Centre for International Relations Occasional Paper no. 19

INTERNATIONAL POLITICAL THEORY,
POLITICAL SCIENCE
AND THE INTER-PARADIGM DEBATE:
THE NATURAL SELECTION OF REALISM

John D. Young*

*
John D. Young is a Research Associate at the Centre for International
Relations, Queen's University, and a Lecturer in Strategic Studies in the
Department of Political Studies at Queen's

Paper to be presented at the Annual Meeting of the Canadian Political Science
Association, Hamilton, Ontario (June 1987). The author acknowledges with
thanks research support from the Military and Strategic Studies Program of the
Department of National Defence.



Introduction

The inter-paradigm debate currently in progress among IR specialists
essentially involves the comparative merits of the contending perspectives' core
organizing notions, with the general assumption being that these notions set
parameters on the lines of inquiry that scholars follow in attempting to
generate knowledge about the subject-matter of the field. Indeed, it is
frequently asserted that prior paradigm choice largely defines the very scope of
the observables analysts and theorists will seek to describe and explain. Given
the finite resources available for the knowledge-building enterprise and the
authentically existential stakes at issue in international affairs, it is entirely
comprehensible why the professional and normative impetuses driving the
present disciplinary dispute have engaged the attention of the field's
practitioners.

This paper approaches the inter-paradigm debate from the vantage-point of
political science and consequently evaluates the claims and existing products of
the competing metatheoretical stances associated with each paradigmatic vision
in function of that vantage-point. I will first indicate what I understand to be
the essential features of '"international political theory" since the principal
criterion for paradigm selection resides in the assessment one makes of the
comparative strengths of paradigms as potential constructs within integrated
sets of abstract propositions, which when taken together seek to offer a formal
explanation of one or more field phenomena. I next relate that evaluation to the
major points of contention within IR that have crystallized in the current
debates centering on paradigm legitimacy, and in doing so I make the case for
the social-scientific credentials of realist thought by demonstrating why realism
has remained the preeminent organizing framework for political scientists

working in IR, In support of my defence of realism's viability as a



metatheoretical organizing framework for political inquiry, I conclude by
integrating a sampling of recent French-language scholarship across a range of
academic disciplines in order to demonstrate how paradigm reinforcement need
not be sustained solely from within the disciplinary matrix formed by the
leading proponents of the dominant perspective within a given field of inquiry.
My argument confronts the premises of the increasingly influential
post-modernist deconstructionist thinking in IR, which holds that American
structural realism has by some amorphous Habermasian process drawn on
pluralist and radical critiques of postwar realist theorizing to produce the
so-called "technical" knowledge of structural realism in such a manner as to
strengthen discipline-wide normative adherence to its preferred ethnocentric set
of paradigmatic assumptions.l This paper, in exploring how systematic empirical
investigation, conducted beyond the confines of culturally--or professionally--
mediated contexts of knowledge production, can provide renewed intellectual
legitimacy to the dominant paradigm in international studies, focuses on a
phenomenon that has often been overlooked by those sociologists of knowledge
who analyze paradigm regeneration or shifts in the social sciences; as well, it
introduces a new element to the prevailing argumentation of the inter-paradigm
debate.2 Simply put, Kuhn's diagnostics in this regard, which have been
accredited by those who would promote paradigm profusion in IR,3 are
inapplicable however one views the scientific status of the discipline. If IR is
seen to be proto-scientific, it does not meet Kuhn's criteria for classification as
a mature science and therefore falls outside the scope of his historiographical
interpretation of scientific developmen‘c.l’t If on the other hand one does accept
that IR encompasses substantive affinities with the processes and content of the

established sciences, Kuhn is an exceedingly weak reed on which to build
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legitimizing arguments for paradigmatic relativism, since his position has been
effectively countered by historians and philosophers of mature sc:ience.5 In
response to the prevailing outlook of many, which would "let a hundred
paradigms bloom," this paper promotes the countervailing thesis that there is a
full-blown scientific foundation to realist theorizing that is in the process of
being reinforced at the margins of the discipline, that is, beyond the scope of
what has been referred to as IR's "British-American intellectual condominium"6

--both in terms of language group and disciplinary focus.

Criteria for International Political Theory

The simplest and most direct means of comprehending the term
"international political theory" is to disaggregate its three components, indicate
what each signifies, and then recombine them in such a manner that the
semantic content of the parts is not obscured. Thus, the first component,
"international," encompasses the initial criterion of identification, namely that
the field of inquiry does possess qualitative specificity both in relation to
domestic politics and international economics, law or sociology. This point has
been stressed many times before of course,7 but it is crucial to this discussion
since its negation goes to the very core of the inter-paradigm debate. In a
justly celebrated article written almost thirty years ago, Stanley Hoffmann gave
pride of place to this criterion for the theory-building enterprise: "First, the
field can be sufficiently isolated for analytical purposes. International relations
take place in a milieu which has its own 'coherence and uniqueness', its rules of
the game which differ sharply from the rules of domestic politics, its own
perspective.8 Kal Holsti has usefully updated this counsel by emphasizing the

basic distinction between diplomatic-strategic behaviour and international
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commercial activity, and by placing the case for field distinctiveness in the
context of current paradigm-centered contention within IR scholarship.9

The second component of "international political theory" also reduces to an
issue of field autonomy. Acknowledgement that specifically political activity
can be parcelled off from the matrix of human interaction patterns represents a
necessary condition for undertaking the painstaking task of theory development.
Over the course of this century, the progressive institutionalization and
professionalization of political science within the academy, coupled with the
sheer growth in the number of practitioners, has brought with it a kind of
Parkinson's Law with respect to definitions of "politics.”lo On the basis of his
sustained and close study of the great works of political thought, encompassing
a period of some 2500 years, William Bluhm has provided the {following
much-needed guidance: "Reduced to its universal elements, then, politics is a
social process characterized by activity involving rivalry and cooperation in the
exercise of power, and culminating in the making of decisions for a group."11
The essentially—contested—concept12 argument which is usually invoked against
situating the core notion of power at (to borrow the late Hedley Bull's
expression) "its central place in the theory of international relations"13 is
untenable on a number of grounds, and need not obscure this discussion.m

Finally, "theory" refers to formalized abstraction within
knowledge-generation processes, which when disaggregated or individualized
denotes "a set of propositions that is not known to be true or to be false but
believed to be somewhat plausible, potentially explanatory, relatively
fundamental, and somewhat in'tegrated."15 Plausible, explanatory and
fundamental, but in respect to what? To real-world referents, such as they are,

which are accessible to human observation or reason. Acceptance that empirical
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inquiry can be conducted with sufficient objectivity for the attainment of
"intersubjective consensus" in the testing of theoretical propositions and
hypotheses remains the goal of cumulative theory development in any science,
including the social sciences, but it is a convention of the scientific enterprise
generally that theoretical advances can be accredited in the absence of
unambiguous empirical support, since not every referent can be directly
certified by observation.16 To take a rather simple example, an uncontrollable
environmental variable such as a gust of wind may bring a falling object to a
resting place on a surface higher than its original point of release without
invalidating laws of gravitation and motion., Human voluntarism or error
represents such an uncontrollable in international political theory. The
enterprise of social-scientific theorizing seeks to identify those variables that
set parameters on the range of human choice. As Harold Lasswell once
commented, "the science of politics states conditions; the philosophy of politics
justifies preferences."” Posited conditions within a theoretical framework are
not invalidated in principle by the lack of referential success of the theory's
hypotheses. In environments of multiple conditioning variables and fortuitous
events, theoretical propositions that adhere to the criteria of plausibility,
explanation, coherence, and insight to fundamentals will continue to garner the
support of the scientific community until some more compelling proposition-set,
again measured by those criteria, is considered to contain greater explanatory
potential.

To summarize then, international political theory as a semantic entity refers
to internally related abstract propositions that refer in turn to a domain of
intergroup relations of power that occur in an environment characterized by the

absence of a monopoly of legitimized coercive forc:e.18 The distinctiveness of
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international relations as a field of study; the primacy of the political
dimensions of that field; and, coherent abstraction from observables that allows
for hypotheses that are verifiable in principle: all must obtain for us to speak
of "international political theory" when categorizing the work of scholars who

seek to explain structural regularities in world political behaviour.19

Realism in the Context of the Inter-Paradigm Debate

Only one intellectual tradition espousing a coherent set of paradigmatic
assumptions can be said to have met these elementary criteria for viable
theorizing consonant with the standard operating procedures of scientific
inquiry. In the modern-day study of international relations, more particularly
over the course of the four decades since its preeminence was established in
the immediate postwar vyears, this ftradition, worldview, school-of-thought,
perspective or paradigm--however one chooses to identify the phenomenon--has
been conventionally referred to by the generic term "realism." In a deceptively
simple way, the repeated recourse to that term as a classificatory rubric merely
reflects the fact that, as E.H. Carr noted, "theory does not (as the utopians
assume)zo create practice, but practice theory."21 Even though Carr's counsel
remains relevant today, "seeing the world as it is" does not catch the fuller
sense in which realism can be demarcated from its competitors. Some years ago,
Robert W. Tucker made much the same observation, in commenting that "If a
concern with reality, a commitment to see things as they actually are, is the
principal mark of political realism, it is hardly a very distinctive one."22 While
Tucker went on to offer a more refined interpretation of realism's specificity,
in terms of a philosophical stance associated with situational ethics,23 I will

pursue Lasswell's dictum regarding the science of politics and advance the
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argument that what does distinguish realist macrotheories from any existing
alternatives--1 stress macrotheories for they are the proof in the paradigm
pudding--is their compliance with the precepts laid down for authentic
theory-building by the mainstream perspective within the philosophy of science,
which appropriately enough is referred to as "scientific realism.”zl'L

These similar nomenclatures derive not from happenstance; rather they both
identify substantively identical approaches to the purposes and methodology of
theory construction and refinement as a critical component of the enterprise of
modern science. The staying power of "scientific realism" in international
political theory has been largely attributable to two seminal texts that have
sought to present plausible yet parsimonious explanatory theories of
international political activity commensurate with their respective author's
commitment to specifically social-scientific theorizing: Hans Morgenthau's

Politics Among Nations25 and Kenneth Waltz's Theory of International

Politics.26 The acknowledged role of these texts as paradigmatic exemplars has
been due in no small measure to their adherence to the criteria for
international political theory outlined above. Indeed, since the publication of
the first edition of Morgenthau's text in 1948, the influence of these and other
theoretical formulations consistent with the realist paradigm has been so
pervasive and compelling in the academy that the history of the field itself over
the course of the last four decades is best seen as an ongoing endeavour to
either refine or negate realism's fundamental  propositions. The
traditionalist-behavioralist contention that peaked in the late sixties was
essentially a subset of a more encompassing intrarealist debate about the social
scientific status of the field27 which both preceded and transcended that

particular juncture. The core issues of this protracted exchange address
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questions relating, on the one hand, to the methodology of the realist "scientific
research program" (as Imre Lakatos used the ‘cerm)28 and on the other, to the
role and possibilities of formal theory, especially grand theory, within the
discipline when approached from the angle of political science. All attempts to
transcend realism or to supplant it from its position within IR as the principal
paradigm for orienting disciplinary research programs have been obliged to
either deny appeals to observables, deny the primacy of the political, or deny
the specific nature of international relations.

Some alternatives to realist thinking would deny more than one of the
defining elements of international political theory. Marxists, for instance, have
made contributions to international theory primarily to the extent that they
have abandoned their central tenets. As R. N. Berki has pointed out, despite
Waltz's contention that "Marx and the Marxists represent the fullest
development of the second image"29 of international relations--that is, that
they can be categorized as exemplars of those theorists who locate the
predictive variables of the causes of war in the internal structure of states--the
division of world society into states poses inherent problems, as yet
unsurmounted, for Marxism's ultimate unified vision of humankind. Berki puts
the theoretical dilemma in these terms: 'the Marxian ideal of socialism appears
either in the shape of hegemony, as the domination of strong nations over weak
ones; in this case it is no longer tinged with the features of capitalism, but
neither is it the realization of a higher human freedom. Or, it appears in the
shape of a community of independent nations, in which case it may come to
represent freedom and progress over capitalism proper, but remains a system

still visibly bearing the birthmarks of capitalism."BO
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The inevitable tensions generated by theory-resistant elements in Marxist
analyses of international relations need not be laboured here. Nonetheless,
reference to one recent example in the genre will serve to illustrate the extent
of the problem. In his theoretical discussion of interstate conflict within the
socialist world, a Yugoslavian scholar at IPSA's 13th World Congress reconciled
a thoroughgoing realist analysis with Marxist precepts by somewhat disarmingly
observing that "contemporary praxis" had been significantly different from that
envisaged by socialist theory. It followed therefore, he concluded, that socialist
theory had not been invalidated.31 Vendulka Kubdlkovd and Albert
Cruickshank, with no mean propensity for understatement, note that "Marxism
and international relations, as topics, do not blend easily."32 More accurately,
Marxist thought rejects the autonomy of international relations, approaches
politics by way of sociology and economics, and tortures empirical data beyond
recognition by projecting it backwards and forwards along an extended
diachronic con‘cinuum.33 I make this point because it relates directly to one of
the three poles of the current inter-paradigm debate in IR. This pole--variously
categorized as globalism,'?'l'l radical,35 global-centric,36 Marxist,37 or
structuralism,38-—informs research programs organized around the idea of
dependency, including dependencia, centre-periphery analysis, and world-system
analysis.39 Paradigm proliferationists themselves have duly reported globalism's
indebtedness to Marxist constructs. Sigler, for example, comments that "Much of
this is inspired by Marxist thinking";#o and Banks remarks that globalism's
generic qualifier might also be any one of "dialectics," "Marxism," "social class
theory" or "historical ma'cerialism."l'Ll Further noting that this paradigm's
general theory "is not a product of academic IR," Banks observes that globalism

draws on "above all the historical materialism of Marx, Engels and subsequently
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Lenin."q2 Some of the antinomies that flow from paradigm-structured research
programs and theorizing tributary to Marxian or materialist formulations have
been usefully identified by Zolberg in partic:ular.43

If globalism's paradigmatic assumptions cannot sustain social-scientific
research programs that focus on international politics as the real-world
referent, what can be said of realism's other contemporary competitor,
pluralism? This paradigm completes the realism-pluralism-globalism triad of the
inter-paradigm debate and is sometimes referred to as the "world society" view
in contradistinction to realism's informing vision of structured or ordered
interstate anarchy. Rosenau, always at the ready with new typological
nomenclature, refers to pluralism as the multi-centric approach,M to distinguish
it from realism's state-centrism and globalism's obvious global-centrism in terms
of the three approaches' respective substantive premises and methodological
starting points. Pluralist attempts at macrotheory, for which Burton's major
works have exercised the role of paradigmatic exemplars,l’L5 have taken on
progressively sharper definition since the 1950s when Deutsch's pioneering work
in integration theory and the modeling of decision-making networks in
application of communications theory provided, in Lijphart's words, "the crucial
philosophical impetus both for the assault on the traditional paradigm and for
the construction of a comprehensive new paradigm.”t't6

Discussions of pluralism's informing assumptions can be found in the
above-cited texts by Banks, Lijphart, Little, Rosenau, Vasquez, Viotti and
Kauppi, and Burton. Often inchoately operationalized, pluralism advances such
notions as these: that state wealth and welfare goals have attained salience in
international politics, as have non-state actors; that a communitarian ethos has

gained--or is on the verge of gaining--ascendancy in world politics (over
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atomistic values) through the combined effects of technological change, the
diminished legitimacy of the use of force, increased interdependence, and the
permeability of territorially based state sovereignties; and, that voluntaristic
process can and does transform structure. The paradigmatic prism through which
its practitioners approach their research agendas and in conformity with which
they frame and conduct their theorizing is still consolidating and comprises an
imperfect amalgam of earlier or concurrently developing strands in the IR
literature, including functionalism, communications theory and cybernetics,
bureaucratic politics modeling, integration theory, game-theoretic models of
cooperative interaction strategies, and transnationalist and complex-
interdependence thi.nking.

Whatever conclusions one might draw about pluralism's macrotheoretical
plausibility, explanatory power, fundamental insights, or internal cohesion, it is
clearly the case that the directing assumptions of pluralist thinking predispose
research programs conducted from that perspective to scepticism concerning the
autonomy of IR, and they reject the primacy of its political dimensions, however
defined. As a macrotheoretical enterprise, pluralism shows, as Sigler has noted,
"the influence of much sociological thinking as opposed to that of political

science ...".47

In redefining the parameters of the field to allow scope for their
theses, proponents of the world-society perspective confront major problems
related to boundary definition and the distinctions that must be made between
contingent and defining properties in theory construction. What a world-society
approach gains in comprehensiveness it more than loses in parsimony, given that
the variables included in the more encompassing reality to be explained merely

accompany rather than identify the core activity within the field. Since there is

a fundamental incommensurability between real-world observables and the



12

pluralists' paradigmatic premises, flagrant contradictions in their analyses must
be accounted for as representing "paradoxes" in the field data. Pluralist
macrotheory is rife with normative-empirical tension as a result of failure to
establish field boundary limits. In one major contribution to the pluralist
literature, Edward Morse devoted a concluding chapter to these basic
antinomies, which were revealed when theory was juxtaposed with practice. 1
will cite only one of the pluralist "paradoxes" to demonstrate the crucial nature
of the referencing flaws of this paradigm for viable explanatory theory:

Whether one looks at the security of the world as a whole, the
growth in the global economy, the spread of ecological and
environmental problems, the requirements of governments for
resources and technology, or general social problems, national
autonomy is everywhere on the decline and the need to rely on
actions taken by others virtually universal. Yet the nation-state
remains the major form of legitimate political organization capable
of allocating resources within societies and of providing
international order. It has been reaffirmed by the process of
decolonization after World War II, by the growth of nationalism,
and, certainly not least of all, by the emergence of nuclear
deterrence. Here we find a basic paradox which seems to lie at
the heart of contemporary international politics, where, at a time
when the nation-state has appeared to be functionally obsolete, it
has been reaffirmed by the same processes which would call for its
transcendence... Foreign policy today, whether it is conducted by
a great or lesser power, in a highly industrialized or relatively
non-industrialized society, tends to reflect an almost inevitable
gap between perceptions of what the4gvorld is and the actual
structures of international relationships.

These kinds of so-called gaps and paradoxes between intra- and extra-field
characteristics are actually supportive of one of the axioms of formal
structuralist theory: existing structures are self-reinforcing to the point where
they form a macrostructural interlock that is highly resistant to
transformational change in system-level characteristics. Thus, whereas
structural-realist theory can provide an explanation for systemic continuity or
petrsistence in interaction patterns,l’lg pluralist macrotheory, by contrast, tends

to degenerate into exhortatory heuristics on the posited need for change in the
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international system's ordering principles. For pluralist macrotheorists, when the
"is" of international politics proves resistant to the "ought," the contradiction is
ascribed to the myopia of policy makers, not to the deficiencies of the analysts'
own metatheoretical premises. Pluralism's failure to account for actual
international political relations is, as I have suggested earlier, rooted in its
ontology (what is real?). Through its disregard for parsimony, it ensures its
failure as an organizing paradigm for viable social scientific theorizing about
international politics.

Nevertheless, its epistemological principles (how can we know?) as well as
its normative message (what should we do?)50 are not generically distinguishable
from those of realism, although pluralism's holistic ontology does extend its
epistemic--but not its normative--scope. Banks has caught the ontological
distinctiveness of realism and pluralism as well as their epistemological and
ethical resemblance: "In so far as the pluralist paradigm really is addressing
itself to new questions about hitherto unemphasized relationships, then it is not
disproving the realist paradigm. It is passing by, to engage in a separate

conversation with the su.bject—mat‘cer."51

Yet, the "world-society" organizing
construct has remained singularly infertile in generating any plausible
explanatory theories of world politics, Even a sympathetically predisposed
reviewer of what is touted by its editor as the first "complete description'" of
the world-society approach concluded that it contained "little indication of
what avenues of research the new paradigm might point to, and still less of how
it might deal with apparently awkward cases" and that "on the evidence offered
here, [Burton's] humane approach to international relations cannot sustain the

large claims that are made for it."52 In fact, when international political theory

has been operationalized to provide central attention to world-society variables,
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as for instance in Ashley's The Political Economy of War and Peace,53 realist

premises find confirmatory support. One can only conclude from the existing
literature that the inclusion of non-essential variables reduces pluralism's
macrotheoretical ambitions to mere pretensions, for as Phillips rightly notes in
respect of theory construction: "The main problem is that not all the
characteristics of an entity are defining characteristics--they may always be
present, but their presence or absence may not influence the identity or
characterization of the entity."SZJL

Just as functionalists were drawn inexorably to the subsystemic, that is to
say the macrostructurally conditioned, for empirical evidentiary support,
pluralists have focused on issues peripheral to the core interests of the
principal actors in world politics.55 The well-travelled path of retreat from
international political theory to the domain of international law and
organization is a persistent trait of the intellectual history of the various
strands of pluralist thought and shows no signs of being abandoned.56 Indeed,
even after this mitigating process has been engaged and a more salient realist
variable is integrated within pluralist theorizing, as for instance a crucial
natural resource (oil) in Keohane's theory of hegemonic stability,57 the finessing
technique of "issue structuralism" is introduced to account for anomalies in
hypothesis test results. This finesse enables pluralists to readily accept realism's
paradigmatic assumptions when they do attempt to integrate variables that
relate directly to the essential and enduring questions of international political
theory: the structurally derived latent threat of organized violence and the role
of political power in coping with that existential threat. Keohane himself has

explained why this occurs: "The fixation of critics and reformers on the Realist

theory of state action reflects the importance of this research tradition. In my
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view, there is good reason for this. Realism is a necessary component in a
coherent analysis of world politics because its focus on power, interests, and
rationality is crucial to any understanding of the subject. Thus any approach to
international relations has to incorporate, or at least come to grips with, key
elements of Realist thinking. Even writers who are concerned principally with
international institutions and rules, or analysts in the Marxist tradition, make
use of some Realist premises. Since Realism builds on fundamental insights
about world politics and state action, progress in the study of international
relations requires that we seek to build on this <:ore."58 Clearly, when one
scrutinizes the theoretical claims and operationalized empirical referencing of
the three contending paradigms, one cannot but concur with Kal Holsti that no
competing approach has succeeded in negating the absolute centrality of the
realist research program to the field's ongoing agenda of investigation.59

Although proponents of paradigmatic diversity readily acknowledge that
previous debates in IR left realism's organizing premises intact, they advance
the position that the current debate does represent a serious test for realism's
paradigmatic integrity and, consequently, its legitimacy as an instrumental
framework to guide worthwhile research programs within the profession. Two
leading proliferationists can be cited to demonstrate how the legitimization of
paradigmatic contention requires the delegitimization of realism and seeks to
direct the field away from the animating concerns of an explicit political
science focus. First, it is posited that control of the mechanisms of state
sovereignty is a doubtful means for influencing the great issues of international
order, security and resource allocation: '"Like idealism before it, behavioralism
never challenged the underlying realist paradigm; it focussed on research

methods, as idealism had focussed on values and policy prescriptions, Both left
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the crucial state-centric assumptions of realism in command. From about 1970
onward, the post-behavioural phase developed into a triangular 'inter-paradigm’
debate which did focus on the assumption of a state-centric world. By 1980
realism was pitted against structuralism6o and pluralism."61 That this
assessment of state effectiveness would be greeted with surprise and possibly
derision by CEQs of MNC5,62 not to mention seasoned veterans of supra- and
transnational causes,63 does not give pause to proliferationists as they follow
up with concrete recommendations for the discipline: "no new projects guided by
the realist paradigm should be permitted to occupy a large amount of the
intellectual energy and financial resources of the field. Rather, more attention
should be devoted to developing new paradigms; articulating and elaborating
already existing paradigms, such as Marxism, issue politics and transnational
relations; and collecting data and conducting research on hypotheses derived
from these new paradigms."@’L

Whereas the author of the last quotation, Vasquez, is sceptical that the
realist paradigm can generate viable research programs, his assessment derives
from his evaluation of the field's present status as a cumulative scientific
enterprise and would surely be radically altered had he a different
understanding of the function and criteria of theory in science.65 A more
vociferous element, however, has interjected itself into the inter-paradigm
debate since the early 1980s, one that would ascribe to the scientific process
itself an ideological role and motivating force that is at the service of
specifically American interests in world politics.66 Alternately targeting both
Morgenthau and Waltz for their commitment to and belief in the emancipatory

powers of scientific inquiry,67 or absolving the overtly prescriptivist elements

in Morgenthau's theorizing but condemning Waltz and Tucker (along with a
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clutch of pluralists who are mistakenly identified as realists)68 these proponents
of ‘"critical theory" find common cause in their assertion that the realist
research program, particularly its most scientifically rigorous manifestations, is
both a product and an instrument of American hegemony in global politics. For
instance, Cox, who criticizes scientific realism from the perspective of
historical materialism, reads into Waltz's theory '"(1) the perspective of the
United States as the preponderant of the two major powers in the system and
consequently the sharing of a certain measure of responsibility for U.S. policy,
and (2) the organization of argument around certain obligatory themes or
debates, notably those of power versus morality and of science versus
tradition." He then administers the ethnocentrism indictment: "The first of these
is, to employ Waltz's language, a systemic conditioning of American thought.
The second derives more from an explicitly American cultural process."69

To take a further example, Ashley, adopting a stance tributary in large part
to currents of postmodernist thought,7o taxes Waltz, among others, with
advancing "an ideology that anticipates, legitimizes, and orients a totalitarian
project of global proportions: the rationalization of global poli’cic:s."7l This
latter-day rendering of the '"kill-the-messenger" reflex72 is accompanied by
exegeses on the "studied parochialism of American international political
discourse"73 and links recent refinements in IR theory, for which Waltz's work
is generally considered to have exercised predominant influence, to the
historical moment at which "the United States' position of hegemony in the
world economy [has been] called into ques*cion."mL

This self-styled critical '"theory" is directly related to the current
paradigm-focused contention in IR in that it advances the argument that

realism's current revival has been predicated on its explicit "structuralist turn,"”
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especially in its macrotheory. More particularly, realist theoreticians are said to
have employed concepts and reasoning techniques that were previously
associated with a competing tradition of social thought, especially Althusser's
structuralist reworking of Marxist thought. This depiction, when rendered in
terms of the inter-paradigm debate, would have American scientific realists
extracting explanatory constructs from a contending pole, globalism, in order to
resolidify American hegemonic control over system-reinforcing dynamics. A
similar message is conveyed by the misconceived classificatory scheme of the
proliferationist-cum-critical theorist whereby pluralist eclectics (Keohane,
Gilpin) are indiscriminately lumped with structural realists (Waltz, Tucker).75 A
residual effect of this generic confusion has been a general tendency within IR
scholarship to assimilate the structural-realist research program with that of
the more catholic variants of pluralist theory under the rubric of "neo-realism."
Realist theoreticians who demonstrate scientific competence are thus included
among purportedly Americano-centric scholars who are castigated as being
"guided by a technical cognitive interest in coming to grips with objective laws
so as to expand powers of technical control over an objectified reality."76

So far, 1 have attempted to set out the defining characteristics of
international political theory; identify and describe the essential elements of
the inter-paradigm debate in terms of those characteristics; and indicate within
the space constraints imposed by a short paper why realism is and should
continue to be the primary operative paradigmatic framework for political
scientists working in the field. I should now like to address what might be
considered as a voguish depiction of scientific realism as an instrumental and
parasitical77 ideology of American power--a depiction I propose to counter by

demonstrating how the fundamental organizing concepts (what Lakatos calls the
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"hard core" of any scientific research program)78 that decisively inform and
direct realist inquiry have found evidentiary resonance in an intellectual culture
with no overriding affinities for American interests in the world (indeed, often
the converse) and no stake in issues touching upon the allocation of institutional
resources that depend on the relative legitimacy of one or the other of the
contending discipline-wide paradigmatic research programs.

In keeping with the terms of the debate that paradigm proliferationists
have initiated and pursued with respect to realism's legitimacy as the principal
framework for disciplinary inquiry, I will preface this overview of the main
conclusions and findings of a sampling of recent French-language scholarship by
setting out as succinctly as possible the core notions of its paradigmatic prism
as they have been advanced in the two exemplar texts cited earlier, namely
those of Morgenthau and \‘Valtz:79

(1) international politics is group-centric behaviour and the most important
collectives are sovereign states, the political relevance of which tend
to increase proportional to their respective power capabilities;

(2) the principal organizing mechanism of international politics is multiple
co-existing centers of authoritative decision-making, or ‘'state
sovereignties";

(3) the viability of a state's continued sovereign existence, that is, its
survival or security, is the preeminent political objective pursued by
authoritative state decision-makers; self-defined subsidiary political
state interests will tend to be compatible with security interests, the
more so the greater the context of a threat to state security;

(4) political objectives will tend to override non-political objectives be they
economic, ideological, ethical, religious, institutional or any other when

the former are incompatible with the latter;

(5) relative distribution of state power capabilities is the decisive arbiter
of conflicting security objectives;

(6) the co-existence of competing states tends to place limits on the
pursuit of political objectives through the mutual balancing effects of
opposed power capabilities,
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Abstracted from their auxiliary hypotheses, initial conditions, contextual
and cautionary provisos, here then are the basic premises about the nature of
the field subject-matter that inform the realist research program. In strictest
codified form they are usually rendered as: (l) state-centrism; (2) anarchy, or
the principle of self-help; (3) the priority of survival and security values; (4) the
primacy of the political in international relations; (5) relational power as the
crucial outcome variable of political activity, or power arbitration; and, (6)
power balancing not maximization as the finality of international political

activity, primarily through the combined effects of (3) and (5).

Realism as Reflected in Recent French-language Analyses of World Politics

Realism's postulate of a state-centric world squarely confronts the
respective market and class predicates of its paradigmatic contenders, pluralism
and globalism. In its emphasis on the primacy of the political dimensions of
state action, realism also opposes the mercantilist variants of pluralist analyses
and microtheorizing, as well as the state-mediated economistic analyses of
world patterns of dominance and dependency that have gained prominence
within globalism as critical reworkings of orthodox Marxist constructs. These
two propositions together, then, necessarily constitute the cornerstone of any
analysis of source literatures designed to draw out transnational paradigmatic
consistencies. I should perhaps stress here that this section of the paper simply
seeks to demonstrate the vacuity of the antirealist argument from nationality by
setting out the pervasive realist flavour of French-language analyses of
international relations.80 In any other context save the inter-paradigm debate

this exercise would be, I realize, a mere commonplace.
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Bearing in mind Bertrand de Jouvenel's theoretically fertile definition of
political activity as that which is constructive, consolidative or conservative of
human aggregates,81 it is clear that the effective focal point of politics
overwhelmingly represented in recent French-language materials is located in
the contest for the mechanisms of state sovereignty, in all three dimensions of
de Jouvenel's categorization of the essence of the political. In its
manifestations as a constructive phenomenon, the quite traditionalist emphasis
within anticolonialist thought on national sovereignty, epitomized in the writings
of Franz Fanon 82 and Amilcar Cabral, 83 has been accredited by leading
French analysts of development processes and revolutionary movements. For
instance, in a series of analytic overviews and edited anthologies dealing with
these questions Gérard Chaliand has repeatedly stressed the centrality of the
goal of state sovereignty:
...above all, regardless of the social project, nationalism provides
the deep ideologicalgrﬂotivation for movements struggling against

a foreign dominator;

modern nationalism will have a greater impact than any other
ideology in making guerrillas less regional and local;™”

In political terms, independence has been first and foremost
characterized by the construction of the State...The political
balance-sheet of many independeéng countries reduces essentially
to the construction of the State;

Regardless of the type of armed struggle that is examined,
anticolonial as in Algeria, the first Indochina war, partisan
warfare against a foreign invader as in Yugoslavia, guerrillas
who do not fight for nominal independence such as the Huks in
the Philippines or South—Vige}nam, one can say that the common
denominator is nationalism.

As reported in French-language political journals, this theme recurs regularly
and is emphasized by indigenous anticolonialist leaderships still under the yoke

of metropolitan France. For instance, Jean-Marie Tjibaou, leader of the Kanaks
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of New Caledonia, has reiterated the crucial importance of acquiring the
attributes of state sovereignty as a precondition for effective consolidative and
conservative policies (to employ de Jouvenel's terms again): "Sovereignty is the
right to choose partners; independence is the power to manage the totality of
the needs created by colonization through the existing system. Our unchanging
objective is the restitution of the sovereignty of the Kanak people over their
country--over themselves, over the land, over the substrata, over the air-space,
over the sea, etc....You can't eat that, but as a principle it's important." Asked
by his interviewer whether sovereignty was more important than independence,
Tjibaou replied: "It is sovereignty that will entitle and empower us to negotiate
interdependencies."88

Just as peoples who are not enfranchised to participate effectively in world
politics take as truth what pluralists and globalists deny or minimize, so do
leaderships of the principal existing players in international political life.
Evidence of this realist tenet is duly reported and commented on in
French-language analyses. Héléne Carrére d'Encausse, for example, has noted
how Soviet acknowledgement that "the decisive factor in the destiny of peoples
who tear themselves from colonialist vise-grips is precisely their sovereign
existence, their capacity to alone choose the path to be followed" led

Khrushchev to "separate domestic choices from the will to independence, the

foundation of foreign policy" in extending support.89 This political reasoning,
Carrére d'Encausse observed, reflected the Soviet Union's own experience and
set the framework for Khrushchev's approach to the non-aligned movement as
well since "until a society has resolved definitely its sovereignty problems ... it
cannot, without putting at risk its very existence, engage in games of social

struggle".90
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If Carrére d'Encausse's observation captures the meaning of the core realist
premises--the structuring effects of multiple sovereignties, the primacy of
political logic, and the preeminence of survivalist ethics--so too do French
interpretations of interstate conflict, which persists in cutting across the
hypothetical group solidarities that are presupposed by schools of thought that
would assign priority to ideological, economic, or sociological determinants in
explaining world political rivalry and cooperation. Realist postulates have been
reinforced, and those of contending paradigms called into question, in analyses
of recent conflicts in which it is demonstrated that recourse to organized
violence is predicated on perceptions of national interest and the principle of
self-help. These precepts from the realist lexicon are revealed as the common
denominators that infuse otherwise complex and heterogeneous equations with
meaning whether the subject of investigation has been the Sino-Vietnamese and

91

Kampuchean-Vietnamese dyads within the socialist world, the intra-

Maghrebian contest between Morocco and Algeria,92 the protracted rending of
the cohesive fabric of Islamic civilization in the Irag-Iran war of attrition,93
the adversarial relationship of Argentina and the United Kingdom,% or any
other interstate conﬂict.95 Moreover, the patterns of third-party support
evidenced in these analyses of contemporary wars underwrite the proposition
that state interest will let ethno-religious, ideological, or regionalist affinities
take the hindmost when choices have to be made. The well-known Chilean
logistic support for the U.K., and the U.S.S.R.'s military and economic
assistance to Argentina's ju‘nta, are appropriately noted in terms of their
political dimensions (that is, with specific reference to contexts of relational

power).96 Similarly, due note is taken of the Islamic world's quasi-passivity

vis-a-vis the Afghani carnage, with the exception of arch-vulnerable Pakistan,97
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as well as the classic Sino-Soviet jockeying for regional equilibrium in
South-East Asia.98
Since further references to the state-centrism, power-arbitration, survivalist

ethics and strategico-political balancing of international relations would make
this section of the paper even more banal than required by the terms of the
inter-paradigm debate, I will draw this survey to a conclusion by simply noting
how jurists and economists in the French-speaking world have summarized the
essential traits of the field. In his introduction to the course offered in the
1976-77 academic year by the Institut des Hautes Etudes Internationales de
Paris dealing with Law of the Sea (LOS) issues, Guy de Lacharriére, a Judge on
the ICJ, stressed the arduous yet demystifying analytical tasks that he was
proposing his graduate students undertake that session. De Lacharrieére was, in
fact, advancing the bona fides of a metalegal approach to his subject-matter,
that is to say a political understanding of international law as revealed in the
ultimately equilibrated, reciprocated shocks generated by the collision of
national interests in a world of finite power resources:

The principal argument in favour of a study of the law of the

sea on the basis of national policies is necessarily predicated on

the realism (emphasis in original) of this method: policies exist;

law will be, or it will perhaps be... The very fact of the

divergence of those policies, of the equilibrium existing in

certain respects between them, or at least of the present

incertitude as to the identity of the victors and scope of their

victory, reveals this character of struggle between policies.

International law may be a policy that has triumphed: we forget

then its political origins, stressing instead its promotion to the

status of law. However, when--as in the case of the law of the

sea--the combat is in progress, the realist vision imposes its%lé

for the moment: policies exist now, later we will speak of law.
After noting that this realist approach was but rarely attempted, in part

because it was "very difficult," he observed that "more rare yet were those who

authentically expressed national policies rather than the camouflage behind
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which they were dissimulated"; nonetheless, "the very pervasiveness of political
. " 100
dynamics called for" such an approach.

As subsequent events demonstrated, the eminent jurist's epistemological
instincts were proven to be sound indeed. In monitoring LOS negotiations, Gilles
Chouraqui reported that the Conferences were characterized by an ongoing
process in which "states evolved their positions from new perceptions of their
interests"m1 and Jacques Soppelsa noted that "strategic imperatives constantly
dominated the debates."102 So much so that de Lacharriére could conclude his
summary as rapporteur of the 1984 annual symposium of the French Association
for International Law, which considered the results of the Third LOS
Conference, in the following terms:

The great lesson of the Law of the Sea Conference remains that
the will of states cannot be either forgotten or gotten around.
International law is at present a negotiated law. There is every
reason to accept that fact willingly and enthusiastically,
excepting the cases of those who are partisans of restraints
between states. Does sufficient time remain for improving this
negotiation and rendering it compatible with the wishes
expressed at the outset of the Conference? [ am not sure that
much time remains and express the hope that the negotiators,
that is, the diplomats, begin to work promptly and act
effectively., If they fail to show prompt effectiveness,
differences will likely multiply -- and lead to the necessity of
recourse to the two professions already mentioned: military
seamen and judgesl.03 In such an eventuality, might [ suggest
recourse to judges.

Echoing realism's emphasis on referential inclusiveness, its search after
macro-images of world political relations, while stressing as have realist
theoreticians the imperative of essentialist abstractions, a French economist has
noted that: "It has become banal in the West to speak of the decline of
states...Yet, never have they played a more important role in commercial

exchanges, in world relations of every kind."ml’L In developing his theoretical

treatment of the international political economy along the lines of Keohane,
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Nye, and Gilpin, Gilles Bertin indicated why mercantilist thought has proven so
attractive to pluralist IR theorists: "The progressive degradation of the
international system of payments, the renewal of nationalisms, the
transformation in forms of exchange, and the increased tensions between actors
in world economic life have sounded the end of a system in place since the
Second World War. With it, it is perhaps also an explanatory scheme of
international relationships constructed above all on a classical market vision
that is being effaced at least in pat‘t."m5 While pluralists have been able to
accommodate a number of realist precepts via issue structuralism or
macrotheoretical eclecticism,106 Marxist and Marxist-reactive globalist
theorizing has remained singularly inept in its attempts to explain international
political phenomena for, as Jean-Marie Domenach has pointed out: "for a
century, reality has never ceased to belie Marxism. Marxism had blocked out
politics, but politics carried it away; nationalism and the State have made it

their instrument.”107

Conclusion

Structural realism is, as Keohane has recently noted, "at the center of
contemporary international relations theory in the United S'cates."lo8 In setting
out its affinities with theoretical development in scientific inquiry, this paper
has sought to demonstrate why realist macrotheory has merited its status as the
principal reference point for political scientists within IR, regardless of
citizenship.m9 The root cause of pluralist and globalist theoretical paucity lies
in their futile attempts to transpose their respective liberal economic and

Marxist-inspired conceptualizations of international relations to a realm that in

its essence is the political contrivance of multiple but territorially delimited
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power-brokering sovereignties. Quite independently of any concern with the
disciplinary angst that the inter-paradigm debate is supposed to have
engendered within IR, Anthony Giddens has identified the gaping voids at the
heart of the pluralist and globalist research programs. Reflecting on the
problem of nation-states and violence, Giddens weighed the explanatory claims
of economic liberalism and Marxism and declared them wanting: "In each case
the state is seen primarily as a co-ordinating framework within which economic
relations are carried on--in the one case expressing mechanisms of class
domination, in the other as injecting morality and justice into the economic
order. In order to associate the state with violence and territoriality, we have
to turn to other sources."110 This, of course, is precisely the point at issue.

While 1 do not deny the usefulness of other perspectives for creative
cross-referencing in meso- and microtheorizin- =« . - _.ulative historicist or
futures studies (provided the structuring effects of system-wide political
relations are kept in view), I have attempted here to show that in terms of
international macrotheory the realist scientific research program has, at this
point in the field's development, no credible competitors. For political
scientists, the inter-paradigm debate is, at best, premature; at worst,
particularly in its crusading antirealist manifestations, it reveals a tendency to
a scholasticism that threatens to trivialize the field by turning its focus of

inquiry inwards upon itself.
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