nicholson, 1996a, and
Patomaki, 1996 for alternative discussions of cause;
see also Deutsch, 1966.

14 Waltz's acceptance that the social world is
socially constructed problematizes the use of the
label “constructivist” to indicate that those falling
under the label share at least one thing in common:
the idea that the social world is socially constructed,;
if this is the key factor, then Waltz is also a construc-
tivist, a conclusion few constructivists would be
willing to accept.
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Ethics and Norms in
International Relations

Andrew Hurrell and Terry Macdonald

One can approach the subject of norms and
ethics in international relations (IR) from
three distinct perspectives: the first considers
the role that normative ideas play in the prac-
tice of politics (how have ideas about what
should be done influenced political behav-
iour?); the second seeks to engage in rational
moral debate as to the nature of ethical
conduct (what ought we to do?); and the
third examines the extent to which moral
behaviour is influenced, both positively and
negatively, by the changing dynamics of
international and global politics (given the
evolving realities of political life, what can
we do?).

This chapter examines all three of these
questions and the links between them. In
doing so, it seeks to draw on some of the
most important developments that have taken
place within both IR and political theory.
Research and writing on ethics and world
politics has increased exponentially (for an
overview, see Bell, 2010). There has been an
ever-greater emphasis on questions of global
justice within both political theory (see
Dryzek, Honig, and Phillips, 2006) and
political philosophy. Within IR, work on

norms and values, on the role of argument
and deliberation, and on the evolving norma-
tive structure of international society has
continued apace. Some have suggested that
contention over the relationship between the
empirical and the normative represents one
of the principal axes of diversity within IR
(Reus-Smit and Snidal, 2008).

This chapter concentrates on the links
between normative theory on the one hand
and the historically created normative prac-
tices embedded within the institutions of
international and global society on the other.
For all the norm-talk inspired by constructiv-
ist scholarship and for all the books and
articles on global justice, the nature and char-
acter of ‘normative theory’ remains some-
what elusive. The first task is therefore one of
clarification.

The chapter is divided into four parts. The
first section examines the different ways in
which normative theorists and IR scholars
have engaged with the study of ethics and
norms in world politics and the broad move
from limited contact and separation to shared
concern and common, but often parallel
and somewhat distanced, endeavour; The
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second section focuses on the political theory
side of the story. It asks three questions:
First, what is ‘normative’ theory? What is its
purpose, and what kind of knowledge about
IR does it attempt to generate? Second, what
are some of the key issues and arguments that
have been developed by normative theorists
of IR in recent years? And third, what have
been the main methodologies employed in
developing these normative theories, and what
are their limitations? The third section begins
with those arguments in IR that stress the real
but heavily constrained place of ethical issues
in international politics. It then examines how
normative structures have evolved and how
focusing on normative structures help us to
understand better the nature and meaning of
specific rules, how they affect behaviour, and
how they change through time.

In the fourth section, we examine two spe-
cific issues: normative responses to the dense
but pluralist character of contemporary global
institutions; and normative responses to the
abuse of political power. The goal is to illus-
trate how the agenda of global justice is
evolving; how that agenda is closely tied to
particular readings of the post-Cold War
character of international society; and how a
common concern with global political justice
illustrates how normative theory can connect
productively with some of the traditional
core concerns of IR.

INTERNATIONAL NORMATIVE
THEORY IN CONTEXT

John Rawls’s famous claim that ‘Justice is
the first virtue of social institutions’ has,
when applied to IR, long faced the realist
rejoinder that international life has never had
very much to do with the pursuit of virtue or
of justice (Rawls, 1999b: 3). As Robert
Gilpin put it, ‘[A]narchy is the rule; order,
justice, and morality are the exceptions’
(Gilpin, 1986: 304). As it developed within
both Western practice and Western academia,
IR was often built on the assumption that the

‘international” constituted a distinctive
domain of social life and that there was a
deep and permanent separation between
domestic ‘order’ and international ‘anarchy’.
Within domestic society it might be possible
to envisage politics as concerned with insti-
tutionalized order and with notions of justice
or the ‘good life’; outside there was only the
never-ending story of the reproduction and
recurrence of conflict.

On some accounts, this view derived from a
secular view of an egotistical and power-
seeking human nature (Morgenthau); some-
times from a religious view of ‘fallen man’
(Wight); and sometimes from a view about the
nature of group psychology and politics
(Niebuhr). In a more recent academic vein, it
is held to rest upon the inescapable impera-
tives for expansion that come from the interna-
tional system. In other cases, the focus was on
norms rather than on material structures. For
Raymond Aron, for example, it was the legal-
ity and legitimacy of armed force that consti-
tuted the crucial distinguishing feature of IR.
‘Dans les civilisations supérieures, ces rela-
tions me paraissent les seules, parmi toutes les
relations sociales, qui admettent le caractere
normale de la violence’ (Aron, 2006: 858).

As the academic study of IR developed, it
became therefore common to stress the
uniqueness of the international (Schmidt,
1998; Bull, 1977, new ed., 2012). This view
was often reinforced by a particular under-
standing of the ‘political’: the idea that
political conflict is ubiquitous and perennial,
and that antagonism is constitutive of human
societies. Such a view may apply to all aspects
of political life. Or it might apply with particu-
lar force to international life because of the
especially difficult political problems created
by the multiplicity of separate political
groupings; by the immense value diversity
across the global system; and by persistent
inequality driven by historically deeply
embedded patterns of uneven development.

Distinctiveness was also read into the
history of ideas. For Wight, ‘international
theory’ differed fundamentally from
‘political theory’; it lacked a rich classical
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tradition of its own (Wight, 1966). For many
of the great figures of the Western canon
such as Hobbes, Rousseau, or Marx, one had
to piece together their often scattered and
cursory thoughts on IR or to look to lesser
figures and to the ideas of practitioners of
war, law, and diplomacy. In addition, the gap
between the empirical and the normative
increased as IR became an ever-more
professionalized field concerned above all
with the positive explanation of political
phenomena.

Yet the view of international life as a
morality-free zone driven and dominated by
material interests and material power and the
notion of an absolute or clear-cut separation
of empirical and normative enquiry came
under increasing challenge. In the first place,
and as we shall see below, a power-political
view of international life certainly does not
mean that norms play no role in international
political life (Beitz, 1979; Bull, 1977/2012;
Hurrell, 2007).

Second, the idea of a radical division
between domestic political theory and inter-
national political theory has been under-
mined by developments in the history of
political thought. On one side, much work
has stressed the linkages between the interna-
tional and the domestic, for example, con-
cerning the role of empire and extra-European
conquest in the development of 17th century
Western views of property, social order, and
political rule (see in particular Tuck, 1999;
Hont, 1994; Rothschild, 1995; Pagden, 1995).
On the other side, as Linklater (1998), Brown
(1992), Rengger (2000), Walker (1992),
Boucher (1997, 1998, 2009), and others have
argued, if we shift the focus of the questions
asked and if we alter the way in which we
conceive of the divide between the domestic
and the international, then we get a rather
different set of historical debates and tradi-
tions (Mapel and Nardin, 1992, 1998).
A concern with the nature and extent of
community, for example, places the moral
basis of the state in question and opens up a
fundamental division between cosmopolitan
and communitarian answers to normative

issues (Brown, 1992; Frost, 1996; Walker,
1999).

Third, the revived interest in normative
inquiry also followed from broader doubts
as to the possibility of a purely positivist
political science: the idea that the observable
regularities in the social world can be ana-
lysed with the same methods that have
proven successful in analysing the natural
world and that social interaction is governed
by objective forces the causal workings of
which can be formulated in terms of general
laws which hold independent of human
subjectivity. In part, this reflected the power
of Robert Cox’s simple but powerful state-
ment that ‘Theory is always for someone and
for some purpose’ (Cox, 1986: 207), and his
influential development of the distinction
between critical theory and problem-solving
theory. In part, it has followed from the
growth of constructivism: the view that
international norms are constitutive as well
as regulative; the claim that norms, rules, and
institutions create meanings and enable or
make possible different forms of social
action; and the idea that many of the most
important features of international politics
are produced and reproduced in the concrete
practices of social actors. In part, it followed
from the attacks made by a wide range
of critical and postmodern theorists on
positivism.

In the case of political theory, the move is
also one of from relative neglect to ever-
increasing concern. Here, the neglect of the
international derived from the natural con-
cern among political theorists with domestic
society. But we should also note the view in
the English-speaking world in the 1950s that
political theory itself was ‘dead’ (Laslett,
1956), partly because of the achievements of
explanatory social science and partly under
the influence of logical positivism and the
view that ethical statements had no truth
value. By the early 1970s, this situation had
reversed itself with what David Miller char-
acterised as the ‘resurgence of political
theory’ (Miller, 1990: especially 427-434);
and, in particular, with the torrent of work
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that followed from the publication of John
Rawls Theory of Justice in 1971.

But engagement was also forced upon
political theorists by the intensity and com-
plexity of the moral dilemmas of world poli-
tics. This had, of course, been true of the
Cold War period, which saw major work on
just war (Walzer, 1977), on the ethics of
nuclear deterrence, and, for a rather
brief moment in the 1970s, on distributive
justice (for example Singer, 1972). But the
inevitability of engagement grew stronger in
the post-Cold War world as a result, for
example, of the frequency of ethnic and
nationalist conflict; the so-called ‘new inter-
ventionism’, the increased activism of the
United Nations, especially in the areas of
human rights and humanitarian intervention.
Yet lurking behind these specific examples
has been a more general and potentially
important shift. For many theorists (and for
much political and public opinion), increased
economic interdependence, an increasingly
dense and activist transnational civil society,
and an expansion in the number and scope of
international institutions have shifted under-
standings of global justice. They have neces-
sarily altered the scope and circumstances
of justice. Integration and globalization had
undermined the boundedness of political
communities whose particular cultures,
traditions, and ways of living are given so
much weight by communitarians. For many,
they have given a new reality to the sense of
sharing a single world and to the nature of
plurality, connection, and finitude (O’Neill,
1996: chapter 4).

Finally, the division between explanatory
social science and normative theory was also
coming under attack from the side of politi-
cal theory. Charles Taylor provides an
emblematic example, in his call for an inter-
pretivist or hermeneutic approach to all social
theory and his argument that positivism
neglects the way in which all political behav-
iour has to be interpreted by human agents in
the light of both their own self-understand-
ings and of shared intersubjective meanings
(Taylor, 1985).

THE EXPANSION AND DEVELOPMENT
OF NORMATIVE THEORY

What is normative theory and
what kind of knowledge does it
generate?

In very broad terms, ‘normative’ theories in
international relations are concerned with
answering questions about what we should
do in global political life: what ends we
should pursue, what rules we should obey,
and what institutions we should build and
support. In Kantian terms, normative theoris-
ing involves the use of ‘practical reason’
(reasoning about what action one should
take), as distinct from the ‘theoretical reason’
(reasoning about matters of fact) that under-
pins scientific inquiry.

As noted above, it has been conventional
in social-scientific research to suppose that
while the practical goals and values of politi-
cal actors may play a role in setting research
agendas, these purposes can be set aside once
the research question has been posed. In con-
trast, the political goals and values of the
researcher (and her broader political com-
munity) constitute the central topic of norma-
tive inquiry. The purpose of normative theory
is to establish what values, goals, and reasons
for action the researcher — or rather the
political community to which her arguments
are addressed — ought to embrace and to real-
ise through concerted political action.

This characterisation appears at one level
to be very straightforward: notions of
‘should’ and ‘reasons’ are familiar and read-
ily intelligible to all agents accustomed to
undertaking intentional action in the world.
The nature of this subject matter can appear
more elusive, however, if we try to probe for
a deeper understanding of what kind of prop-
erties normative concepts describe, and how
we can come to have knowledge of them.
There has been a great deal of debate within
the philosophical field of ‘meta-ethics’ about
what kind of properties are described with
normative notions of ‘ought’ and ‘right’ and
‘good’ and so on, and accordingly what it is
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that we are doing exactly when we reason
about what we should do. Some of these
philosophical questions are metaphysical
in nature: are normative properties the kinds
of things that ‘exist’ in the natural world,
and if so do they exist independently
of human judgement? A related set of
questions considers the character of norma-
tive claims and arguments: are normative
claims ‘truth-apt’ — that is, can they be
true or false, or are they expressions of
feeling or disposition or commitment that
count as neither true nor false propositions?
Following from these sorts of questions are
epistemological questions about what it
can mean to have ‘knowledge’ of normative
properties or imperatives, and through what
natural faculties or processes of inquiry
we can come to have such knowledge (For
a good introduction to these debates see
Miller, 2003).

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to
survey or assess these complex philosophical
debates. For the most part, normative politi-
cal theorists have tended to bracket these
deeper philosophical problems wherever pos-
sible, and proceed instead on the basis that it
is possible to develop practical answers to
practical questions (about what we should
do) by building on the intuitive and politi-
cally articulated understandings of values
and reasons for action that we already pos-
sess. As John Rawls has famously put it, the
goal has been to develop normative theory
that is ‘political not metaphysical’ in charac-
ter (Rawls, 1996).

Normative theory-building often begins
then with what we might call ‘“first-order’ or
‘policy’ questions — about what specific
actions ought to be taken in a particular politi-
cal decision-making context. For example: is
a state justified in waging a war against
another under a particular set of circum-
stances, and if so what strategies of warfare is
it permitted to employ to increase its chances
of victory? Or what forms of assistance should
citizens of rich countries give to those living
in extreme poverty elsewhere in the world to
help improve their lives?

Normative theory building can also some-
times begin with more abstract ‘second-order’
questions, about the character of the political
values that should guide more specific
instances of practical decision making.
Questions of this kind ask what it is that
makes particular political actions or institu-
tions ‘good’ or ‘right’ or at least compara-
tively ‘better’ than alternatives — that is,
broadly speaking ‘justified’. Answering these
questions involves articulating the content of
certain political values or standards — such as
‘equality’, ‘freedom’, ‘justice’, ‘democracy’,
‘toleration’, ‘human rights’, ‘self-determina-
tion’, and so on — and explaining what these
values consist in, what is appealing about
them, and what would be entailed in realising
them in global political life. John Rawls has
argued that the general approach to norma-
tive theory building should be to move back
and forth between these two levels of reflec-
tion — reflection on what should be done in
particular instances, and on what abstract
values should be pursued and realised in
more general terms — with the aim of reach-
ing a harmonious rational reconciliation or
‘reflective equilibrium’ between our under-
standings of each (Rawls, 1999b, 1996).

What are some of the key
issues and arguments addressed
by normative theories in
International Relations?

Within the constraints of this chapter, it is
impossible for us even to survey fully let
alone to elaborate the multitude of theoreti-
cal paradigms and approaches. Instead, we
highlight some of the central themes that
have cut across many of these debates, and
that have tended to shape and structure nor-
mative analysis of many specific topics.
Given the dominant focus on the paradigm of
‘justice’ within the broader field of contem-
porary normative political theory, these
themes have usually been framed as ques-
tions about the nature and requirements of
‘global justice’ — though as we shall discuss
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later, it is not always entirely clear how the
concept of ‘justice’ relates to certain other
normative concepts such as ‘democracy’ and
‘legitimacy’.

Perhaps the most fundamental theoretical
division has been between ‘cosmopolitan’
and ‘communitarian’ theories of ‘global
justice’. Very broadly speaking, ‘cosmopoli-
tans’ claim that duties of justice are global
in scope and apply among all individuals
equally irrespective of nationality or citizen-
ship (Beitz, 1999; Caney, 2005; Moellendorf,
2002; Pogge, 1989), whereas ‘communitari-
ans’ claim that some or all duties of justice
apply only within sovereign states (Nagel,
2005), nation-states (Miller, 1995; Miller,
2007; Walzer, 1985), or ‘peoples’ (Rawls,
1999a). This general divide feeds into, and is
sustained by, several more specific theoreti-
cal debates, within which cosmopolitans and
communitarians have tended to take different
positions.

One issue on which cosmopolitans and
communitarians have often been divided is
the question of interventionism, and in par-
ticular the conditions under which powerful
liberal states and institutions may be justified
in violating the sovereignty of nonliberal
states or societies in attempts to protect some
set of individual rights. Cosmopolitan and
communitarian positions on these issues are
sometimes distinguished by the different
views they take about the relative priority
that should be accorded to the dual liberal
values of individual autonomy and political
toleration in the context of cultural pluralism
and moral disagreement — a topic explored
extensively by normative theorists in relation
to domestic dilemmas about political ‘multi-
culturalism’ within liberal states (Kymlicka,
1995). Some cosmopolitan liberals have
argued that individual autonomy is the pri-
mary value and should be protected on a
global basis by interventionist means where
necessary (Tan, 2000; Teson, 2005; Buchanan,
2004), whereas communitarian liberals have
tended to place greater priority on the value
of tolerating diverse cultures and political
systems, and have accordingly been more

resistant to liberal interventionism (Rawls,
1999a).

A second source of disagreement between
cosmopolitans and communitarians has been
the sense in which (if any) principles of
global justice ought to be egalitarian in
character. The value of equality — in particu-
lar as it is related to the distribution of social
and economic goods — has been a central
preoccupation of normative political theory
more broadly in recent decades. Debates
about global justice have reflected this pre-
occupation, with much analysis proceeding
by taking an egalitarian theory of domestic
social justice as a starting point, and consid-
ering whether the same egalitarian princi-
ples should apply an a global scale — or if
not, why and how the principles should
differ (Pogge, 1994; Barry and Valentini,
2009; Beitz, 2001; Miller, 2004). In general,
cosmopolitans have argued that egalitarian
distributive principles ought to be extended
globally, whereas communitarians have
claimed that egalitarian distribution of social
and economic goods is only a requirement
of justice within liberal-democratic nation-
states — because of their egalitarian cultures,
or the special character of their institutional
schemes, or some such reason.

Arguments about the cultural and institu-
tional preconditions for egalitarian justice
have fed into another broader theoretical
debate about whether, and if so how, duties
of justice are justified in ways that makes
them contingent upon facts of particular
kinds about the nature of political institutions
and relationships. Communitarians have been
united in the view that principles of justice
are contingent on social and political facts of
some kind or another — whether simply facts
about the norms constitutive of particular
national cultures (Walzer, 1985), or alterna-
tively facts about the kinds of institutions and
special relationships that connect people
into interdependent political communities of
different kinds (Nagel, 2005). Cosmopolitans
have taken a wider range of positions on this
general issue. Some have argued that global
duties of justice can be derived directly from
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the intrinsic moral value of individuals and
need not be seen as contingent upon any
other facts about cultural norms or existing
social and political institutions (O’Neill,
2000; Singer, 2002; Caney, 2005). Others
have accepted that duties of justice are
indeed ‘practice-dependent’ in important
ways, but argued that the requisite factual
preconditions for duties of global justice to
apply are currently met (Sangiovanni, 2008;
Ronzoni, 2009; Valentini, 2010). This debate
about the ‘practice-dependent’ character of
principles of justice is very significant, as it
has the potential to provide terms on which
some variants of communitarian and cosmo-
politan arguments about global justice might
be more productively reconciled.

What methodologies have been
utilised in developing normative
theories, and what are their
limitations?

Earlier we observed that a central goal of
much recent normative scholarship has been
to develop theories that are ‘political not
metaphysical’ in character — that is, to build
normative theories that eschew ontological
and epistemological argumentation and instead
engage directly with the values and reasons
deployed in real political life. A good deal of
normative theory proceeds in a fairly meth-
odologically un-self-conscious way, drawing
heavily on appeal to intuitions (about what is
right, good, obligatory, etc.) and roughly
employing the strategy of ‘reflective equilib-
rium’ described above. But some theorising
supplements this kind of normative reflection
and reasoning with more elaborate methodo-
logical strategies, taking one of two main
forms: ‘constructivist’ and ‘interpretive’.
‘Constructivist’ theories aim to provide
a method of deriving normative principles
for agents without resorting either to
metaphysical claims about moral ‘facts’
(which would generate significant philo-
sophical difficulties) or to moral relativism.
Instead, constructivist theories attempt to

justify normative principles by developing a
two-pronged theoretical account: first, an
account of the morally salient characteristics
of the agents to whom the practical principles
are supposed to apply (the ‘practical identities’
of agents, as Korsgaard [1996] puts it); and
second, an account of what principles it
would be rational for agents of this kind to
choose for themselves, as a means of enact-
ing the values inherent in their identities.
These methodological approaches are not
incompatible with the more general strategy
of ‘reflective equilibrium’, but rather offer
“thought experiment[s] for the purpose of
public- and self-clarification”, as Rawls
(2001: 17) puts it, through which the content
of practical intuitions and abstract values
can be more systematically derived and
articulated.

Rawls’s version of constructivism has been
the most influential in the literature, and
takes a couple of different forms, each of
which has its defenders and its critics. In
his earlier work, Rawls developed an indi-
vidualist constructivist argument for liberal
justice based on the principles that a set of
individuals with the identities of democratic
citizens would choose if they were ‘rational’
(assuming interests in a given set of rights,
liberties, social opportunities, and material
goods, and knowledge of basic facts about
their society such as resource scarcity, lim-
ited altruism, and pluralism in individuals’
talents, tastes, and values) and also ‘reason-
able’ (as concerned about the interests of
all other individuals as their own interests,
as modelled through the choice situation
of the ‘original position’). (Rawls, 1999b;
Rawls, 1996) Some philosophers have
argued that this individualistic construction
can be extended globally, to vindicate a
cosmopolitan liberal account of global
justice (Kuper, 2000; Buchanan, 2000). In
his later writing on the ‘Law of Peoples’,
however, Rawls rejected this cosmopolitan
extension of his theory (Rawls, 1999a).
Instead, he articulated a constructivist justifi-
cation for a separate set of norms to regulate
international society, based on the principles
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that agents with the practical identities of
‘peoples’ (essentially, idealised nation-states)
would choose for themselves if they were
rational and reasonable. Rawls’s constructiv-
ist strategy and argument has been chal-
lenged from many directions, including by
writers employing alternative versions of
constructivist methodology. Perhaps most
notably among the latter group, Onora
O’Neill has defended a constructivist theory
of cosmopolitan global justice based on a
‘thinner’ account of individual identity
derived from an interpretation of Kant’s
moral philosophy — assuming not the specific
interests and values of democratic citizens,
but only limited rationality and some
capacities for interdependence with others in
social life — that she claims vindicates
commitment to certain universal normative
principles which diverge from those incorpo-
rated within Rawlsian international theory
(O’Neill, 2000).

Interpretive approaches share with con-
structivism the ambition to elaborate
normative standards that neither appeal to
metaphysical arguments about moral ‘facts’,
nor submit to moral relativism. Instead of
arguing that particular principles are norma-
tive because particular actors have reason to
accept them as such, however, interpretive
arguments present principles as normative
when it can be demonstrated that communi-
ties (national or global) already do so endorse
them, as articulated publicly in the moral,
political, and legal discourses and practices
of their societies and as embedded also in the
intuitive judgements of their members. The
interpretive method for normative theory
building thus combines various forms of dis-
course analysis (of legal rules, justificatory
arguments offered publicly by political
actors, and so on), with direct appeal to the
intuitive normative commitments of the
members of the relevant political community
(the intended audience of the normative
theory) which are developed through partici-
pation in the relevant practices. Michael
Walzer has elaborated and defended a promi-
nent version of this interpretive approach,

and applied it to develop substantive norma-
tive theories of justice and just war (Walzer,
1985, 1992, 1994). Others who have
employed different versions of the interpre-
tive method have included Mervyn Frost in
his various writings on international ethics
(Frost, 1986, 2002), and Charles Beitz in his
recent theoretical account of human rights
(Beitz, 2009).

Interpretive approaches can be very help-
ful for certain theoretical purposes — in
particular for resolving normative dilemmas
faced by political actors or their communi-
ties, by clarifying and giving a coherent
account of the various values and principles
that sit in sometimes ambiguous relation-
ships within a wider normative discourse to
which they are committed (such as discourses
around ideas of ‘liberalism’ or ‘sovereignty’
or ‘justice’). Interpretive approaches face
greater problems, however, with the task of
justifying particular principles to those within
or outside of particular political communities
who may challenge and reject them. In
simple terms, while interpretation is helpful
in resolving normative dilemmas faced within
unified political communities, it is not so
helpful in resolving normative disputes
between different individuals or groups who
simply disagree about what should be done.
This is so since merely interpreting the
meanings of goods and principles inherent in
a particular set of normative discourses does
not explain to a sceptic why these should be
accepted and supported, if there appear to be
good critical reasons to reject them. This
arguably means that the method of interpre-
tation must be supplemented with justifica-
tory reasoning of other kinds, to the extent
that we expect our normative theories to be
able to serve the purpose of helping to adju-
dicate and resolve normative disputes.

These other forms of justificatory reason-
ing may adopt a constructivist or some other
methodological strategy; but insofar as the
arguments take the general form of explain-
ing to political agents what they have most
compelling reason to do, then they must
confront some more general methodological
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difficulties. These difficulties are sometimes
characterised as debates about the meaning
and utility of ‘ideal’ versus ‘non-ideal’
forms of normative theorising (Stemplowska
and Swift, 2012), and sometimes as debates
about the precise sense in which normative
theory should be understood to be ‘political’
in nature.

One simple view about the purpose of
normative theory is that it is supposed to
articulate ideals of goodness or rightness that
can be used to evaluate political actions and
institutions, working on the assumption that
actions and institutions are better justified the
closer they get to embodying or realising
these ideals. The problem with this, however,
is that there are many different dimensions in
which real political conduct and institutions
can deviate from an ideal, and a normative
theory that merely tells us what perfect good-
ness or rightness or justice consists in does
not tell us what kind of proximity or distance
from the ideal should be more highly valued,
and relatedly, how we should compare the
non-ideal alternatives likely to be present on
real political agendas (Sen, 2009). Is it better
to get closer to the ideal in the present at the
cost of undermining our prospects for reach-
ing it in the longer term, or to move further
away from it now in order to take a more
effective transformative pathway towards its
longer-term realisation? (Simmons, 2010)

A second set of general methodological
problems concerns the issue of fact sensitiv-
ity in normative reasoning — that is, whether
and how justified answers to the question of
what we should do must take into account
particular categories of political facts. The
basic problem here is, does ‘ought’ imply
‘can’? If so, what kinds of empirical con-
straints or obstacles should count to obviate
or alter the content of an ‘ought’? And con-
versely, what are the kinds of hurdles than
the imperative force of an ‘ought’ precisely
requires agents concertedly to overcome?
Facts that may plausibly have some bearing
on normative principles that can include
some that may be stable across different con-
texts (such as facts about human psychology,

physical needs and capacities, and so on), as
well as others that may be highly contextu-
ally variable and contingent on a range of
historical, cultural, institutional, environmen-
tal, and other factors (such as facts about
resource scarcity, technological capacity,
social institutions, and so on).

This general issue raises some more spe-
cific dilemmas, which are touched upon in
Rawls’s analysis of the distinction between
‘ideal’ and ‘non-ideal’ theory. One dilemma
involves the question of time frames, since
the range of obstacles that it will be possible
for an agent to overcome will vary depending
on the time frame over which the ‘ought’ is
supposed to operate: the shorter the time
frame, the more it seems reasonable to take
account of contextually contingent con-
straints, whereas over longer time frames it
might be possible to make progress towards
more ‘idealised’ normative standards. Others
have argued that normative theory should
be able to guide our decision making ‘in
the here and now’, and this expectation
lends support to a stronger responsiveness
of normative principles to existing
political constraints (For a discussion see
Stemplowksa, 2008).

A further and very significant dilemma of
this general kind involves the question of
facts about actors’ motivations, and in par-
ticular the conditions under which they will
be motivated to act morally, to obey social
rules, and to lend their support to public
institutions. This set of facts is central to
Rawls’s distinction between ideal and non-
ideal theory: the main feature of his ‘ideal’
theory of justice is the assumption — in the
reasoning process through which principles
of justice are derived and justified — that all
members of society will be motivated to
comply with just principles even when their
own self-interest may give them reason to act
otherwise. This ‘ideal-theoretical’ strategy of
building a false assumption of this kind into
the justification of normative principles has
been criticised by several writers, who argue
that it makes the theory utopian and of little
utility as a basis for real-world policy and
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institutional design (Farrelly, 2007). The
broader question of what bearing questions
of ‘desire’ or ‘motivation’ ought to have on
normative reasoning has played a part also
in broader philosophical debates, at the
intersection of moral philosophy and the
philosophy of action, about what Korsgaard
has called the problem of ‘normativity’.
(Korsgaard, 1996).

This set of methodological debates about
the justificatory significance of different
kinds of facts points to deeper philosophical
ambiguities, especially as to whether or to
what extent normative justifications may
draw upon non-moral reasons of various
kinds — in particular, reasons that are self-
interested or prudential (for some individual,
individuals, or group). The generic normative
concepts of ‘should’ and ‘ought’ have been
closely associated with ideas of ‘morality’,
and treated as though the question of what
we should do is equivalent or reducible to
the question of what it is morally ‘right’ or
‘good’ to do. Ideas of moral ‘right’ and
‘good’ are commonly characterised as
embodying distinctive categories of reasons
for action — as reasons that adopt an ‘impar-
tial’ or ‘collective’ point of view, for instance,
as distinguished from reasons applying from
some kind of ‘egoistic’ or ‘self-interested’
perspective. This has meant that normative
political theory (including normative interna-
tional theory) has been widely approached as
a branch of applied moral philosophy, from
which wholly self-interested forms of rea-
soning and justification are to be excluded.

As we shall discuss later in this chapter,
however, there is arguably a strong case for
approaching the task of normative theory
more broadly than this, to incorporate more
adequately certain kinds of non-moral rea-
sons that political actors may have for
action. This is so since even if we are to
accept that a particular action is morally
right or good, a complete justification for a
particular course of action must provide fur-
ther reasons to explain why we should do the
thing that is moral, in the event that this
conflicts with the thing that serves the self-
interested purpose with which moral reasons

are being contrasted. This point is especially
crucial if we think that normative theories
should be capable of providing us with
reasons that are sufficiently compelling to
motivate real political action. As we shall
discuss later, this point has potentially sig-
nificant implications for debates in IR about
the nature of political and institutional /egit-
imacy, and the conditions under which it
might be achieved.

There has also been a tendency in much
contemporary normative theorising to narrow
the scope of normative theorising in a second
respect — to exclude serious discussion of
‘instrumental’ or ‘strategic’ considerations
that may provide reasons for or against par-
ticular forms of political action. Here, it is
sometimes supposed that normative political
theory (as a form of moral philosophy)
should concern itself exclusively or at least
primarily with identifying right or good
ends of action, broadly construed, and that
‘strategic’ or ‘instrumental’ reasoning about
the best means to attain these ends are better
off delegated to others (perhaps to social
scientists or policy-makers) likely to be
better equipped than philosophers to make
good strategic judgements. While it is cer-
tainly true that instrumental problems often
raise complex factual and explanatory ques-
tions that specialised social scientists or
practitioners will be better positioned than
moral philosophers to answer, this does not
mean that strategic questions should be
excluded from the domain of normative theo-
rising. Rather, it means that the strategic
aspects of normative theory will need to be
developed in constructive dialogue with sali-
ent fields of social-scientific research and
practical political endeavour.

NORMS AND ETHICS WITHIN
INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY

The instrumentally driven, power-inflected,
and conflictual character of global politics
discussed in Section I is often viewed solely
as a constraint on normative politics and on
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the possibility of moral progress. But this is
an incomplete picture, even of writing within
the realist tradition (for the ethics of realism,
see Williams, 2005; and Bell, 2009). Realist
writing on global justice was often sceptical,
but it was rarely wholly dismissive. The point
of ‘realism’ was not to demonstrate the exist-
ence of all-determining laws of political life
which leave no room for political and moral
choice. It was rather to warn against the
dangers of moral theorizing that ignored
the pathologies of power characteristic of
international life. Carr was clear about the
need for utopian ideas and insistent that
power must have a purpose: ‘Most of all,
consistent realism breaks down because it
fails to provide any ground for purposive
or meaningful action’ (Carr, 2001: 86)
Understanding power was necessary to punc-
ture the illusions of liberal ‘utopianism’, to
highlight the moral traps, blow-backs, and
dirty-hands involved in the actual promotion
of liberal goals, and, most importantly, to
engender restraint and humility (For a recent
discussion, see Price 2008).

Building upon this kind of realist caution,
international society writing stressed the two
sides of the problem. On the one hand, the
structurally non-ideal character of interna-
tional politics limits the possibility of effec-
tive moral action. Normative theorizing about
the international can never take the underly-
ing political order for granted; order must
remain a primary value on which all other
goals must ultimately depend; and a shared
global public political culture is always likely
to remain fragile. But, on the other hand,
politics is not just about violence, coercion,
and the clash of material power. Rather, at
the heart of politics lies the need to turn the
capacity for crude coercion into legitimate
authority. There is always likely to be a basic
requirement of legitimacy, and this will, in
turn, create space for normative argument and
debate. As Wight put it: ‘The fundamental
problem of politics is the justification of
power. ... Power is not self-justifying; it
must be justified by reference to some source
outside or beyond itself, and thus be trans-
formed into “authority”” (Wight, 1991: 99).

Four more specific themes of this
classical view can be identified. The first
theme concerns power and the conditions
of order. The old-fashioned ‘institutions’ of
international society (the balance of power,
Great Power management, a pluralist inter-
national law, and war) matter because, in
the first place, a breakdown of major
power relations carries with it catastrophic
dangers; and, in the second place, because
stabilizing the power-political interests of the
major players is crucial to the stability and
effectiveness of the elaborate multilateral
institutions needed to realize global justice.
This is at the heart of what Cochran calls
the ‘notion of international ethics as inter-
national society management’ (Cochran,
2009).

A second theme or thread concerns
diversity and value conflict. One of the per-
ennial attractions of a state-based, pluralist
conception of international society is that it
seems to provide one way — and perhaps the
least bad way — of organizing global politics
in a world where actual consensus on funda-
mental values is limited or where there is
widespread scepticism as to how a cross-
cultural morality might be grounded. If diver-
sity and value conflict are such important
features of international life, then we should
seek to organize global politics in such a way
as to give groups scope for collective self-
government and cultural autonomy in their
own affairs and to reduce the degree to which
they will clash over how the world should be
ordered.

A third theme emerges from the idea that
moral values should, as far as is possible, be
kept out of international life and particular
international institutions. The realist empha-
sis on the idea of an objective national inter-
est has always been easy to criticize on
empirical grounds. But, like so much in the
world of the so-called ‘realists’, it expressed
a normative idea — that international life will
be better, or again less bad, if states try to put
aside arguments about fundamental values or
deep ideological commitments and instead
concentrate on bargaining over limited inter-
ests; and that it might be possible to link the
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character of these interests to a shared under-
standing of legitimacy and legitimate foreign
policy behaviour. Of course, this involves
myth-making and hypocrisy, but it can also
serve a purpose, including a moral purpose.

Political theorists often berate interna-
tional society theorists for their lack of con-
cern with the foundations of moral argument
or their reluctance to engage with any strong
conception of the good. This may be true.
But the contrary position is to argue that, in
political life, foundations are dangerous
things. It was precisely the obsession with
the ‘foundations’ of religious belief that
made 17th century in Europe so bloody and
interventionist. The Hobbesian ‘solution’ —
so influential for international society think-
ing — was to look instead for the empirical
conditions for agreement, a set of facts
‘about what the world will call good’, as
Hobbes put it.

This leads to the fourth, and more positive,
thread, namely, the argument that interna-
tional society has the potential not just to help
manage international conduct in a restrained
way but also to create the conditions for a
more legitimate and morally more ambitious
political community to emerge: by providing a
stable institutional framework within which
substantive norms can be negotiated; by
developing a common language in which
claims and counterclaims can be made and
debated with some degree of accessibility
and authority; and by embedding a set of
formal rules that embody at least elements of
equality and at least some restraints on the
power and ambitions of the strong. In addi-
tion to its functional and contractual charac-
ter, this is where the international legal order
enters most strongly into the normative pic-
ture — as a widely shared and historically
embedded practice of normative argumenta-
tion and justification.

On this account — perhaps rather easily
idealized — international law and society law
can be viewed as a sociologically embedded
transnational cultural practice in which claims
and counterclaims can be articulated and
debated and from which norms can emerge

that can have at least some determinacy and
argumentative purchase. Legal, moral, and
political norms, then, can play a communica-
tive and epistemic role, shaping the conditions
within which claims, including justice claims,
can be made and debated. It is on these foun-
dations that more expansive understandings of
global justice might develop. International
society has at least the potential not just to help
manage international conduct in a restrained
way but also to create the conditions for a
more legitimate and morally more ambitious
political community to emerge: by providing a
stable institutional framework within which
substantive norms can be negotiated; by
developing a common language in which
claims and counterclaims can be made and
debated with some degree of accessibility
and authority; and by embedding a set of
formal rules that embody at least elements of
equality and at least some restraints on the
power and ambitions of the strong. This pat-
tern of thought feeds directly into the more
recent views of those who have stressed
the deliberative potential of international
institutions (Mitzen, 2005); the importance
of argument (Risse, 2000; Miiller, 2004); and
the difficulty of avoiding considerations of
justice and fairness in international life
(Welch, 1993, Albin, 2001).

This branch of IR has brought together
political theorists, analytically minded inter-
national lawyers, historical constructivists,
and those working within the tradition of the
English School. There are many differences
and shades of opinion, but also a series of
general commitments. The international
system cannot be viewed solely in material
terms as a decentralized, anarchic structure in
which functionally undifferentiated units vary
only according to the distribution of power.
Central to the ‘system’ is a historically cre-
ated, and evolving, structure of common
understandings, rules, norms, and mutual
expectations. The concepts of state sover-
eignty, international law, or war are not given
by the game of power politics; rather, shared
and historically grounded understandings of
war or sovereignty define what the nature of
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the game is and how it is to be played
and, very critically, how it might change or
evolve.

Material structures matter, but these mate-
rial structures cannot be understood outside
of the shared knowledge and shared under-
standings held by the actors themselves.
Among these shared understandings and
inter-subjective knowledge, norms and insti-
tutions play a number of fundamental roles.
They may well serve as regulatory rules
designed to constrain choices or as parame-
ters within which individual agents pursue
their own preferences. But the critical point
is that they do far more than this. In the first
place, they help explain how actors are con-
stituted. As Wendt puts it, this is ‘one of the
most important things a structure can explain’
(Wendt, 1999: 16). Second, they help us
make sense of the identity of actors and
hence of the sources of their preferences.
Norms can be understood as expressions of
what states are, where they belong, and of the
kinds of roles they play. And third, norms do
not simply constrain but also enable and
empower action. In Martin Hollis’s words:
“They enable not only by making collective
action easier but also by creating forms of
activity’ (Hollis, 1991: 13).

A great deal of academic work has involved
more detailed historical understanding of
how the institutional structure of the classic
European state system emerged and devel-
oped. Thus, the study of classical theories of
international relations has grown signifi-
cantly (for general studies, see Clark and
Neumann, 1996; Doyle, 1998; Knutsen,
1992; and Boucher, 1998), and there have
been important reassessments of the major
traditions of thought in IR (Walker, 1992;
Nabulsi, 1999; Dunne, 1998). Westphalia
has been demythologized by Krasner (1999),
Osiander (1994), and Philpott (1999).
Biersteker and Weber (1996) and Bartelson
(1995) have emphasized the importance of
seeing state sovereignty as a social construct.

Other, related, work involves seeking to
delineate and trace models of the interna-
tional normative order, both in terms of the

different goals to be promoted and the differ-
ent means of achieving them. Thus, Falk
distinguished between Westphalian and
Charter conceptions of the international
legal order (Falk, 1969), a theme developed
by Cassese (Cassese, 1986). Bull distin-
guished between ‘pluralist’ and ‘solidarist’
models of international society (Bull,
1977/2012; Alderson and Hurrell, 2000),
a way of thinking developed more recently
by Wheeler (Wheeler, 2000; see also Buzan,
2008). Nardin distinguished between purpo-
sive and practical associations (Nardin,
1983). Reus-Smit sought to analyse differ-
ent international societies by distinguishing
between issue-specific regimes, fundamental
institutions, and constitutional structures
(Reus-Smit, 1999). Philpott has traced the
development of ‘revolutions in sovereignty’
(Philpott, 2000).

How we think about these changing
normative structures affects our understand-
ing of the role of norms in international life:
how we interpret and understand specific
rules, how they affect outcomes, and how
they change through time.

What norms are

All normative analysis revolves around the
two classic meanings of the term norm.
On the one hand, norms are identified by
regularities of behaviour among actors. Norms
reflect actual patterns of behaviour and give
rise to expectations as to what will, in fact,
be done in a particular situation. On the
other, norms reflect patterned behaviour of
a particular kind: a prescribed pattern of
behaviour which gives rise to normative
expectations as to what ought to be done.
Thus, regularity is combined with an internal
attitude involving criticism of oneself or
others on the grounds that a particular norm is
being violated. Norms can therefore
be defined as ‘a broad class of prescriptive
statements — rules, standards, principles, and
so forth — both procedural and substantive’
that are ‘prescriptions for action in situations
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of choice, carrying a sense of obligation, a
sense that they ought to be followed’ (Chayes
and Chayes, 1994: 65).

Deciding which norms matter and in
which circumstances will be difficult, if not
impossible, without being able to systemati-
cally distinguish levels of authority or nor-
mativity among the different principles or
rules within a particular regime. Equally,
compliance cannot be reduced to following
a static set of clear sharp-edged rules (see
Chayes and Chayes, 1995; and Koh, 1997).
But for the sceptic, it is the very ubiquity of
norms in international life, their frequent
ambiguity, and the variety of interpretations
to which they may give rise that is the
problem. Powerful actors can always find a
norm to support their consequentially based
choice. Norms are often in conflict. As
Krasner puts it: ‘International rules can be
contradictory ... and there is no authority
structure to adjudicate such controversies’.
Or again: ‘The international environment
has been characterized by competing and
often logically contradictory norms, not
some single coherent set of rules’ (Krasner,
1999: 6, 54). The strong can always pick and
choose among existing rules or set new
ones, through formal agreement or through
custom — a source of international law
which places disproportionate weight on the
actions and arguments of powerful states
(Byers, 1999).

It is important to recognise the seriousness
of the problem and to avoid a stylized or
idealized view of the legal order. But it is one
thing to accept that indeterminacy and insta-
bility are problems but quite another to argue
that anything goes. In the first place, it is in
the very nature of norms that there will
always be questions as to which norms are
relevant and how they should be interpreted.
The critical issue is the degree to which
interpretation reflects shared practices. The
theoretical point is well made by Kratochwil:
‘As a practice, a rule not only tells me how
to proceed in a situation that I have never
faced before, it is also governed by certain
conventions of the community of which I am

part. To this extent, my interpretations of a
rule as well as my uses of words are moni-
tored and reinforced by a group of competent
speakers’ (Kratochwil, 2000: 52). The insti-
tutional point is that international law is built
around an interpretative community of law-
yers (and others who argue in and through
law) who inhabit a more or less unified con-
ceptual universe and who share a common
set of discursive practices. It is by dint of this
that questions relating to the determinacy of
rules or the meaning of contested concepts
can be rationally debated, if never fully
resolved. Second, international law has to be
understood as an integrated institution and as
an interconnected normative system in which
historical development and the evolution of
specific legal doctrines or concepts over time
play a crucial role. Thus, the content of a
particular norm and the degree of obligation
that attaches to it is related to its place within
this broader normative order. Doubtless there
are many cases where competing principles
animate controversy. Similarly, many rules
are capable of widely differing interpreta-
tions. But the integrity of law sets limits to
the range and influence of eligible principles,
and to the range of legitimate interpretations
(Brunée and Toope, 2010). If indeed ‘organ-
ized hypocrisy’ is a useful term, we still need
to reflect on the crucial fact that it is just that:
organized hypocrisy.

Something similar is true of moral and
normative argument. All human societies
rely on historical stories about themselves to
legitimise notions of where they are and
where they might be going. Over time,
understandings of normative problems and
categories of normative arguments become
organized into intelligible patterns, tradi-
tions, or ideologies. Thus, to take the case of
war: the continual involvement of individuals
and societies in war and conflict, the moral
and political necessity of trying to make
sense of what war involves, and the limited
range of plausible arguments have led over
time to the creation of intelligible patterns,
traditions, and ideologies. As Walzer puts it:
‘Reiterated over time, our arguments and
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judgements shape what I want to call the
moral reality of war — that is, all those expe-
riences of which moral language is descrip-
tive or within which it is necessarily
employed’ (Walzer, 1977: 15).

How norms affect outcomes

For neo-realists, norms do not matter in
themselves but only to the extent that they
reflect, or are backed by, the power of
powerful actors. For rationalist theorists
within IR norms and institutions matter to
the degree that they affect actor strategies
(but not their underlying interests or pre-
ferences) by reducing transaction costs, by
identifying focal points for coordinated
behaviour, and by providing frameworks for
productive issue linkage. Moving beyond
rationalism, cognitive approaches highlight
the role of knowledge, and especially of sci-
entific or technical knowledge, in shifting
state understandings of interest in ways that
foster cooperation.

Attempts to go beyond these kinds of
approaches rely on two well-established
steps. The first is to challenge the rationalist
account of human choice and human agency.
Rationalists like to claim that they adopt an
‘actor-centred’ theory and that, if this is
rejected, then one is necessarily committed
to a view of human agents blindly following
internalized norms. Thus, Elster contrasts
instrumentally rational action that is hyper-
sentive to consequences with norms under-
stood as internalized Kantian imperatives
(‘blind, compulsive, mechanical or even
unconscious’, Elster, 1989). Krasner distin-
guishes between consequential action on
one hand and ‘taken for granted’ ‘deeply-
embedded’ ‘internalized’ norms on the other.
(Krasner, 1999). And Keohane has written on
the differences between instrumental and
normative ‘optics’ (Keohane, 1997).

As against this, the critics of rationalism
highlight the complexity of human choice
and the inevitability of deliberation, of moral
conflict, and of moral purpose. As Jackson

puts it: ‘People are not automated or mechan-
ical things. People are human beings who
make choices, and whose policies and actions
must be justified to other people’ (Jackson,
2000: 8). The critics also point to the difficul-
ties of any clear-cut distinction between a
rational logic of consequences and a norm-
following logic of appropriateness. How we
calculate consequences is often far from
obvious and not easily separable from our
understanding of legal or moral norms. At
any point in time, it may indeed to be helpful
to think of actors making choices between
consequentialist calculations and normative
appropriateness. But over time, the obvious-
ness of certain sorts of norms (for example,
against slavery or military conquest) becomes
such an accepted part of the international
political landscape that it becomes part of
how actors routinely calculate consequences.
As we have stressed in the earlier discussion
of normative theory, it is important to
avoid artificially stark divisions between
instrumental/strategic and moral forms of
reasoning and action — since real political
practices of argumentation and justification
and legitimation draw in both together and
in complex ways.

The second well-established challenge to
rationalism is to question the rationalist
account of how norms are related to
causality. The issues are complex and murky
but the basic point is a simple one, that
there are many routes to explaining social
action.

Norms may ‘guide’ behaviour, they may ‘inspire’
behaviour, they may ‘rationalize’ or ‘justify’ behav-
iour, they may express 'mutual expectations’
about behaviour, or they may be ignored. But they
do not effect cause in the sense that a bullet
through the heart causes death or an uncontrolled
surge in the money supply causes price inflation.
(Kratochwil and Ruggie, 1986).

Two other points should be noted. The first
relates to constitutive norms. ‘Constitutive
rules define the set of practices that make up
any particular consciously organized social
activity — that is to say, they specify what
counts as that activity’ (Ruggie, 1998: 22).
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The distinction between regulatory norms
and constitutive norms has a long history
within philosophy and jurisprudence (Rawls,
1955; Searle, 1995), although it is by no
means universally accepted (for example by
Raz, 1975/1999: 108-111). Constructivist
writing has laid great emphasis on the impor-
tance of constitutive rules, and the theoretical
and general debate has been intense.

Second, there are many different mecha-
nisms by which norms are diffused across the
international system and internalized by
actors. It is easy to suggest in broad terms
that past institutional choices affect the
present choice of norms and the framework
within which strategic interaction takes place.
But, as Krasner argues with his usual clarity
of purpose, it is much harder to establish
how institutions become embedded: ‘that is,
dictate actual behaviour and endure over time
or across different environmental conditions’
Krasner, 1999: 226). Within the rationalist
agenda, the systemic dimension is incorpo-
rated through hard notions of path depend-
ence (and maybe also of sunk costs) that
‘lock’ actors into patterns of behaviour.
Patterns are followed because the costs of
divergence are high. Within a sociological
account, the explanatory work will have
to be done by some version of individual
socialization.

Whether individual-level socialization is
important is an empirical question and not
one that can be settled by theoretical fiat.
But, very importantly, it is by no means the
only mechanism by which actors may come
to ‘internalize’ norms that originate else-
where in the system. (For a study of China
that also illustrates many of the general
issues involved, see Johnston, 2008). Three
other mechanisms deserve brief mention.
The first can be labelled discursive enmesh-
ment and highlights the importance of argu-
mentation, deliberation, and persuasion.
Words are not always cheap. The reasons for
making normative claims or framing inter-
ests in normative language may well be
purely instrumental. Such a course of action
legitimizes and makes universal claims that

would otherwise seem partial and particular.
It may reflect straightforward calculations of
interest. But accepting particular principles,
ideas, and arguments shapes and constrains
the sorts of arguments that can be made in
the future and provides institutional and nor-
mative platforms for different forms of polit-
ical mobilization.

A second mechanism concerns bureau-
cratic enmeshment. Individual leaders may
well remain completely unsocialized into
international norms. And yet they may find
that external norms have been incorporated
into bureaucratic structures in ways that
preclude or raise the costs of certain sorts
of policies. There may, for example, be very
powerful situational pressures to deviate
from the laws of war. Yet politicians and
generals may find themselves effectively
constrained by the incorporation of these
rules into bureaucratic operating procedures
and national military codes. Similarly,
national and international bureaucratic pro-
cedures in the field of human rights (to com-
pile reports or to attend review meetings)
help explain the continuity of human rights
policies despite the changing attitudes and
commitment of individual leaders (Simmons,
2009). Third, there is legal internalization.
As should by now be well known, interna-
tional legal rules cannot be understood in any
straightforward sense as simply ‘interna-
tional’. At one level, rule-governed behav-
iour does reflect the dynamics of interstate
politics and of interstate institutions. But that
interstate dynamic is very often heavily
influenced by the degree to which interna-
tional rules have been incorporated into
national legal systems and also by transna-
tional groups and pressures that act across
the domestic/international divide.

How norms change

Change matters. As Hollis put it: ‘Norms are
no less effective for being fluid and no less
real for being negotiable. Both ideally and
actually the stuff which binds societies is
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more like mastic than cement’. (Hollis, 1991:
13). But how are we to understand normative
change? Here, great emphasis has been
placed on the role of transnational civil soci-
ety. Transnational civil society refers to those
self-organized intermediary groups that are
relatively independent of both public authori-
ties and private economic actors; that are
capable of taking collective action in pursuit
of their interests or values; and that act across
state borders. Their role in norm formation
and norm development is important (although
by no means obviously greater than, say, in
the late 19th and early 20th centuries): first,
in the formal process of norm creation,
standard setting, and norm development;
second, in the detailed functioning of many
international institutions and in the processes
of implementation and compliance; and third,
in direct participation in many governance
activities (disbursing an increasing propor-
tion of official aid, engaging in large-scale
humanitarian relief; leading efforts at pro-
moting democracy or post-conflict social and
political reconstruction). In all of these areas,
the analytical focus has been on transnational
networks — for example, knowledge-based
networks of economists, lawyers, or scien-
tists; or transnational advocacy networks
which act as channels for flows of money and
material resources but, more critically, of
information, ideas, and values. (Keck and
Sikkink, 1998; Finnemore and Sikkink,
1998). This work has generated important
work at the intersection of the empirical and
normative, especially in terms of the poten-
tial that these trends hold out for greater
deliberation (see, for example, Bohman,
2007; Macdonald, 2008).

Second, there is the inherent tendency for
all normative systems (especially reasonably
well-institutionalized judicial systems) to
expand from within and to enmesh actors
within certain patterns of discourse, reason-
ing, and argumentation. As Stone Sweet put
it: ‘...norms...develop in path-dependent,
self-reinforcing ways, one mechanism of
which is the ubiquity, and naturalness,
of normative reasoning itself. Normative

systems are inherently expansionary to the
extent to which they enable people to reason
from one situation to another, by way of
analogy’ (Stone Sweet, 1999: 157). In com-
plex legal institutions such as the ECJ or the
WTO dispute settlement procedures, norm
development does not simply reflect periodic
bargains among states. It often takes place
internally through the practices of the institu-
tions themselves, filling in gaps in treaties,
developing answers to new problems, estab-
lishing precedents (even where precedent is
not formally admissible).

Third, normative change reflects changes
in the organization of domestic society and in
the powerful transnational ideological forces
that have shaped those changes. Thus, the
legitimacy of governments (democratic and
authoritarian) has come to depend on their
capacity to meet a vastly increased range of
needs, claims, and demands. In part, this has
involved increased expectations of the role of
the state in economic management (some-
thing that remains substantially true even
in an era of deregulation, privatization, and
globalization). In part, it reflects changed
notions of political legitimacy and broadened
understandings of self determination, of
human rights, and of citizenship rights. In
addition, although it may be true, as realists
tell us, that the international system tames
and socializes revolutionary regimes, it
is also true that each of the great social
revolutions of the modern era has left an
indelible mark on the dominant norms of
international society (Armstrong, 1993;
Halliday, 1999). In one sense, this may be
obvious. But it is obscured by the very
common tendency in IR to distinguish too
sharply between ‘thick’ domestic norms and
‘thin’ international norms. Many interna-
tional norms (national self-determination,
economic liberalism, sustainable develop-
ment) are powerful precisely because of the
way in which they relate to the transnational
structures within which all states are embed-
ded and to the broad social forces that have
transformed the character of states and altered
the dynamics of the state system.
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NORMATIVE THEORY AND THE
EVOLVING CHARACTER OF
INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY

In this final section, we suggest how the
changing normative structure of international
society has shaped the sorts of questions
currently being asked by normative theorists.
We highlight the importance of questions
of political justice, first, in relation to
the changing character of governance and
institutionalization; and second, in relation
to the evolving character of power politics.

Normative responses to the
pluralist structure of global
institutions, and the prominence
of nonstate actors

In the 1990s, global order was widely under-
stood through the lens of liberal internation-
alism or liberal solidarism. Globalization
was rendering obsolete the old Westphalian
world of Great Power rivalries, balance of
power politics, and an old-fashioned interna-
tional law built around state sovereignty and
strict rules of nonintervention. Bumpy as it
might be, the road seemed to be leading away
from Westphalia — with an expanded role for
formal and informal multilateral institutions;
a huge increase in the scope, density, and
intrusiveness of rules and norms made at the
international level but affecting how domes-
tic societies are organised; the ever-greater
involvement of new actors in global govern-
ance; the moves toward the coercive enfor-
cement of global rules; and fundamental
changes in political, legal, and moral under-
standings of state sovereignty and of the
relationship between the state, the citizen,
and the international community. In addition
to an expansion of interstate modes of gov-
ernance, increased attention was being paid
to the world of complex governance beyond
the state. Such governance was characterized
by the complexity of global rule making; the
role of private market actors and civil society

groups in articulating values which are then
assimilated in interstate institutions; and the
increased range of informal, yet norm-gov-
erned, governance mechanisms often built
around complex networks, both transnational
and trans-governmental, and the inter-penetra-
tion of international and municipal law and of
national administrative systems. From this
perspective, the state was losing its place as
the privileged sovereign institution and instead
becomes one of many actors and one partici-
pant in a broader and more complex social and
legal process.

Many analysts saw great potential in the
disaggregated state, in fluid and flexible net-
works of experts, and in the claims that
dynamic experimental rule making can be
both efficient and deliberatively inclusive
(Slaughter, 2004; Sabel and Zeitlin, 2010).
Sceptics worried about precisely these
same features — the dangers posed by the
often hidden rule by experts and embedded
orthodoxy, the marginalization of meaning-
ful politics, and the perils of de-formalization
and of the deepening fragmentation of the
legal ‘system’ (Koskenniemi, 2009; Krisch,
2010).

What do these changes imply for norma-
tive theory? If normative theories are to suc-
ceed in identifying regulatory principles for
global institutions that are appropriately
responsive to the differences between global
and domestic institutions, they must begin
with some understanding of the main dimen-
sions in which institutions in fact differ at
these levels. Most established normative
theories of domestic justice and democracy
characterise the set of institutions that are to
be regulated as a unified or singular institu-
tional ‘scheme’ or overarching social ‘basic
structure’. Often, this unified institutional
structure is identified with the sovereign insti-
tutions of statehood and the broader social
and economic institutions these sustain; these
institutions are unified through structuring
and governing the collective life of a ‘bounded
society’ (Rawls, 1996; Nagel, 2005).

However, the existing global institutional
architecture possesses neither the principled
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authoritative order of a constitutional
framework or sovereign structure of rule, nor
the mature social apparatus for collective
judgement and action associated with the
cultural institutions constitutive of nations or
‘peoples’. This existing global institutional
order can be described as ‘pluralist’ in char-
acter — in the sense that political decisions
and impacts can best be understood as ema-
nating from a plurality of organisationally
and socially distinct institutional actors,
rather than from any singular or unified
global institutional ‘scheme’ or ‘structure’.

Normative theories of global justice and
democracy have only recently begun to
engage seriously with the implications of this
institutional pluralism. Many theorists have
adopted the holistic approach to regulating
institutions, by posing normative questions
about the regulation of a ‘global basic struc-
ture’ or ‘global institutional scheme’. The
major problem with this is that in the kind of
pluralist global world we have described, it is
not clear where it is possible to locate politi-
cal agency. Yet it is precisely practical ques-
tions about the attribution of political
responsibility that must be settled if norma-
tive theories are to succeed in identifying a
transformative pathway towards more just
and democratic global institutions.

To help address this problem, a growing
body of work approaches the normative
analysis of global institutions in a way that
places these questions about political agency
and responsibility at the centre of theoretical
inquiry. Some of this work focuses on
identifying the normative responsibilities of
particular existing institutional agencies
within the overarching global institutional
scheme. The issues tackled in these litera-
tures include both broad philosophical ques-
tions about the characteristics that particular
institutions must possess to be capable of
bearing moral and political responsibilities
(Erskine, 2003), and more specific questions
about the social and political responsibilities
of specific international institutions such
as the IMF, World Bank, and WTO (Woods
and Narlikar, 2001), as well as powerful

nonstate actors such as NGOs and corpora-
tions, and the global ‘supply chain’ institu-
tions in the globalized economy through
which corporations commonly operate
(Rubenstein, 2007; Koenig-Archibugi, 2004;
Kuper, 2004; Macdonald and Macdonald,
2010; Macdonald, 2008).

Other work in this broad category focuses
not on allocating responsibilities among
existing institutional agents, but rather on
giving an account of the sorts of new institu-
tions that would need to be created to gener-
ate the institutional capacity or political
agency required to discharge collective nor-
mative duties. Debate of this latter kind
draws in various questions about the role of
international law in fostering norms of global
justice and democracy, and the contribution
that might potentially be made by different
legal models such as those of ‘global admin-
istrative law’. It also includes analysis of how
global justice and democracy might be pro-
moted by building new mechanisms for cur-
tailing abuses of power by prominent state
and nonstate actors within a pluralist institu-
tional order, through the development of new
mechanisms of political accountability and
democratic control targeted specifically to
these actors.

These new literatures are still developing,
but have the potential to contribute a great
deal to normative analysis of global institu-
tions. In doing so, however, they raise not
only very complex practical questions of
policy and institutional design, but also
broader methodological questions of the kind
we discussed in Section II — about the nature
and utility of ‘ideal’ versus ‘non-ideal’ forms
of theorising, the relevance of different
categories of facts to normative evaluation
and justification, and so on. As a result,
increasing attention to normative dilemmas
arising from the fact of global institutional
pluralism is helping to feed a growing
theoretical interest in the questions of meth-
odology we highlighted above. Each of these
developing sets of debates — on global insti-
tutions, and on normative methodology — is
likely to benefit from being brought into
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greater dialogue with the other as these
literatures develop.

Normative responses to the
abuse of political power in
global politics

If one reading of the post-Cold War order
highlighted the practical and normative chal-
lenges posed by changing patterns of govern-
ance and institutionalization, another reading
stressed a rather different set of forces and
refocussed attention on a range of older con-
cerns of IR such as unequal power, power
transitions and value conflict, and cultural
diversity. These factors have included: (1) the
renewed salience of security, the re-valoriza-
tion of national security as a value that can
and — for a dispiritingly large number of
people — should trump ideas of universal
human rights, and a renewed preoccupation
with war-fighting and counter-insurgency;
(2) the continued or renewed power of nation-
alism, no longer potentially containable
politically or analytically in a box marked
‘ethnic conflict’ but manifest in the identity
politics and foreign policy actions of the
major states in the system; (3) the renewed
importance of nuclear weapons as central to
major power relations, to the structure of
regional security complexes, and in the con-
struction of great power hierarchies and the
distribution of seats at top tables; (4) the
national and transnational power of religion
(both aspects matter); and (5) the return of
balance of power as both a motivation for
state policy (as with US policies in Asia) and
as an element in the foreign policy of all
second-tier states.

Still more important, as the 1990s pro-
gressed, so economic globalization fed back
into the structures and dynamics of a
Westphalian state system rather than pointing
towards its transcendence. The state as an
economic actor proved resilient in seeking
to control economic flows and to police
borders; and in seeking to exploit and
develop state-based and mercantilist modes

of managing economic problems, especially
in relation to resource competition and energy
geopolitics. Most significant, the very dyna-
mism and successes of liberal globalization
was having a vital impact on the distribution
of interstate political power — above all,
towards the East and parts of the South. If the
debate over power shifts in the 1990s con-
centrated on the shift of power from states to
firms and nonstate actors, the ‘power shift’” of
the past decade has focused on rising and
emerging powers, on state-directed economic
activity, and on the mismatch between exist-
ing global economic governance arrange-
ments and the distribution of power among
those with the actual power of effective
economic decision.

These developments raise once more the
centrality of order between and among the
major powers of the system. They also bring
questions of cultural diversity firmly back
into the picture, especially insofar as they
involve one might call the ‘provincializing of
Westphalia® and the shift in power away from
the core Western industrialized world — his-
torically first built around Europe and the
European colonial order and then around the
United States and the Greater West (Bull and
Watson, 1985; Little and Buzan, 2010).

This shift has important implications for
normative theorizing. In the first place, it
gives greater space to those voices concerned
with what Western liberal cosmopolitanism
looks like when seen from outside: for exam-
ple, the close historical relationship between
European cosmopolitan ideas and the spread
of empire (Pagden, 2000); or the problem
that emancipation into the global liberal
order might not be so emancipatory if the
terms of entry involved a denial of agency
and autonomy (Rao, 2010). Second, it high-
lights the need to understand and appreciate
the diversity of views and visions of the
world as they appear in different cultural and
civilizational contexts (Katzenstein, 2010;
Tickner and Waever, 2010). And third, it
forces a reassessment of the cultural and reli-
gious foundations of much Western political
thought. Charles Taylor, for example, traces
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what he calls the Modern Moral Order to a
very specific historical process of seculariza-
tion (Taylor, 2007; for the neglected impor-
tance of religion in Western theories of
international relations, see Hurd, 2010).

This reading of the international system
brings IR and normative theory together but
in ways that are rather different from those
imagined in the 1990s. For example, Jeremy
Waldron has suggested that much Kantian-
inspired theory has appeared as a debate
among people who have already agreed
about many of the most central principles of
justice or whose life worlds are deeply con-
nected and convergent (Waldron, 2010).
Equally, it was rather easy to work around a
rather under-specified category of ‘non-ideal’
theory and to leave compliance problems,
whether legal or moral, to one side when the
direction of history seemed to be so clear and
when structural power appeared so clearly
weighted on the side of the global liberal
order. One of the consequence of the emer-
gence of non-Western or nontraditional
emerging powers and of new forms of poli-
tical and social mobilization and of the
broader ‘provincializing’ of the ‘Western
liberal order’ is to create a far greater hete-
rogeneity of interests and values and a far
greater capacity for effective contestation.

Insofar as political theory assumes a more
realist approach in the light of these far less
auspicious developments, so the connections
with the traditional agendas of IR come back
into focus. On this account, a more realist
normative political theory should accept that
there will be a recurring (but not absolute)
need to give priority to order over justice;
that the appropriate standards of evaluation
will arise from within the political world
itself rather than coming from an external
legal or moral standpoint; and that politics is
all too often characterized by in-eliminable
conflict rather than reasoned consensus.
(On the new realism in political theory,
see Galston, 2010) It is a view that doubts
whether the maxims of law and morality can
ever wholly displace the centrality of politi-
cal decisions and political judgement.

What does this mean for normative theory?
Contemporary normative theories of global
politics, largely preoccupied with the con-
cept of justice, have directed relatively little
attention to these issues. This can perhaps be
attributed in part to the general tendency to
approach normative political theory as a
branch of moral philosophy and which
Bernard Williams has called “political moral-
ism’ (Williams, 2005). This moralised
approach to normative analysis is epitomised
in Rawlsian ‘ideal-theory’, which through its
methodological assumption of ‘full compli-
ance’ by social actors with institutional norms
explicitly precludes taking into account any
facts about the abuse of power in political life
in the process of identifying normative prin-
ciples for regulating institutions.

At the level of global politics, it is plain
that problems of power politics continue to
pose serious political challenges, about which
no theoretical complacency is warranted.
Moreover, it is not yet clear whether or how
the problem of global political order could be
solved without some major upheavals in
domestic institutions of sovereign statehood,
such as those entailed in various cosmopoli-
tan institutional proposals, for example. This
implies that the problem of political order
remains a live one also at the domestic level,
and that problems of order at these different
levels should be treated as interdependent. As
Bernard Williams has argued, the problem of
political order is the ‘first’ political question
in the sense that solving it is a precondition
for posing any further political question.
However,

[ilt is not (unhappily) first in the sense that once
solved, it never has to be solved again. This is par-
ticularly important because, a solution to the first
question being required all the time, it is affected
by historical circumstances; it is not a matter of
arriving at a solution to the first question at the
level of state-of-nature theory and then going on
to the rest of the agenda. (Williams, 2005: 3)

For this reason, it is essential that normative
analysis of global institutions — and to
some degree of political institutions more
generally — extend its focus beyond the
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issues of moral principle articulated through
‘ideal’ theories of justice, and resume the
more traditional habit of placing problems of
power and order at the forefront of theoreti-
cal inquiry, thereby bringing IR and Political
Theory into closer connection.

Two main approaches are emerging in the
normative literature. The first focuses on
institutional processes through which the
exercise of power by dominant political
actors can be constrained and brought into
line with institutional norms by countervail-
ing forms of power located elsewhere within
the social order — that is, by imposing exter-
nal constraints on power through institution-
alised regulation or accountability. This kind
of regulative function is a central purpose of
many legal and democratic institutions, and
as such some important theoretical contribu-
tions have been made on this issue in litera-
tures that offer designs for ‘cosmopolitan’ or
‘global’ models of law and democracy. Some
of the prescribed mechanisms for curbing
abuses of power in global politics are quite
radical in character, such as proposals for
significant limits imposed on the sovereign
authority of states through the development
of cosmopolitan law, and for fully demo-
cratic processes of social choice and account-
ability enacted on a global scale. Other
prescribed institutional reforms with this
purpose include the imposition of less
demanding standards of transparency and
accountability directed at both states and
powerful nonstate actors — which fall short of
democratic standards, but constrain power
more effectively than status quo institutional
arrangements (Keohane, 2003; Grant and
Keohane, 2005).

Another important way in which institu-
tions can constrain the abuse of power and
establish political order is by fostering an
‘internalised’ commitment on the part of
powerful actors to comply with institutional
norms, through harnessing a category of
motivational reasons distinct from either
capitulation to coercion or strategic pursuit
of interests. Institutions that are able to
secure support for their norms through this

kind of mechanism are sometimes said to
possess the quality of ‘legitimacy’. Just as
normative theories of law, democracy, and
accountability articulate a justified frame-
work for the management of power that func-
tions by imposing various external constraints
on powerful agents, there is a need for the
development of a normative theory of legiti-
macy that articulates a justified framework
for the management of power that functions
by aligning the internal motivations of pow-
erful actors with institutional norms. Buchanan
and Keohane (2006) have recently undertaken
some pioneering normative research on the
topic of global institutional legitimacy, which
makes an important preliminary contribution
to a broader theoretical agenda of this kind.
Despite the value of their contribution, how-
ever, their work has not yet fully grappled
with some of the central philosophical chal-
lenges that arise in trying to understand the
value of legitimacy in global politics.

One central intellectual obstacle to the
development of a normative theory of legiti-
macy is that it would require an analytic and
methodological approach that traverses the
conventional divide between social-scientific
and normative modes of inquiry. This would,
once again, draw together the two fields out-
lined in this chapter — on the one hand,
descriptive questions (about the structure of
motivation and the causes of social action),
and on the other, evaluative and prescriptive
questions (about the normative standards that
ought to be regarded as appropriate or justi-
fied for political institutions). Thus far, it has
been commonplace in scholarship on the
topic of legitimacy to insist upon a firm
analytic distinction between a normative
conception of legitimacy — defined as the
moral right of an institution to rule — and a
social-scientific conception of legitimacy —
defined as the widespread belief that an insti-
tution has the right to rule (Buchanan and
Keohane, 2006; Beetham, 1991). However,
while it is an analytic truth that these two
conceptions of legitimacy are distinct from
one another when defined in these particular
terms, they do not exhaust the plausible
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understandings of the concept or the modes
of inquiry appropriate to its content. Indeed,
neither of these conceptions adequately cap-
tures the way the concept is widely used in
mainstream normative discourse — which is
to characterise a normative good (a desirable
quality for institutions to possess), the value
of which is grounded, at least in part, in its
sociological function (of harnessing a special
kind of motivated support for institutional
norms among the institutions’ subject popu-
lations).

If we try to make analytic sense of this col-
loquial political understanding of legitimacy,
however, it quickly becomes evident that the
normative and social-scientific dimensions of
the concept cannot be so easily disentangled.
If legitimacy is characterised simply as the
moral right of an institution to rule, and if
this moral justification does not entail or
necessitate the existence of any beliefs by
social actors, then it is not clear how it could
follow that we should expect legitimacy to
have any of the motivational or behavioural
implications that are commonly attributed to
it (e.g., in Buchanan and Keohane 2006;
Buchanan, 2010). Conversely, if legitimacy
is characterised simply as the widespread
belief in the moral justifiability of institu-
tions, and if this widespread belief does not
entail or necessitate the truth of the proposi-
tion that they are morally justified, then it is
not clear how it could follow that legitimacy
should be regarded as a normative good.
Instead of distinguishing different concep-
tions of what legitimacy is as an institutional
property, then, it is perhaps more helpful to
distinguish normative from social-scientific
questions about legitimacy. Certainly the
normative question of how we should evalu-
ate and practically respond to institutional
legitimacy is properly distinguished from the
social-scientific question of how legitimacy
functions within institutions as a matter of
fact. However, distinguishing these questions
is entirely compatible with there being a uni-
fied conception of what the property of
legitimacy is, about which questions of both
these types are being asked.

Some progress might be made in theoreti-
cally characterising this property of legiti-
macy by probing the recognition that both
normative and sociological discussions of
legitimacy are concerned with the operation
of a particular category of reasons for action,
that are distinguished from interest-based
and strategic categories of reasons, and that
derive their force as reasons from their
embeddedness in the identities of social
actors. Sociological analyses of legitimacy
generally try to characterise the way in which
reasons embedded in social identities gener-
ate motivational force (as causes of social
action), while normative analyses of legiti-
macy generally try to characterise the way in
which reasons embedded in social identities
generate justificatory force (as grounds for
regarding particular actions as worthy of
being done). Here, we can recognise some
striking parallels between the analytic struc-
ture of normative and sociological ‘construc-
tivisms’ — both of which view normativity (in
its imperative and its motivational dimen-
sions) as anchored in social ‘identities’,
which contain the content and embody the
force of a special category of reasons (Wendt,
1999; Korsgaard, 1995).

The idea that the justificatory force and the
motivational force of reasons are in some
way inextricably connected in some is not
itself new; rather, it is central to the estab-
lished philosophical position of reason ‘inter-
nalism’. The classic defence of this position
in the contemporary philosophical literature
is articulated by Bernard Williams, who
writes that “[i]f there are reasons for action, it
must be that people sometimes act for those
reasons, and if they do, their reasons must
figure in some correct explanation of their
action” (Williams, 1981: 102). There is an
ongoing debate on this topic cutting across
the philosophical fields of metaethics and
philosophy of action, and it is possible that
some insights and analytic tools from these
debates could contribute to the clarification
of some of the theoretical difficulties at
the heart of contemporary attempts to develop
a theory of legitimacy for application to
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global institutions. Indeed, these theoretical
problems exposed in relation to the concept
of legitimacy point to the need for deeper
examination of the points of contact between
normative and empirical study of norms in
global politics more broadly, as a way of
developing a more integrated understanding
of the role of norms in global life.

REFERENCES

Albin, Cecilia (2001) Justice and Fairness in International
Negotiation. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Alderson, Kai and Hurrell, Andrew (eds.) (2000)
Hedley Bull on International Society. Basingstoke:
Macmillan.

Armstrong, David (1993) Revolution and World Order:
The Revolutionary State in International Society.
Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Aron, Raymond (2006) Les Sociétés Modernes. Paris:
Quadrige/PUF.

Barry, Christian and Laura Valentini (2009)
‘Egalitarian Challenges to Global Egalitarianism:
A Critique’, Review of International Studies, 35 (3):
485-512.

Bartelson, Jens (1995) A Genealogy of Sovereignty.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Beetham, David (1991) The Legitimation of Power.
Atlantic  Highlands, NJ:  Humanities Press
International.

Beitz, Charles R. (1999a) ‘International Liberalism and
Distributive Justice: A Survey of Recent Thought',
World Politics, 51: 269-96.

Beitz, Charles R. (1979/1999) Political Theory and
International Relations (New edition with after-
word). Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Beitz, Charles R. (2001) 'Does Global Inequality
Matter?’, Metaphilosophy, 32 (1/2): 95-112.

Beitz, Charles R. (2009) The Idea of Human Rights.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Bell, Duncan (ed.) (2009) Political Thought and
International Relations. Variations on a Realist
Theme. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Bell, Duncan (ed.) (2010) Ethics and World Politics.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Biersteker, Thomas J. and Weber, Cynthia (eds.) (1996)
State Sovereignty as a Social Construct. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Bohman, James (2007) Democracy across Borders:
From Demos to Demoi. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Boucher, David (1997) ‘Political Theory, International
Theory, and the Political Theory of International
Relations’, in Andrew Vincent (ed.), Political Theory:
Tradition and Diversity. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, pp. 193-213.

Boucher, David (1998) Political Theories of International
Relations: From Thucydides to the Present. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Boucher, David (2009) The Limits of Ethics in
International Relations. Natural Law, Natural Rights
and Human Rights in Transition. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Brown, Chris (1992) International Relations Theory:
New Normative Approaches. London: Harvester
Wheatsheaf.

Brunnée, Jutta and Toope, Stephen (2010) Legitimacy
and Legality in International Law: An Interactional
Account. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Bull, Hedley (1977/2012) The Anarchical Society: A
Study of Order in World Politics. London: Macmillan.

Bull, Hedley and Watson, Adam (eds.) (1985) The
Expansion of International Society. Oxford: Clarendon
Press.

Buchanan, Allen (2000) ‘Rawls's Law of Peoples: Rules
for a Vanished Westphalian World’, Ethics, 110 (4):
697-721.

Buchanan, Allen (2004) Justice, Legitimacy, and Self-
Determination: Moral Foundations for International
Law. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Buchanan, Allen (2010) ‘The Legitimacy of International
Law’, in Samantha Besson and John Tasioulas (eds.),
The Philosophy of International Law. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Buchanan, Allen and Robert O. Keohane (2006) ‘The
Legitimacy of Global Governance Institutions’, Ethics
and International Affairs, 20 (4): 405-37.

Buzan, Barry (2008) From International to World
Society: English School Theory and the Social
Structure of Globalization. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Buzan, Barry and Little, Richard (2010) ‘The historical
expansion of international society’, in  Robert
Allen Denemark (ed.), The International Studies
Encyclopedia. Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell in associ-
ation with the International Studies Association.

Byers, Michael (1999) Custom, Power and the
Power of Rules. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Caney, Simon (2005) Justice Beyond Borders: A Global
Political Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Carr, EH. (1939/2001) The Twenty Years’ Crisis,
1919-1939: An Introduction to the Study of

International Relations. London: Macmillan.



ETHICS AND NORMS IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 81

Cassese, Antonio (1986) International Law in a Divided
World. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Chayes, Abram and Chayes, Antonia Handler (1994),
‘Regime Architecture: Elements and Principles’, in
Janne E. Nolan (ed.), Global Engagement.
Cooperation and Security in the 21st Century.
Washington, D.C: Brookings.

Chayes, Abram and Chayes, Antonia Handler (1995)
The New Sovereignty: Compliance with International
Regulatory Agreements. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.

Clark, lan and Neumann, Iver B. (eds.) (1996) Classical
Theories of International Relations. New York:
St. Martin's Press.

Cochran, Molly (2009) ‘Charting the Ethics of the
English School: What “Good" is there in a Middle-
Ground Ethics', International Studies Quarterly,
53: 203-225.

Cox, Robert W. (1986) 'Social Forces, States and
World Orders: Beyond International Relations
Theory’, in Robert O. Keohane (ed.), Neorealism
and its Critics. New York: Columbia University Press,
pp. 204-254.

Doyle, Michael W. (1998) Ways of War and Peace:
Realism, Liberalism, and Socialism. New York:
Norton.

Dryzek, John S., Honig, Bonnie, and Philips, Anne (eds.)
(2006) The Oxford Handbook of Political Theory.
Oxford: Oxford University Press,

Dunne, Tim (1998) Inventing International Society:
A History of the English School. Basingstoke:
Macmillan.

Elster, Jon (1989) The Cement of Society. A Study of
Social Order. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Erskine, Toni (ed.) (2003) Can Institutions Have
Responsibilities? Collective Moral Agency and
International Relations. New York and Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan.

Falk, Richard A. and Black, Cyril Edwin (eds.) (1969)
The Future of the International Legal Order.
Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Farrelly, Colin (2007) ‘Justice in Ideal Theory:
A Refutation’, Political Studies, 55 (4): 844—64.

Finnemore, Martha and Sikkink, Kathryn (1998)
‘International Norm Dynamics and Political Change’,
International Organization, 52 (4): 887-918.

Frost, Mervyn (1986) Towards a Normative Theory of
International Relations : A Critical Analysis of the
Philosophical and Methodological Assumptions in
the Discipline with Proposals Towards a Substantive
Normative Theory. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Frost, Mervyn (1996) Ethics in International Relations.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Frost, Mervyn (2002) Constituting Human Rights:
Global Civil Society and the Society of Democratic
States. London: Routledge.

Galston, William A (2010) 'Realism in Political
Theory’, European Journal of Political Theory,
(4): 385-411.

Gilpin, Robert (1986) ‘The Richness of the Tradition of
Political Realism’, in Robert O. Keohane (ed.),
Neorealism and Its Critics. New York: Columbia
University Press.

Grant, Ruth and Robert Keohane (2005) ‘Accountability
and Abuses of Power in World Politics’, American
Political Science Review, 99 (1).

Halliday, Fred (1999) Revolution and World Politics:
The Rise and Fall of the Sixth Great Power.
Basingstoke: Macmillan.

Hoffmann, Stanley (1985) Duties Beyond Borders: On
the Limits and Possibilities of Ethical International
Politics. Syracuse: Syracuse University Press.

Hollis, Martin (1991), ‘Why Elster is Stuck and Needs
to Recover His Faith’, London Review of Books,
24 January: 13.

Hont, Istvan (1994) ‘The Permanent Crisis of a Divided
Mankind: “Contemporary Crisis of the Nation
State” in Historical Perspective’, Political Studies,
42: 166-231.

Hurd, Elizabeth Shakman (2008) The Politics of
Secularism in International Relations Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Hurrell, Andrew (2007) On Global Order. Power, Values
and the Constitution of International Society. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Jackson, Robert H. (2000) The Global Covenant:
Human Conduct in a World of States. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Johnston, Alastair lain (2008) Social States: China in
International Institutions 1980-2000. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Katzenstein, Peter J. (1996a) Cultural Norms and
National Security: Police and Military in Postwar
Japan. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Katzenstein, Peter J. (ed.) (2010) Civilizations in World
Politics. Plural and Pluralist Perspectives. London:
Routledge.

Keck, Margaret and Sikkink, Kathryn (1998)
Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in
International Politics. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press.

Keohane, Robert 0. (1997) ‘International Relations and
International Law: Two Optics', Harvard International
Law Review, 38 (2): 487-502.



82 HANDBOOK OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

Keohane, Robert 0. (2003) ‘Global Governance and
Democratic Accountability’, in David Held & Mathias
Koenig-Archibugi (eds.), Taming Globalization:
Frontiers of Governance. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Koenig-Archibugi, Mathias (2004) ‘Transnational
Corporations and Public Accountability’, Government
and Opposition, 39 (2): 234-59.

Koh, Harold H. (1996) ‘Transnational Legal Process’,
Nebraska Law Review, 75 (1996).

Koh, Harold H. (1997) ‘Why do Nations Obey Interna-
tional Law?’, Yale Law Journal, 106 (8): 2598—6509.

Korsgaard, Christine M. (1996) The Sources of
Normativity. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Koskenniemi, Martti (2009) ‘Miserable Comforters:
International Relations as New Natural Law’,
European Journal of International Law, 15 (3):
395-422.

Krasner, Stephen D. (1999) Sovereignty. Organized
Hypocrisy. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Kratochwil, Friedrich V. (2000) ‘How Do Norms
Matter?’, in Michael Byers (ed.), The Role of Law in
International  Politics: Essays in International
Relations and in International Law. Oxford: Oxford
University Press, pp. 35-68.

Kratochwil, Friedrich V. and Ruggie, John Gerard
(1986) 'International Organization: A State of the
Artonan Art of the State’, International Organization,
40 (4): 753-776.

Krisch, Nico (2010) Beyond Constitutionalism: The
Pluralist Structure of Post-national Law. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Knutsen, Torbjorn L. (1992) A History of International
Relations Theory: An Introduction. Manchester:
Manchester University Press.

Kuper, Andrew (2004) ‘Harnessing Corporate Power:
Lessons from the Un Global Compact’, Development,
47 (3): 9-19.

Kuper, Andrew (2000) ‘Rawlsian Global Justice’,
Political Theory, 28 (5): 640-74.

Kymlicka, Will (1995) Multicultural = Citizenship:
A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights. Oxford Political
Theory. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Laslett, Peter (1956) ‘Introduction’, in Peter Laslett
(ed.) Philosophy, Politics and Society. Oxford:
Blackwell.

Linklater, Andrew (1998) The Transformation of Political
Community: Ethical Foundations of the Post-
Westphalian Era. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Macdonald, Kate and Macdonald, Terry (2010)
‘Democracy in a Pluralist Global Order: Corporate
Power and Stakeholder Representation’, Ethics and
International Affairs, 24 (1): 19-43.

Macdonald, Terry (2008) Global Stakeholder Democracy:
Power and Representation Beyond Liberal States.
New York: Oxford University Press.

Mapel, David and Nardin, Terry (eds.) (1992) Traditions
of International Ethics. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Mapel, David and Nardin, Terry (1998) International
Society: Diverse Ethical Perspectives. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

March, James G. and Olsen, Johan P. (1998) ‘The
Institutionalist Dynamics of International Political
Orders', International Organization, 52 (4): 943-970.

Miller, Alexander (2003) An Introduction to
Contemporary Metaethics. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Miller, David (1990) ‘The Resurgence of Political
Theory', Political Studies, 38: 421-437.

Miller, David (1995) On Nationality. Oxford: Clarendon
Press.

Miller, David (1999) Principles of Social Justice.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Miller, David (2004) 'Against Global Egalitarianism’,
The Journal of Ethics, 9 (1-2): 55-79.

Miller, David (2007) National Responsibility and Global
Justice. New York: Oxford University Press.

Mitzen, Jennifer (2005) ‘Reading Habermas in
Anarchy: Multilateral Diplomacy and Global Public
Spheres', American Political Science Review, 99 (3):
401-425.

Moellendorf, Darrel (2002) Cosmopolitan Justice.
Boulder, CO: Westview.

Mdller, Harald (2004) ‘Arguing, Bargaining and All
That. Communicative Action, Rationalist Theory and
the Logic of Appropriateness in International
Relations’, European Journal of International
Relations, 10 (3): 395-435.

Nabulsi, Karma (1999) Traditions of War: Occupation,
Resistance and the Law. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Nagel, Thomas (2005) ‘The Problem of Global Justice’,
Philosophy and Public Affairs, 33 (2): 113-47.

Nardin, Terry (1983) Law, Morality, and the
Relations of States. Princeton: Princeton University
Press.

O'Neill, Onora (1996) Towards Justice and Virtue:
A Constructive Account of Practical Reasoning.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

O'Neill, Onora (2000) Bounds of Justice. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Osiander, Andreas (1994) The States System of Europe,
1640—-1990. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Pagden, Anthony (1995) Lords of All the World:
Ideologies of Empire in Spain, Britain, and
France c. 1500 — c. 1800 . New Haven: Yale.



ETHICS AND NORMS IN INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS 83

Philpott, Daniel (1999) ‘Westphalia Authority and
International Society’, Political Studies, 47: 566—589.

Philpott, Daniel (2000) Revolutions in Sovereignty.
Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Pogge, Thomas W. (1989) Realizing Rawls. Ithaca:
Cornell University Press.

Pogge, Thomas W. (1994) ‘An Egalitarian Law of
Peoples’, Philosophy and Public Affairs, 23 (3):
195-224.

Price, Robert (2008) ‘Moral Limit and Possibility
in World Politics’, International Organization, 62:
191-220.

Rao, Rahul (2010) Third World Protest: Between Home
and the World. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Rawls, John (1955) ‘Two Concepts of Rules’, The
Philosophical Review, 64: 3-32.

Rawls, John (1971) A Theory of Justice. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Rawls, John (1996) Political Liberalism. New ed.
New York: Columbia University Press.

Rawls, John, (1999a) The Law of Peoples: With, the
Idea of Public Reason Revisited. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

Rawls, John (1999b) Theory of Justice, rev ed. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Rawls, John (2001) Justice as Fairness: A Restatement.
Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard
University Press.

Raz, Joseph (1999) Practical Reason and Norms.
New ed., first published 1975. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Rengger, Nicholas (2000) International Relations,
Political Theory and the Problem of Order. London:
Routledge.

Reus-Smit, Christian (1999) The Moral Purpose of the
State: Culture, Social Identity, and Institutional
Rationality in International Relations. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Reus-Smit, Christian and Snidal, Duncan (eds.) (2008)
The Oxford Handbook of International Relations.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Risse, Thomas (2000) 'Let's Argue!: Communicative
Action in World Politics', International Organization,
54 (1): 1-39.

Ronzoni, Miriam (2009) ‘The Global Order: A Case of
Background Injustice? A Practice-Dependent
Account’, Philosophy & Public Affairs, 37 (3):
229-56.

Rothschild, E. (1995) ‘What is Security?’, Daedalus,
124 (3): 53-98.

Rubenstein, Jennifer (2007) ‘Accountability in an
Unequal World’, The Journal of Politics, 69 (3):
616-32.

Ruggie, John Gerard (1998) Constructing the World
Polity: Essays on International Institutionalization.
London: Routledge.

Sangiovanni, Andrea (2008) ‘Justice and the Priority of
Politics to Morality’, The Journal of Political
Philosophy, 16 (2): 137-64.

Schmidt, Brian (1998) The Political Discourse of Anarchy:
A Disciplinary History of International Relations.
Albany: State University of New York Press.

Searle, John R., (1995) The Construction of Social
Reality. London: Penguin Books.

Sen, Amartya (2009) The Idea of Justice. Cambridge,
MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

Simmons, Beth A (2009) Mobilizing for Human Rights.
International Law in Domestic Politics. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Simmons, A John (2010) ‘Ideal and Nonideal Theory’,
Philosophy and Public Affairs, 38 (1) 5-36.

Singer, Peter (1972) ‘Famine, Affluence, and Morality’,
Philosophy and Public Affairs, 1: 229-243.

Singer, Peter (2002) One World: The Ethics of
Globalisation. New Haven: Yale University Press.
Stemplowska, Zofia and Swift Adam (2012) ‘Ideal and
Nonideal Theory’, in D. Estlund (ed.), The Oxford
Handbook of Political Philosophy. Oxford: Oxford

University Press.

Stemplowska, Zofia (2008) ‘What's Ideal About
Ideal Theory?" Social Theory and Practice, 34 (3):
319-40.

Stone Sweet, Alec (1999) 'Judicialization and the
Construction of Governance’, Comparative Political
Studies, 32 (2): 147-184.

Tan, Kok-Chor (2000) Toleration, Diversity, and Global
Justice. University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State
University Press.

Taylor, Charles (1985) Philosophy and the Human
Sciences: Philosophical Papers Volume 2. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Taylor, Charles (2007) A Secular Age. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press.

Teson, Fernando (2005) Humanitarian Intervention:
An Inquiry into Law and Morality. 3 revised and
updated ed. Irvington-on-Hudson: Transnational
Publishers.

Tickner, Arlene B. and Waever, Ole (eds.) (2009)
International Relations Scholarship around the
World. London: Routledge.

Tuck, Richard (1999) The Rights of War and
Peace: Political Thought and the International Order
from Grotius to Kant. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Valentini, Laura (2010) ‘Global Justice and Practice-
Dependence: Conventionalism, Institutionalism,



84 HANDBOOK OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

Functionalism’, Journal of Political Philosophy,
19 (4): 399-418.

Waldron, Jeremy (2000) ‘What is Cosmopolitan?” The
Journal of Political Philosophy, 8 (2): 227-43.

Walker, Robert B.J. (1992) Inside/Outside: Inter-
national Relations as Political Theory. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Walker, Robert B.J. (1999) ‘The Hierarchicalization
of Political Community’, Review of International
Studies, 25: 151-6.

Walzer, Michael (1977/1992) Just and Unjust Wars:
A Moral Argument with Historical Illustrations.
2nd ed. New York: Basic Books.

Walzer, Michael (1985) Spheres of Justice: A Defence
of Pluralism and Equality. Oxford: Blackwell.

Walzer, Michael (1994) Thick and Thin: Moral Argument
at Home and Abroad. Notre Dame, IN: University of
Notre Dame Press.

Welch, David (1993) Justice and the Genesis of War.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Wendt, Alexander (1999) Social Theory of Inter-
national Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Wheeler, Nicholas J (2000) Saving Strangers.
Humanitarian Intervention in International Society.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Wight, Martin (1966) ‘Why Is There No International
Theory’, in Martin Wight and Herbert Butterfield
(eds.), Diplomatic Investigations. London: Allen and
Unwin, pp. 17-34.

Wight, Martin (1991) International Theory: The Three
Traditions. Gabriele Wight and Brian Porter (eds.).
Leicester: Leicester University Press.

Williams, Bernard (1981) ‘Internal and External
Reasons’, in Moral Luck. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Williams, Bernard (2005) In the Beginning Was the
Deed: Realism and Moralism in Political Argument.
Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Williams, Michael C. (ed.) (2005) The Realist Tradition
and the Limits of International Relations. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Woods, N. and Narlikar, A. (2001) ‘Governance and
the Limits of Accountability: The WTO, the IMF,
and the World Bank’, International Social Science
Journal, 53 (4): 569-83.



Rational Choice and
International Relations

CHALLENGES TO RATIONAL CHOICE

Rational choice is one of the major approaches
to the postwar study of international relations
(IR). It has helped define contemporary theo-
retical debates about international politics
and has advanced our understanding of such
topics as the implications of anarchy and the
possibility of cooperation. In some eyes,
rational choice has been on a mission to
establish its hegemony over the field and has
failed to appreciate both its own limitations
and the value of alternative approaches.
Several vigorous critiques of this approach —
both internal and external — are now well
established, and rational choice might as a
result appear to be in retreat.!

This chapter evaluates the challenges
raised by those criticisms with an eye toward
how rational choice can deal with them.? I
begin with a discussion of the critiques and
argue that each contains some significant ele-
ment of truth. But they are more usefully
thought of as stimulants to improving rational
choice than reasons for rejecting it. I then
briefly investigate this claim in terms of a set

Duncan Snidal

of the substantive and theoretical puzzles that
rational choice and the IR field more gener-
ally are currently trying to deal with. Rational
choice offers no simple solutions to these
problems, and it is not the only way to
address them. But it is a powerful and flexi-
ble approach that, if it takes the criticism
seriously, will rise to these new challenges.

Internal critiques about the way rational
choice conducts its analysis can be divided
into two primary categories. The first is that
rational choice has developed a fetishism
over mathematical technique that leads it to
substitute abstract and complicated models
for commonsensical theoretical development.
At its best, this line of argument continues,
rational choice simply reproduces what we
“already know” in a more obscure language;
at its worst, it uses obfuscation to hide its
emptiness. Worse yet, explanations not cast
in the language of rational choice, and even
arguments highly compatible with rational
choice but not couched in its technical garb,
have not been appreciated. Technique has
falsely triumphed over substance.

While it contains an element of truth,
this critique fails to appreciate the value of
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technical approaches used properly. More
importantly, it conflates a discussion of
particular ways to do rational choice with
the approach taken as a whole, which need
not be technically complicated or mathe-
matically obscure. Proponents should
realize that formalization is not the sine qua
non of rational choice but only a tool.
Applications of, and even deductions within,
rational choice can be entirely “verbal.”
That is often the best way to proceed. But
skeptics should appreciate that the power of
approach derives in no small part from
established results that might not have been
obtained except through formalization.

The second internal critique is that rational
choice has no strong empirical legs. According
to this view, proponents have not tested it
adequately and, when they have, have found
little support. Instead of remedying this defi-
ciency, they argue, rational choice has
retreated to theoretical speculations that are
increasingly irrelevant.

Again, there is an element of truth here,
since some rational choice has been more
heavily oriented toward developing theoreti-
cal arguments about international politics
than toward evaluating them. Moreover, the
versatility and flexibility of rational choice
create special difficulties for testing. But this
critique is mistaken in two important respects.
First, it confuses the (im)possibility of test-
ing rational choice as a general approach
with the more reasonable project of testing
specific hypotheses or substantive theories
based on a rational choice perspective.
Second, it seriously underappreciates the
extent to which rational choice is driven by
empirical considerations and plays a central
role in a wide range of empirical work.
Nevertheless, the greatest challenge to
rational choice is to strengthen its range and
depth of empirical application. This is an
ongoing project, however, and I document
substantial work that addresses this chal-
lenge. In the end, the most interesting debates
should be over how best to evaluate rational
models empirically, since there is no dis-
agreement over the need to do so.

More recently, an important set of external
critiques, grouped loosely under the con-
structivist label, have pointed out that rational
choice emphasizes certain problems and sets
aside other issues by assumption. This leads
some to doubt the value of rational choice
contributions altogether, whereas others are
sympathetic to the contributions of rational
choice but see it as having run its course or
being unable to answer big questions.
Rational choice is found deficient in explain-
ing who the key actors are, in explaining
their interests, explaining the origin of insti-
tutions, or in explaining how these change.
These deficiencies present challenges that
need to be understood and, where possible,
addressed. But the deficiencies are also over-
stated and (in their weaker form) justifiable
as savvy methodological moves by which
rational choice analysis gains its power.

My goal here is not to engage the con-
structivist—rationalist debate but to draw on
constructivist criticisms as posing important
challenges that rational choice can and should
address.®> I argue that IR rational choice
analysis cannot resolve all of these chal-
lenges, but it can improve itself by taking
them seriously and selectively modifying
itself in response.

I address these different critiques, first
from a methodological direction and then,
building on that, from a substantive direction.
The next section begins by asking “What is
rational choice?” 1 propose that rational
choice is a methodology incorporating gen-
eral theoretical assumptions but that it is
wide open in terms of specific substantive
content. Indeed, its association with particu-
lar substantive positions — especially ones
deriving from its tradition in realism, neore-
alism and, more recently, neoliberalism in
IR — makes it too easy to confuse the limits
of these substantive approaches as inherent
limits of rational choice. In fact, rational
choice is extraordinarily flexible and is com-
patible with a wide range of substantive
approaches. Other reputed limitations are not
inherent to rational choice but represent
tactical methodological choices to facilitate
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analysis. That does not eliminate them as
limitations, but closer examination suggests
how they are potentially surmountable or,
alternatively, why it may be unwise to sur-
mount them.

Building on this, I consider the two internal
critiques of rational choice methodology.
I argue that formalization is not a necessary
feature of rational choice but has played an
indispensable role in its development. But
softer, nonmathematical approaches have been
equally central in the development of the
theory and in its application to specific prob-
lems. Most importantly, formal and soft
approaches are highly complementary, not
competitive. On the empirical side, rational
choice faces some special limitations, and so
its empirical development lags behind its theo-
retical development. But it also is much stronger
empirically than its critics claim; a significant
body of empirical research illustrates the wide
range of approaches that are being used to
strengthen it further in this regard.

The final section of this chapter considers
how rational choice can handle three impor-
tant challenges facing its broader application
to IR. The first is the general problem of
change. I argue that while some substantive
theories employing the rational choice
approach may reject the study of change, that
is not true of rational choice in general.
Although rational choice imposes some
methodological limits on incorporating
change, it can address important issues of
change in the international setting. The
second challenge is the problem of explain-
ing preferences and actor identities within
rational choice. This continues the discussion
of change, and I argue that rational choice
can relax its assumption of fixed preferences
provided it does so in a systematic manner.
The third substantive challenge is incorporat-
ing normative concerns. Although I do not
engage a full normative discussion, I show
that rational choice is capable of engaging
normative considerations in a number of dif-
ferent ways and that addressing these, in
turn, will feed back on the positive theory in
useful ways.

WHAT IS RATIONAL CHOICE?

Rational choice is a broad enterprise with
permeable boundaries. It is not a substantive
theory except at the most general level.*
Therefore, it is usually viewed as a methodo-
logical approach that explains both individual
and collective (social) outcomes in terms of
individual goal-seeking under constraints.
This broad conception needs to be filled in
considerably before it can have much spe-
cific content, either theoretically or empiri-
cally. There is a myriad of possible ways to
do so — some of which respond to important
critiques of the approach.

Yet any theoretical methodology such as
rational choice entails some very general
substantive commitments.> The focus on goal
seeking presumes that explanation should
proceed in terms of relevant actors, the goals
they seek, and their ability to do so. The
approach also requires some specification of
constraints — which may be technological,
institutional, or arise from interdependencies
among actors’ choices. Within and beyond
this, rational choice is remarkably open to
alternative specifications. Notably, the goals
are not restricted to self-regarding or material
interests but could include other-regarding
and normative or ideational ‘“goals.”
Moreover, while the baseline theory is often
developed in terms of hyper-rational actors
with powerful calculating abilities, the theory
is open to incorporating limits to their capac-
ities or constraints on their decision making.
Finally, the theory is most often used as a
positive theory of how actors behave in prac-
tice, but it can also be used as a normative
theory to evaluate how actors behave or to
indicate how they should behave.

Any application of rational choice that
aspires to be a theory “of something”
requires more detailed substantive commit-
ments (Snidal, 1985). In IR, the “neo-" tra-
dition has assumed that states are the key
actors, that they seek goals such as power or
wealth, and that they are relatively effective
at pursuing their interests. The warrant for



88 HANDBOOK OF INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

these assumptions comes not from rational
choice, however, but from substantive
knowledge of international politics. For
example, the social choice literature raises
thorny questions about treating aggregates
as actors (Arrow, 1951) so that use of the
state-as-actor assumption depends on
implicit substantive claims. Alternative
assumptions that propose other actors (for
example, transnational activists or subna-
tional interests), or actors pursuing different
goals (for example, moral values or profits)
or actors with differential abilities to do so
(for example, in terms of more limited cal-
culating ability or lack of information), are
equally compatible with rational choice.
Thus, rational choice is not at all limited to
conceptions of self-interested, materialistic
“economic” actors, or to anomic, power-
seeking state actors in international affairs.
Different substantive specifications can lead
to different theories within the broader
umbrella of rational choice.

Goal seeking obviously does not cover all
aspects of human (or state) behavior in any
straightforward way. There are other rich
traditions of research in IR based on (for
example) psychological or cognitive limits of
decision makers (Jervis, 1976; Steinbruner,
1974) or, more recently, explanations that
depend on identity or culture (Katzenstein,
1996), or on the role of “appropriateness” as
an alternative basis for behavior (Finnemore,
1996; March and Olsen, 1989).6

The elasticity of the rationality concept
makes it tempting (and a little too easy) to
reduce these alternative conceptions to a
form of goal seeking. Treating “appropriate-
ness” as an element of utility function, or
bounded rationality as information costs,
simply misses the difference between the
approaches, which need to be taken more
seriously (Sen, 1977). Nevertheless, rational
choice is often a central part of the explana-
tion even where different motivations are
also at play. Many behavioral findings about
the limits of decision making — hysteresis
and framing effects, for example — are implic-
itly defined in terms of deviations from a

rational choice baseline. Similarly, while
human rights activists or other actors may be
driven by different considerations and use
different techniques than are typically cap-
tured by rational choice, the analysis of their
behavior in international politics requires
careful attention to their strategically rational
behavior (Johnston, 2002; Keck and Sikkink,
1998). Conversely, rational choice analysis
can advance by taking the alternatives
seriously and seeing what elements it can
incorporate. An example is the effort to
understand communication (Morrow, 1994a)
and rhetoric (Goldsmith and Posner, 1999,
2002b) among states. But rational choice
does not have to be a closed system in this
process, and the resulting explanations may
blend elements of rational choice with alter-
native approaches.”

One criticism of rational choice is that it
takes the identity and interests of actors as
outside the analysis — and thereby brackets
one of the most interesting aspects of interna-
tional politics and change. Leaving that issue
to later, it is not true on the constraint side,
which is determined by both exogenous and
endogenous factors. Some constraints derive
from available “technology,” but the more
interesting ones are political and social. In
many equilibria, for example, each individual
is “constrained” by others’ choices in the
sense that its best choice, and what it can
achieve, depends on the choices of others.
Institutions themselves are equilibria — some-
times emerging endogenously within a game
and sometimes the legacy of interaction in a
prior game — that serve as constraints for
actors in a game (Calvert, 1995; Snidal,
1996). These institutional constraints also
provide the means by which rational choice
can move beyond its focus on actors (that is,
its “ontological commitment”) to investigate
how institutions impose structural constraints
on the actors. This is especially important
with regard to beliefs which straddle indi-
vidual goal seeking and collective institu-
tional constraints. Beliefs are properties of
individuals, but their impact often comes
because they originate in and depend on
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intersubjective “common knowledge” among
the collective (Morrow, 2002; Wendt, 1999).

Operating as a causal theory, rational
choice is often criticized for assuming what
is of greatest interest — including the identi-
ties of the actors, their interests, and the
institutional structures or rules of the game.
To be sure, a causal rational choice account
needs to be clear about what is exogenous
and what is endogenous in order to proceed.
It may specify these things according to sub-
stantive knowledge of which elements are
(relatively) fixed compared to other elements
more subject to change. It therefore defines
the scope of what is being analyzed, and
identifies various factors as endogenous (to
be explained) or exogenous (taken as given).
The latter category includes “deep” assump-
tions that the researcher uses implicitly with-
out highlighting or perhaps even realizing
(for example, market institutions in tradi-
tional neoclassical economics; sovereignty in
neorealist arguments). In other cases, a “par-
tial” equilibrium analysis reflects an explicit
understanding that certain factors are being
held constant which might otherwise affect
the analysis. The justification for this brack-
eting is that the excluded effects are small —
or change slowly — compared to the effects of
the included variables.

Moreover, rational choice analysis is not
inherently causal, as is reflected in the cen-
trality of equilibrium analysis in the theory
(Marshall, 1910). An equilibrium is a state-
ment of consistency among specified ele-
ments, that there is no pressure on any of the
elements to change given the values of the
other elements. It is thus an evaluation of a
whole state of affairs and claims only that the
elements can coexist with one another while
stipulating nothing about their sequence or
causal relation. In this respect, equilibrium
analysis is constitutive rather than causal (cf.
Lake and Powell, 1999b: 32; Wendt, 1999).
Causal analysis is induced when substantive
assumptions of exogeneity and endogeneity
are introduced for tactical methodological
reasons to trace the implications of change in
one element on another while holding other

elements fixed or constant. Comparative stat-
ics does this by assuming an exogenous
change in one element will result in an
endogenous change in one or more other ele-
ments. But the choice of what is fixed and
what fluctuates is not inherent to rational
choice but to the interpretation put on the
model.

Rational choice is also associated with
some further methodological commitments
that are neither logically entailed by it nor
necessarily distinguish it from other research
approaches. One commitment is to simplifi-
cation, the notion that good explanations are
lean and minimize the assumptions made.
This simplicity — and the structure of some of
the problems that are analyzed — lends itself
to formalization, discussed below. Another
reason rational choice stresses simplicity is
to constrain its own versatility so that its
explanations do not become tautologies. But
the price of making simplifying assumptions
such as fixed interests and fixed environ-
ments is that rational choice sets aside poten-
tially important questions (for example, what
determines interests) by assumption. Even if
this self-imposition of theoretical blinders is
for a good reason, it nevertheless raises the
question whether rational choice can relax
those assumptions (possibly by tightening
others) to broaden its analysis.

A second commitment of rational choice is
to generalization. One virtue of abstract con-
cepts and models (for example, prisoners’
dilemma, agency problems, asset specificity)
is that they transcend substantive problems.
Thus, similar rational choice analyses have
been offered of such disparate phenomena as
the family, the market, and war. This greatly
facilitates the transference of insights and
intuitions across fields, for example, from the
study of American politics to IR (Martin,
2000; Milner, 1998). It has also been an
important factor in the spread of IR theory
into other areas such as international law
(Abbott, 1989; Burley, 1993; Setear, 1999).
But this commitment to generalization is not
simplistic in the sense of requiring that human
action can be reduced to fully generalizable
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“laws,” as is often implied by critiques.
Instead, it is in the spirit of showing how a
very broad framework can encompass com-
patible analyses that explain many different
situations. Indeed, the development of rational
choice in its game-theoretic mode has involved
a proliferation of increasingly specific and
therefore different structures or contexts (that
is, game specifications), each of which may
exhibit substantial further variation as its
parameters vary. Generality obtains at the
level of transferable insights rather than
mechanical rules or scientific laws.

An immediate implication is that rational
choice is not a singular approach but rather a
large family of approaches. These are highly
complementary at the level of basic method-
ology, but they can be completely inconsist-
ent in terms of their substantive arguments.
Thus, many of the debates within rational
choice — and certainly most of those within
IR — are actually debates driven by substan-
tive assumptions that originate outside the
methodological framework.® Rational choice
can play a useful role in clarifying and even
adjudicating these debates because it pro-
vides a common conceptual framework for
specifying the problem and a machinery for
checking consistency and implications of
arguments. Gaining the full advantage of
these capabilities explains the importance
both of formalization of arguments and of
developing empirical connections.

METHODOLOGICAL DEBATES AND
CHALLENGES FOR RATIONAL CHOICE

This section examines “internal critiques,”
which are largely methodological in terms of
debating “how to do rational choice” rather
than the advantages or disadvantages of the
approach taken as a whole. I focus on the
relation of rational choice to formal mathe-
matical models and to empirical testing. My
argument is that formalization is highly com-
plementary to “softer” (that is, nontechnical)
rational choice and that neither can be

successful without close attention to the
other. The complaint that rational choice has
paid insufficient attention to empirical test-
ing holds some merit but nevertheless greatly
undervalues the substantial empirical work
of various types that is based on rational
choice approaches. More importantly, atten-
tion to empirical issues has grown consider-
ably among rational choice researchers, and
a new concern for evaluating theoretical
arguments is apparent.

Rational choice and formalization

Rational choice has an elective affinity for
formalization, by which I mean the use of
mathematical models to represent theoretical
arguments and simplified versions of the real
world. Formalization is by no means a neces-
sary feature of rational choice. Many impor-
tant applications of rational choice can be
properly described as “soft,” meaning that
they are not closely tied to formal models or
arguments. Indeed, one indicator of the suc-
cess of formal rational choice is the extent to
which key analytic arguments and conclu-
sions, such as those emerging from theories
of collective action, cooperation theory, prin-
cipal-agent models, and signaling models,
have become part of our verbal vocabulary
and common understanding of international
politics. This is not to say that mathematics is
not central to rational choice — far from it —
since many important developments have
been generated or significantly improved by
formalization. Moreover, the persuasiveness
of soft rational choice often rests on the
“hard” formalization that stands behind it.?
Theoretical rational choice need not rest
on mathematical models. Early rational
choice political economists, including Adam
Smith and David Hume, did not invoke
mathematics. Much of the contemporary
economics that has been most influential on
IR — notable examples include the work of
Ronald Coase (1960), Douglass North (1990),
and Oliver Williamson (1975, 1985) — is not
mathematical to any significant extent.
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Moreover, traditional IR contained significant
though informal elements of rational choice
thinking long before any move toward for-
malization (Morgenthau, [1948]1978: 4-10).
Contemporary rational choice theorizing in
IR often draws on formal results but is not
formal itself (e.g., Keohane, 1984; Koremenos
et al., 2001a; Lake, 1999; Oye, 1986).

Conversely, mathematical models need not
involve rational choice. Recall Lewis Frye
Richardson’s (1960) arms race model using
coupled differential equations to represent a
dynamic action-reaction process where each
nation-state acquires weapons in response to
the others’ level of armaments. Richardson
describes it as a model of “what men would
do if they did not stop to think.” Even game-
theoretic models have no necessary con-
nection to rationality. Evolutionary game
models are of this sort and their relation
to rational models is an area of ongoing
research (Kahler, 1999). Barry O’Neill (1999)
uses game theory to underpin an explicitly
nonrational choice framework — indeed he
allies his work closely with constructivism —
and to explain a wide range of international
phenomena through symbolism.

There is also no singular way to model
rational choice. Noncooperative game-theo-
retic models are the predominant approach,
and they largely subsume traditional micro-
economic and decision-making approaches.!”
But choice within this broad family of models
entails increasingly detailed substantive com-
mitments. In deciding on a specific model —
for example, between a strategic game model
versus a nonstrategic decision-making model,
or between an extensive (tree) form game
versus a simultaneous (matrix) form game,
or between complete versus incomplete
information games — we are making substan-
tive judgments as to what are the most impor-
tant features of the problem. The tendency to
assume that one class of models (often more
complex ones or newer ones) is inherently
superior is generally misguided. Proper
model choice, including the level of formali-
zation, depends on the substantive problem
being analyzed.

Simple representations have been as
important as technically complex ones in
promoting rational choice analysis. The obvi-
ous example is the prisoners’ dilemma (PD)
game, which is now so much part of our
common theoretical vocabulary that Stephen
Walt (1999: 9) seeks to exclude it as an
example of formalization in his critique of
such approaches even though it fits his defi-
nition of a formal theory. Like other simple
games, including “assurance,” ‘“‘coordina-
tion,” and “chicken,” PD carries an impres-
sive analytical load that has considerably
clarified and advanced our thinking about
international politics. The fact that it has
become a standard metaphor for international
anarchy is an indicator of its power as soft
theory; the fact that its clarity has made its
limitations apparent and stimulated a large
family of extensions and refinements shows
the power of its formal representation.

Many soft rational choice arguments that
have become standard in the literature are
ultimately based on mathematical deriva-
tions. Although Walt treats Olson’s (1965)
analysis of collective action as not placing
“much emphasis on mathematical rigor,” that
claim seriously misunderstands Olson’s enor-
mous debt to Paul Samuelson’s (1954) very
rigorous and quite technical analysis of
public goods. The economics field was befud-
dled by public goods until Samuelson’s for-
malization provided a clear conceptual basis
to move forward. Olson’s great contribution
was to connect the formal analytics to wide-
ranging political examples and to extend the
analysis through soft theory (for example,
selective incentives). It provides an excellent
example of how soft rational choice can build
off formalized work to overturn well-
entrenched conventional wisdom and create
a common framework for substantial
advances.

Similarly, the result that cooperation can
be supported by strategies of reciprocity is
referred to as the “folk theorem” because a
simple version had been widely known (at
least among game theorists) for a long time.!!
The understanding of the effectiveness of
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reciprocity also predates its mathematization,
while explicit “tit-for-tat” policies predate
game theory by 400 years, and informal
“eye-for-an-eye” behavior goes back much
further. Yet the folk theorem result that seems
so obvious in the light of game theory was a
novel claim for IR theory when expressed in
terms of the possibility of “cooperation under
anarchy” (Oye, 1986), just as tit-for-tat’s vic-
tory surprised most game theorists who par-
ticipated in Axelrod’s (1984) tournament.
Formalization of the cooperation argument
was essential for establishing the conditions
under which cooperation was possible and
for overcoming substantial intellectual resist-
ance on that point. By identifying the precise
preconditions for cooperation, formalization
also opened up avenues of analysis regarding
the limitations of those arguments (for exam-
ple, poor information, large numbers, dis-
tributive issues) as well as ways to overcome
those limitations (for example, different strat-
egies, issue-linkage, institutional roles).

While proponents make much of how
rational choice formalization has produced
results that are “counterintuitive,” critics
respond that most of these results are “obvi-
ous.” The debate is pointless for two reasons.
First, most good results cease being counter-
intuitive once they are properly understood.
Collective action and PD are good examples
where what was once surprising is now con-
ventional wisdom (Barry and Hardin, 1982).
Second, and more important, counterintui-
tiveness is vastly overrated as a criterion. In a
field that has no shortage of unsubstantiated
“surprising” claims, formalization performs
a more important service by helping us work
out the underlying logic and clarifying the
grounds for the different claims. A prime
example has been the improved understand-
ing of the role of information in the deter-
rence (Powell, 1990) and assurance problems
(Kydd, 2000).

A related contribution is that formalization
provides a systematic framework for explor-
ing detailed implications and extensions of
arguments. While this happens within any
one model, it also occurs across analyses.

A good example is the set of interconnected
advances that follow from the initial formali-
zation of how cooperation is possible among
states. For example, Downs and Rocke (1995)
show how domestic uncertainty will impede
cooperation and the impact this may have on
preferred institutional arrangements. James
Fearon (1998) shows that when bargaining
differences among alternative cooperative
outcomes are introduced, the “shadow of the
future” that enforces decentralized coopera-
tion among states also creates incentives that
may impede the attainment of cooperation.
Barbara Koremenos (2001) demonstrates
that introducing flexibility to cooperative
agreements provides an institutional means
of overcoming such problems in many
circumstances. Although the specific models
vary, their close relationship and clarity
allow their conclusions to be readily com-
pared and integrated.

A different complaint against formaliza-
tion is that with a little cleverness one can
derive virtually any conclusion (Stein, 1999).
Unfortunately, the complaint is not generally
valid, as is demonstrated, for example, by the
difficulty of finding a realistic mechanism for
optimal public goods provision and by the
difficulty of providing a satisfactory rational-
ist account of war (Fearon, 1995; Garzske,
1999). Even if a model can be trumped up,
however, the whole point of formalization is
to insist that its assumptions and logic be
explicit so that any “tricks” can be discov-
ered. It is true that tricks can be buried in the
mathematics, but they can also be unearthed
and more readily revealed as tricks than can
tricks in comparably complicated verbal
arguments. The explicitness, precision, and
clarity of formal analysis lend themselves to
this goal.

Usually, of course, it is not a matter of
tricks but of different assumptions. Here,
formal analysis provides an excellent way to
clarify the terms of a substantive debate. An
example is the “relative gains” debate. Grieco
(1988) argues that liberal theories misspecify
the cooperation problem as an absolute gains
problem (that is, how much each received),
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whereas states also care about relative gains
(that is, who gets more). He shows that coop-
eration is much more difficult under relative
gains, although Snidal (1991) demonstrates
that even under Grieco’s assumption, the
inhibiting effect on cooperation is signifi-
cantly limited in multilateral settings. Powell
(1991) challenges the need to use the relative
gains assumption by showing that the relative
gains concerns can be induced as a by-prod-
uct of strictly absolute gains concerns for
survival.

This raises an interesting question about
the aesthetics of models and theories. Should
we prefer Powell’s more parsimonious expla-
nation because it assumes only absolute
gains and derives relative gains concerns
within the model? This does not by itself
invalidate Grieco’s assertion that states seek
relative gains for primordial reasons. Indeed,
one might equally be able to derive absolute
gains preferences as a by-product of relative
gains concerns (that is, I want more in order
that I have more than you). This difference
can be resolved only by finding a way to
investigate the assumption itself or by gener-
ating divergent predictions from the two
approaches. Either way, the formalization of
the argument and the logical derivations
sharpen the issues at stake (Grieco et al.,
1993).12

In addition to the complaint that rational
choice can predict anything, another com-
plaint is that rational choice predicts every-
thing and therefore predicts nothing. It is not
true of all models, of course, since some give
quite precise predictions. Therefore, it is usu-
ally expressed in terms of the multiple equi-
libria produced by the folk theorem result
that (under certain conditions) any point of
cooperation that makes everyone better off
can be attained. But should game theory be
blamed for creating this multiplicity, or cred-
ited for revealing it and raising new questions
about how the resulting indeterminacy is
resolved? Regardless, there is a need to
narrow the prediction, a problem which the
formal theory has had only partial success
with.!3 Any solution almost certainly requires

bringing additional substantive considera-
tions into the theory — perhaps through psy-
chological theories of decision making, or
social norms, or historical analyses of path
dependence.

Thus, we can endorse and extend to IR
more generally Walt’s approving quotation
of Schelling’s warning that we should not
“treat the subject of strategy as though it
were, or should be, solely a branch of math-
ematics.” But this caveat must be understood
in the context of Schelling’s general concern
that “the promise of game theory is so far
unfulfilled” with respect to his goal of
improving “the retarded science of interna-
tional strategy.” Schelling’s point is both that
mathematics isn’t sufficient for developing
good theory and that the verbal theory of
military strategy that developed without for-
malization is moribund. His work shows how
formal analysis can provide an invaluable
basis upon which to build a largely verbal
theory. Schelling’s brilliance, of course, is
that he is able to keep the mathematics in the
background and in the appendices, while
connecting it to a rich set of anecdotal exam-
ples and broad theorizing.

The challenge for rational choice is to find
an appropriate combination of hard and soft
approaches. Because the formal theory is
now so much more developed, the contempo-
rary mixture does and should include some
highly technical pieces. At the same time, the
real success of these models depends on sev-
eral things. One is that the model itself not be
so complex that it ceases to be a reasonable
representation of what actors are actually
capable of doing.'* Another is that the under-
lying logic be expressed in softer terms, even
if that means less precisely, in order to
exploit the complementarities between hard
and soft approaches. Formal results can pro-
vide a new impetus for informal speculation,
now informed by a clearer baseline and
better able to proceed on problems that defy
hard formalization. Finally, an important
criterion for gauging the success of a model
is whether it can be connected to empirical
evidence, to which we turn next.
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Empirical evaluations of rational
choice arguments

Rational choice has also been criticized as
insufficiently attuned to empirical matters,
especially testing. This is an important and
partly valid complaint. Enthusiasm for the
theory’s deductive power sometimes dis-
places attention to empirical realism and
testing. This problem is aggravated by the
difficulty or impossibility of observing some
key variables such as preferences and beliefs,
and by the flexibility of the theory, such that
it can be adapted to fit the data in an ad hoc
manner. However, the partial validity of the
complaint should not be misconstrued as
indicating an inherent fault of the approach
as much as a failure of application. Below,
I discuss some of the significant and grow-
ing body of empirical rational choice IR
research, both quantitative and qualitative,
that illustrates the empirical usefulness of the
perspective.

Rational choice as a whole cannot be
tested; only specific hypotheses and substan-
tive theories within rational choice can be
tested. Rational choice operates at such a
general level, and covers such a range of
models, that it makes no more sense to think
of testing it than it would to test “statistics.”
Furthermore, at the most abstract level, the
conclusions of rational choice are “true” by
logical derivation. They are made empiri-
cally relevant — and falsifiable — only by
mixing them with substantive assumptions
(for example, goals of actors, “rules of the
game”). Thus, what can be tested are applica-
tions of particular rational choice models to
specific substantive problems. If the finding
is negative, we reject the application of that
model and the associated substantive assump-
tions and theory to that issue — not the model
itself, and certainly not rational choice as
a whole. This is the same as (say) when a
Poisson model of war initiation fails and we
reject the attached substantive theory of war
initiation, not the Poisson model or its poten-
tial application to other areas of international
politics. Of course, if a Poisson, signaling, or

whatever type of model fails across a wide
variety of circumstances and succeeds on
few, we should conclude that it isn’t much
help for understanding IR. Only in this very
limited sense can we “test” rational choice as
a whole.

For this reason, much of the antagonism
between rational choice and its critics is
again misplaced. Rational choice should not
claim to explain everything and should not be
held to that standard. The appropriate ques-
tion is whether it can explain a fairly wide
range of phenomena. Although the standard
IR approach is to line up one theory against
another so that the success of one is tied to
the failure of another, that is not a necessary
condition for understanding international
politics. It is perfectly plausible, bordering
on the obvious, that actors are motivated by
both the “logic of consequences” and “the
logic of appropriateness,” for example, and
our empirical task is to sort out under what
conditions each logic operates — including
the recognition that they operate together in
some circumstances (March and Olsen,
1989). It is equally apparent that actors
sometimes deviate significantly from the
strict assumptions of rational choice so that
conclusions need to be tempered by consid-
eration of whether the simplification is ade-
quate for the problem.!> Conversely, many of
these deviations can only be understood in
terms of a baseline of rationality. For exam-
ple, James Fearon (1995: 409) points out that
a better rational explanation of war may
increase our estimate of the importance of
“irrational” factors. So the complementari-
ties of explanations may be more important
than their differences — especially if the goal
is understanding substantive problems rather
than scoring debating points. In brief, rational
choice should claim to explain, and be
expected to explain, only some important
aspects of international life, not all.

A generic difficulty in empirical testing is
that when an argument or model fails, propo-
nents will respecify it before abandoning it.
This is simultaneously a virtue and a defect,
which though not unique to rational choice is
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magnified by its versatility. It is a virtue
because the “thinness” of any general theory
means that its conjectures are unlikely to
perfectly match any case or set of cases.
Reformulation allows us to capture nuances
and details of the case that we did not theo-
retically anticipate, or to relax simplifying
but unrealistic assumptions (for example,
replacing the unitary state assumption with a
specification of domestic interests). It allows
us to revise rather than reject the model. In
this sense, it is not unlike the use of different
models in statistical work, or different speci-
fications within any particular model. The
corresponding defect is that revision under-
cuts testing, and heavy-handed revision
merges into curve fitting. This even erodes
the logic of discovery if patching up a model
to fit a case displaces the effort to identify a
very small number of unexpected revisions
that improve our understanding. In the
extreme case, we end up “rationalizing” the
model rather than testing it.'®

But while “rationalization” is certainly a
concern, rational choice offers safeguards
that limit the danger posed. First, formaliza-
tion restricts curve fitting. As noted, it is dif-
ficult to generate a reasonable model that
produces a particular result, especially since
formalization makes assumptions and argu-
ments explicit and subject to scrutiny. Verbal
theory (“soft rational choice”) provides more
latitude in this respect, but even here the
theory imposes significant limitations on
acceptableexplanations. Argumentsdrummed
up to rescue the empirical failings of a model
are more likely to appear ad hoc when com-
pared to the systematic theory. Second, the
emphasis on parsimony works against curve
fitting in both formal and verbal theory. (To
expand the analogy, it is more difficult to
“curve-fit” with a straight line than with a
higher-order polynomial, or with one or two
independent variables rather than with many
variables.) Third, rational choice’s aspira-
tions to generalization limit its ability to
modify models to fit particular cases. Finally,
and most important, rational choice has
adopted methodological strategies to limit

the possibility of rationalization. The much-
maligned assumption of fixed preferences,
for example, arises not from a metaphysical
belief that preferences are fixed but from
methodological considerations of enabling
empirical disconfirmation through limiting
the possibilities of “curve fitting” via imputed
preferences.!”

Thus, rational choice is caught between
the “rock” of empirical criticisms and the
“hard place” of theoretical (constructivist)
criticisms of its conception of international
politics. Fixed preferences increase the
potential for falsifying a rational model but
make it difficult to accommodate change in
the character of actors and of the system.
However, this difficult trade-off is not unique
to rational choice. It emerges from the
more general problem of reconciling expan-
sive theory with empirical testability. In other
words, the “revealed preference” problem,
whereby rational choice explanations tend to
tautology if preferences are induced from
behavior, is no more or less severe than the
“revealed norm” problem of constructivism
when social “norms” are induced from obser-
vation of social practice.

Although the empirical application of
rational choice has lagged behind its theo-
retical development, a significant and grow-
ing amount of attention has been devoted to
testing rational-choice-based theories using
both quantitative and qualitative methods.
On the quantitative side, an excellent exam-
ple is the emphasis on empirical analysis in
the “expected utility” theory of war pio-
neered by Bruce Bueno de Mesquita (1981).
In addition to strengthening the attention to
theoretical issues over earlier correlational
investigations, this line of analysis has paid
careful attention to the difficult measurement
problems inherent in expected utility argu-
ments and, especially as it has developed into
a fully strategic model, to the difficult prob-
lems of estimation associated with equilib-
rium predictions (Signorino, 1999; Smith,
1999). The implications of the theory are
testable, and it has received considerable
empirical support (Bennett and Stam, 2000;
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Bueno de Mesquita and Lalman, 1992), but
also much criticism. The point here is not
whether the theory is right or wrong but
that it demonstrates that quantitative testing
is an achievable goal for rational choice
arguments. '8

A second cumulative empirical agenda
guided by rational choice has been the analy-
sis of sanctions. The basic model is of one
actor (the “sender”) imposing a demand on
another actor (the “target”) and threatening
to impose a sanction unless the demand is
met. In addition to a progression of theoreti-
cal efforts to develop improved models of
sanctioning (Drezner, 1999; Kirschner, 1997,
Martin, 1992; Smith, 1995; Tsebelis, 1990),
there has been extensive empirical work in
both the qualitative and quantitative tradi-
tions to evaluate the theoretical claims
(Dashti-Gibson et al., 1997; Drezner, 1999,
2000; Drury, 1998; Pape, 1997; Shambaugh,
1999). Debate continues on the efficacy of
sanctions, on the selection of evidence, and
on exact theoretical specifications, but there
is no debate that this is a serious effort to join
theory and data.

On the more qualitative side, rational
choice has implicitly underpinned many
important arguments which have been evalu-
ated through historical and comparative case
studies. One of the difficulties here, as noted
earlier, is that rational choice arguments are
so pervasive that it is sometimes easier to
distinguish analyses that are predominantly
not rational choice (for example, organiza-
tion theory, normative, psychological) rather
than ones based on rational choice.
Nevertheless, a list of empirical analyses that
are closely tied to rational choice theory
would include such important books as those
by Vinod Aggarwal (1996) on international
debt, Jeffry Frieden (1991) on debt and
development, Robert Gilpin (1981) on war
and change, Hein Goemans (2000) on war
termination, Joanne Gowa (1994) on alli-
ances and trade, Joseph Grieco (1990) on the
Tokyo Round, Lloyd Gruber (2000) on
NAFTA, David Lake (1999) on US foreign
policy, Lisa Martin (2000) on making credible

commitments, Walter Mattli (1999) on
regional integration, Ronald Mitchell (1994)
on environmental compliance, Helen Milner
(1997) on domestic politics and IR, Andrew
Moravscik (1998) on European integration,
Kenneth Oye (1992) on economic discrimi-
nation, Beth Simmons (1994) on interwar
monetary politics, Jack Snyder (1991) on
imperial overextension, Daniel Verdier (1994)
on trade policy, and even Stephen Walt
(1987) on alliance formation.!® This is neces-
sarily a partial list of books, and it ignores the
much greater number of relevant articles.?’
But it certainly illustrates an impressive
quantity and range of empirical applications
significantly guided by rational choice. It
also illustrates a wide variety of styles in the
empirical application of rational choice.
Some use explicit models to guide their
analysis, others use verbal models as heuris-
tics to guide their verbal argument, and still
others simply focus on goal-seeking behavior
as their fundamental explanatory factor.
Qualitative testing of models based in
whole or in part on rational choice has the
same possibilities and drawbacks as similar
tests of other theories. However, there are
two routes (neither exclusive to rational
choice) by which this capacity can be
enhanced. First, the generality and system-
atic character of rational choice makes it
particularly well suited for evaluation through
connected case studies. The potential for
development in this regard is seen in compar-
ing the early Cooperation Under Anarchy
project (Oye, 1986) to the recent Rational
Design project (Koremenos et al., 2001a).
The Oye volume shows the value of using
very general rational choice insights (for
example, “Iteration promotes cooperation in
PD”) to guide understanding across a wide
range of empirical cases. The RD project
builds on this by increasing the specificity of
independent and dependent variables and
developing a series of precise conjectures
based directly on formal rational choice
results (for example, “Institutional flexibility
will increase with uncertainty”). These insti-
tutional design conjectures can be clearly
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evaluated in specific cases and are sometimes
found wanting. However, the overall success
of the conjectures demonstrates the value of
rational choice for understanding interna-
tional institutional design.

Second, Robert Bates et al. (1998) have
coined the term “analytic narratives” to
describe a more systematic use of rational
choice as a qualitative empirical research
tool for individual case studies.?! Their
method uses a rational choice framework to
guide the description of the case in terms of
actors, preferences, choices, environmental
constraints, strategic interdependencies, etc.,
and then invokes stronger theoretical results
to assess the underlying mechanisms that
lead to equilibrium outcomes. Its distinctive-
ness rests on a self-conscious effort to con-
nect explicit and detailed rational choice
models to historical events. In doing so, ana-
lytic narratives engage the tension between
the formal logic and parsimony of the rational
choice framework on the one hand, and an
effort to capture specific contexts and analy-
sis of developments over time characteristic
of the narrative on the other hand. This com-
bination has attractive advantages, including
opening up the rational choice framework by
pushing for a deeper and tighter analysis of
the underlying mechanisms of change. The
analytic side encourages generalization while
the narrative side encourages closer contex-
tual specification. While the approach can be
seen as a form of rational choice imperial-
ism, the authors argue it can more fruitfully
be understood as an effort to find a “middle
ground.”

The rhetoric of “analytic narratives” is
exaggerated in a number of respects. First,
the approach is not as novel as the name
which, as Bates et al. (2000) point out, effec-
tively describes what a number of rational
choice and other case specialists have already
been doing without the label. In particular,
the well-established approach of “process
tracing” (George and McKeown, 1985) is
similar in spirit and can be applied using a
variety of theoretical perspectives (for exam-
ple, analytical Marxism, prospect theory).

Nevertheless, Jon Elster (2000: 694), in an
otherwise unyielding critique of analytical
narratives, argues that rational choice has a
special advantage because it “is the only
theory in the social sciences capable of yield-
ing sharp deductions and predictions.” Of
course, this requires that the predictions are
sharp — a potential problem if multiple equi-
libria are pervasive — and that ex post choice
among ex ante predictions doesn’t dull the
sharpness of the latter.

This richness of predictions poses a chal-
lenge for the use of analytic narratives.
Proponents present it as a method not only of
interpretation and theoretical discovery but
of “testing” — although these are rarely so
neatly separated in practice — whereas critics
may see it as little more than a more formal-
ized approach to curve fitting (Dessler, 2000;
Green and Shapiro, 1994). As with any case-
oriented approach, this limitation is attenu-
ated (but not eliminated) to the extent that the
narrative explains a rich variety of facts
within the case and to the extent the same
theory fits across cases (King et al., 1994;
Van Evera, 1997). Analytical narratives are
stronger tools than process tracing or other
qualitative approaches to the extent that
rationalist theory restricts the range of pre-
dictions, and enable skepticism, if not strict
falsification, of the application. By this rea-
sonable standard of comparison, analytic
narratives hold substantial potential.

Elster’s severe critique of analytic narra-
tives implicitly applies to any systematic
explanation that would meet (say) the stand-
ards of Green and Shapiro (1994). It never-
theless contains a series of points that should
promote modesty in the development of ana-
lytic narratives in IR. First, actors should not
be endowed with extraordinary powers of
computation (for example, able to anticipate
complicated strategic contingencies over
long periods, or to deal rationally with any
type of uncertainty). Overly sophisticated
models that require equally sophisticated
actors are not plausible representations of the
international life, and these complications
make testing that much harder. Second, Elster
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is suspicious of aggregate actors such as the
states, international organizations, or non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) that
populate many IR arguments. While his pre-
ferred solution of disaggregating down to
individuals is generally impractical — as well
as denying the importance of collective prop-
erties that cannot be captured in the individ-
ual units — his alternative solution that the
“aggregate as actor” assumption be justified
is wholly appropriate. This also provides
insight into state “preferences,” a point I
expand on below. Finally, Elster makes the
important point that rational choice models
not only must recognize that rational motives
need not be material but, equally importantly,
that they coexist with other motivations
whose impact may not be understood through
rational models. Thus, strategic actors can be
moral, and moral actors can be strategic. This
delimits the scope of rational approaches, but
it doesn’t necessarily undermine their power.
Proper scope delimitation should make
rational choice more effective in the range it
applies (Abbott and Snidal, 2002).

Whether in response to its critics or simply
as a natural continuation of its research pro-
gram, rational choice is responding to its
weaknesses as an empirically applied theory.
The resulting growth in empirical work will
have several salutary effects. Closer attention
to empirical issues promotes explanations
that are “thicker” in specifying key features
and context of issues and in identifying
underlying mechanisms. While empirical
successes in explanation and systematic test-
ing will strengthen the grounds for accepting
these explanations, empirical failures will
identify aspects of international politics that
rational choice does not explain well.
Proponents will treat failures as anomalies
that need to be accommodated. This will
occur first through retrofitting and reformu-
lating the theory — a form of curve fitting
which is inherently unsatisfactory from a
testing perspective but may be illuminating
both of the individual case and of more gen-
eral mechanisms. The ultimate empirical test,
of course, is whether these reformulated

models have a more general applicability to
other empirical cases.

SUBSTANTIVE CHALLENGES FOR
RATIONAL CHOICE

The ultimate challenge for rational choice is
not whether is has been too formal or has
focused insufficiently on empirical matters in
the past, but how well it can handle emerging
issues in the future. While many of these
issues will be driven by changing substantive
problems — increasing globalization, shifting
economic and military power, emerging
issues, and so forth — rational choice will be
judged by how it addresses the theoretical
and empirical questions that they raise. To
explore these prospects, I consider three
important questions that face international
relations in theory and practice.

Incorporating dynamics and change

Rational choice might seem ineffective for
studying change. The concept of equilibrium
is inherently static since it is defined as the
absence of any tendency to change. And the
standard way to model “dynamic” choice is
by redefining it as a static choice of an opti-
mal strategy for all time, typically under an
assumption of stable preferences (Kreps,
1990). Thus, even game models that repre-
sent sequences of choices through time,
whether in the extensive form or as repeated
play of a normal form game, typically take
the fundamental structure of the situation
as fixed and then focus on determining the
equilibrium outcome.

Change is usually introduced through
comparative static analysis of how the equi-
librium shifts in response to exogenous
change. The actual dynamic process and time
path are not described, but bracketed under
the assumption that actors adjust to a new
equilibrium as it emerges. This failure to
engage the process and mechanisms of
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change becomes even more glaring when
there are multiple equilibria so that choice
among equilibria also needs to be explained.
This is a particular shortcoming of the coop-
eration literature where the central question
of when or how there will be a transition
between equilibria — from anarchy to coop-
eration, or from one cooperative arrangement
to another — is thereby ignored. Similarly, for
historical analysis, it leaves open the ques-
tion of when the prevailing equilibrium path
will persist for reasons of path dependency or
when there will be a shift to a superior time
path.

There are some examples of more properly
dynamic IR rational choice analysis. Power-
transition theory (Gilpin, 1981; Organski and
Kugler, 1980) argues that rapid shifts in
power caused, for example, by differential
economic growth will make war more likely.
Powell (1999b) proposes a formal model that
emphasizes the informational problems. By
decomposing the concept of power shift, he
shows that the size of a shift affects the prob-
ability of war but that its speed does not.
James Fearon (1997) deepens this analysis
by making shifts in power endogenous as
concessions between states affect their future
power balance. His finding that such changes
do not lead to war (except in specifiable and
unlikely circumstances) is an excellent exam-
ple of a nonobvious result that could only be
found through formalization.?

This sort of change, while important, is
only partial. The reason is that the underlying
substantive interpretation is deeply rooted in
realism. Realism is fundamentally a theory
of stasis that is premised on an enduring
international anarchy with states as the
primary actors.”? Rational choice offers a
number of analyses of change within this
overarching “anarchy” equilibrium. Change
is typically driven by shifts in the distribution
of power; adjustment mechanisms include
war, changing coalition patterns (Niou et al.,
1989; Wagner, 1986), or decisions to acquire
arms (Intriligator and Brito, 1984). Similarly,
realist analysis of political economy incorpo-
rates change driven by a changing distribution

of power — as in hegemonic stability theory
(Gilpin, 1981). Although all of these analyses
focus on change at one level, their underlying
presumption is that the overall system is
stable. However, this restriction on the scope
of change inheres in substantive assumptions
drawn from realist theory rather than in the
rational choice approach.?

Rational choice analyses of cooperation
and institutions introduce the possibility of
broader change in international politics.?
The cooperation literature establishes the
possibility of attaining a different equilib-
rium than envisioned by realists. Institutions
are seen as facilitating the attainment of
cooperative equilibria and reinforcing and
stabilizing those equilibria over time.
Important mechanisms include improving
information about potential joint gains from
cooperation, reassuring actors that others
also intend to join in the cooperative equilib-
rium, and providing timely information about
behavior to diminish incentives to cheat. The
impact cumulates within actors as they learn
about the world and about each other, and
changes their individual expectations regard-
ing each other’s preferences and behavior. It
also takes place at the collective level through
the creation of norms of behavior and shared
beliefs about the new equilibrium outcome.
Here, rational choice moves beyond its indi-
vidualism since equilibria and common
knowledge are properties of the collective.
Through this, institutional analysis is devel-
oping an analysis of institutions as independ-
ent factors in international politics and,
possibly in some cases, as autonomous
actors.

The foregoing is only a sketch of the past
and evolving trajectory of rational choice
institutionalism. My purpose is to show that
rational choice potentially encompasses a
wide range of change in international poli-
tics, although it has not fulfilled this broad
agenda by any means. How successfully it
can meet the constructivist challenge of
explaining fundamental change in actor pref-
erences (and identity), as well as change in
the international political settings, remains
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an active research question. My claim is only
that it has the potential to do much in this
regard.

Before turning to some (slightly) more
detailed considerations of actor and prefer-
ence change, let me distinguish two reasons
why IR rational choice analysis has been
reluctant to take on such issues. The first is
because of substantive assumptions that are
used in specific arguments but are not intrin-
sic to rational choice. Most realist analyses
and some institutionalist analyses reject the
assumption of fundamental change by main-
taining a substantive emphasis on states as
the central actors with constant goals and
facing problems analytically similar to those
of the past. Other analyses accept the notion
of change both through institutions and
within actors, but tend to see it operating
more incrementally. This goes to a second
methodological reason for reluctance to
incorporate change, which essentially goes
back to the revealed preference problem.
Because considerations of change introduce
even more flexibility into rational models,
and preferences cannot be directly observed,
the concern is that explanation will reduce to
tautology. To avoid this, rational choice
imposes limits on itself, such as fixed prefer-
ences. But in doing so it also limits its ability
to examine possibly important phenomena.
The next section considers some possible
strategies for improving its analysis of
changes in actors and in preferences.

Endogenous actors and preferences

Rational choice has traditionally assumed
that the actors and interests are fixed in any
analysis and has explained change in terms of
changing constraints. The reason is that pref-
erences are impossible to observe directly,
whereas constraints are usually more observ-
able. Under these conditions, fixed prefer-
ences allow for a tight analysis of many issues
in an empirically falsifiable way, whereas
assumptions of changing preferences lead to
slippery and untestable arguments. However,

the fixed preference assumption is not always
valid and cannot handle all problems. In an
article that is widely cited to justify the fixed
preferences assumption, Stigler and Becker
(1977) assert “not that we are clever enough
to make illuminating applications of utility-
maximizing theory to all important phenom-
ena ... [but that] no other approach of remotely
comparable power and generality is availa-
ble” Their central argument is that fixed
preferences sometimes provide a powerful
analytic premise, whereas “assumptions of
unstable tastes really have only been
ad hoc arguments that disguise analytical
failures.”®

Even this position — or at least the conven-
tional interpretation of it — is overstated.
Becker (1992, 1996) has moved well beyond
it to consider “the evolution of preferences
out of past experiences [which] seems far
more intuitive, even when extended to
institutions and culture, than the opposite
assumption so dominant in economics that
preferences are independent of the path.”
These two positions — which Becker recon-
ciles through the notion of stable meta-pref-
erences — reflect the tension between sound
methodological strategies and addressing
certain, substantively important problems. IR
rational choice analysis faces the same ten-
sion between maintaining the power of the
approach while expanding its scope of cover-
age. Here I briefly sketch several different
ways in which it can do s0.%

While treating states as aggregate actors
with well-defined preferences is often a trou-
blesome assumption for rational choice anal-
ysis, enriching the assumption provides a
useful window for analyzing preference
change. In IR, this has occurred as part of an
effort to create a richer understanding of
“state” motivations by unpacking them into
their domestic components, both theoreti-
cally and empirically (Milner, 1998; Walsh,
2001).28 A wide range of examples includes
analyses of political and economic coalitions
(Frieden, 1991; Milner, 1988; Moravscik,
1997; Rogowski, 1989), the analysis of two-
level games (Evans et al., 1993; Putnam,
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1988), principal-agent models (Downs and
Rocke, 1995), audience costs (Fearon, 1994),
domestic commitment problems (Drezner,
2001), and macro-historical explanations of
the evolution and changes in state prefer-
ences (Rosecrance, 1986; Spruyt, 1994). The
logic is that aggregate preference change can
be explained in terms of the changing relative
influence of underlying constituencies, and
their coalitional behavior, even where the
preferences of the underlying constituencies
are stable. Preference change can also result
from variations in the regime type that deter-
mine how groups are aggregated (Goemans,
2000) or, within regime type, by variations in
the specific aggregation rules (Rogowski,
1999). Such derivations of aggregate prefer-
ences impose strong theoretical and empiri-
cal requirements, but they offer a way to
specify state preferences independently of
observed state behavior.

A different type of preference change
occurs when new actors with different goals
enter an issue. Globalization, for example,
may empower new actors ranging from activ-
ists to experts to firms. Insofar as they can be
treated as goal-seeking actors, rational choice
can explore the implications of their addition
to the international setting. Of course, the
heterogeneity of these new actors dramati-
cally increases the complexity of the problem
being analyzed and makes modeling more
difficult. For that reason, analysis will lean
toward soft rational choice informed by
formal results. Examples of introducing non-
state actors include bankers (Lipson, 1986),
ship owners (Mitchell, 1994), environmental
NGOs (Raustiala, 1997), soldiers (Morrow,
2001), airlines (Richards, 2001) and interna-
tional business firms (Mattli, 2001). Indeed,
even Keck and Sikkink’s (1998) constructiv-
ist analysis of transnational activists treats
them as strategically rational agents at the
international level. While this illustrates
the complementarity of constructivist and
rational approaches in examining the impact
of new actors, there is no reason in principle
why rational choice explanations may not be
valuable in explaining the emergence of

these nonstate international actors through
the same logic used to explain the rise of
domestic interest groups (Hansen, 1991;
Schattschneider, 1935).

A third case is that of deliberate decisions
to change actors and their preferences. This
occurs when the members of an international
arrangement, and therefore the preferences
of the relevant actors, are objects of choice.
Rational choice has had some preliminary
empirical success in addressing membership
within international institutions as a solution
to an institutional design problem (Downs,
et al., 2000; Koremenos, et al., 2001c). The
new members can be states, but they also can
be firms or NGOs admitted to participate on
some international problem (Raustiala, 1997)
or IOs that are either created or empowered
on some issue (Abbott and Snidal, 1998;
Thompson, 2001). In other cases, the mem-
bership is fixed but some actors seek to
change the nature of other actors. Examples
include human rights activists who seek
internal reform in repressive states, interna-
tional financial institutions that require pro-
gram beneficiaries to adopt market reforms,
or organizations such as the EU and NATO
that impose “democracy” requirements on
prospective members.

Finally, actors sometimes deliberately seek
change in their own national “preferences.”
This is what free trade coalitions hope will be
the case as noncompetitive industries decline
and what political leaders seek when they
bind themselves to international arrange-
ments to solve commitment problems
(Drezner, 2001). States also engage in proc-
esses ranging from joint scientific research to
cultural and political exchanges in order to
learn more about the world, about each other,
and about their joint expectations. By chang-
ing not only their own information but also
their shared beliefs with respect to equilib-
rium behavior, they change their preferences
over courses of action even if their underly-
ing preferences are stable. Again, if the proc-
esses strengthen the relative position of some
domestic actors, that may also change aggre-
gate state preferences. More dramatically,
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states make rational plans to join interna-
tional institutions such as the EU, WTO, or
international legal agreements with the
understanding — often reflected in resistance
from some quarters — that those institutions
will significantly shape their own future
course. Rational choice has a largely unful-
filled role to play in analyzing this sort of
deliberate preference change.

The examples illustrate different strategies
for introducing preference change through
aggregation processes, the introduction of
additional actors, through the choice of
actors, or through changing information and
the external institutional environment. They
are speculative, although in each case some
progress has been made. But these
approaches also raise tensions between the
advantages of parsimony and the value of
empirical richness, and between formal and
softer analyses. Finally, despite these possi-
bilities, rational choice (and for that matter,
other approaches) should remain modest
about the extent to which it can offer system-
atic analyses of the complicated problem of
actor and preference change.

Normative and policy analysis

Because the research impetus of rational
choice has been heavily “scientific” such that
it is even labeled “positive” theory, both pro-
ponents and critics often see it as far removed
from normative analysis. This is ironic since
rational choice began as a normative enter-
prise (Stein, 1999) and lends itself readily to
normative analysis, at least along the utilitar-
ian lines from which it developed. So it is fair
to say that rational choice in IR has not ful-
filled its normative potential, but not fair to
say that it cannot do so (Wendt, 2001).
Rational choice already contains impor-
tant normative elements. At an individual
actor level, it is implicitly a theory of how
people should behave — what is the best
choice? — in a given situation. At a collec-
tive level, it examines how groups can do
better through cooperation to attain a supe-
rior equilibrium. But while these efficiency

considerations have important normative
content — and, to reiterate, efficiency need
not be defined in terms of material inter-
ests — rational choice can and should engage
other normative considerations.

Distributional questions are slowly emerg-
ing as an important area of inquiry in IR
rational choice and bring both a positive and
normative dimension. Theoretical work has
moved beyond the use of coordination prob-
lems to exemplify “the” distributional prob-
lem to a realization (especially via the folk
theorem) that distributional issues are perva-
sive. An important literature has emerged
exploring how distributional differences
inhibit cooperative efficiency gains (Fearon,
1998; Krasner, 1991; Morrow, 1994a).
Empirical work has begun to examine the
impact of cooperative arrangements on dis-
tributive outcomes at both the international
and domestic levels (Goldstein, 1996; Gruber,
2000; Oatley and Nabors, 1998). By empha-
sizing that there may be losers as well as
winners from “cooperative” schemes, analy-
sis of this sort invites a normative evaluation
of the achieved equilibrium in comparison to
alternative possibilities.

Institutional design questions bring rational
choice yet closer to normative analysis.
Analyses of institutional arrangements have
addressed how issue linkage (Mitchell and
Keilbach, 2001; Sebenius, 1983), member-
ship (Koremenos et al., 2001c; Pahre, 2001),
and incorporation of escape clauses and other
forms of flexibility (Koremenos, 2001) can
remedy distributional impediments to coop-
eration. Since institutional analysis is prem-
ised on the analysis of alternative equilibria,
it is a short step from asking what institutions
states will design to asking what institutions
they should design. For example, bargaining
models typically predict the outcome among
individuals in particular circumstances but
can equally be used to ask what protocols
and institutions will lead to preferred out-
comes. Brams and Taylor (1996) illustrate
the possibilities in their investigation of how
to devise fair allocation devices among
rational agents. IR has only begun to engage
this type of analysis, but rational choice is
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eminently suited for it and already offers a
large number of insights (Young, 1994).

It is less clear how fully rational choice
can incorporate other normative issues — such
as justice, appropriateness, or autonomy —
but it can certainly contribute to an analysis
of their impact in IR. Of course, insofar as
other values can be treated as objectives of
actors, rational choice can readily incorpo-
rate them. Despite the danger of trivializing
other values by simply relabeling them as
interests, this can be valuable for understand-
ing their impact (and perhaps the impact of
the actors who carry them), as well as the
possibilities of and strategies for attaining
them. Finally, by showing that good institu-
tional design must be consistent with inter-
ests to be effective, rational choice can help
normative analysis avoid foundering on naive
idealism.

Rational choice can further benefit by
addressing the “positive” impact of norma-
tive conceptions by way of their influence on
actors’ behavior. This is one of the central
insights raised by constructivist critiques of
interest-based approaches. Rational choice
often has nodded implicitly to it through ref-
erence to the role of normative considera-
tions in creating “focal points” to guide
choice among multiple equilibria. But no
adequate theory of focal points — normative
or otherwise — has been deveoped.

Another area where normative considera-
tions appear important is in international
legalization. Rational choice has now begun
to explain the form and content of legaliza-
tion (Goldstein et al., 2000). While signifi-
cant insights have been generated in seeking
to explain legalization from a strictly ration-
alist perspective (Goldsmith and Posner,
1999, 2002a, 2002b), a purist approach may
overlook the normative force of law reflected
in such key concepts as legitimacy, obliga-
tion, or compliance pull (Abbott and Snidal,
2000, 2002; Hurrell, 1993; Finnemore and
Toope, 2002). Because these concepts are
notoriously vague, however, rational choice
can play an important role in tightening the
theoretical discussion and sorting out the
logic of the claims. An important example is

the debate on compliance initiated by the
Downs et al. (1996) critique of “managerial
approaches” (Chayes and Chayes, 1995) and
its extension into a more general critique of
the legal “transformationalist” school (Downs
et al., 2000). However, the goal should not
be to show how rational choice can make
the normative perspective redundant, but
to explain how rational incentives and
normative understandings interact through
legalization.

A turn to normative questions also sug-
gests a need to shift the emphasis of tools
within the rational choice toolkit. Primary
concern for problems of enforcement and
associated problems of commitment and
information led to an emphasis on noncoop-
erative game theory as the appropriate method
of analysis. While enforcement remains an
important issue, it is not the only one. Other
models that de-emphasize enforcement prob-
lems may be more valuable for these new
problems. Cooperative game theory with its
focus on how the gains from cooperation are
divided may provide better insights into dis-
tributional issues.?® Similarly, attention to
questions of mechanism design — that is, how
to design institutional arrangements so as to
achieve the desired ends — may be more rel-
evant as the field shifts to address normative
issues.’* Now, instead of using rational choice
to ask the positive question “Given actors’
interests and (institutional and other) con-
straints, what will be the outcome?,” we turn
the analysis around to ask “Given actors’
interests, how should we rearrange institu-
tional constraints to achieve our normatively
desired outcome?” Rational choice analysis
in IR is barely on the threshold of asking
such questions, but they are the means
through which its normative and policy
potential can be unleashed.

CONCLUSION

While the analysis of IR in terms of goal-
seeking agents has long been a central part of
IR theory, rational choice analysis has
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become more explicitly theoretical by draw-
ing upon both formal and informal analytic
results. Its considerable successes have led to
optimism and even arrogance regarding its
future prospects, but there have also been
failures and shortcomings which critics
appropriately have been quick to point out.
Rational choice cannot resolve all of these
challenges, but by addressing them seriously
it can increase its own power to enhance our
understanding of international affairs.

The view of rational choice adopted here
is expansive. In particular, I did not draw a
line between formal and soft rational choice
because their relation is highly symbiotic.
Formal results often provide the hard kernel
behind softer analysis, while softer analysis
encourages a wider range of interpretation
and application of the model. For this reason,
soft rational choice approaches lie behind
many of the empirical tests of the theory
because they facilitate the adaptation of the
abstract theory to different issues, cases, and
historical periods.

While rational choice has numerous short-
comings, some of its seeming failings are
best understood either as important features
of the world or as a result of appropriately
cautious strategies for analyzing it. The exist-
ence of multiple equilibria, for example, may
indicate not a failure of a model but an
important indeterminacy in the world, and in
our ability to predict outcomes. Of course, it
remains a reasonable goal for rational
choice — in concert or in competition with
other approaches — to explain how and why a
specific equilibrium is attained. Similarly,
rational choice models that leave out impor-
tant considerations such as change in prefer-
ences thereby restrict their ability to handle
some important international issues. But this
limitation may have a benefit in allowing
other questions to be studied more carefully.
Of course, rational choice should seek to
expand its range of coverage with regard to
excluded issues but, in doing so, it should
remember that the power of its analysis rests
partly on the limits it imposes. Without such
limits, rational choice (like other approaches)

explains nothing by pretending to explain
everything.

Thus rational choice in IR should be nei-
ther defensive nor arrogant. It does not have
to be defensive because it has led to signifi-
cant advances in our understanding of inter-
national politics. Many of its limitations are
self-imposed for good reasons, and others
provide challenges that it can be expected to
address. But rational choice should not be
arrogant, because its critics have identified
significant shortcomings in its theoretical
and empirical work. Rational choice cannot
answer all these challenges, and the answers
it can give are often “soft” compared to its
aspirations.

NOTES

Ithank an anonymous referee, Susan Pratt, Alexander
Thompson, and the editors of this volume for helpful
comments on an earlier draft of this chapter.

1 For a representative range of critiques, not all
specifically addressed to international relations, see
Elster, 1989; Friedman, 1996; Green and Shapiro,
1994; Katzenstein, 1996; Monroe, 2001; Ruggie,
1998; Walt, 1999; Wendt, 1999; Yee, 1997.

2 For other recent efforts to look at this question
from different perspectives, see Lake and Powell,
19993, a number of the articles in Katzenstein et al.,
1998, and Hasenclever et al., 1997.

3 Fearon and Wendt (2002) discuss the relation
between constructivism and rationalism.

4 As always, the word “theory” is a bit elusive
here. Rational choice is essentially a normative theory
of how actors should choose in different (abstract)
circumstances that becomes a positive theory when
actors are assumed rational and the empirical circum-
stances (e.g., of IR) are specified. Formalization intro-
duces a parallel mathematical “theory” which
provides an abstract representation with minimal
substantive content. A particular empirical interpre-
tation of this abstract theory turns it into a substan-
tive theory.

5 | thank Thomas Risse for pressing me on this
point.

6 Here and elsewhere | use specific references as
iconic representations of work in the field. There are
too many relevant contributions to provide an
exhaustive bibliogrphy.

7 Axelrod’s work on the evolution of cooperation
(1984) and agent-based models (1997; see also
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Cederman, 1997) are illustrative. See also Rubinstein’s
(1998) effort to model bounded rationality and
Fearon and Wendt (2002).

8 Even differences within rational choice meth-
odology — for example, over the use of one solution
concept rather than another — are ultimately debates
over how the actors would (or should) handle a
particular problem.

9 Powell (1999b) and Lake and Powell (1999b)
provide a good overview of important issues pertain-
ing to the use of models in international relations.
See Walt (1999), for a critique and the subsequent
responses by Bueno de Mesquita and Morrow
(1999), Martin (1999), Niou and Ordeshook (1999),
Powell (1999a), and Zagare (1999).

10 Allan and Dupont (1999) provide an excellent
overview of the diversity of alternative models. They
develop a typology of 16 different types of social
model, of which they categorize 8 as rational. They
also pay special attention to the relation between
model choice and empirical applicability.

11 The “folk theorem” says that any feasible
payoff combination can be an equilibrium in an
ongoing interaction provided that the players are
sufficiently patient (i.e., don’t discount the future
too heavily) and that every player receives at least
as much as they can guarantee themselves even
if everyone else gangs up on them. An important
consequence is that most such interactions will
have “multiple equilibria.”

12 See Hasenclever et al., 1997, for an excellent
overview of this debate.

13 A clear success is the introduction of “sub-
game perfection” to eliminate incredible threats,
while concepts such as sequential or Perfect Bayesian
equilibria have also been widely used to good effect.
But the value and empirical applicability of more
complicated equilibrium “refinements” has been
increasingly challenged (Allan and Dupont, 1999).

14 This does not mean that the actor must be
able to “solve” the model or understand it in its
entirety, but it must be able to reasonably perform
the tasks assigned to it. For example, an international
negotiator need not understand the Arrow (1951)
theorem in order to recognize opportunities for
strategic agenda setting or linkage.

15 Well-known deviations include the bureau-
cratic and psychological schools of decision-making,
especially the literature which builds on work such as
that by Kahneman and Tversky (1979) in challenging
rational choice directly (Levy, 1997). Some of the
internal rational choice critiques of key concepts such
as discounting (Laibson, 1997) and risk (Rabin and
Thaler, 2001) also suggest limits inherent in the logi-
cal theory as a representation of rational decision
making.

16 Without diverting my argument that
rational choice can meet the challenge of testing
head-on, the value pf curve-fitting in IR should not

be dismissed. Establishing systematic empirical rela-
tions is a real contribution to a field that remains
fairly short of clear and systematic facts. The ‘democ-
racies don't go to war’ correlation, for example,
has stimulated important work on both the theoreti-
cal and empirical fronts. Even identifying a situation
as fitting a particular model (e.g., as prisoners’
dilemma) may enhance our understanding of it.

17 See not only the standard cite to Stigler and
Becker (1977) but Marshall's (1910) early discussion
of preferences and time periods.

18 For a critique of the empirical contributions of
rational choice, including the expected utility theory
of war, see Walt (1999), and replies by Bueno de
Mesquita and Morrow (1999), Martin (1999), Niou
and Ordeshook (1999), Powell (1999), and Zagare
(1999).

19 The most controversial inclusion here is (delib-
erately) the work of Walt, who has been highly criti-
cal of rational choice and especially formal models.
See Frieden, 1999: 50-1 for a cogent analysis
of Walt's work as fitting in the rational choice
tradition — or at least of how it could be improved by
a more self-conscious attention to the (soft, not
formal) rational choice approach.

20 Consider also examples such as Goldstein
(1993), and Goldstein and Keohane (1993), which
are critical of rational choice as too limited (by leav-
ing out ideas) but proceed in a largely complemen-
tary manner; works such as Spruyt (1994) that
engage important elements of rational choice argu-
ments but move significantly beyond them; or works
such as Pape (1996) that use a rational choice frame-
work to sort out different verbal arguments.

21 Analytic narratives can be seen partly as an
elaboration of earlier discussions of the use of
rational choice approaches in “interpretive” accounts
(Ferejohn, 1991; Johnson, 1991). Indeed, the possi-
bility of its strictly interpretive usage reminds us that
rational choice has no necessary connection with
positivism and “testing.”

22 Another example of more dynamic analysis
that has been applied to IR is Axelrod's (1984, 1997)
analysis of the evolution of cooperation, which can
be interpreted from a rational choice as well as other
perspectives. It shows how dynamic processes of
selection, imitation, or learning may lead to changed
outcomes.

23 Thus, Robert Gilpin’s (1981: 211) study of
change maintains “that the nature of international
relations has not changed fundamentally over the
millennia.” See also Waltz, 1979: 65-6, and Krasner,
1999, with respect to sovereignty.

24 Of course, the realist substantive position may
be right. See Grieco, 1997, for a persuasive case for
the value of studying the constant factors in inter-
national life across time and systems.

25 For a full treatment of international institu-
tions, see Simmons and Martin’s contribution to this
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volume. Here, | offer more of a speculative sketch of
the trajectory of rational choice approaches.

26 Choice over time also raises deep problems of
inconsistency even when preferences are constant
(Strotz, 1955-56), which are further aggravated by
changing preferences (Hammond, 1976). One could
interpret such results as indicating the inability of
rational choice to deal with changing preferences
over time. In my view, a superior interpretation is
that the models reveal deep problems relevant to any
analysis of changing preferences. See Schelling
(1978) and Elster (1979), for extensions of these
problems that bridge beyond rational choice, and
Becker (1996), for an effort to incorporate them
within rational choice.

27 See Milner (1998), for a general overview of
the IR unitary actor assumption and Frieden (1999),
for an overview of general issues and strategies for
determining preferences.

28 Empirical work, often but not always closely
guided by rational analysis, has taken the lead, but
Milner (1998), discusses how theoretical rational
choice can catch up with it.

29 The standard distinction between cooperative
and noncooperative games is that agreements are
binding in the former and not in the latter. Moulin
(1995) argues that this misunderstands the self-
enforcing nature of the core and other stability
concepts in cooperative game theory. More impor-
tant, for some IR problems — such as agreements
within the EU or many agreements among the
OECD countries — there is no more doubt that par-
ties will abide by their agreements than in domestic
contexts. In such cases, cooperative game models
can allow for a tighter focus on the bargaining—
distribution problem by de-emphasizing the
enforcement problem.

30 | thank an anonymous reviewer for suggest-
ing that | mention this literature. For an overview
of mechanism design, see Myerson (1991) and Mas-
Colell et al., 1995; and, for a less technical introduc-
tion, see Dutta (1999).
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