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Abstract

Waltz’s 1979 book, Theory of International Politics, is the most infl uential in the history of 
the discipline. It worked its effects to a large extent through raising the bar for what counted 
as theoretical work, in effect reshaping not only realism but rivals like liberalism and 
refl ectivism. Yet, ironically, there has been little attention paid to Waltz’s very explicit 
and original arguments about the nature of theory. This article explores and explicates 
Waltz’s theory of theory. Central attention is paid to his defi nition of theory as ‘a picture, 
mentally formed’ and to the radical anti-empiricism and anti-positivism of his position. 
Followers and critics alike have treated Waltzian neorealism as if it was at bottom a formal 
proposition about cause–effect relations. The extreme case of Waltz being so victorious 
in the discipline, and yet being so consistently misinterpreted on the question of theory, 
shows the power of a dominant philosophy of science in US IR, and thus the challenge 
facing any ambitious theorising. The article suggests a possible movement of fronts away 
from the ‘fourth debate’ between rationalism and refl ectivism towards one of theory 
against empiricism. To help this new agenda, the article introduces a key literature from 
the philosophy of science about the structure of theory, and particularly about the way even 
natural science uses theory very differently from the way IR’s mainstream thinks it does – 
and much more like the way Waltz wants his theory to be used.

Keywords: international relations theory, models, neorealism, philosophy of science, 
positivism, semantic view, theories of theory, theory, Kenneth N. Waltz

I emphasized that much in the present seems to contradict the predictions I make. 
But then, I did not write as a positivist or an empiricist. (Kenneth N. Waltz)1

In wondering how to develop a theory of international politics, I spent a lot of time 
reading the philosophy of science. I started to read on the subject because I noticed 
great variation in the way the word ‘theory’ is used. (Kenneth N. Waltz)2

Most discussions of Waltz’s work open with reference to Man, the State, and War3  
or Theory of International Politics.4  In contrast, I would like to start with some 
of Waltz’s later writings.5  Kenneth Waltz’s answers to critics increasingly come 
in terms of ‘what is theory?’ The poor critic is rarely lectured anymore on having 
misunderstood factual features of world politics, nor on having got specifi cs of 
Waltz’s theory wrong, but on missing the nature and purpose of theory as such. 
The fi rst post-Theory of International Politics phase of ‘reply to critics’ – notably the 
reply in Neorealism and its Critics6  – was phrased mostly at the level of the book, 
defending the specifi c decisions in it, such as reasons for being state-centric and not 
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including this or that in the structure. A second kind of defence focused on people 
misunderstanding or misrepresenting neorealism. But in later replies and interviews, 
emphasis moves towards what theory is.

Waltz says ultra-clearly in Theory of International Politics (TIP) and in later 
articles and interviews, that the major move enabling TIP was to think deeply 
about the ‘what is theory?’ question. ‘Neorealism’s response [to the confusions in 
classical realism] is that, while diffi culties abound, some that seem most daunting 
lie in misapprehensions about theory.’7  And: ‘In wondering how to develop a theory 
of international politics, I spent a lot of time reading the philosophy of science. I 
started to read on the subject because I noticed great variation in the way the word 
“theory” is used.’8  Yet the debates on TIP in the 1980s and into the 1990s never 
focused on the ‘what is theory’ issue, or on the implications of Waltz’s particular – 
and peculiar – stance on it. Debates unfolded fi rst at the level of ‘reality’ – does 
‘international relations’ out there look in general more like one kind of theory or 
the other (a continuation of the 1970s-style inter-paradigm debate9 ); and, second, 
in terms of social theory: how did Waltz conceptualise structure, agency, system, 
process and so forth. But not ‘theory’.

Current debates on neorealism are even more puzzling. Most debate about Waltz 
is now among realists, and a common theme is that Waltz’s theory is too sparse and 
underspecifi ed and hence in need of elaboration. Therefore, arguments rage over 
either pinning down in more detail the mechanics of the core theory (offensive versus 
defensive realism) or adding unit-level variables to make it a theory of foreign policy 
(neoclassical realism). Yet even these writers somehow manage never really to spell 
out what the theory is. Most importantly, these debates are conducted as if the theory 
is a formal proposition, an assertion which is in principle true or false (anybody who 
has read chapter 1 of TIP knows they should not call it a ‘law’, so it is treated as a 
kind of ‘higher law’). But nobody seems to be really clear what the proposition is. 
No wonder, because that is not the format of the theory.

In this situation, I will draw attention to the importance of the structure of theory 
(not theory of structure this time, but structure of theory). In particular, I want to 
emphasise Waltz’s defi nition of theory as ‘a picture, mentally formed’.

The main part of this paper (section II) spells out what Waltz’s kind of theory 
is, partly through simply going back to his own account, partly by introducing a 
philosophical literature on the ‘Structure of Scientifi c Theory’10 discussing the 
‘syntactic’ versus the ‘semantic’ view, ‘non-statement views of theory’ and the role of 
models in theory.

Once this has been elucidated, additional insights appear of a more ‘history of 
science’ and ‘sociology of science’ nature (section III). Placing TIP in the history of the 
discipline, explaining its effects, suggests that the battlelines within IR might be about 
to shift away from the ‘fourth debate’ (rationalism v. refl ectivism or the neoneos v. 
the pomos with constructivism as the middle ground).11 Recapturing the radical 
anti-empiricism of Waltz’s seminal work could be the starting point for recasting 
the main battleline between empiricism and theory,12 even with a case to be made – 
with Waltz as exhibit A – for the political necessity of theory.



 WALTZ’S THEORY OF THEORY 203

I will not study possible changes over time in Waltz’s understanding of theory, but 
assume consistency from at least TIP onwards. Replies to critics and other post-TIP 
explanations are read together with TIP itself as representing the understanding of 
’theory’ in Waltzian neorealism. Although I obviously have an agenda of my own – 
revealed mostly in part III of the article – I aim in parts I and II to clarify Waltz’s 
view. A few criticisms emerge at the end of section II.3, but the main agenda is to 
excavate a subversive Waltz beneath the canonised one. The focus is what his kind 
of theory is, and not primarily how, why or when he produced it; but how theory is 
in general created turns out to be an element in understanding what it is.

I do not imply that theory is or should be one stable, homogeneous thing, but 
nevertheless a discussion of the most infl uential theorist of the last half-century – and 
the paradoxes of his infl uence and non-infl uence on the discipline’s understanding 
of theory – helps to clarify more general issues about what we can meaningfully 
take theory to be. The philosophical literatures on ‘theory’ drawn upon in this article 
hopefully assist in this more general task. TIP is undoubtedly the most important book 
produced in the discipline within the last 60 years, possibly ever (at least referring 
to the discipline in its modern form), so getting the concept of theory in this book 
right matters in its own right. But this article intends to foster general refl ection in 
the discipline about the role of different kinds of theory.

I. Philosophy of science

Discussions of TIP have come in numerous forms – on specifi c aspects or following 
established lines of debate along IR theory fronts, i.e. liberalism–realism. Debates 
at the level of IR theory as such have increasingly become intra-realist (offensive/
defensive realism; neoclassical realism; post-classical realism). Among meta-
theoretical debates on Waltz, the liveliest have been in terms of social theory: 
starting as structure–agency and evolving into general discussions of how to study 
society, atomism/holism, materialism/idealism and the nature of social order. These 
became the core of general discussions around constructivism and economics-based 
versus sociology-based theories of politics, epitomised by Wendt’s Social Theory of 
International Politics.13

In contrast, the philosophy of science has been ignored, except for a particular 
discussion around Lakatos’s meta-methodology of research programmes.14 I do 
not want to write off the importance of this work, but only one rather idiosyncratic 
approach has been explored, and it is one that says little about what a theory is, and 
is limited by a statement view of theory (see section II below).15

In terms of the general philosophy of science position, Waltz has been labelled a 
positivist, a Popperian, a pragmatist and a scientifi c realist.16 ‘Positivist’ is by far the 
most common, and also by far the most mistaken.17 The main ‘enemy’ in the meta-
theory chapter of TIP is the ‘inductivist illusion’, and Waltz is critical of attempts to 
build theory by cumulating correlations and of any kind of simple testing of theories 
as if theories were at the behavioural level, not at a distinct theoretical level. Thus, 
because of the way ‘positivist’ is mostly used in the discipline, it is quite misleading 
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to label Waltz a positivist – not to mention his own declarations, such as ‘I did not 
write as a positivist or an empiricist.’18 Better cases can be made for Popperian,19 
pragmatist2 0  or even scientifi c realist.21 The latter label actually fi ts surprisingly 
well. Waltz searches for mechanisms of a non-observable nature, always present 
latently but only sometimes materialising. Characterising Waltz as a scientifi c realist 
is rare, probably for the good reason that Waltz clearly does not use the terminology 
of realism. On the contrary, he insists on key elements such as structure as analytical 
categories, not ‘real’ ones. He makes a strong distinction between what is real and 
what is model, where a realist would phrase it in terms of different levels of reality. 
As shown below, this difference is for many purposes less important and Waltz’s 
position is broadly compatible with scientifi c realism.22

None of the main positions in the philosophy of science fi ts Waltz’s position in 
TIP terribly well. Waltz is not a school man in these terms. When he has underlined 
the crucial importance of the philosophy of science for TIP, this has not been in terms 
of fi nding a guru or a church to sign up with. He rather talks of a diverse collection of 
lessons from various scholars, seen by others as belonging in often contradictory 
camps. The route of Waltz’s argument does not run through answering the general 
and ultimate and universal question in the philosophy of science about the basis and 
nature of scientifi c knowledge (and from that deducing the nature of theory), but 
through focusing on the question of theory. In Waltz’s words: ‘Instead of the logically 
prior question, what is a theory?, most of the philosophy-of-science literature deals 
with the testing and not the meaning and making of theory.’23

II. The structure of theory

Waltz: I've spent a lot of time reading the philosophy of science, because it’s a 
very diffi cult question: What is a theory? What can it do? What can it not do? How 
do you test its validity or seeming validity? It’s a profound and diffi cult subject 
in its own right. It also is a fi eld in which there is great literature, and it was a 
pleasure for me to read in the philosophy of science, and not to have to read a lot 
more political science.

Interviewer (Harry Kreisler): Are you allowed to say that as a former president 
of the American Political Science Association?

Waltz: Well, I do!24

II.1 Waltz’s ‘theory’

In Theory of International Politics, Ken Waltz is emphatic about the importance of 
theory. It is the fi rst word in the title and in the preface; the three aims of the book 
are presented as examining existing theories of international politics, constructing a 
better one, and examining some applications of it; and the book makes strong claims 
in this area: really there is only one theory of international politics.25 The book’s 
grand success owed much to being widely accepted as setting a new standard for 
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‘theory’ in the discipline. Given all of this, it is surprising how little attention has been 
paid to what Waltz says about the nature of theory. Much has been written about the 
specifi cs of the theory he proposed. But chapter 1 is often skipped when the book 
is taught and is certainly not the most cited part. A majority of the American IR 
mainstream manage to act as if they were following Waltz’s lead towards more sci-
entifi c IR theory – thus borrowing legitimacy – while actually violating more and 
more consistently his warnings against inductivism and empiricism, despite his 
usual clarity in the relevant pages. (By ‘mainstream’, I mean the kinds of work that 
regularly fi nd their way to the leading journals, are included in general IR courses at 
the top universities, are widely cited by colleagues as ‘interesting’, and land Ph.D. 
students jobs in top departments. In the US this happens to stretch from neorealism 
to soft constructivism and not least includes methods-driven work from rational 
choice and increasingly from large-n.26) Today’s neorealists are de facto upholding 
scientifi c standards more along the lines of King, Keohane and Verba, the text that 
Waltz increasingly uses as a contrast to his own position.27

Waltz’s presentation of his argument about ‘laws and theories’ is straightforward 
and succinct, so it is meaningless to summarise it at length. Let me just repeat the 
key elements, and leave the argumentation to TIP. The word ‘theory’ should not 
be used synonymously with ‘law’, not even for collections or sets of laws. Theory 
should be reserved for something that explains – explains laws, and explains in 
general. Such theory cannot be arrived at by collecting hypotheses, even if these are 
carefully verifi ed and interconnected. The argument is directed primarily against the 
inductivist illusion.

‘Rather than being mere collections of laws, theories are statements that explain 
them.’28 (Throughout this paper, I mostly ‘go with’ Waltz’s position, only trying to 
push its implications, but at this specifi c point, I must contest Waltz’s own formulation: 
the word ‘statements’ is problematic here. Much more on this later. For now, the main 
argument, is that theories are qualitatively different from laws, and that theories 
explain laws.)29

Theories contain theoretical notions – and these can only be invented, not dis-
covered. Theoretical notions, like the theories they help to construct, usually need to 
move away from ‘the real world’ to produce bolder and better explanations.30

Theoretical notions – concepts or assumptions – are not to be assessed in terms 
of accuracy (true/false), but in terms of the success of the theories that employ them. 
As Waltz puts it: ‘Of purported laws, we ask: “Are they true?” Of theories, we ask: 
“How great is their explanatory power?”’31 And again, ‘A theory . . . always remains 
distinct from [the] world. “Reality” will be congruent neither with a theory nor with 
a model that may represent it.’32

The role of models is not to mirror reality – then the best model would be identical 
to reality, 1:1, quite useless and hard to fi nd a place for. This ‘model airplane’ kind 
of depiction, possibly at a different scale, does not help to explain. The interesting 
kinds of models represent theories. Waltz says, ‘In modelling a theory, one looks for 
suggestive ways of depicting the theory, and not the reality it deals with. The model 
then presents the theory, with its theoretical notions necessarily omitted, whether 
through organismic, mechanical, mathematical, or other expressions.’33
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What then is a theory? Waltz repeats a very specifi c formulation in writings and 
interviews: ‘A theory is a picture, mentally formed, of a bounded realm or domain of 
activity. A theory is a depiction of the organization of a domain and the connections 
among its parts.’34

The quote contains (at least) three important and controversial elements. First, 
there is the idea of a ‘bounded realm or domain of activity’, which raises discussions 
about international politics in relation to international political economy and culture: 
issues well addressed by Buzan and Little, Goddard and Nexon, and others.35

Second, the active element: theory is (a picture) mentally formed. This relates to 
Waltz’s insistence that theories are made ‘creatively’. Waltz cites John Rader Platt 
that theories are ‘also artistic creations, shaped by the taste and style of a single 
hand’.36 Contained in this argument are at least three components: (a) a critique of 
naive realism: theories are not reality; they construct a reality, and they are always 
temporary, potentially to be overthrown by new theories. This is in practice supported 
by most positions. (b) There is no way of getting from empirical data to theory – 
neither by some kind of cumulative empiricism, nor just trial and error, but ‘a brilliant 
intuition’, a ‘creative idea’. (c) The exact form of a theory will vary with the person 
inventing it, and theory therefore has an inescapable perspectivism.

Third, there is the interesting word ‘picture’. Waltz later said he ‘can point to no 
single source for this defi nition of theory’.37 But actually, the reference in TIP to 
Ludwig Boltzmann (see note 34 below) does seem relevant. Boltzmann had written 
in 1890: ‘I am of the opinion that the task of theory consists in constructing a picture 
of the external world that exists purely internally and must be our guiding star in all 
thought and experiment.’38

Still, there is limited usefulness in pursuing the Boltzmann track. His arguments 
were made in the specifi c context of particular dilemmas relating to the ontological 
status of atoms.39 Closer attention to both Boltzmann’s predecessors in articulating 
a Bildtheorie, and his infl uence on later thinkers, including Wittgenstein, does not 
immediately open new doors. A more recent literature helps better.

II.2 Theories about theory structure – the role of models and pictures

There is actually a contemporary philosophy of science literature on the role of 
models, pictures and language in theory. Commonsensically, most people start out 
assuming that theories are best conceived of as propositions, or declarative sen-
tences (possibly interpreted sets of axioms and derived theorems): what Frederick 
Suppe calls ‘the received view’,40 and others call ‘the syntactic view’ or the ‘statement 
view’. Against this was fi rst formed the ‘semantic view’,41 the ‘non-statement view’ 
and increasingly a ‘model-theoretic approach’, all allowing theories to be extra-
linguistic entities.

The syntactic view is this. Until around 1970, it was largely taken for granted that:

for philosophical purposes, scientifi c theories are to be thought of as interpreted, 
formal, axiomatic systems. The axioms of a theory, on this account, are statements 
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which, in principle, are either true or false. The theoretical terms were identifi ed 
with empirical ones by correspondence rules. In addition, at least some of the 
axioms were typically taken to have the form of laws, understood as universal 
generalizations. On this account, then, scientifi c theories have the structure of an 
axiomatic, deductive system.42

The received/syntactic view saw science as carried by linguistic representation:

In the framework of Logical Empiricism, then, there can be no fundamental role in 
science for non-linguistic entities like picture or diagrams. Such things might, of 
course, play some part in how scientists actually learn or think about particular 
theories, but unless their content is reduced to linguistic form, they cannot appear 
in a philosophical analysis of the content or legitimacy of any scientifi c claims 
to knowledge.43

Among several problems with this concept of theory was that the meaning of 
theoretical terms could often not be specifi ed fully by correspondence rules, or 
several different specifi cations were possible. The newer semantic view, in contrast, 
sees theory as a collection of models or a specifi cation of a class of models. Instead 
of seeing theory as a set of statements with clearly defi ned relations between all 
terms and the empirical world, the core of theory is a model (or set of models) 
where theoretical concepts are defi ned internal to the model, and principles should 
be understood in relation to the model. Application of theory then takes the form of 
assessing the fi t between the model and things in the world. The semantic conception 
can cover quite a spectrum of philosophies of science.44 Even within a traditional 
understanding of explanatory, causal natural science, a strong case was made for 
changing the understanding of theory towards the semantic conception.

The debate between the syntactic and (conventional versions of) the semantic 
conceptions easily becomes very technical, and for many practical purposes not as 
signifi cant as t fi rst seemed. Recent contributions, however, are highly relevant.

1. Visual models have gained centrality. The ‘relationship between language, models, 
and objects in the real world’ changes in the model-theoretic perspective and

the primary representational relationship is not the truth of a statement relative 
to the facts, or even the applicability of a predicate to an object, but the similarity 
of a prototype to putative instances. This is not a relationship between a linguistic 
and a nonlinguistic entity, but between two nonlinguistic entities.45

This promises to get us beyond the dominant dichotomy in IR, where Americans/
mainstream scholars take theory to be ultimately causal laws that explain, while 
Europeans (notably including rather mainstream Europeans46) and some dissident 
Americans take theory to be ‘interconnected sets of concepts that make sense out of 
something’ – one excessively narrow, the other extremely wide. The model-theoretic 
approach could get us beyond this (without everybody having to sign up to demanding 
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philosophical dogma with, for instance, the critical/scientifi c realists, the currently 
more powerful ‘third way’) and enable explanation in a non-propositional format, 
i.e. not bound to laws and hypothesis testing.

2. The usages of theory. Usually, mainstream scholars in IR lean on natural 
science ideals and critics insist on a radical contrast. Typically both groups assume – 
because of famous equations vaguely remembered from school – that the great 
natural science theories are generalisations summed up with mathematical precision. 
However, ‘F = ma’ is not a generalisation, both universal and true. If seen so, it is 
either vacuously true or false.47 Newton’s second law is rather a principle (closer to 
a defi nition). Theories of this deep nature are vehicles for making empirical claims, 
but the key terms cannot be directly applied. Actual usage always applies a more 
specifi ed model. Instead of F = ma it can be the law for the harmonic oscillator or a 
two-body gravitational system, both dependent on F = ma. These, however, cannot 
be constructed from the basic law alone, but only by adding specifi cs – and creativity. 
Contrary to the dominant ‘vending machine’ view of theory, you cannot feed a theory 
input and get a model of new phenomena. Most actual work of theorists in the natural 
sciences consists in developing models, a creative, complicated job combining several 
theories with information of other kinds.48 Some see models as intermediary with 
a relative autonomy to both theory articulation and experimenting,49 others talk of 
‘testing’ actually being a relationship between model and model: the situationally 
specifi ed model of the theory (representational model) and a model of data. In any 
case, ‘even’ in the natural sciences, the most celebrated theories are much further from 
the regularity/correlation format than mainstream social scientists assume. Theories 
are abstract and only connectable to ‘reality’ through several quite contingent and 
creative steps implying similarity questions, rather than formalised necessity.

II.3 What then is Waltz’s theory?

Given the widespread discussions on Waltz’s theory, as well as the many alleged 
applications of it, there is a puzzling absence of a clear statement of the theory. This 
is strange indeed, given that in Waltz’s own list of the seven steps for testing theory, 
number 1 is ‘State the theory being tested.’50

Of course, some of the crucial moves in setting up the theory are clear and famous: 
clear separation of unit level and systemic/structural level, arguments why a true 
theory of international politics needs to have explanatory force located at the systemic 
level in terms of international structure, why the structure has to exclude unit features 
and therefore has to be defi ned in positional terms (the arrangement of the units), and 
ultimately to make sure we get beyond explaining international outcomes through 
combinations of elements at the national or sub-national level: N → X.

Large parts of chapters 4–6 explain in what ways structures can be said to be 
causes. Much of Waltzian controversy has focused on arguments about structuralism, 
determinism, atomism, socialisation and competition. Now, we do not discuss how the 
structure works, but what exactly it is and especially how it is a theoretical category – 
and thus what structure the theory gets.
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Waltz: You have to have an idea. If you don’t have an idea, how can you develop 
a theory? That’s why many theorists in the natural sciences say, ‘I was taking a 
shower, and that’s when I suddenly saw it. I have been trying, working at it, work-
ing at it, working at it, BUT . . . that’s when I saw it. I saw a theoretical coherence’.

Interviewer (Ole Wæver): Did you have the same experience?

Waltz: I will not say it came while I was taking a shower, but I had been saying 
to my wife ‘I can almost see it, but I can’t see it quite clearly enough that I can 
write it down’.

Interviewer (Ole Wæver): So when you say theory is a ‘picture’ mentally formed, 
‘picture’ is to be taken relatively literally. There is something graphic to it?’

Waltz: Yes, it is a picture, but of course ‘mentally formed’ – that is important too!51

Such ideas ‘will be about the organization of the subject matter. They will convey 
a sense of the unobservable relations of things. They will be about connections and 
causes by which sense is made of things observed.’52 Domestic political structure 
consists of fi rst the principle, hierarchy, then second the specifi cation of functions 
and authorities for different political actors, and third the relative capabilities 
(power).53 It is clear in TIP,54 but expounded by John Ruggie in his famous review 
essay, that these elements of the structure are to be thought of as ‘successive causal 
depth levels’.55 They are not separate ‘variables’ – not weighed against each other 
or taking turns in shaping outcomes. The fi rst is the most basic, the second moulds 
how it unfolds, and this in turn is further specifi ed by the third.56

Similarly with international structure, when the second component drops out 
(because states are like units), the ordering principle is anarchy, and the distribution 
of capabilities sums up as polarity. This structure has two components, and the 
second specifi es the fi rst. In Richard Little’s expression: ‘Anarchy is what polarity 
makes of it.’57

The core of the theory is this idea, this image of the structure. This shows clearly 
in the last chapters of TIP and Waltz’s post-Cold War writings on the international 
system. To use neorealism means to draw from the basic idea of anarchy a general 
expectation about dynamics in a given situation, and to characterise the polarity 
and then channel the dynamics of anarchy into the particular form characteristic of 
each polarity.

Others might say the theory is balance-of-power theory. Terminology can be 
confusing in these pages. Balance of power is placed in between the theory as such 
and the ‘law-like regularities’ that the theory should help to explain. Realpolitik or 
‘balance-of-power theory’ is treated in TIP as an inherited tradition, the best existing 
literature and therefore a raw material to be refashioned in a more theoretical format 
now, when the structural theory provides it with a deeper basis. Structure explains 
why these particular methods are repeatedly used – balance-of-power theory has 
tried to explain the results that follow from these methods. By being restated as part 
of Waltz’s theory, balance of power becomes explanatory in a deeper sense than it 
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usually is – not unlike the status of models in the ‘mediating’ school presented above. 
It is important to notice how abstract the theory is, and consequently how contingent 
and mediated the effects/expectations are in different situations.

Compare Mearsheimer who presents his theory in terms of ‘assumptions’. First, 
the international system is anarchic; second, great powers inherently possess some 
offensive military capability; third, states can never be certain about other states’ 
intentions; fourth, survival is the primary goal of great powers; fi fth great powers 
are rational actors.58

Waltz, in contrast, insists that his

defi nition of structure includes only what is required to show how the units of 
the system are positioned or arranged. Everything else is omitted . . . They are 
omitted because we want to fi gure out the expected effects of structure on process 
and of process on structure. That can be done only if structure and process are 
distinctly defi ne’.59

Mearsheimer’s ‘assumptions’ include elements of process. These are different 
structures of theory.

Waltz states one assumption (and defends the principles behind simplifying 
assumptions) – that states seek to ensure their survival.60 This, however, is not an 
additional assumption, exterior to the basic picture – it is a necessary assumption in 
order for the structure to be possible, an element in the concept of anarchy. ‘A theory 
contains at least one theoretical assumption.’61 ‘Balance-of-power politics prevails 
wherever two, and only two, requirements are met: that the order be anarchic and 
that it be populated by units wishing to survive.’62

Fundamentally different is to list assumptions that are not part of one integrated 
conception, but separately meant to be ‘reasonably accurate’. This leads to a com-
putational logic of factors that interact. This approaches the if–then format of pro-
positions dominant in IR. The pictorial approach, in contrast, organises around one 
core idea.63

Discussions of Waltz’s theory have continuously been conducted as if the theory 
was of the propositional form. It is almost as if everybody was ashamed to admit they 
could not fi nd the ‘theory’ (in the sense they expected it to exist), and therefore just 
discussed it as if we all knew. Or, more likely, we are so used in political science to 
sloppy ‘theories’, that we could discuss a theory at this great length without specifying 
what the theory was. Thus it was overlooked that, in this case, the theory was there – 
only in a different shape than expected.

This has at least a specifi c and a general implication. The specifi c one has to do 
with neorealism, its validity and limitations. The general one is about the criteria 
for theories: Waltz/TIP has been the measure of ‘theory’ for 30 years – or at least 
allegedly that was the case. How the ‘highest’ theory is understood shapes the 
judgement of other contributions to the fi eld. Section III reveals this dimension by 
placing TIP within the history of the discipline. Section II.4 underlines the impact of 
my re-reading by showing how today’s neorealists mishandle their Waltzian heritage. 
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But fi rst, the present section should be rounded off by three critical observations on 
Waltz’s presentation of his theory.

1. TIP contains strikingly few drawings or diagrams.64 If the theory is basically a 
picture of an arrangement, one should expect to see it – depicted. The core of the 
theory is a model where concepts are defi ned internally in relation to each other. 
It should be possible to read out of the text an unambiguous statement about 
what is part of this model. Very likely, the model will consist of both graphic and 
linguistic elements, possibly a combination of several models, and some such 
set-ups can be interpreted from reading TIP, but there is no clear statement about 
what exactly is intended to have what status.

2. Not emphasised enough in TIP is the universal modesty that follows from this 
conception of theory. In many respects, Waltz’s theory appears very ambitious or 
even pretentious. On the other hand, he has famously said that structures ‘tell us 
a small number of big and important things’.65 However, this is often taken in an 
almost quantitative sense as a question of how much is ‘ruled’ by international 
structure relative to other factors. There is a structural modesty of a different 
kind built into the theory: because of the kind of theory it is, the ‘distance’ from 
theory to reality will always be huge, and the way theory links up to reality is 
much ‘softer’ than assumed in most mainstream IR discussions of theory.

3. Closely related is the question of deriving hypotheses and testing them. Does his 
conception of theory allow for this? Or rather: how closely can the hypotheses 
be connected to the theory? When philosophers like van Fraassen, Giere and 
Cartwright pushed an approach very similar to Waltz’s to its logical conclusion, 
the basic theory could only form a basis for specifi c models which actual events 
under very specifi c conditions came to resemble.

Waltz is misleading or at least ambiguous, when he – after criticising previous tests 
of realism – claims that tests are easy when fi nally you have a real theory.66 On 
the one hand, he wants us to ‘infer hypotheses’; on the other hand he much more 
modestly says: ‘compare features of the observed domain with the picture the theory 
has limned’.67 These features are highly aggregate and fl exible like the balancing and 
emulation of successful policies. The terminology about hypotheses, however, was 
too close to mainstream positivism and allowed easy assimilation.

II.4 Waltzianism without Waltz

Current debates on neorealism – mostly conducted within the family – follow 
recurrent patterns. Critics call for further ‘specifi cation’ of the theory. It is found to 
be too sparse, too elegant, too minimalistic. Almost any case study easily shows that 
the theory tells us less than we want to know, and the author of the case study there-
fore calls for the theory to be elaborated further. Or, more trivially, it is found that 
something important is not included in the theory, whereas the case study shows its 
importance. Waltz’s reply to the latter version is familiar: it goes against the basic 
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idea of theory to include everything in it until it becomes a 1:1 map of reality. Less 
noticed is his answer on ‘specifi cation’. Here Waltz – much like the philosophers 
presented above – stresses the importance of usage of the theory, of applications:

• ‘The matters omitted are not neglected when a theory is used. Theories are 
sparse in formulation and beautifully simple. Reality is complex and often ugly. 
Predictions are not made, nor explanations contrived, by looking at a theory and 
inferring something about particular behaviours and outcomes from it. How 
could that be done when the empirical matter that must be considered in making 
predictions or fashioning explanations can not be included in a theory? A theory 
is an instrument used to explain “the real world” and perhaps to make some 
predictions about it. In using the instrument, all sorts of information, along with 
a lot of good judgment, is needed. Theories don’t predict, people do.’68

• ‘Accounts, stories about what happens and speculations about why, are not 
theories. Much is included in an account, little is included in a theory.’69

• ‘Another favourite criticism is “the theory is underspecifi ed”, but that is a char-
acteristic of theories – Einstein’s theory is underspecifi ed, Newton’s was. The 
specifi cation comes when you test the theory, when you apply it, that’s when you 
have to specify it. That’s what, say, physicists spend most of their time doing; 
they don’t spend most of their time inventing new theories.’70 Even the ‘big’ 
debate on offensive v. defensive realism (where usually Waltz is seen as one of 
the defensive realists) is refused as an inappropriate attempt at specifi cation. The 
theory as such should only say that states act to survive, and whether they go for 
more or less power as is rational is dependent on the situation, not something the 
theory should pronounce on in general. Waltz therefore refuses the identifi cation 
of himself as ‘defensive realist’, and tries to have his own theory placed prior 
to this divide – a divide that strictly runs not between two theories, but between 
different applications of one theory.71

In discussions, these counter-arguments are reduced to a Waltzian willingness to pay 
a high price for parsimony, as if it is just about a range where Waltz’s idiosyncratic 
preference is to one extreme. These debates get into a totally trivial argument, where 
the question is set up as a trade-off: Include less in the theory and get elegance and 
clarity – include more and be able to explain more. Arguments can go on for ever. 
And it misses much of the more forceful argument from Waltz: that you actually 
explain less by including more, because if the theory is no longer ‘coherent and effec-
tive’,72 it is actually not a theory and not able to explain. It becomes purely contingent 
generalisations. If you want something else to do your explaining, you have to come 
up with a new theory (or show carefully how this can be inserted into his without 
making it less coherent and effective). ‘Changing the concepts of a theory, however, 
makes an old theory into a new one that has to be evaluated in its own right.’73

The critics – friendly as well as less so – generally do not seem willing to discuss the 
theory on the terms suggested by Waltz, i.e. in relation to his idea about theory. While 
everybody pretends to do so, in practice we get the uninspired ‘trade-off’ debate as 
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if it is unproblematic to sacrifi ce parsimony and add detail – all you lose is elegance, 
and you gain explanatory power by adding variables. The image of explanation is one 
of variables, not exactly Waltz’s kind of theory. This pattern repeats itself in relation 
to the two main debates within realism – offensive/defensive74 and neoclassical 
realism75 – as well as in Waltz’s discussion with Keohane.76

Take the case of a relatively loyal ‘improver’, Randall Schweller’s Unanswered 
Threats (quite characteristic of current trends). Schweller places the book ‘squarely 
within the new wave of neoclassical realist research, which . . . posits that systemic 
pressures are fi ltered through intervening domestic variables to produce foreign policy 
behaviors’.77 Under-balancing is explained through a domestic level ‘theory’ with four 
variables: elite consensus, elite cohesion, social cohesion and regime/government 
vulnerability. Yet it is clear that a concept like ‘under’-balancing is only meaningful 
in relation to a measure of appropriate behaviour, which is therefore presented in 
chapter 1. This ideal follows from a system-level theory, because it is only from 
understanding the international dynamics that it is possible to say anything about 
threats and balances. Thus it is clear that the book really operates with theory at two 
levels: a system-level theory and a unit-level theory. This is very much in line with 
the research programme of ‘neoclassical realism’.

This can be phrased as a move from ‘pure neorealism’ to ‘neoclassical realism’, 
but in practice it is less a move from one to the other, and more a combination of 
neorealism at the systemic level and a unit-level theory of actor behaviour (call that 
two-component thing ‘neoclassical realism’, and you can say it was a move from 
‘pure neorealism’ to ‘neoclassical realism’).

Three observations are pertinent:

1. Schweller talks about theory in relation to both levels, but clearly the profundity 
and status of the two theories are so radically different that it becomes mislead-
ing to use the same word for both.

2. The form of the theories varies too. The systemic one is not spelled out, but since 
it is ultimately grounded in Waltz’s theory (even if Schweller prefers an ‘offensive 
realism’ clothing to it) we now know this one; and the domestic level one is a 
much more traditional variables kind of theory – actually close to the form of 
theory, that Waltz criticises.

3. The aggregate effect Schweller sees as a general approach – neoclassical realism – 
but de facto it consists of two poorly integrated theories at different levels.

I do not want to make a lot of the familiar issue (cf. the Elman/Waltz debate) of 
whether it is possible or advisable to build a foreign policy theory on the basis 
of neorealism.78 Rather, I would like to emphasise the tension between different 
philosophies of science.

De facto the systemic theory is treated almost according to scientifi c realism, as 
underlying mechanisms that are always part of the explanation whenever the unit-
level theory is used too. These mechanisms are inherent in the international system, 
and taken for granted as the basis for both generating the puzzle motivating the 
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book – it is because states do not do what the theory predicts, that Schweller’s own 
theory is necessary – and part of the explanation, because it is when the two theories 
combine that we fully understand. But only the new part of the theory is tested, not 
the underlying mechanisms, and nor is the combined theory. The mechanisms are 
taken for granted and are all pervasive; the question is how states respond to them. 
When in the opening part it is noted that states ‘misbehave’ (under-balance) more 
often than not, this is not taken as the starting point for an examination of neorealism 
(an anomaly, a possible falsifi cation), although it is only with reference to this theory, 
that behaviour is necessarily anomalous. In contrast, it is assumed that the general 
laws of international realism basically operate at some subterranean level – only they 
do not emerge into actuality the way we would expect, and therefore more factors 
must be at play.79 Implicitly, it is assumed here that the systemic theory should not 
be held to a simple correlation standard, and the challenge is to better understand the 
factors that condition how these mechanisms translate into actual outcomes.

Schweller’s own theory, in contrast, is a very ad hoc type of theory for a specifi c 
kind of question.80 This new theory (of foreign policy) is then tested in a correlation-
like manner, holding independent and dependent variables against each other: does 
the distribution of the explanatory variables correspond to the outcomes?

This seems the general pattern: Waltz’s academic grandchildren build theory 
according to a positivist manual very far from chapter 1 of TIP. Not only do they 
violate his injunctions against add-ons to the theory (be that as it may, it is in some 
sense a tribute to his triumph: he has already said it all; we need to move on), they 
do not build the new theories in his style but adopt ideas of theory that he explicitly 
warned against.81

The new realisms mix different degrees of theory, underlying general theory with 
one philosophy to law-like theories added on with a different philosophy. Waltz’s 
theory of theory plays no role among Waltzians.

III.  The sociology of TIP’s place in (American) IR history

Can we explain what parts of Waltz’s theory were infl uential and which were not?
I have previously told this part of the history of the discipline in terms of some 

drawings (Figures 1 and 2).82 
The 1970s was a period of crisis for realism with Keohane and Nye’s Power 

and Interdependence gaining ground on Politics Among Nations as a core text. The 
second debate left a vague yearning for ‘science’ but – especially among realists – 
a scepticism against method-driven forms. The discipline was left hanging in 
the pluralistic, unsettled ‘inter-paradigm’ situation with a self-conception of 
incommensurable paradigms co-existing. In this situation, Waltz recast the whole 
landscape with TIP. Realism came back to the fore, and the terms were set for all 
other approaches especially due to the high threshold set by Waltz for what counts as 
‘theory’. Liberalism reacted by accommodating to Waltz in two respects: accepting 
the alleged core assumptions of neorealism (anarchy and egotism) and trying to 
devise a similarly minimalistic theory (institutions matter; through a market-failure 
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theory it can be understood how information is a key variable that explains the 
rational creation of institutions in specifi c situations). Neorealism and neoliberalism 
shed much of the broader philosophical and ethical baggage, and became more sci-
entifi c. Thus the distance decreased and both became microeconomics emulating 
rationalist theories. The main line of debate therefore shifted to the diagonal one 
of rationalism–refl ectivism. Thus Waltz gave rise within IR to both rationalism and 
poststructuralism (the latter repaying the favour by bestowing the school name of 
‘neorealism’83 which, as often happens with academic naming, furthered the career 
of Waltz’s theory).

This ultra-short version places neorealism in discipline-wide patterns. Shifts are 
not strictly a question of the intention of author, but the intention of the text:84 given 
other contenders, available allies and possible transformations in a given situation, 
the meaning of a text is constituted in the interaction. Just as with system–structural 
effects on units in the international system, the strategic moves of a theorist will also 
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be shaped by the larger constellation and dynamics of the discipline. What becomes 
important is determined not by an individual, but relationally in terms of what clicks 
with other things said and not said, what is a meaningful move in the situation, and 
what can generate social energy in relation to other scholars.85 Waltz’s own insights 
about international relations tragically applied to himself: systemic effects insert 
themselves between intention and outcome; only in this case the system was the 
discipline of IR.

In terms of effects, during the ‘fourth debate’ throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, 
the key axis became constituted by the microeconomic element in TIP, because this 
could fuse with similar inspiration among neoliberal institutionalists and not least with 
the wave of rational choice methodology. This was an ideal platform for refl ectivist 
critics to build their position on; and ritualised debates resulted.

TIP was successful, especially among security scholars, in getting realism back 
to the centre of the discipline, no longer as the theory of the past, but again as the 
theory of the future. However, this was – as we saw above – far from the only or 
even the main aim of the author. He also succeeded in riding a general aspiration 
of the discipline to become more scientifi c, and successfully got this interpreted as 
meaning structural, microeconomic and with stronger theory. Finally, some specifi c 
arguments in the theory were widely accepted, notably the causal power of polarity 
and the advantages of bipolarity over multipolarity. Three failures were notable: 
deducing from both bipolarity and unipolarity a policy warning against unnecessary 
(wasteful) and counter-productive (escalatory) practices regarding both armaments 
and interventions; composure regarding the spread of nuclear weapons; and his under-
standing of the nature of theory. Roughly, he succeeds at the level of ‘paradigms’ and 
science, but fails at the levels of meta-theory and policy.

The failure to convey a specifi c understanding of theory, which I believe the present 
paper has demonstrated, is probably due to ‘the positivist tradition that permeates 
American political science’ (to quote Waltz86). When the end result is a discipline 
worshipping correlations after the strong impact of a book based on strident anti-
empiricism, it a clear demonstration of an incredible pull in American IR towards 
low-theory empiricism.87

On a more speculative note, one might contemplate a connection between the 
failures. Is it because of the failure to establish reality-distanced ambitious theory 
that more provocative and unwelcome political arguments fail? Less theoretical 
empiricism by defi nition is closer to ‘common sense’, i.e. the politically viable in a 
given political situation. That would make a case for the political importance of the 
seemingly least political chapter, in TIP – chapter 1.

Let me end this paper by continuing this historical narrative into the near future. 
Is it time to redraw the map of IR – beyond the fourth debate – with a ‘front line’ of 
empiricism v. theory? At the level of analysis, theory, thinking, and understanding, 
I agree with Waltz that we should emphasise specifi c theories, not vague paradigms 
or schools. Much is lost by teaching and testing loose aggregates rather than precise 
theories. However, I also appreciate the sociological reality of the larger labels (despite 
the current fashion among disciplinary historians of seeing the great debates as sheer 
myths, and among scholars of seeing isms as purely harmful). The discipline evolves 
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as social system where major works are defi ned – constituted and given meaning – 
due to the energy they can produce in a given constellation, as TIP did. Maps matter. 
At any given time, there is some sense of main theories/schools, fronts and debates, 
and this helps to defi ne what projects are more important than others. For a decade 
we have now been in the slipstream of the fourth debate – no longer lively and 
actively conducted, but still the most relevant general map. A polarised rationalism/
refl ectivism debate mutated into an axis with more and more people located towards 
the middle, but still defi ning themselves in relation to this axis. But how is the axis 
now, and where to go next? Could the diagonal line in my second fi gure begin to curl 
up and reveal a new split along the line of correlation–empiricism v. theory?

Waltz’s placement at one extreme in the typical fourth debate image is contingent 
on the defi ning role of rationalism/refl ectivism (economics v. sociology, rational 
choice v. culture). But increasingly, the main challenge might be the recurrent 
relapse of American mainstream IR into neo-neo-neo-. . .-positivism.88 This article 
demonstrates how radical Waltz’s anti-empiricism is. During the fourth debate 
refl ectivists often fl irted with classical realists and tried to enlist their historical 
status as support against neorealists and other rationalists. It is time for a new pincer 
movement: Waltz’s insistence on the distance between theory and reality together 
with the crucial importance of theory actually makes neorealism compatible with 
much refl ectivism, if only the nature of theory is brought into play as a separate 
issue – not part of a religious division into positivists and post-positivists. It is time 
to make Waltz unsafe for the mainstream.

That the positivism/post-positivism debate has become sterile is often well 
argued by critical realists (and other scientifi c realists), but their solution is to put 
up a new meta-theory creating both ‘beware of gurus!’ reactions and a fl ight towards 
philosophy, not towards IR theory. It is probably better to dissolve a lot of these issues 
by being agnostic about realism/instrumentalism along the route of Boltzmann and 
Waltz. Rationalism/refl ectivism are far from irrelevant; but they could be treated 
usefully as questions of social theory and pragmatic methodology choices.89

Beyond this somewhat personal strategic refl ection, this article hopefully shows 
the importance for the discipline of getting a much clearer idea of the different kinds 
and levels of theory at play.

The extreme case of Waltz being so victorious in the discipline, and yet being con-
sistently misinterpreted on the question of theory, shows the power of a dominant 
philosophy of science in US IR, and thus the challenge facing ambitious theorising. 
It might be time to rethink the restraint in various other camps against theory in order 
to get a new creativity in this, probably the most diffi cult part of the discipline.

‘From theory all else follows.’90

Notes
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