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Introduction

The main purpose of this paper is to draw attention to a contemporary
phenomenon in the discipline of International Relations (IR) and to initiate
discussion and debate regarding it. The phenomenon is “theory synthesis,” a term
that we will use throughout this essay to describe the contemporary trend in IR
towards transcending what may be described as traditional boundaries in IR
theory.

Since about the end of the 1980s, a new dynamic has emerged in IR by
which certain scholars attempt to integrate elements of distinct theories of
international relations within common research programmes. Although the results
of these efforts have been the subject of much debate in the field, little attention
has been paid to the theoretical and methodological issues that underlie the
process of synthesis. This paper aims to act as a catalyst for debate on exactly
these issues. Having characterised the tendency towards theory synthesis as a
contemporary phenomenon in certain areas of IR, we seek to pose some initial
questions and make some initial statements concerning this process. Our aim is to
stimulate debate on a broad range of issues relating to theory synthesis in IR and
to initiate a critical evaluation of the problems and possibilities that this process
uncovers for the development of the discipline of International Relations.

The paper is divided into three sections. We begin by indicating and briefly
outlining two important sources of theory synthesis in contemporary IR to be
found the work of Robert Keohane and Andrew Moravcsik. We illustrate how,
and to what ends, both scholars seek to contribute to the development of the
discipline of IR in general, and to their own research-projects in particular, by
integrating traditionally distinct theories into broad common research
programmes. In the second section, we briefly look to the history of science for
guidance on the question of theory synthesis and address the general questions of
theory-commensurability, -competition and -appraisal.  Finally, in the third
section, we return to the phenomenon of theory synthesis in IR and, in light of the
insights provided by the first two sections, critically assess the synthesising efforts
of both Moravcsik and Keohane.2

2. What Synthesis?
The history of the discipline of International Relations has been characterised by

“great debates” between contending theoretical approaches to understanding world
politics.  Although descriptions of these debates have become essential IR
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textbook material, it would be misleading to contend that there is perfect
agreement as to the content, chronology, or even the number of “great debates”
that have actually taken place.1 Nevertheless, the discipline of IR has long
resembled a playing-field on which “contending theories of International
Relations” (Dougherty & Pfaltzgraff, 1990) or competing “perspectives on world
politics” (Little & Smith, 1991) have vied with one another for predominance.

Since the end of the Cold War, the situation has changed somewhat.
Whatever confidence scholars of IR had amassed over previous years in their
ability to understand the operation of the international system has been
unceremoniously undermined. No “traditional” approach to IR has been spared
the painful experience of having its failings articulated (Gaddis, 1993). Most
seriously hit has been IR’s claim to predictive power, however implicitly and
covertly it was expressed. An impressive amount recent work has been dedicated
to re-appraising the discipline of IR from the inside in light of its obvious and
significant failure to foresee the huge turning-point in world politics which was
the end of the Cold War and the decomposition of the Soviet Union (Allan, 1992;
Bowker & Brown, 1992).

This increase in uncertainty in IR has coincided with another importaat
debate which considers the next stage of international relations and poses the
pertinent question; “Quo Vadis International Relations” (Lapid, 1989). A central
concern of this debate is to consider the reactions of the IR academic community
to “theoretical pluralism;” the proliferation of myriad approaches to understanding
international politics without an ordering hierarchy of dominance between
theories. This vision of the future of IR theory departs significantly from the
tradition of “great debates” that has characterised the discipline’s genealogy. But
it remains a vision. It remains to be seen whether, after the body-blow delivered
by the end of the Cold War, the discipline of IR will revert definitively to its
familiar pattern of great debates between relatively dominant research
programmes, whether it will submit to theoretical pluralism, thereby substituting
relatively ordered theoretical debate with something closer to intellectual anarchy,
or whether it will assume a completely different mantle that will set the discipline
of IR on an alternative road to development.

1 Some standard historical accounts of the history of the discipline of I.R. can be found, among
other places, in Little (1980, 1984), Smith (1985), Banks (1984), Hoffmann (1977) and
Hollis & Smith (1991). An interesting alternative account, to which this essay will refer
below, is provided by Wsever (1994).
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First indications, however, suggest that the traditional structure of the “great
debate” in IR is fast metamorphosing (Waever, 1994) and that a new form of
scholarly behaviour—characterised by trans-theoretical innovation—is beginning
to take hold in the discipline. Many paradigms seem to have been struck by a
fervent desire to communicate with one another and to take seriously the
criticisms levelled against them by other paradigms. Neoliberal institutionalists
have maintained a constructive debate with neorealists (Baldwin, 1993) and even
the group of paradigms labelled “rationalist” have opened a dialogue with those
labelled “reflectivist” (Keohane, 1988) to which the latter have not been
completely opposed (Wasver, 1994). At first sight, this would seem to be a
positive development, since IR has long been the target of hefty criticism due to
the inability or unwillingness (the distinction is important) of its constituent
paradigms to engage in constructive debate. However, one of the main aims of
this paper is to look beyond first impressions and to examine the significance that
increased dialogue between paradigms has for the development of IR theory.

The new openness referred to above does not stop with simple dialogue.
There has also been an palpable tendency in recent times to transcend dialogue
and to attempt to take the criticisms of opposing paradigms so seriously as to
incorporate them into one’s own paradigm’s explanation of international politics.
In other words, there has been a definite tendency towards theory-integration or
theory-synthesis in IR which has taken at least two main forms;

(1) the attempted synthesis of two formerly distinct paradigms that have come,
by a process of dialogue and debate, to occupy common ground on
important theoretical assumptions; and

(2) the attempted synthesis of two formerly distinct “levels of analysis” in order
to better explain international relations.

The first approach to synthesis has been exemplified by some important
work by Robert Keohane—Ieading protagonist of the neolibera! institutionalist
school—in his debates with members of the neorealist (Baldwin, 1993) and
reflectivist (Keohane, 1988) schools.

In a recent genealogy of the discipline of IR, Ole Wasver (1994) has also
dedicated some attention to defining the circumstances under which IR paradigms
communicate with one another and the circumstances under which they find it
impossible to do so. He has also dealt in a most innovative way with the
continuing development of dialogue between “rationalistic” and “reflectivist”
approaches to the study of international relations. In this sense, his analysis also
falls within the framework ofthe first approach to theory synthesis in IR.
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The second approach, on the other hand, has been chosen by Andrew
Moravcsik in the development of his “liberal intergovemmentalist” theory of
international relations (Moravcsik, 1993a) which fuses liberal theories of national
preference formation with systemic theories of intergovernmental bargaining to
articulate a synthesised theory of international politics that transcends the
dividing-line between the domestic and international “levels of analysis.”

The following sections will examine in more detail the efforts of these three
scholars in pursuing and/or understanding theory synthesis in IR.

2.1  Breaking Down Barriers to Debate?

One of the most striking examples of attempted theory synthesis is to be found in
the current debate between neorealists and neoliberal institutionalists (a collecticn
of contemporary contributions by both sides may be found in Baldwin, 1993).
Robert Keohane, at the forefront of the neoliberal institutionalist paradigm, is also
the main force behind the synthesising element of the debate that pushes for;a
recognition on both sides of the closeness of the theoretical assumptions of the
two schools. Keohane points out that:

In his response to my criticisms and those of others, Joseph Grieco [of the
neorealist school] has interestingly amplified and commented on his earlier
arguments, in a way that helps us, in my view, to move toward a mcfe
satisfactory synthesis of perspectives (Keohane, 1993:273).

This view may, however, paint too rosy a picture of the future prospects for-g
“synthesis of perspectives” between neoliberal institutionalism and neorealism
both because the two paradigms have not always occupied such close ground as to
be within striking-distance of coalition and because the members of the neorealist
school seem to be decisively more set against surrendering their final “relative
gains” outpost to the onslaught of the neoliberal institutionalists. Grieco himself
is significantly less optimistic about the prospects for synthesis both because he
recognises the distance that contemporary neoliberal institutionalism has travelled
in order to knock at neorealism’s door (Grieco, 1993:118-121) and because he
rejects Keohane’s claim that the theoretical assumptions of both paradigms are
very similar:  “Neoliberal institutionalism is not based on realist theory”
(Ibid.: 131).

Nevertheless, Keohane envisages the future of debate between the schools
as being devoid of “sterile repetition of competing claims” (Keohane, 1993:273),
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and prefers rather to concentrate on the formulation, together with neorealism, ofa
theory of international institutions that will “synthesize elements of realism and
liberalism” (Ibid.:293). Indeed, in his articulation of institutionalist theory,
Keohane claims to have already created the basis for such a synthesised theory
(Ibid.).

Keohane’s efforts to encourage dialogue, debate and ultimate synthesis do
not limit themselves to the neoliberal intercourse with neorealists, however. They
also stretch across the much wider chasm that spans the void between “rational”
and “reflective” approaches to the study of international relations. Indeed, it
would seem that Keohane (1988) was among the first of the rationalist group to
take seriously the criticisms and contending assertions of the more sociologically-
inclined reflective group and it was he who, in fact, conferred upon that group the
label of “reflective;”—*“since all of them emphasize the importance of human
reflection for the nature of institutions and ultimately for the character of world
politics” (Keohane, 1988:382).

In his treatment of the rationalist-reflective debate, Keohane (1988)
underlines the shortcomings of both approaches in understanding world politics in
general and institutions in particular. The rationalist approach, he argues, is
limited by the difficulty it experiences in sufficiently extending its vision back
into history and further by its inability to take account of human consciousness
and changes thereof. Reflectivists have been found wanting, Keohane goes on to
argue, mainly because they have concentrated exclusively on levelling criticism
against rationalistic methods of studying international relations and, as a result,
have largely neglected the essential task of developing a coherent research-
programme of their own. He concludes, in conciliatory manner, that, although
rational approaches need to be developed further in order to improve their
historical contextuality and although reflective approaches need to take time out to
develop a research-programme that is susceptible to systematic empirical testing,
both approaches can and should remain engaged in constructive, competitive
debate. Keohane’s optimism regarding the prospects of such a debate encourages
him to argue that:

Eventually, we may hope for a synthesis between the rationalistic and
reflective approaches—a synthesis that will help us to understand both
practices and specific institutions and the relationships between them. Such
a synthesis, however, will not emerge full-blown, like Athena from the head
of Zeus. On the contrary, it will require constructive competition and
dialogue between these two research programs—and the theoretically
informed investigation of facts (Keohane, 1988:393).
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Waever’s (1994) innovative analysis of the development of the discipline of IR, on
the other hand, is interesting on at least two levels; first because it deals in depth
with the question of debate between IR paradigms and the reasons underlying their
(in)commensurability and, second, because it addresses the rationalist-reflectivist
debate in a way which complements, and sheds further light upon, Keohane’s
standpoint outlined above. As such, Waever’s analysis is a useful complement to
the consideration of Keohane’s synthesising efforts.

Waever’s views on the (in)commensurability of IR paradigms will be
referred to in the third section of this paper which will deal more systematically
with that topic. For the time being, we are only interested in what he has to say
about the rationalist-reflectivist debate and about the prospects for the
development ofjoint research-project encompassing both approaches.

For Waever (1994), the discipline of IR has perhaps already passed beyong
its “fourth debate,” even though conventional accounts of the history of IR
recognise the existence of only three—the realist-utopian clash in the inter-war
years, the traditionalist-behaviouralist skirmish of the 1950s and ‘60s and the
more recent attacks on the dominant realist paradigm initiated mainly by
institutionalist approaches but also by others. Waever typifies this third debate in
the form of a triangle at who’s points lie the paradigms of realism, liberalism and
radicalism. While each is connected to the others by a line of debate, the line
stretching between realism and liberalism represents, for Waever, by far the most
important vector line along which the most significant debate takes place.

Waever’s “fourth debate” began more recently and is composed of twe
parts; the “rationalist-reflectivist debate” (debate 4a)—which, as we shal!
demonstrate later, is also not without an element of synthesis—and the “neo-neo
synthesis” (debate 4b). By neo-neo synthesis Waever means the synthesis of the
«eo-realist and «eo-liberal institutionalist paradigms into essentially a single
rationalistic IR paradigm:

It [the term “neo-neo”] refers first of all to the synthesis between realism
and liberalism that became possible, when realism was transformed into
neorealism and liberalism into neoliberal institutionalism; it is the synthesis
of the two neo-schools that became possible by their very neo-ness (Waever,
1994:13).

The only remaining point of contention between the two schools that make up the
neo-neo synthesis centres upon whether and under what conditions states care
about relative gains when considering co-operative activity (cf. Powell, 1993).
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According to Wsever, however, this point does not constitute sufficient grounds on
which to justify the separation of neoreaiism and neoliberal institutionalism into
distinct IR paradigms and refers to Keohane’s (1988) characterisation of the
rationalist-reflectivist debate in order to support his contention that neorealists and
neoliberal institutionalists are essentially involved in furthering a common
research programme.

The other element of Waever’s fourth debate (debate 4a) emerges as a direct
consequence of the neo-neo synthesis. The former poles of realism and liberalism
having coalesced, the main line of debate changed its course to run between the
new “rationalistic” coalition on the one hand, and the “radical” pole—which came
to be characterised by reflectivist theorising—on the other. 2

Waever argues that IR has perhaps passed beyond the fourth debate since
much has developed since the rationalist-reflectivist debate became the main one
in IR. First of all, boundaries have developed within both paradigms, dividing
each in two. In the rationalist paradigm, the “boundary of boredom” divides
rational-choice approaches from institutionalist approaches. In the reflectivist
school, the “boundary of negativity” divides deconstructivist from constructivist
approaches. Both rational-choice and deconstructivism have been isolated on the
extremes of their respective paradigms while a dialogue has emerged between
institutionalist and constructivist approaches—i.e., the contemporary rationalist-
reflectivist debate. And even this debate displays signs of accommodation.
W sver states that;

we have seen the neo-neo synthesis which strives for a classical shared
methodology, and even among the theories that do not vie for such close
merger, there is a changed attitude. The trend of the last decade has exactly
been for all the more dominant theories also to establish more self-
knowledge and a better understanding of their limits, inner logic and their
couplings to other kinds of theory (Waever, 1994:21).2

2 Waever (1994) does not, however, offer a satisfactory explanation of the composition of the
“radical” pole of his triangular typology during the transition from the third to the fourth
debate. The question remains open as to how reflectivism should have overcome Marxism to
become the dominant “radical” paradigm in the fourth debate.
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2.2 Transcending Levels ofAnalysis?

In assessing the limits of his proposed common realist/institutionalist research-
project, Keohane contributes to clearing the ground for what may be described as
an even more ambitious attempt at theory synthesis; one that would transcend the
traditional division between the domestic and the international “levels of
analysis.” In this regard, both Keohane and Grieco admit that;

even such a synthesized theory at the systemic level [i.e.,, the
neorealist/neoliberal institutionalist synthesis] will be inadequate.
...systemic theory cannot provide a complete explanation of state action. [...]
Without a theory of interests, which requires analysis of domestic politics,
no theory of international relations can be fully adequate. Systemic theory
is worthwhile, but it can only take us part of the way; and we should be
careful to avoid retreating behind it: a major task... is to link domestic
politics with international relations in a theoretically meaningful and
analytically rigorous way (Keohane, 1993:294).

The work of Andrew Moravcsik attempts exactly what Keohane and Grieco
suggest; a synthesis of domestic politics with international relations. Howevet,
there is an important distinction to be drawn between the type of synthesis
attempted by Keohane and that attempted by Moravcsik. Rather than striving for
the removal of final obstacles to the merger of two formerly distinct research
programmes that have subsequently come to occupy common ground on central
theoretical assumptions, Moravcsik seeks the merger of two traditionally separated
“levels of analysis” of international relations; the “domestic politics” level and the
“systemic” level. In other words, he seeks the synthesis mainly of Waltz’s (195%)
second and third images although he suggests that a more complete understanding
of international politics would also need to incorporate the psychological elements
of Waltz’s first image. Moravcsik states that we are challenged;

to revisit the level-of-analysis problem, throwing into relief the many
instances in which the levels collapse into one another. ...we need to move
toward more complex synthesis of domestic and international explanations.
The resulting framework may permit a more systematic integration of
domestic (“second-image”) and individual (“first-image”) influences on
foreign policy into systemic theory [third image] (Moravcsik, 1993b:33).

Moravcsik has pursued this synthesis by developing what he terms a “liberal
intergovemmentalist” approach to studying international relations (Moravcsik,
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1993a) which combines “liberal”3 theories of national preference formation with
essentially realist theories of intergovernmental bargaining. For Moravcsik, the
statesman, or Chief of Government (COG), is the focal-point of international
politics. S/he must constantly juggle in order to maintain a equilibrium between
the demands and opportunities of international politics on the one hand and of
domestic politics on the other in order to maximise the opportunities offered by
both. The COG, therefore, occupies the space between the domestic and the
international arenas and mediates as best s/he can the opportunities and restraints
that emanate from each, often playing one off against the other in order to improve
an international bargaining position or to expand domestic support.

This approach departs radically from the traditional IR approach which
formally denied the commensurability of the two levels of analysis and, in
granting pre-eminence to systemic explanations, referred to domestic politics only
to explain anomalies left over after a systemic analysis had been completed and
had been found to be relatively weak on explanatory power. These anomalies, or
this “residual variance,” argued the traditional approach, could be legitimately
explained by reference to domestic politics since three assumptions of the
systemic approach—the assumption of rationality, the assumption of consistent
mobilisation capacity and the assumption of stable state preferences—were often
too strict to generate accurate results from specific case-studies (Moravcsik,
1993b). Thus, only in cases where residual variance was evident—i.e., when
predictions generated by systemic theory did not fit perfectly with observed
events, did the traditional approach tolerate a fleeting reference to domestic
politics in order to clear up the mess.

Moravcsik’s approach, he argues, goes beyond the “residual variance”
approach insofar as it does not give a priori preference to either domestic or
international explanations:

..the decision to begin with systemic, as opposed to domestic, theory is
essentially arbitrary. Systemic theories are not inherently more
parsimonious, nor more powerful, nor more precise than their domestic
counterparts. [...] ..the converse may be more true: domestic politics
provides the analytical basis for analyzing international factors. In the
absence of a compelling theoretical argument or clear empirical evidence
from studies that assess domestic and international explanations on an equal

3 For an interesting criticism of the “liberal” nature of Moravcsik’s and Keohane’s theories, see
Long (1994).
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basis, the grant of priority to systemic theories simply introduces an
unwarranted bias into the body of empirical research conducted in
international relations (Moravcsik, 1993b: 14).

Also, it is essentially a theory of international bargaining that shows how the
domestic and systemic levels are closely inter-linked through the COG, who’s
“double-edged” strategies seek the best outcomes by playing one level off against
the other.- In this way, Moravcsik’s theory does not simply seek to append the
existing body of knowledge on domestic preference formation to the existing body
of knowledge on intergovernmental bargaining. It does not proceed by first
isolating and specifying a particular set of national preferences and then
explaining how this domestic preference-base constrains intergovernmental
negotiators. Rather, it seeks to show how “complex patterns of interdependence
do not simply constrain statesmen, ...but also create new possibilities for creative
statecraft” (Moravcsik, 1993b: 16). In other words, the synthesis that Moravcsik is
after is not of the “additive” kind, but of the “interactive” kind. He seeks to show
that the integration of domestic and systemic explanations of international
relations yields more powerful explanations by simultaneously accounting for
domestic preference formation and intergovernmental bargaining and by
underlining the interdependence and the interaction of both processes (Moravcsik;
1993b: 15, 17).
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3. Synthesis from a History of Science Perspective

So far we have identified the practice of theory synthesis as a phenomenon of
contemporary IR and have briefly underlined the significance of this practice to
the work of two contemporary IR scholars, Robert Keohane and Andrew
Moravcsik. Before advancing to a critical appraisal of the synthesising efforts of
both Keohane and Moravcsik, however, we will turn for guidance to the history of
science.

Our reading of epistemology is not a normative approach about the way that
social scientists “ought” to appraise theories and carry out research. Actually,
there is a whole branch of science—the methodology of science—that provides
criteria and algorithms of doing science. As leading figures of this branch one may
name K. Popper, T. Kuhn, I. Lakatos and P. Feyerabend. What we attempt here is
to address the business of theory-synthesis from the perspective that sees science
as a historical and social product. We agree with Kuhn that science is not a
timeless individual logical product but rather a social activity, from this stand-
point, we hope to shed some additional light on central questions surrounding the
development of science and on the role played by theory synthesis and
competition in that development.

The following analysis takes the method of synthesis to its logical
conclusion. It addresses the important questions of theory selection and appraisal
and compares the processes of synthesis and competition. It is meant to provide a
spring-board from which we can ultimately offer some evaluative remarks about
the utility oftheory synthesis in IR in the concluding part of the paper.

In order to better examine the context of theory synthesis in the field of IR,
we will exploit the history of science by focusing our efforts on trying to answer
the following key questions;

(1) What criteria may be employed in order to ascertain the validity of a theory
(which theory should I accept)?

(2) How is the researcher to decide on a theoretical paradigm in which to work
(which theories should I work on)?

Question (1) fits into the endless debate within scientific communities about
theory appraisal and selection. Is there a “proper” way to compare and rank
theories? What does “good” theory mean? What is the merit of appraising
theories? To deal with these kinds of questions we need to examine more closely
the debate about the nature and the development of scientific knowledge.
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Here we identify two traditions of doing science. The first is the positivist
tradition, which is based on the assumption that science consists of the cumulation
of logically constructed knowledge about reality. The second is the school of
thought based on the assumption that knowledge is more of a social phenomenon
and never a logical product.

The key difference between the above traditions clearly derives from the
way in which they understand the character of theoretical knowledge. Here is the
Achilles’ heel even of modem rationalism’s method of appraising rival theories;
i.e. using falsification methods to test theories against data sets. In fact scientists
invariably describe and explain phenomena in terms of a specific theory which
they have invented or constructed. But formally speaking, an endless number of
theories can be constructed to be consistent with a particular body of data.
Logically, the notion of a single correct or best-supported theory does not hold.
Therefore even working within the well-defined positivist framework there is no
safe logical way of picking the theory-winner out of a field of competing theories.

Kuhn’s (1970) work repeatedly reminds the scientific community of the
limits of autonomous individual reason in carrying out science. The sams
reminder is provided by the successive waves of hermeneuticists, structuralists;
post-empiricists, deconstructivists and other “invaders.”4 The conventiona!
wisdom that theorising in the social sciences has an individual logic as an externét
variable has been seriously undermined.

It seems convincing that a dominant research project—in lakatosian
terminology—or paradigm—in kuhnian terminology—is never accepted purely as
a result of logical considerations. Always there is evidence that supports it ang
evidence that calls it into question; there are always arguments for and against it;
According to the Kuhnian theory of scientific development, the key prerequisite
for the adoption of a paradigm is the absence of any “compelling logicéal
justification.” Kuhn asserts that knowledge is a public possession and must have a
general form for all its users which can be obtained through communication,
interaction and cooperation. Clearly, knowledge is a collective creation founded
upon the evaluations we make together in social situations, according to custom
and precedent and in relation to our communal ends. However, the above
definition of knowledge should not be understood in the sense that custom must
replace reason in our thinking but rather that reasoning itself must not be seen as a
timeless activity fixed upon a social system of values, means and ends.

4 See the chapters on Feyerabend, Poulatzas, Habermas, Foucault, and Lacan in Skinner
(1985).
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Having clarified in this way the concept of scientific knowledge, an answer
to question (1) seems impossible. 1f we define theories as systems of statements,
just as most rationalist epistimologists currently do, and accept the social
definition of knowledge, the comparative evaluation of competing theories crashes
on the intractable problem of the Kuhnian “incommensurability of scientific
theories” (Kuhn, 1970). Reasonable men in social sciences disagree on three main
points. First, they disagree on what counts as a problem and what counts as a
solution to a problem. Thus, attempts at synthesis on a problem-solving base will
be hampered by incommensurability. Second, they disagree on what is naturally
given and what needs explanation. Hence, attempts at synthesis on the
explanatory level will face the same obstacles. Third, they disagree on the degree
of refutation needed in order to lead scientists to the conclusion that a theory is
bankrupt.

Although incommensurability seems a valid argument, especially for the
social sciences, it is a static approach of doing science in which individual
reasoning is still the motto. If science is a social activity, the comparison and
appraisal of competing theories is fundamental in order for scientists to promote
their theories. Through comparison, they communicate with rival theories; they
“learn” about them. In this way they can better organise their own arguments in
order to make their own theories “better.” Moreover, through comparison, they
can increase the persuasive power of their research projects for both their
members and the weak or indecisive members of rival groups. In other words
since theory synthesis is not a timeless, neutral activity, theory appraisal and
communication is a fundamental element of this process.

The output of this process is, again, not the logical domination of one
framework over the rest, nor their logical synthesis. In the Popperian and Kuhnian
scientific worlds, stable periods are characterised not by a system of theoretical
pluralism but by a system in which one theory is predominant over the rest.
Mature science is dominant and there is no space for “bad” science. Theory
proliferation exists only in times of crisis—the stage during which newer theories
compete to succeed the bankrupt, old, normal theory

Reading through the history of the social sciences, it is very difficult to
identify periods of normal science during which one theory dominated. We can
see that proliferation not only immediately precedes revolutions but that it exists
all the time. The state of affairs corresponds more with Feyerabend’s (1974:211-
212) view that science cannot be understood as a temporal succession of normal
periods and periods of proliferation but rather as their juxtaposition. There are
theories that become relatively but never absolutely dominant and this position
depends on the role of sociological factors like authority, education, hierarchy, and
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reference groups instead of on some isolated individual rationality that is supposed
to monitor experience without bias or preconceptions (Kuhn, 1974).

Ultimately, all we can say is that there is no answer to question (1); “which
theory should | accept?” The pronoun “I” is dominant in our answer. It depends
on where “you” stand; it depends on what “you” want to ask; it depends on why
“you” ask; it depends on how “you” ask; and, finally, it depends on who “you”
ask. Does this mean that the acceptance of a theory is something personal? Well,
personal “yes,” but subjective “no.” The decision is personal insofar as it
contributes to the general appraisal of a research programme made by the
epistemic community but it is not the judgement itself. Theory appraisal and
selection by the epistemic community is a social product that can be identified and
evaluated as a “social logical” phenomenon and not as a “neutral logical”
construction. In social science, theory selection never led the discipline into_.a
period of absolute domination by one research paradigm.

The fact that social science is characterised by the co-existence of mafiy
competing research projects leads us to the second key-question. The “victorious”
research project has to be announced by the historian of social science but in the
meantime the researcher has to choose a project on which to work.

The question of choosing a research-project is fundamentally different fram
question (1). Neither historians nor philosophers of science, nor interestéd
observers of the scientific scene, would ask themselves question (2). It would &e
asked only by a working scientist, and only in connection with theories within his
own field. As we argued earlier in answer to question (1), the scientitic
community decides, through its communication channels, the ranking of “gocg”
research projects. These theories are already completed intellectual constructioris
when the community comes to appraise them. Things become different for the
community when the time comes to advise a researcher to participate in one“or
another rival research project. Considering the non value-free nature of social
science, and considering that researchers have only weak theoretical criteria with
which to work, any channelling of research towards “the one and the best”
research project would lead to monopolisation of the field, with catastrophic
consequences for scientific progress. Let’s examine this argument more carefully.

Because of the fact that the social sciences are in a “pre-mature stage” of
development and that many competing paradigms exist, the scientific community
does not have the privilege of ex post appraisal of its theories and the ex ante
advising of its members. But even if one does not accept the role of the scientific
community in the Kuhnian sense, one cannot overcome the problem posed by the
fact that theories are dynamic by nature and, as such, nobody can freeze them.
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Living in a real world of incomplete knowledge, even within the positivist
tradition, there is no way of choosing with absolute certainty the optimal research
project, not to mention choosing a common research agenda for the social
sciences. Because of this, isn’t some theoretical competition desirable? As Kuhn
himself put it;

if a decision must be made under circumstances in which even the most
deliberate and considered judgement may be wrong, it may be vitally
important that different individuals decide in different ways. How else
could the group as a whole hedge its bets?” (Kuhn, 1970:186)

Let us now turn to the comparative appraisal of research programs in
progress. There are two methods by which one might proceed. The first is to ask
which research programme has performed best so far, excluding all considerations
of their future performance. However, this method of choosing presupposes that
research programmes may be assessed in light of one another, an assumption that
may be misfounded. The second method is to try to guess which of these rival
programs is going to perform best in the future. When doing so, it is worthwhile
keeping in mind that there is no guarantee that a bad project will not become a
good one in the future. Popper actually held that contradictions further intellectual
progress only so long as we are determined not to put up with them to and work to
remove them (Popper, 1963:316-17). Lakatos insisted that a stagnant or
degenerate research programme may always “stage a comeback” (Lakatos,
1978:113).

Therefore, the answer to the question (2) is that there is no way of safely
suggesting a research project as the most promising to a researcher. Instead of
centralising the process of carrying out research, it is better for the academic
community to work to safeguard the maximum competition amongst rival research
projects, and to defend its institutions against any cartelisation of social science.

4, Problems & Possibilities

In light of these considerations, how does the development of the discipline of
International Relations look today? Has competition or cooperation characterised
IR debate over the past number of years? Which of the two trends is likely to
become dominant in the coming years?

It is plausible to argue that debate within the discipline of IR has undergone
a transformation in the last number of years. There has been a move away from
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the “great debate” tradition that characterised the discipline’s history up, perhaps,
until the end of the 1970s or maybe even later. Instead, IR paradigms have begun
to take a different view of one another insofar as they have begun to engage in
synthesising activity to an unprecedented degree. Although this tendency has not
manifested itself across the entire range of IR paradigms, it is especially evident in
the work of both Keohane and Moravcsik; but is not exclusively limited to their
work.5 It is atendency that is, no doubt, central to understanding the evolution of
IR theory today since its influence can be felt at the heart of the discipline; i.e., it
permeates the debate between neorealists and neoliberal institutionalists, the
debate between rationalists and reflectivists, and the liberal intergovemmentalist
attempt to integrate theories of domestic preference formation and
intergovernmental bargaining.

The final part of this essay will address the problems and the possibilities
that go hand in hand with this synthesising tendency and will pose some questions
regarding the significance of theory synthesis to the development of IR theory.

The fact that important scholarship in the field of international relations has
tended in recent years to concentrate on integrating traditionally diverse theories
into common research programmes should not deter us from questioning this
development. Why has there been a “run” on synthesis in the past ten years?
What are the conditions that have made it possible to attempt to integrate theories?
What problems, obvious and not so obvious, does this attempt face and what are
its chances of success? What does this tendency tell us about the present state of
the discipline of IR? These are the big questions, all of which are closely bound
up with one another, that the following analysis will attempt to address.

Steve Smith (1994) has some interesting things to say about theory
synthesis in the context of Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) and his comments are
especially pertinent to our present discussion of the development of IR theory.
His consideration of the topic seems to stem from a revulsion against what he
terms a “pick and mix” approach to employing theories of international relations
(Smith, 1994:15). By this he means the approach of drawing on distinct bodies of
theory in order to explain and better understand certain sub-sets of international
behaviour. He argues that debate in IR has been stifled largely because each
paradigm has stuck to explaining what it can explain best. Thus, a kind of

5 Wasver (1994b:257; 1994a:13), for example, has pointed to other attempts at theory synthesis
in the work of John Ruggie and Barry Buzan.
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“academic division of labour” has been instigated within IR with the unfortunate
result that:

The three paradigms do not so much debate, or stand in opposition to one
another, as offer accounts of parts of the subject whilst not treading on one
another’s territory. In this light the debate is very conservative since it
defends each paradigm against competition; it is defensive as well, ending
up with a version of ‘we speak different languages’ or ‘we see the world
differently’ (Smith, 1994:6).

From this standpoint, Smith goes on to question the efficacy of the “pick and mix”
approach. He correctly points out that this practice gives the impression that the
theories being used to explain different types of activity can actually be combined
in order to provide more powerful explanations of broader arenas of international
political behaviour. He argues, however, that this impression is misleading since
it gives us the erroneous impression that our partial theories are, in fact,
compatible with one another and may be combined to produce “better” theory.

His objections to this assumption may be condensed as follows into one
general argument. Because of the fact that the “world views” of each of the
different FPA paradigms may be widely divergent, it may be difficult, if not in
fact impossible, to find a neutral set of data with which to test rival paradigms
against one another. This may be the case because each approach may not accept
the ontological assumptions of the others and, therefore, there may be no way of
reaching agreement on what actually constitutes the subject of study.

Smith uses the agent-structure division to support his assertion about the
possible incommensurability of partial theories used in FPA. His argument is
essentially that if FPA theories take different stances on the agent-structure
question, they cannot be combined into a single, coherent theoretical framework
that better explains the formulation of foreign policy. Three reasons preclude the
possibility of this synthesis.

First, there is a methodological stumbling-block; it is impossible to assess
the relative explanatory leverage of agency and structure in a particular situation
since no neutral vantage-point exists from which to assess their relative
explanatory leverage. Second, there is an epistemological stumbling-block. Since
agency and structure approaches do not share a common epistemology, it is
impossible to arrive at a common understanding of what is to be regarded as
knowledge in a given situation. As Walter Carlsnaes put it in his summary of
Smith’s second objection to theory synthesis in FPA:
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Since inside [agent] accounts refer to agents’ intentions and definitions of
the situation, whereas outside [structure] accounts eschew all such reference
to agential self-understanding in favour of strictly causal explanations of
behaviour, it is simply not possible to blend what essentially are two
mutually exclusive epistemologies (Carlsnaes, 1994:278).

The third stumbling-block is ontological. In essence, this argument states that
agency and structure cannot both be ontologically prior. In other words, the
influence of individuals and social structures cannot both be given primacy in
explaining foreign policy behaviour.

Smith’s arguments are strongly based on those of Kuhn, who held that
because there are no facts independent of our theories about them, there is no one
way of viewing, classifying and explaining the world that would satisfy all
rational people:

Rival theories can of course be compared, but not against an objective scale:
in the end they are simply incommensurable, with the result that their
exponents may be said... to be living and working in different worlds
(Kuhn, 1970:134-5).

The arguments of Smith and Kuhn, coupled with the points raised concerning the
philosophy of science in the second part of this essay, provide an ideal starting=
point from which to begin a discussion of the problems facing theory synthesis in
IR.

A central problem inherent in theory synthesis would seem to be the
problem of compatibility. But is it necessary to concur with the view that twd
theories cannot be combined in a common framework if their ontological and/or
epistemological assumptions are not the same? With this question in mind, let us
briefly examine the development of contemporary IR theory.

In this regard, Waver’s (1994) account of the development of IR theory and
its increasing tendency towards dialogue, compatibility and synthesis paints a far
from harmonious, if not inconsistent, picture. Particularly puzzling is the
sometimes clear, sometimes blurred, but always problematic distinction he draws
between the ontological/epistemological incommensurability of theories and the
“division of labour” approach to theorising (which is, by the way, comparable to
Smith’s “pick and mix” metaphor). For the sake of clear comparison, we will
focus on the IR’s third debate on the one hand, and on that which has occurred
subsequent to this debate on the other. Waever argues that IR’s “third debate” was
characterised by a lack of dialogue borne of the incommensurability of the



Problems & Possibilities 19

dominant paradigms. With reference to the realist and institutionalist paradigms,
he states that:

The two paradigms had different strengths, there were things better
explained by the one, and others better dealt with by the other. And more
importantly: there was no way to prove one or the other right. Realists and
pluralists (interdependence people) saw different realities. 1f they went out
to ‘test’ their theories, they would test them against different material, for
they each sorted the world according to different concepts... [...] ...the
emerging self-perception in and of the discipline was that competing
theories had emerged which each contained its own confirming stories, data
and preferred issues (Waever, 1994a:2).

Thus Wasver characterises the third debate by reference to its dominant “form;”
incommensurability (p. 8) and finds support for this state of the discipline in the
philosophy of science of Thomas Kuhn, who argued that:

Each ‘paradigm’ constructs its own basic concepts/units and question—and
thereby its data, criteria and not least its stories about paradigmatic
experiments or similar scientific events. Paradigms are incommensurable,
because they each generate their criteria of judgement and their own
‘language’ (Waiver, 1994a:2).

Although Waever concentrates exclusively on the incommensurable nature of this
“third debate” and uses this point to distinguish the latter from the debate that
followed it, there can be little doubt that some theoretical “division of labour” was
also evident in the third debate and even in Waiver’s own analysis of that debate.
Not only did contending paradigms tend to refer to their mutual
ontological/epistemological incompatibility and thereby eschew criticism of one
another, some issues, to paraphrase Waiver himself, were better explained by one
theory, and some were better explained by another. This situation is typical,
however, of a theoretical division of labour. Even during the third debate,
therefore, theoretical incommensurability and theoretical division of labour
existed side by side. Not only did IR paradigms concentrate their attention on
different aspects of international relations, the realities they observed within their
respective areas of concentration were essentially incommensurable.

In contrast to the proposed dominance of theoretical incommensurability in
the third debate, Waever posits a different dominant characteristic of the “fourth
debate”™—*“the mode of relating schools in the 1990s is not incommensurability
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but a kind of ‘division of labour’ (Waever, 1994a:21). Following this analysis,
the dominant IR theories of the 1990s have undergone a deep-reaching re-
appraisal of themselves. They have become more aware of their limits, their inner
logic and their relationships with other theories and have come to an implicit
understanding that each of them occupies an relatively dominant position i
different areas of international relations. In this way, contending IR paradigms
have more or less decided to carve up the study of international relations among
themselves.

It is with explicit reference to this “division of labour” phenomenon that
Waever explains the unprecedented move towards accommodation and synthesis
that has been evident in recent work in IR. However, this aspect of Waever’s
analysis is just as problematic as his analysis of the dynamics of IR’s “third
debate” in that, this time, he focuses exclusively on the supposed theoretical
“division of labour” but omits a consideration of incommensurability; either
because he believes that such incommensurability no longer exists or has least
been sufficiently diluted by a largely successful attempt to discover an inter-
paradigmatic common language which has provided for not only improved
communication between those paradigms lying close to one another on his scaig,
but also for the development of research programmes common to contiguous
paradigms.

At this point we are reminded of Smith’s objections—outlined above—to
the assumption that ‘if theories offer the researcher a pick and mix option, they are
automatically commensurate with one another.” One of the central problems with
the assertion that theory synthesis is happening, or can happen, in IR, therefore;=s
that it must take account of the compatibility of theories that “seem” to explain
different parts of the same reality. Wasver’s analysis of the fourth debate fis,
therefore, as incomplete as his analysis of the third debate since, instead “of
allocating equal attention in each case to the issues of commensurability and
division of labour, he concentrates the majority of his attention in the former case
on theoretical incommensurability and in the latter case on theoretical division of
labour. It is much more plausible to argue that the history of IR has not been
divided into clear cut periods of theoretical “incommensurability” and theoretical
“division of labour,” as Waever would have us believe. Rather, it seems obvious
that both elements have been present at all stages of IR’s development and both
are still present now. Therefore, in assessing the possibilities for theory synthesis
in contemporary IR, we would be ill-advised to accept the rather simplistic view
that current theories offer us a plethora of specialised tools with which to examine
different parts of a common international reality. In other words, we should not
accept unquestioningly the assertion that contemporary theories of IR “partly
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explain the same object” nor should we readily buy into the argument that these
theories “can be treated as complementary sources of negative predictions”
(Waever, 1994a:21; emphasis added). By following this line, we would be falling
into the “pick and mix trap of assumed commensurability” against which Smith
has warned.

When analysing the current state of IR and especially when analysing
contemporary attempts to synthesise theories therein, we should not loose sight of
the dual problems of commensurability and division of labour. The latter may
imply the former but the implication is misleading.

The synthesising project of Robert Keohane, briefly outlined in the fist part of this
essay, focuses mainly on overcoming the traditional division of labour between
realists and institutionalists—the latter traditionally focusing on conflictual, the
former on co-operative international relations. It does so by attempting to engage
both paradigms in a research project that would “explore the extent, strength, and
content of international institutions, examining how, not merely whether, they
make a difference” (Keohane, 1993:273). This synthesising attempt takes place,
however, against a background assumption that realism and institutionalism are
ontologically and epistemologically commensurable. But it is the problem of
theoretical commensurability, and not that of theoretical division of labour, that
provides the ultimate obstacle to the complete fusion of the two approaches. The
question of whether states care about relative-gains is essentially a question of
ontology. As long as this ontological incompatibility exists, it is questionable
whether the so-called neo-neo synthesis can be completed. However, the problem
may be overcome by rephrasing the question and by asking instead “under what
conditions do states care about relative gains?” This is by far a more productive
question and holds out much hope of a synthesis of perspectives between the
neorealist and neoliberal institutionalist schools—assuming, of course, that both
sides of the debate can agree upon the fact that states do, under certain conditions,
care about relative gains.

The research-project of Andrew Moravcsik, on the other hand, approaches
the issues of commensurability and division of labour from a completely different
and more problematic standpoint. In contrast to Keohane’s synthesis, Moravcsik
is not attempting to integrate two bodies of theory that have transcended, through
a process of competitive debate, the division of labour that once existed between
them. Domestic and systemic accounts of how states conduct their relations with
other states differ fundamentally from one another. A division of labour, in the
sense of concentration on different aspects of international relations, still exists
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between domestic and systemic approaches to the study of international relations,
as the “residual variance” approach, outlined above, demonstrates.

Nor is Moravcsik attempting to integrate two sets of theories that have, over
time, come to accept common ontological and epistemological assumptions. In
fact, nothing could be further from the truth. Domestic approaches to explaining
international relations focus mainly on the conscious role that actors play in the
formulation of the foreign-policy of states and on the influence of agency on the
nature of the international system. Systemic approaches, on the other hand, focus
attention on the constraints imposed upon states by the distribution of capabilities
in the international system and in doing so not only assert that these constraints
are the main determining factor of international behaviour, but also largely ignore
the role of agency in the determination of foreign-policy.

Moravcsik’s approach, therefore, faces difficulty on the fronts of both
commensurability and division of labour, mainly because his synthesising efforts
are much more ambitious than those of Keohane. He attempts to bypass the issue
of commensurability by making the COG the centre of international relations; the
focal-point that simultaneously appeases in two directions at once and
simultaneously takes advantage of the opportunities provided by each level for
increasing leverage in the other. The COG is Moravcsik’s answer to
incommensurability, since s/he occupies the perfect position from which to
analyse both the domestic and the international “levels.”

Furthermore, agency is given priority over structure in Moravcsik’s
analysis, which is only to be expected considering we are dealing with a liberal
intergovemmentalist approach in which the COG (an agent) plays a preponderant
role in shaping the relations between states.

Thus, the main criticism that may be levelled against Moravcsik’s approach
to integrating domestic and international theories is that his approach does not
actually transcend levels of analysis by incorporating domestic and systemic
accounts of international relations, as Keohane (1993) hoped could be achieved.
Rather, it simply subsumes the systemic under considerations of enlarged agency.

The space required to elucidate the possibilities of theory synthesis in IR is much
smaller than that required above to outline only some of the problems of the
synthesising approach, mainly because it is easier to outline problems than to
enumerate possibilities. Therefore, this section is composed mainly of general
statements about the possible advantages and disadvantages of integrating theories
and of some open questions that we would like to see addressed by IR scholars.
Those directly involved in the practice of synthesising theories would argue
that theory synthesis is desirable only if it leads to the development of “better”
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theory. In order to achieve this aim, they would argue, a worthwhile synthesising
project must fulfil a number of important criteria.  First, it must succeed in
integrating within a common theoretical framework two formerly distinct, or even
incommensurable, theories. Second, the resulting theory must be at once more
accurate—in the sense of its ability to generate predictions—and more general
than both of the theories that went into making it. Third, each of the component
theories must constitute “limiting cases” of the new synthesised theory; in other
words, each of the old theories must constitute an approximation of the new theory
when the new theory is limited to the domain where the old theories were
successful (Cartwright, 1991). If these criteria cannot be fulfilled by a
synthesising project, then that project is not worthwhile since it does not provide
us with “improved” theory and we would be better off sticking to the admittedly
partial theories with which we began our synthesising efforts.

The general question that remains to be answered is as follows: Does
theory synthesis, in the way it has been outlined here, provide a path forward for
IR? Should the discipline of IR give priority to establishing common research
programmes between distinct research paradigms with the ultimate aim of
integrating their insights into common research frameworks? In other words,
should priority be given to emptying the tools of different theoretical boxes into
larger synthesised boxes or should we be content with sticking to the division of
labour approach to the study of international relations by which we may choose
from the large number of tool-boxes at our disposal depending on what type of
international behaviour we are examining?

The answer to this question should take into consideration the discussion
outlined in part three of this paper concerning the difficulties of theory-appraisal
and selection on the one hand and the long-term benefits of competition between
research paradigms on the other. If theory synthesis provides a useful path
forward for the discipline of IR, what will be the mechanisms that will decide
which theories become integrated in which broad research programmes? s it
desirable to strive for and openly support the process of theory synthesis or is it
more advisable to foster a competitive theoretical environment in which
contending theories of international relations defend themselves in entrenched
positions from one another’s onslaughts?

As this paper has pointed out, both trends have existed in IR throughout its
entire history and their interaction has to a large extent determined the
development of the discipline. Again today, IR finds itself at a particular stage of
this interaction in which synthesising tendencies seem to have gained the upper
hand over competitive inter-paradigm competition. While the current trend of
theory synthesis in IR may reflect a certain maturity of some IR paradigms and a
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certain consolidation of their research over the past number of years, it is
imperative for the future development of the discipline that we remain disposed to
alternative approaches to studying international relations that foster competition
rather than co-operation between paradigms. Consolidation and synthesis may be
productive and may underline progress that has been achieved but, as this paper
has pointed out, these trends are frought with difficulties. Competition, on the
other hand, constitutes the tension that maintains the discipline in a healthy state
by ensuring paradigmatic diversity.
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