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Inventing
International Relations:

International Relations
Theory After 1945

MILES KAHLER

The term “inventing” has become a flag for postmodern questioning of so-
cial facts and the historical process that has given them weight. At its most
subversive, “inventing” implies the subjection of scholarly endeavors to the
microscope of skepticism: Knowledge is neither cumulative nor defined by
accepted methods that align it ever more closely with an external and objec-
tive truth. Instead it is a human creation subject to many influences that may
not coincide with an agreed-upon understanding of scientific progress.! My
purpose in reexamining the ways in which the new field of international re-
lations dealt with the problem of international change after 1945 is less sub-
versive in its intent. This revisionist review of the history of international re-
lations does, however, fit within a recent wave of disciplinary introspection
that has called into question triumphalist and Whiggish views of knowledge
creation.? The history of such a young field, which only crystallized as part
of the social sciences during the 1920s and 1930s, may appear to pose few
issues of interpretation. Nevertheless, exploring and explaining the evolu-
tion of international relations serves three important ends.

Intellectual archaeology of this kind may produce a less tendentious ac-
count of intellectual activity over time, unearthing theoretical alternatives
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that have been consigned to darkness for other than scientific reasons. The
privileging of particular approaches to international relations may result
from both an internal logic of scholarship and from the social and political
context of intellectual production. Although both external and internal ex-
planations will be presented, a field so recently professionalized and so at-
tuned to policy demands and contemporary history is likely to be influ-
enced by its external context.3

Secondly, how we understand the history of international relations will
also influence the future contours of the field; an understanding of our col-
lective past is one determinant of our direction. Comprehending the inven-
tion of our traditions may be both illuminating and intellectually signifi-
cant. Nor would international relations be the first or the oldest sphere of
action that displayed recently invented traditions.*

Finally, an examination of our past may lead us to a better understanding
of how to exit from our current discontents; we may come to understand
not only why we have done what we have done but also why we are where
we are. Like other, less significant events in the past, the end of the Cold
War has introduced a large measure of either disarray (if one was previ-
ously content) or effervescence (if one was not) into the study of interna-
tional relations. The past may provide guides to better and worse ways to
resolve our current disciplinary dilemmas.

The historical retelling that follows is self-consciously centered on North
America and, to a lesser degree, Britain and Western Europe. The issue of
whether international relations remains “an American social science” and
the implications of one’s answer to that question have been discussed else-
where.5 An overlooked benefit of the Cold War’s end is the lowering of ideo-
logical barriers to the construction of a field that is genuinely international.
As the scope of its contributors expands across national borders, a discipli-
nary narrative that is broader than the one offered here will be required.

History and Great Debates:
Thinking About the Past

A stylized version of the history of international relations theory is typically
framed by successive “great debates” that haunt countless undergraduate
and graduate course descriptions. Although other fields mark their histories
with grand theoretical controversies, the choice of “great debate” to de-
scribe the engine driving theoretical advance is unusual. The foundational
myth of the field is an initial great debate between, on the one hand, ideal-
ists, wedded to legal and institutional analysis and blind to the require-
ments of power politics, and on the other, realists, armed with a theory
grounded in human nature and state action and therefore prescient in their
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reading of interwar international relations. The idealists went down in de-
served defeat; realism established itself as the reigning theory in the field.

A second great debate, between science and tradition, occurred in the
1960s. Misguided, principally British, proponents of the traditional study
of international relations, which emphasized law and diplomatic history,
went down in defeat (at least on this side of the Atlantic), and the ground-
ing of international relations in a behavioral view of the social sciences was
accomplished. Finally, the mainstream now confronts the clamor of a di-
verse group of critics attacking its scientific pretensions and normative bi-
ases, perhaps attacking the entire totalizing metanarrative of a field from a
postmodern perspective. These outsiders have argued that they are defining
a third great debate; the mainstream, satisfied with its progress, thus far
fails to recognize it as such.6

Pervading this portrait of six decades or more is a strong belief that each
debate has ended in scientific advance. Unfortunately, a reexamination of
the field’s history calls into question this benign interpretation. The protag-
onists in the debates are often misidentified. The outcome of the debates are
misspecified: Winners and losers are rarely as clear as the official version.
Some significant controversies are not included and others that should have
occurred but did not—the debates that did not bark—drop from view.

Simply stripping away layers of disciplinary mythology and reconstruct-
ing intellectual discourse more completely and accurately would be valu-
able.” Explaining the course of invention in international relations must be
far more tentative. At least four explanations for the field’s evolution can be
advanced. Two are internal to the field and its relations with other social sci-
ences. International relations specialists, as members of one of the youngest
social sciences, have been absorbed (occasionally obsessed) with their pro-
fessional standing. Many “advances” were seen as such because they hard-
ened the professional boundaries and barriers to entry in the field. At the
same time, international relations began as a self-consciously interdiscipli-
nary field. Its borrowings over time have shifted from one discipline to an-
other, but its eventual capture by political science could not have been pre-
dicted at its beginning. The evolution of international relations was not
hermetic, however. Its broader political and social context influenced its in-
tellectual development as well. Many historians of the field have emphasized
the influence of events—apparent anomalies presented by contemporary
world politics—on the field of international relations. Brian Schmidt argues
that the effect of international context has been exaggerated; nevertheless,
such influence is not simply inferred by observers after the fact.® Those en-
gaged in the invention of the field often acknowledge the impulse given by a
turn in international events. The longer sweep of international history has
seldom been given the weight of immediate and politically significant devel-
opments. Finally, international relations has been driven by demand. Its au-
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dience typically includes practitioners as well as scholars; at moments of in-
ternational change or high uncertainty, policy demand may drive research as
much as a purely internal logic. Each of these explanations is related to the
others—events-driven and demand-driven periods of evolution tend to coin-
cide; professional hardening over time has reinforced the boundaries of the
field and weakened its earlier extravagant borrowing from outside.

1

Idealists, Realists, and the Hardening
of International Relations

The first great debate between idealists and realists is a suitable place to be-
gin excavating the field, since this episode and its misinterpretation have
profoundly influenced subsequent development of the field.? The much dis-
paraged idealists have nearly been erased from our collective intellectual
memories, so thorough has the realist rewriting of history been. Few actu-
ally read them, since they have been caricatured as airy and naive propo-
nents of the League of Nations, oblivious to the underlying and persistent
realities of power and, above all, as amateurs rather than scholars.10
Although a complete survey of all those later labeled “idealist” is impossi-
ble, two prominent examples, Norman Angell and James T. Shotwell, pro-
vide evidence that the interwar “idealists” have been misunderstood and
their arguments misrepresented.

Norman Angell, author of The Great Illusion and many other works, has
long served as a target for those undermining the importance of economic
interdependence in shaping state behavior. Repeatedly and falsely, he has
been portrayed as an exponent of the impossibility of war in an age of in-
terdependence. Angell argued instead that enhanced economic interdepen-
dence among the industrialized nations of Europe had altered the economic
calculus of warmaking: Any gains from territorial conquest within Europe
could not equal the losses from disrupting patterns of trade and investment.
This narrower argument was part of a broader case made by liberals before
World War I and during the interwar decades that emphasized joint gains
(the struggle of central concern is one of man with the universe, not man
with man) and attacked the primacy of the state by exploring the develop-
ment of transnational communities of opinion. But the underlying argu-
ment was not idealist, it was materialist: The contemporary state system
and its competitive nationalism was a poor fit with underlying economic re-
ality. “International politics are still dominated by terms applicable to con-
ditions which the processes of modern life have altogether abolished.”11

James T. Shotwell, a Canadian brought up in a setting of nineteenth-cen-
tury liberalism, was in many ways the model interwar scholar-activist. He
became involved with the U.S. government’s propaganda machire during
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World War I, worked with Colonel House in the preparations for the Paris
Peace Conference, and later was instrumental in pressing for U.S. involve-
ment in the League of Nations and in the Kellogg-Briand Pact. An often
overlooked part of his career, however, was his role in stimulating large-
scale research on international relations and serving as an entrepreneur to
obtain funding for such research through institutions such as the Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace. Despite his training as a medieval his-
torian, Shotwell developed an early interest in the impact of the industrial
and scientific revolutions.12

Shotwell’s immersion in European history made him sensitive to the cen-
tral role of war in creating European states and the European state system;
he could construct blood-curdling passages about the predatory behavior
of states.!3 Nevertheless, he argued, like Angell, that industrialization and
science had made war “too dangerous to employ” and virtually impossible
to limit.14 Not only was war more costly in the new era, but also the terri-
torial state system was no longer the only “map” of relevance; science and
the growth of economic interdependence has created a new web of rela-
tions among peoples. In Shotwell’s view, this material underpinning sepa-
rated the post—-World War I peace movement from earlier movements based
solely on ethical principles or idealism.15

Angell and Shotwell could be described as liberals and institutionalists,
but they were hardly idealists. What later critics pilloried as idealism in the
interwar decades is better described as liberal materialism, neither so deter-
ministic nor so infatuated with international institutions and law as the
current image suggests. Shotwell and Angell were not seduced by a pacifist
teleology—an inevitable evolution toward more cooperative states in inter-
national politics. Neither believed that material trends had eliminated war
or had even touched all parts of the world; the conditions of interdepen-
dence existed in spatially limited parts of the international system.
Although his prescriptions emphasized international institutions, Shotwell
did not make exaggerated claims for the achievements of organizations like
the League of Nations. More significant was an emphasis on democratic ac-
tivism to change international relations. Belief in the power of public opin-
ion is often portrayed as another illustration of hopeless liberal naiveté, but
public opinion and its influence on diplomacy was one of the striking as-
pects of the peace-making process after World War I. Discovering that
politicians were forced to respond to popular pressures—a source of great
anguish to such realists as Harold Nicolson—was a revelation to the inter-
war liberals, since it offered an instrument by which the lessons of indus-
trial warfare could be translated into policy.16

If the content of interwar liberalism has been distorted, its hegemony was
also limited: Realism did not mount its theoretical charge against a field
that was monolithic in its allegiances. Many active in defining the new field
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of international relations during the 1930s—Arnold Wolfers, Frederick
Dunn, and Frederick Schuman, a University of Chicago historian who au-
thored an influential text—displayed little of the idealism that was later de-
scribed as dominant. In the first edition of his work, Schuman devoted
scathing comments to overly optimistic accounts of progress in interna-
tional politics, but he also borrowed materialist premises from some of
those he criticized, arguing that the study of politics could not ignore “the
‘social’ and ‘economic’ configurations of human relations.”8” In a close ex-
amination of textbooks from the interwar decades, William C. Olson and
A.J.R. Groom discovered neither internationalist nor idealist predomi-
nance. Of about forty titles in the mainstream of the new field from 1916 to
1941, “even if by ‘idealist’ we mean no more than stressing the efficacy of
law and organization, only about half of these can be said to be even pri-
marily idealistic in tone. @8

Realism, the competitor to Anglo-American liberalism, was in large mea-
sure a transplant from continental Europe. The great transatlantic emigration
of scholars influenced the development of fields as diverse as nuclear physics,
sociology, and political theory.1%¢The influx of scholars had an even greater
impact on the institutionally weak and ill-defined field of international rela-
tions. Key members—Hans Morgenthau, Nicholas Spykman, John Herz—
introduced a profoundly pessimistic and continental European emphasis on
power politics into a field that was beginning to harden and professionalize.
Just as idealism has been misportrayed, however, it is important to emphasize
the deep pessimism of many realists regarding the rationalism and positivism
that they associated with their scholarly foes. Hans Morgenthau, in particu-
lar, noted his early reaction against Marxism and Freud and his discontent
with the “rationalistic pretenses” of his philosophy courses at Frankfurt in
the 1920s. Like other realists, he reflected the turn toward and fascination
with irrationalism that characterized European culture after World War 1.20
This aspect of transplanted realism is particularly ironic given the later wed-
ding of realism to rational choice in the neorealist synthesis.2! A deep distrust
of any claims for a scientific study of international politics was also charac-
teristic of realist practitioners such as George Kennan.22

This attack on liberalism and reason by some realists could be seen as
simply another fusillade aimed at the idealist project that World War II had
already fractured. Their critique was also directed at another target, how-
ever, one far more influential in the long run, a group that intersected with
the so-called idealists more than would be admitted after 1945. This third
contingent can be labeled the “scientists.” International relations, one of
the youngest of academic fields, lagged behind the other social sciences and
history in its institutionalization and professionalization. What was later
encapsulated as an interwar ideological battle between realism and idealism
was coincident with the professionalization of the field and the adoption by
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many of its members of the model of natural science for their research. For
those shaping this professionalization, the natural science model repre-
sented an inevitable and desirable maturation of international relations; for
critics, such as Dorothy Ross, international relations simply joined other
American social sciences that were marked by “liberal values, practical
bent, shallow historical vision, and technocratic confidence.”23

At the core of this movement was the Chicago school that spearheaded ef-
forts to transform political science during the 1920s and 1930s. Charles
Merriam, Harold Lasswell, and Quincy Wright all contributed to the study
of world politics as part of a broader analysis of power and political actors
ranging from individuals and groups to national governments.24 As William
Fox has described, for these intellectual godfathers of postwar behavioral-
ism, power was the organizing principle of analysis, but no particular place
was given to states or to military power. International relations was embed-
ded in a broader political analysis.2® Their point of agreement with the real-
ists was narrow—that international politics should be studied as it is and
not as it might be. This shared antinormative stance disguised divisions that
would reemerge in later decades. The scientists embraced their version of a
positivism modeled on the natural sciences; the realists were deeply skeptical
of scientific pretensions defined in this way. Each group also held distinct
views on the degree of disjuncture between domestic and international poli-
tics, with the scientists building out from domestic politics and the realists
theorizing in from international anarchy and the security dilemma.

To many in the interwar years, the advance of the scientists, not the de-
bate between realists and idealists, was the most significant development in
international relations. When Hans Morgenthau arrived at Chicago, he
confronted Quincy Wright and a research enterprise with which he could
have had little sympathy. In the words of one of his students, “Power poli-
tics was a dirty and forbidden word in the Chicago of his time.”26 The sci-
entific movement of the 1920s and 1930s shared more goals (and person-
nel) with the idealists or liberals than it did with the realists. Shotwell, in
his introduction to an early survey of international relations in the United
States, lauded the scientific enterprise and the embedding of international
relations within the coalescing social sciences. Science led, in his view, to
“constructive planning,” which was “the supreme task of the social sci-
ences, and the field of international relations offers the best of laboratories
for their study.”2? Shotwell was one of the founding research entrepreneurs
of the field.28 The infrastructure of research that was part of social-scientific
enterprise in the 1920s—Merriam was instrumental in founding the Social
Science Research Council in 1923—had already been extended to interna-
tional relations. In the 1930s, university research institutes were devoted
specifically to the new field.2? This burst of foundation-supported research
was part of a broader desire to affect public policy and social change



Inventing International Relations o 27

through research. Both interwar liberals and many scientists of the era
shared a program to bring knowledge to power.3? Their chosen targets dif-
fered, however: Many liberal internationalists aimed to influence broader
public opinion and the educational system; the scientists more often turned
to direct policy advice. The line was not sharp, however, and the success of
the scientists waxed and waned in political science and in international re-
lations during the interwar decades. Their project was sharply criticized by
more traditional scholars, including William Yandell Elliott, future mentor
of the realist Henry Kissinger.3!

Postwar Consensus and
the Hardening of the Discipline

Early postwar conferences and surveys of international relations quickly re-
scripted interwar debates as a battle between a feckless “utopianism” that
had “cast a shadow of academic disrepute over the new field” and a new
emphasis on power politics as a “natural reaction to the excesses of senti-
mentalism.”32 Even William Fox took a less measured and tolerant view of
interwar research than he later would; his evaluation was later assimilated
by others reviewing the postwar state of the field, reinforcing a view of the
inevitable joint triumph of realism and science.32 Interwar scholarship had
been disparaged to such a degree that Dwight Waldo admitted in his 1956
survey that it may have been “discounted unduly.”é4

Vulgarization of the interwar record in the decade after 1945 resembled
the “counterprogressive” tendency in postwar history: Both constructed a
straw man whose hegemony in the field was exaggerated and whose ac-
complishments were dismissed.3S The preferred account of the postwar
consensus in international relations was events-driven; interwar scholarship
could not deal with the anomalous events of the 1930s, World War II, and
the Cold War. A threatening international context was only one explana-
tion, however. Professionalization and new external demand also served to
tilt the intellectual balance. A new generation of Young Turks, impelled by
their service in government and the military during World War II, were in-
tent on overturning their predecessors, a familiar battle between scholarly
generations. The new cohort also accelerated the professionalization of the
field. International relations, as noted earlier, was among the last of social
science fields to achieve disciplinary status. As in history and the other so-
cial sciences before it, those defining the field felt it necessary to separate
themselves from what was portrayed as an amateurish past. Amateurism
was part of the image of interwar liberalism that was transmitted to the
postwar generation, a past of League of Nations societies and peace move-
ments. Both realists and scientists rejected that past, not only for its alleged



28 o Miles Kabler

disregard for the realities of power but also for the obstacles that it pre-
sented to achieving professional esteem.

Realists and scientists were also sustained by a new demand for the prod-
uct of their labors, a demand that offered burgeoning institutional supportin
exchange. The international relations infrastructure that had begun to appear
in the 1930s exploded after World War II as government and foundations in-
creased their demand for knowledge to match the new global interests of the
United States. Realism was doubly favored: Not only did it benefit from the
same research infrastructure, but also its theoretical stance fit with renewed
government emphasis on international commitment and on meeting the
Soviet threat; realism was “interpreted as providing a rationale for not ap-
peasing the presumably unappeasable and therefore for the cold war.”86

Just as later portrayals of the interwar period deserve scrutiny, so too the
solidity of post-1945 realist hegemony and the alliance of convenience be-
tween realism and science should be carefully qualified. Realism quickly
took on the ideological coloration of its new American environment. Even
in early realist works, such as Nicholas Spykman’s America’s Strategy in
World Politics, liberal institutions make a surprising appearance: Spykman,
for example, urged a “regional League of Nations” for East Asia rather
than a “one-sided treaty of alliance.”3” Much as American historians
blithely reinterpreted Leopold Ranke as a “scientist” of the American kind
in the nineteenth century and political science had “Americanized” earlier
in the century, so American international relations quickly gave realism
what Fox called a “pragmatic meliorist” cast, accepting the reality of the
security dilemma in international politics but urging its mitigation through
gradualist, liberal prescriptions.38 This process of amalgamation reached its
endpoint when realist John Herz, who coined the phrase “security
dilemma,” urged “realist liberalism” on his colleagues.?® The rationalist,
improving, progressive strand in American culture transformed the anti-
scientific pessimism of realism and incorporated it.

Many on the scientific side of the postwar consensus continued to ex-
press skepticism about realist pretensions; particularly when voiced in
philosophical rather than positivist vocabulary. Quincy Wright, a senior
member of the scientific wing, wrote sardonically of Herz’s work: “This
analysis suggests that ‘realism’ and ‘idealism’ have functioned as propa-
ganda terms according to which everyone sought to commend whatever
policy he favored by calling it ‘realistic’. . e. From this usage we learn that
in the past two decades political propagandists have regarded ‘realism’ as a
plus term and ‘idealism’ as a minus term.”é% Another icon of behavioral-
ism, Harold Lasswell, described “power politics” as a “sentimentalized
term,” an ironic twist of a favorite realist adjective.4! A new generation of
scholars openly took up the idealist cause, although most seemed to prefer
putting the tired and increasingly irrelevant great debate behind them.42



Inventing International Relations o 29

Other young scholars, such as Ernst Haas, subjected realist terminology to
the scientific microscope and found it wanting.43 The outcome of World
War II could, in any case, be interpreted as much as a triumph of liberal in-
ternationalism, particularly in the sphere of economic organization, as one
that confirmed realist postulates.#4 As a result, the study of international
organizations, despite the setbacks of the 1930s, displayed considerable re-
silience, although the study of international law began its lengthy divorce
from international relations.4é

International relations was not marked by a clear Kuhnian paradigm shift
after 1945; the field remained heterogeneous and continued to include a lib-
eral (or at least nonrealist) corps of practitioners. The often tense alliance
between realists and scientists did have significant and often unrecognized
consequences, however. For both wings of postwar international relations,
power became the core analytic concept. Since the scientists yearned for pro-
fessionalization, the field became embedded in academic political science.
Much of the interdisciplinary richness of the 1930s (which had made profes-
sional self-definition difficult) was lost.4¢ International political economy,
whether of the liberal or the historical-materialist variety, was tainted by its
association with Marxism during the Cold War.47 Study of international or-
ganizations continued and investigation of regional integration began in the
1950s, but international institutions more broadly defined (including inter-
national law) were hardly regarded as the most exciting frontiers of research
in the field. For the scientists, individuals and groups were the core units of
analysis; for the realists, it was the state in an anarchic international envi-
ronment. Institutions had been tarred with the idealist brush and would take
some time to be reestablished as central to the field.

The environment of postwar professionalization and demand for re-
search from government consumers virtually eliminated any search for an
audience beyond one’s colleagues and the modern prince and dampened
normative inquiry. Advice directed to popular audiences and efforts to in-
fluence public opinion were labeled “propaganda.” As Novick describes in
the case of history, “the approved postwar sensibility was ‘the tragic sense,’
and the approved posture, spectatorial.”é8 To change the world (not a goal
to which one would easily admit), an elitist model was prescribed: At a
conference on institutes and their publics in 1953, near unanimity was
voiced for the view that “the primary task of the institutes must be to influ-
ence the minority that shapes public opinion.”#? Gabriel Almond’s classic
study of public opinion both reflected and influenced this elitist view of for-
eign policy.50 Research directed to particular international goals, such as a
more peaceful world, carried the whiff of interwar “utopianism” that
alarmed specialists during the Cold War. At best such normative specula-
tion was postponed to a time when the requirements of science had been
satisfied.5! At a time when the parameters of U.S. policy were widely per-
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ceived as set by an overwhelming threat from Soviet communism, norma-
tive debates were shelved for the duration.é2

A final consequence of the alliance of realists and scientists was neglect of
explanations for international change. Realists argued for regularities across
time in the domain of power politics; scientists sought their own lawlike
generalizations about human and national behavior. Explanations of change
were not central to either research program. In a Cold War world systemic
change was assumed to occur at a glacial pace in any case. International re-
lations had taken its first step toward a future of comparative statics and
equilibrium analysis, a future that resembled its past of balances of power
and cycles of great-power rise and decline. In this it resembled other social
sciences that had moved away from “historico-evolutionary models ... to
specialized sciences focused on short-term processes rather than long-term
change over time.”33 It was an oddly comforting, if limited, vision for a field
born in a century marked by violent ruptures and revolutionary upheaval.

Realism and Science: End of Alliance

The second great debate bore little resemblance to the first. It was not stim-
ulated by cataclysmic international events; it occurred at a time of super-
power dominance and economic tranquillity, before the Vietnam War had
rattled American social science. It represented a late and somewhat faint
echo of the behavioral revolution in political science played out in the pages
of World Politics and International Studies Quarterly.5* The debate was
not theoretical in content. The proponents of tradition (Hedley Bull in the
lead) and science (Morton Kaplan as protagonist) held theoretical and pol-
icy positions that cut across the divide that defined the debate. In light of
the history already recounted, however, one can interpret these competing
definitions of international relations as the end of a tenuous alliance be-
tween realists and scientists that had defined the postwar consensus. Many
realists shared Bull’s unease about the direction of the field: Morgenthau
had situated himself squarely on the antibehavioral side and launched a
vigorous attack on works by Lasswell and Kaplan in a review article.&5 To
members of a field that has, whatever its theoretical and methodological
disagreements, defined itself as a social science, this great debate now seems
a nondebate. Our reaction, however, suggests its larger consequences for
the evolution of international relations.

The second debate concerned methodology, not theory or the sources of
theoretical innovation. In a telling contribution to the debate, Marion Levy
replied to Morton Kaplan:

I deeply regret that studies in methodology show. no promise whatsoever of
leading to this kind of knowledge [about international phenomena]. Studies of
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methodology improve the probability of making something of a good idea. But
nothing will replace the importance of creativity in discovering ideas that can
be stated with rigor, care, and precision, and creativity in discovering those
which can be stated in terms of a small number of variables and among which
deductive interdependencies can be shown.56

Theory in international relations remained underdeveloped (or implicitly re-
alist) in an era of competing methodologies. Method, so important to Bull
and others, proved of little significance in explaining theoretical evolution.

The second great debate also gave an inaccurate impression to many
Americans that the study of international relations in Britain and the rest of
Western Europe—carried out by the second largest national concentration
of scholars and a useful antidote to American ethnocentrism—was incur-
ably hidebound and antiscientific in its orientation. The debate only deep-
ened the parochialism that, paradoxically, has long characterized the study
of international relations.

Perhaps most important, the debate symbolized the loss not of “tradition”
but of a larger conception of international relations; an argument about
method was confused with an argument about scope. Although Bull’s views
borrowed much from the realists, others have included him in a neo-Grotian
strand of international relations theory that is concerned with “deep” institu-
tions in an international society that constitutes and defines individual
states.57 Interest in those institutions would not revive for nearly two
decades. Bull’s criticisms of the scientific approach, which are not a model of
clarity, also resembled later postmodern assaults on the lack of a self-con-
scious and critical stance in mainstream international relations theory:

[The scientists’] thinking is certainly characterized by a lack of any sense of in-
quiry into international politics as a continuing tradition to which they are the
latest recruits; by an insensitivity to the conditions of recent history that have
produced them, provided them with the preoccupations and perspectives they
have, and colored these in ways of which they might not be aware ... by an
uncritical attitude toward their own assumptions, and especially toward the
moral and political attitudes that have a central but unacknowledged position
in much of what they say.58

The apparent defeat of the traditional or classical approach in this sec-
ond great debate imposed losses even on the empirical program that the
victorious scientists would pursue. International relations was severed from
political philosophy, diplomatic history, and international law. The latter
was gradually expelled from political science departments, and even after
international relations reinvented the study of institutions in the 1970s, the
empirical value of legal studies would remain unrecognized. Within the
narrower field that emerged from the second debate, Hedley Bull’s exasper-
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ation suggested that security studies—in which he played an important
role—was also drifting away from the research programs defined by the sci-
entific wing. As professional self-definition continued to sharpen method-
ologically, those who defined themselves in other terms were quickly con-
signed to the “amateur” status previously reserved for interwar idealists.

The field of security studies was also undergoing a transformation and
division at this time, one that pitted scientist against scientist. The develop-
ment of deterrence theory in the 1950s and 1960s was a rare example of
genuine interdisciplinary collaboration, a rapidly advancing research fron-
tier, and immediate effects on national policy, particularly in the area of nu-
clear strategy and arms control. Indeed, demand from the policy commu-
nity and newly forged links to the national security bureaucracies may
explain why the second wave of deterrence theory in the late 1950s had a
far greater impact than the first wave of the immediate postwar years.5?
The new methodology of game theory figured prominently in the develop-
ment of deterrence theory; its rational-choice microfoundations, useful in
illuminating strategic interaction, marked an important first step toward
the neorealist synthesis of the 1980s.60

Nevertheless, links between second wave deterrence theorists and the U.S.
government as well as the implicit acceptance by many strategists of Cold
War realism stimulated dissident currents among international relations spe-
cialists. Peace research was the most important reaction to the melding of re-
alism, nuclear weapons, and the new demand from government. The connec-
tion to interwar international relations was direct in the case of peace
research: The venerable figure of Quincy Wright wrote the first article in the
Journal of Conflict Resolution in 1957. In place of the underlying realist ba-
sis of much strategic thinking at this time, peace research submitted claims of
the inevitability of violent conflict to scientific scrutiny and took a more ac-
tivist stance toward policy debates, particularly over nuclear weapons. The
postwar distaste for “utopianism” was dissipating under the shadow of nu-
clear weapons. Studying what is no longer implied that fundamental change
was impossible. Peace research borrowed its methodology from the scientists
and also its belief that the dynamics of violence among individuals, among
groups and among states displayed similarities: interstate violence and the
realm of international anarchy were no longer privileged.6!

The Great Debate That Failed: Neoliberalism,
Dependency Theory, and Neorealism
Peace research was only one manifestation of a resurgence of neoliberal

theorizing that appeared during the 1960s as the Cold War lost its chill.
Peace research found much of its support and research infrastructure in
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Western Europe. Europe, where long-standing nationalist conflicts had ap-
parently been tamed and a much imitated experiment in regional integra-
tion was under way, provided new grounds for challenging realist assump-
tions, whether in the evolution of security communities, examined by Karl
Deutsch and Bruce Russett, or in the exploding field of regional integration,
in which Ernst Haas, Leon Lindberg, and others proposed a neofunctional-
ist mode of explanation. Students of integration undermined realism by
first selecting developments in international relations that fitted realist pre-
dictions poorly and then explaining those developments by processes and
actors outside the state.

Interwar liberals had been absorbed by the issues of war and peace.
Neoliberalism in the 1960s and 1970s was drawn to the implications of in-
ternational economic change. A long postwar economic boom, combined
with concerted liberalizing measures among the industrialized countries,
produced rapid growth in trade and financial flows. Large-scale American
investment in Western Europe and European reactions to “the American
challenge” directed public and scholarly attention to the multinational cor-
poration and its potential for reshaping international politics. Growing
cross-border trade and investment provoked the interest of both political
scientists and economists and produced a rebirth of international political
economy. International organization, which had become a backwater of
postwar international relations, revived as the collaborative management of
international economic relations rose on the scholarly and policy agenda.é2

Economic interdependence could be narrowly defined, as it was in the in-
fluential work of Richard Cooper, but in other hands, it became a full-blown
alternative to the dominant realist conception of international order. Edward
Morse challenged the state-centric assumptions of realism, asserting that the
growth of economic interdependence and transnational actors had funda-
mentally altered the classical Westphalian state system.63 Robert O. Keohane
and Joseph Nye’s formulation of complex interdependence summed up a
decade of neoliberal scholarship that had introduced or reintroduced trans-
national relations, economic interdependence, security communities, inter-
national organizations, and the broader concept of international regimes.6*

The Vietnam War undermined realism by calling into question the as-
sumption of tight international constraints on national policy. The war also
produced a burst of interest in foreign policy and its determinants.
Widespread opposition to the war created an audience for revisionist diplo-
matic historians who disputed conventional accounts of Cold War origins
and undermined prevailing images of a reactive United States and a cease-
lessly expanding Soviet Union.65 Convinced that the United States did have
a wider scope for choice in its foreign policy, researchers on national policy
moved beyond the descriptive studies of decisionmaking characteristic of
the early postwar years to theoretical approaches that provided clear cau-
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tions for policymakers, whether on the costs of misperception (as social-
psychological insights were imported into the field) or on the dangers of or-
ganizational slippage and bureaucratic competition.66

As these neoliberal innovations challenged an apparent realist hegemony
in the United States, another theoretical combatant appeared from an un-
likely quarter. Dependency theory responded to many of the same interna-
tional economic changes as neoliberalism and, like neoliberalism, redefined
system structure to emphasize economic links between center and periphery
(rather than interstate competition) and disaggregated domestic politics in
peripheral societies. Unlike neoliberal theories, however, structuralism, pro-
moted by the Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLA), and
Marxism—-central theoretical influences on dependency theory—assigned
these systemic and internal constraints a negative (dependence not interde-
pendence) rather than positive value.

The emergence of dependency theory and its rapid acceptance in North
America and Western Europe depended on both external context and ap-
parent theoretical anomalies that dependency theory could claim to resolve.
Dependency theory was a collective product of the social science research
infrastructure that had been constructed in Latin America after 194S5. That
constellation of research institutions attracted an interdisciplinary group of
scholars who shared a belief that there was some blockage in the develop-
ment of Latin American capitalism. This perceived anomaly (lack of inte-
grated industrialization after more than a century of political indepen-
dence) is itself puzzling from the vantage point of the 1990s: Latin
American economies enjoyed relatively high growth during the late 1950s
and early 1960s, and the international economic environment was more be-
nign than it would be in any other postwar period.6? As Fernando
Henrique Cardoso commented, the creators of dependency theory “were
seeking new ideas that could explain why the early optimism about devel-
opment in the postwar years was turning into bitter frustration.”¢8

Receptivity to dependency theory in both Latin America and the United
States was heightened in the late 1960s and early 1970s by renewed atten-
tion to U.S. intervention in the Third World. Theories of imperialism that
had been submerged during the Cold War received greater attention and
shifted the theoretical base for dependency analysis away from its struc-
turalist roots toward a Marxist perspective.6® World-systems analysis,
which took shape around this time, borrowed much of its vocabulary from
structuralist and dependency analysis without adopting Marxist dynamics
as the engine for global change. Compared to dependency theory, however,
the world-systems approach awarded an even more dominant role to the
system in shaping individual societies. In both cases explanations for devel-
opment or underdevelopment on the periphery were rooted in the evolution
of international capitalism, not the state system.
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By the mid-1970s the theoretical claims of dependency theory had been
taken up by mainstream political scientists in North America (to the dis-
may of some dependency theorists)e’® Two challengers, liberal and radical,
offered potent alternatives to realist hegemony within international rela-
tions. Both emphasized system defined in economic rather than power-
political terms; both rejected the state-centric emphasis of realism. In each,
domestic development was shaped by the system through transnational
linkages that were only partially mediated or not mediated at all by the
state. In certain versions of both liberal and dependency theories, the state
lost its crucial gatekeeping role vis-a-vis the international system. Despite
the apparent strength of these challenges, however, both contenders failed
to survive the following decade. Neoliberalism was redefined away from
complex interdependence toward a state-centric version more compatible
with realism. Dependency theory was virtually driven from the theoretical
field. What might have been another great debate faded as realism, rede-
fined and rendered more acceptable to the scientists in international rela-
tions, reclaimed a central theoretical position.

The persistence and reassertion of realism during the 1980s has been well
documented. K. J. Holsti carefully examined leading textbooks and the
works to which they refer, not only in the United States but also in other
countries. He found that at the start of the 1980s realism remained the
dominant paradigm in each of the countries, with the exception of Japan;
in the United States there was a slight shift in favor of neoliberal and de-
pendency theory after 1970, but it was not great.”! Kenneth Waltz’s Theory
of International Politics was central in stimulating a new generation to be-
come interested in neorealist theory; his efforts to transform the vague and
imprecise tenets of classical realism into a form more acceptable to the sci-
entific mainstream of the field attracted some who had labored on alterna-
tive approaches.”2 The turn of realism in a more self-consciously scientific
direction occurred at the end of a decade in which criticisms of the realist
paradigm from scientists testing hypotheses based on realism had grown
louder.”3 By the mid-1980s not only had neorealism claimed a central posi-
tion in the study of international security (where realism had never been se-
riously challenged), but also it had, in the form of hegemonic stability the-
ory, claimed a central place in international political economy, which had
been the primary source of alternative theoretical viewpoints within inter-
national relations.

The rise of neorealism in the 1980s and the fading of both neoliberal and
radical (dependency) analyses is not a puzzle for neorealists: In the selective
process of theoretical elaboration and testing, neorealism had simply offered
more parsimonious explanations. More recent developments suggest that
such purely internal and theoretical explanations for the consolidation of
neorealism are partial at best. Certainly, the alternatives to neorealist analy-
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sis demonstrated shortcomings in elaborating a research program and ex-
plaining critical international developments. As Keohane and Nye argue in
their perceptive retrospective on Power and Interdependence, the concept of
complex interdependence was not designed as a theory “but as a thought
experiment about what politics might look like if the basic assumptions of
realism were reversed.”74 Particularly at the systemic level, it did not seem to
present an alternative that could compete with structure defined as distribu-
tion of power without including the goals and instruments of state policy.
Other elements of neoliberal theory, such as interdependence and interna-
tional regimes, could be accommodated within neorealism; in certain re-
spects, they were captured by the emerging neorealist synthesis.

Dependency theory’s decline was also due in part to its internal and theo-
retical treatment of two apparent anomalies: rapid industrialization in parts
of the periphery (particularly the newly industrializing countries) in the late
1960s and 1970s and a turn toward democracy in Latin America in the
1980s. This degree of variation among the trajectories of developing coun-
tries was a major anomaly for a theory that emphasized systemic determi-
nants of national development. Dependency theorists dealt with these devel-
opments by amending and supplementing the theory with domestic variables,
particularly state capabilities in encouraging industrialization and bargaining
with foreign investors. A better fit with existing patterns of industrialization
on the periphery was won at the cost of both parsimony and the original sys-
temic emphasis of the theory.”S Paradoxically, in emphasizing the state, re-
vised dependency theory paralleled the state-centrism of neorealism and rede-
fined neoliberalism, theories with very different images of system structure.

A final, internal explanation for the widespread acceptance of neorealism
was its compatibility, after translation, with the rational-choice and game-
theoretic approaches that were winning widespread acceptance in interna-
tional relations and other social sciences. The transmutation of neorealism
from its original Waltzian structuralism—Waltz had explicitly argued that
his theory did not require rationalist microfoundations—to an approach
with rationalist and individualist premises was crucial to its success.”¢ The
rational and state-centric postulates of revised neorealism attracted many
who were less interested in its structural features.

These conceptual and internal explanations for the fading of dependency
theory, the redefinition of neoliberalism, and a wider acceptance of the neo-
realist research program in the early 1980s are only partly convincing. The
theoretical weaknesses of neorealism—easily as great as those of its competi-
tors—were overlooked in ways that suggest other explanations for its popu-
larity. One argument for neorealism’s success is familiar from the history of
international relations since the interwar period: A rise in international inse-
curity, specifically the onset of the “new” Cold War in 1979 and 1980,
added to the appeal of realism, as it had in the past.”” The field had entered
yet another of its events-driven cyclical swings in the realist direction.
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Apparent disorder in the international political economy of the 1970s
and the adoption of defensive national policies in the face of that turmoil
had shifted attention from the new features of economic interdependence to
the political prerequisites of a liberal economic order. Robert Gilpin and
Charles Kindleberger staked out theoretical ground for what would be-
come the theory of hegemonic stability.”8 At the same time, a neoliberal ex-
periment, the European Community, reached a temporary hiatus in the face
of external economic shocks. The leading exponent of regional integration
theory—perhaps the most fully elaborated body of neoliberal theory—
declared that “regional integration in Western Europe has disappointed
everybody: there is no federation, the nation-state behaves as if it were both
obstinate and obsolete, and what once appeared to be a distinctive ‘supra-
national’ style now looks more like a huge regional bureaucratic appendage
to an intergovernmental conference in permanent session.”7”?

These international events posed questions for competing theoretical
stances, but they hardly signaled a return to the military insecurity and state-
dominated world economy of the 1930s. Economic integration in the world
economy proceeded apace, particularly in the sphere of financial liberaliza-
tion and globalization of markets. New forms of multinational investment
and novel linkages among international firms appeared. Coincident with the
fading of dependency theory in the 1980s, debt-ridden economies in Latin
America and sub-Saharan Africa were more deeply influenced by the capi-
talist world economy than they had been at any time since 1945.

Events supply only part of the answer to the faltering of these alterna-
tives to neorealism. The spatial distribution of international relations re-
search offers some additional purchase on the shifting balance in theoreti-
cal allegiances. National parochialism in the field of international relations
combined with the continued central position of the United States to sup-
port the agenda of neorealism, an agenda infused with the concerns of anx-
ious Americans. The implications of hegemonic decline (if U.S. decline
could be demonstrated) drove the neorealist agenda in international politi-
cal economy. National setting may have had a second effect: individualist
and rationalist models (exemplified by a transformed neorealism) have
enormous appeal in American social science. As Dorothy Ross argues, they
best “embody the individualistic and ahistorical premises of liberal excep-
tionalism.”8% In this sense neorealism marked the final stage in the
Americanization of realism.

Demand from policymaking consumers of international relations re-
search spurred some earlier theoretical developments in the field, particu-
larly second-wave deterrence theory. Such demand had little to do with the
popularity of neorealism, however: Academic neorealists (including
Kenneth Waltz and Robert Gilpin) had little time for the revived Cold War
views of American conservatives; neorealists were often explicitly critical of
Reagan administration defense and foreign policies. Reaganite anticommu-
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nism was marked by a revival of ideological competition with the Soviet
Union. Neoconservative champions of the ideological battle had little in
common with realists like Henry Kissinger or academic neorealists.

Although realism may have served to legitimate U.S. competition with
the Soviet Union in the 1940s and 1950s, academic neorealism argued for
managing and tempering that competition in the 1980s. University research
had become disconnected from the policy because of the Vietham War and
a key institutional innovation of the 1970s: the Washington think tank.
Policymakers in search of foreign policy advice or a new agenda did not
need to turn to the university, as they often had in the 1950s. New suppliers
of ideas—tailor-made for policy appetites—now existed within easy reach;
many of these suppliers were former policymakers themselves.8! The new,
politically connected think tanks competed successfully for policymaking
consumers, but few scholarly members of the field of international relations
seemed to care.

Although the policy community exercised less and less influence on the
course of international relations research in the 1980s, foundations, through
the pattern of their funding, could still shift incentives, particularly for
younger scholars. Large-scale funding of security studies in the 1980s un-
doubtedly strengthened neorealism, since many in the new generation of se-
curity specialists, whatever their policy preferences, identified themselves as
neorealists. As for the research infrastructure in Latin America that had pro-
duced dependency theory, it had been eroded by repressive authoritarian
governments in the 1970s. During the following decade academic attention
in the region turned toward concrete and pragmatic measures to escape eco-
nomic crisis rather than systemic explanations for underdevelopment.

Whatever weight is attached to internal and contextual explanations for
the evolution of international relations theory in the 1980s, the promised
great debate among neoliberals, neorealists, and dependency theorists did
not occur. By the end of the 1980s, the theoretical contest that might have
been was reduced to relatively narrow disagreements within one state-
centric, rationalist model of international interaction. The crucial distinc-
tion between neoliberal institutionalism and neorealism came to lie in their
assessments of the importance of absolute gains or relative gains calcula-
tions among states. 82

Another Theoretical Turn:
Postmoderns and Sociologists
For those content with the Tweedledum of neorealism and the Tweedledee

of neoliberalism, the subsidence of great debates was simply a sign that the
pre-paradigmatic phase in international relations research was over.
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However, the history of the field—its evolution shaped by international
events, its professionalization, and demands from competing audiences—°
casts considerable doubt on this comfortable assumption. The proclama-
tion of a Kuhnian paradigm shift is often a signal that such a shift has prob-
ably not occurred; paradigm is as often a weapon used in scientific battles
as a description of theoretical achievement.8 By the 1990s a combination
of internal dissatisfaction with the progressive narrowing of the research
agenda and dramatic, unexpected international events combined to give a
new turn to theoretical debates, much as they had in the past.

Those dramatic events included the end of the Cold War, which repre-
sented a fundamental change in great-power competition for the first time
since 1945, one that presented a deep challenge to neorealism. Although a
complete explanation for the changes that ended the Soviet empire in
Eastern Europe and then the Soviet Union itself will not be offered for some
time, structural realism is unlikely to contribute much to that explanation.
The world was bipolar in 1989 and, some would argue, remains bipolar in
military terms today, yet all agree that international politics has been pro-
foundly transformed. Of equal significance, that transformation, which in-
cluded the rapid demise of an imperial power, occurred with no great-
power conflict and remarkably little loss of life.84

As might be expected, these events and others, such as accelerated insti-
tution-building in the European Community and widespread opening to
the international economy by developing countries, revived interest in a
broadened liberal theory. The new turn in research addressed the role of in-
ternational institutions in facilitating cooperation and the transformations
produced by economic integration (or the desire for such integration).
Above all it represented the triumph of reductionism. Structural realism
and its research agenda had gone the way of its system-level rivals—com-
plex interdependence and dependency theory. The explanatory power of
structural variables—defined as the distribution of power—was demon-
strated to be exceedingly weak. Hegemonic stability theory had been theo-
retically undermined and empirically challenged: A “strong” version of the
theory that relied solely on hegemonic power distribution without account-
ing independently for the preferences of the hegemonic power seemed to
explain very little in the history of international cooperation, the rise and
fall of regimes, or the stability of the international economic order. Even the
presence or absence of a liberal hegemonic power did not seem necessary to
explain the persistence of institutions or habits of cooperation.85 The same
questioning of the importance of polarity as an explanation for interna-
tional conflict was carried out by scholars using a wide range of method-
ologies over a considerable historical span.86 Those who continued to elab-
orate neorealist theories were forced to improve the empirical fit by adding
a domestic (and often subjective) dimension to the explanation.8?
Parsimony was sacrificed to obtain adequate explanatory punch.
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Renewed interest in the sources of national policy ranged well beyond
the old decisionmaking frameworks or social-psychological critiques of ra-
tionalist assumptions. The pattern of research also displayed refreshing dif-
ferences from the past. Islands of research interest—such as the aversion of
democracies to war with one another—attracted scholars using diverse
methodologies who conversed with one another. A healthy eclecticism was
complemented by clear preferences for particular styles of explanation,
from sectoral interests to government institutions to ideational clusters.
Few seemed intent on establishing a new dominant paradigm that would
render illegitimate alternative research programs. A broad if rough-and-
ready agreement on what constitutes “science” in international relations
was apparent.

Into this healthy confusion stepped two new challengers that did not fit
the old and often poorly defined contenders of realism, liberalism, or
Marxism (or their more refined descendants). The appearance of these
newest contenders represented the unearthing of some of the buried ele-
ments in the history of international relations and also the injection of
European social theory into an increasingly Americanized and remarkably
parochial field. Although Robert O. Keohane grouped these critics of the
neorealist consensus as reflectivist, their numbers included at least two ten-
dencies: a more radical group of critics that centers its attacks on questions
of method and epistemology (the postmoderns) and a second group (the so-
ciologists) that does not question the scientific enterprise of the field (what-
ever its qualms about positivist methodology) but does reject the individu-
alist and state-centric premises of both neorealism and neoliberalism.

The postmoderns and their onslaught on the scientific pretensions of in-
ternational relations represent the revenge of classical realism on its neore-
alist heirs. Postmoderns such as Richard Ashley transform an irrationalism
and critical stance derived from the European origins of realism into a pro-
found skepticism about scientific claims. Although the affirmative post-
moderns (as labeled by Pauline Rosenau) may widen the scope of the field,
unearthing the buried strands that were omitted in the writing and rewrit-
ing of our short history, one can predict that the postmoderns will fail in
their effort to launch a third great debate for two reasons.88 Postmodernism
rejects the totalizing claims of mainstream theory. Therefore, any great de-
bate would be one in which one side refuses to win and also refuses to ac-
cept defeat. An intellectual guerrilla war is the most that can be expected.
More important, despite frequent theoretical importations into interna-
tional relations, professionalization over five decades has erected formida-
ble barriers to imports from the humanistic disciplines. The postmoderns
must win converts from among individuals who are self-selected and self-
defined as social scientists, whatever their methodological choices. Few are
likely to forgo that identity for the unsatisfying toil of postmodern analysis,
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an analysis that proudly rejects the claims of scientific certainty in favor of
an interpretive stance.

If the postmoderns represent a challenge to the scientific pretensions of
international relations, another group, the sociologists, take on its current
individualist and state-centric premises. Their criticism centers in part on
the narrow neoliberal definition of international institutions as an expres-
sion of exogenously defined state interests. At least in the case of “funda-
mental” institutions, the sociologists argue that institutions constitute
states and their practices; such institutions are “preconditions for sovereign
states and meaningful state action rather than consciously chosen arti-
facts.”8? Although this view of institutions and their constitutive character
parallels that in contemporary sociology, particularly the structuration the-
ory of Anthony Giddens and the new institutionalism of John Meyer, it also
recalls the neo-Grotian and traditionalist views that departed American in-
ternational relations after the second great debate.*

Like the postmoderns, the sociologists work against strong investments
within international relations. Even those skeptical of the more austere
variants of neorealism tend to transfer more and more explanatory power
to the level of domestic politics and thus move further away from the sys-
tem-constituting image presented by the sociologists. The sociologists at-
tempt a revival of system-level theorizing at a moment when most in the
field have lost interest in previous systemic projects.

Explaining Theoretical Evolution
in International Relations

A Kuhnian model of scientific revolution bears no resemblance to the evo-
lution of theory in international relations. Neorealists proudly trace their
origins to classical Greece—revolution is hardly the dominant metaphor for
theoretical change in the field. Paradigms do not topple and destroy older
foes, although the ability of realism to bury the record of interwar idealism
would come close to the Kuhnian model if international relations had ex-
isted as a well-defined field at that time. Instead, the history of the field
demonstrates the rise and fall of theoretical alternatives over time, accord-
ing to a rhythm that is often driven by international events: Realism in-
creases its appeal and extends its research program during moments of in-
ternational insecurity; its critics extend their arguments during moments of
relative international stability (in this history, during the 1920s, the 1960s,
and perhaps the 1990s).

Even a crude internal account of theoretical development that begins
with theoretical variation and proposes a model of testing, selection, and
revision in the face of anomalies hardly matches the post-1945 history that
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has been described. Initial theoretical variation and innovation has by some
measures been excessive: As Holsti noted, there are incentives for apparent
innovation in international relations and other American social sciences;
grand and middle-range theories proliferate. From another perspective,
there has been relatively little genuine innovation, since so much theorizing
has centered on realism and liberal and Marxist critics of realism.*!

Rather than occurring within professional confines, theoretical selection
has been influenced at times by external events and the context of the field.
Some theories have been buried and others privileged, not by careful tests
internal to the discipline but by apparent anomalies thrown up by recent
history. The importance of “current events” anomalies gives the develop-
ment of the field a peculiar volatile quality: Rather than confronting anom-
alies in the broad stretches of international history that remain unexam-
ined, theoretical “testing” occurs in a random and often surprising fashion.

Finally, the field has also been driven by anxiety about its professional
self-definition and concern over its boundaries and membership. These con-
cerns were particularly acute before the field was firmly implanted in politi-
cal science, but they remain today in the uneasy relationship between the
scholarly community and foreign-policy practitioners. Demand from the
world of practitioners undoubtedly strengthened the theoretical hold of re-
alism in the immediate postwar years, although policymakers often chose
one set of realist recommendations and ignored others (as both George
Kennan and Hans Morgenthau discovered). During and after the Vietnam
War, however, scholarly and policy worlds drifted apart. Academics became
averse to reputations as pundits; policymakers found scholarly theorizing
beside the point. This separation was a question of infrastructure (for ex-
ample, the rise of the Washington think tanks); it was also grounded in the
insecurity of university specialists. An easy flow across the boundaries be-
tween university and government might endanger the reserved skills and ar-
cana that support professional standing in a field with blurred boundaries
and uncertain membership.

Recent scholarship in international relations confirms these historical
patterns and also carries suggestions of change. The end of the Cold War
set off a predictable new round of rethinking within the field. Whatever the
value of this theoretical ferment, one shrewd observer warned before the
Cold War ended of “the tendency of academics in our field to develop theo-
retical innovations on the basis of recent diplomatic developments—even
before these developments have assumed the character of long-term trends
or patterns of behavior.”92 Increasingly, particularly among those investi-
gating national policies, old realist and liberal labels are difficult to apply.
Despite the challenge of the postmoderns, a broad consensus on what con-
stitutes evidence and scientific technique has developed across methodolog-
ical divides. The second great debate no longer rocks the field. Connections
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to the study of comparative politics and political economy have been
strengthened by the burst of research activity at the level of national policy,
remedying a long-standing weakness in liberal, realist, and radical analysis.
The relationship with other disciplines, which has often been characterized
by indiscriminate borrowing, appears to rest on a more symmetric basis.

The other contributions to this volume are a strong demonstration of re-
newed theoretical innovation in the field, innovation that avoids old pat-
terns and old labels. At the risk of reviving old conflicts, it may be said that
the research agenda and dilemmas that confront international relations in
the 1990s bear some resemblance to those of the 1920s, which was the last
decade in this century when great-power conflict did not threaten. From
many perspectives, the core concepts of international relations, particularly
anarchy and sovereignty, are reexamined and questioned. Rather than erect-
ing a sharp divide between international and domestic politics, anarchy is no
longer seen as a unique province of interstate relations (particularly in an era
of failed states and vicious ethnic strife). Sovereignty, the irreducible at-
tribute of states, is given a more contingent and historically fluid character.3
The sovereign territorial state becomes problematic and its dominance of in-
ternational relations bears historical explanation. Pushed along by these the-
oretical developments and by strong interest in domestic political institu-
tions, a unified politics may be in view, one that uses similar theoretical
approaches and methodological tools to examine institutions and politics,
whether international or domestic.?* The ambitions of the Chicago school of
Merriam and Lasswell are reborn. Finally, the material basis of global poli-
tics, particularly the advance of economic integration, receives renewed at-
tention from researchers after years of neglect.

One dilemma of the interwar decades also remains for international rela-
tions scholars, and that is the field’s relationship to politics and policy. Is
there a role for political intervention beyond advising the prince? The cau-
tions and skepticism of most postwar scholars may be ending. Non-
governmental organizations advancing the cause of human rights, the
global environment, and equitable development are increasingly visible
players in a redefined world politics. Scholars, on the model of the 1920s,
are increasingly participant-observers, advancing changes that often run
counter to state interests. Public intellectuals, virtually an extinct species by
the 1980s, have reappeared; international relations may eventually reclaim
the wider audience that it gave up in the post-194S$ retreat to the academy.

This portrait of change and effervescence in international relations might
be labeled progress without qualification were it not for two shortcomings
in recent theorizing. One is the decline of system-level theory. Dependency
theory and neoliberalism conceded this dimension of theory first, but struc-
tural realism has also failed to develop a convincing research program at
this level of analysis.% The second is a persistent unwillingness, at least
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since the rise of realism and science after 1945, to offer explanations of in-
ternational change. As described earlier, realism was interested in explain-
ing not change but rather enduring regularities, a feature adopted in the
comparative statics of its more scientific descendent, neorealism. Its static
quality was reinforced by the equilibrium analysis that characterizes many
rational-choice and game-theoretic accounts. Liberalism, which often en-
dorsed a progressive view of history, has been more confident of change,
but, in the worst case, change was equated to vague hopes of progress or, in
more analytically sound variants, was reduced to economic and political
change within societies. Dependency theorists and other radical theorists
accepted a broad, Marxist-inspired, and rather deterministic account of the
sources of international change that required constant revision in the face
of a slippery, chameleon-like capitalism.

The dynamic for international change may finally be sought at the level
of developments within societies; the current turn toward second-image
theorizing could be a healthy response to the overblown claims of past sys-
temic theory. Before transforming international relations into a branch of
comparative politics, however, it is worth considering whether interna-
tional change can be adequately explained at the level of national politics
and policy. Some link between system (however defined) and unit that cou-
ples relative analytical precision and dynamism, an engine that drives inter-
national change, is required. Two approaches at the center of research pro-
grams in other social sciences are possible candidates for this role. Neither
is easily characterized by the old realist or liberal labels.

The first, which places more of the explanatory burden on the system, is
an evolutionary theory of change in which variation and selection are the
dynamic. An evolutionary theory requires very little information about
units and very few assumptions, if any, about their behavior. Waltz’s struc-
tural realism, rationalized and individualized by others, explicitly adopts
selection as one of the key links between system and unit, and the only link
that can explain change.?¢ Unfortunately, Waltz himself and other neoreal-
ists have not extended this critical (and briefly remarked) feature of struc-
tural realism. Gilpin’s neorealist alternative, with far more attention paid to
the motivations and calculus of states, does introduce a selective mecha-
nism of sorts as an explanation of change. As Stephan Haggard has pointed
out, Gilpin’s attention to changing comparative costs suggests a mechanism
for explaining greater predisposition for states to change the system. One
could push such arguments further in an evolutionary direction as well by
arguing that the shifts in comparative costs favor (in terms of capabilities or
economic development) certain societies over others. This type of reformu-
lation offers only one systemic selector that may have explanatory value.®”

A valuable research agenda could be constructed around an evolutionary
model of international change, directed to explaining the scale and charac-
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teristics of units in the system. Hendrik Spruyt and Charles Tilly have al-
ready offered quasi-evolutionary accounts of the emergence of the modern
territorial state in the face of its institutional rivals. The question of scale of
units is also an important one at a time when existing states are threatened
with fragmentation: Does large or small scale carry with it particular selec-
tive advantages? Finally, the intensities themselves of selective pressures are
an important subject for research. Since 1945 very few states have been se-
lected out, despite the existence of microstates whose military and eco-
nomic viability would have been in doubt in earlier systems. Identifying the
selective pressures in earlier systems, their decline after 1945, and their ap-
parent intensification in recent years (as many more states are threatened
with disintegration) would constitute another line of investigation. -

Evolutionary models of international change require few assumptions;l
about state goals or strategies. Social learning models explain change by
incorporating a much more active image of societies in relation to the in-
ternational environment. The appeal of learning as a metaphor cannot dis-
guise serious disagreements about the prerequisites of learning models and
even the definition of learning itself.?8 Linking cognitive change or learn-
ing to particular changes in behavior (and eliminating alternative explana-
tions for behavioral change) is only one empirical hurdle for models of
learning. Models of social learning must also contend with the “level-of-.
learning” problem: If individual cognitive change is required for social
learning to occur, individual change must be transferred to an organiza-
tion; social and political learning requires embedding learning in more
than one institution. This process of transfer is typically murky. Individual
cognitive change may not be required; a process of political selection may
choose one body of knowledge (and its bearers) “off the shelf,” demoting
its competitors. The dynamic then becomes one of political competition
and influence, not cognitive change at the individual level. Finally, the
depth and permanence of learning must be investigated. Peter Hall delin-
eates first-order, second-order, and third-order learning to capture these
differences.

The appeal of evolutionary or learning models may be enhanced by inter-
national events. Explanations for the end of the Cold War and the transfor- ’\
mation and disintegration of the Soviet Union typically include both exter-
nal competitive pressures and an internal process of learning.® Although ~
social learning models are often associated with liberal approaches to inter-
national relations and evolutionary models with the selective and competi-
tive images of realism, the association is neither necessary nor strong. These
models may be compelling precisely because they lie outside the divide be-
tween liberal and realist. The end of the Cold War enhanced the security of
most citizens of the world. If it produces a new surge of theoretical varia-
tion before the inevitable process of scientific selection, rather than another
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swing in the cyclical predominance of the hoary theoretical contenders
from the past, it will have fulfilled another, not insignificant promise.
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