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A Certain Idea of Science: 
How International Relations Theory 

Avoids Reviewing the Cold War 

William C. Wohlfarth 

The attitude of mainstream scholars of world politics to the relationship 
between science and history is much like the Bolsheviks' attitude to the 
relationship between socialism and capitalism. Stalin may have had only 
the vaguest idea of what the socialism he was supposedly building would 
look like, but he was absolutely certain of one thing: it would not be 
capitalism. Today's scholars lack a single vision of what a science of inter-
national relations is, but most of them can agree on one thing: it is not 
history. One consequence of this attitude is that assessing the relationship 
between international relations theory and the new Cold War history is a 
vexing task. In this chapter, I explain why my assigned topic is so 
problematic, show that it need not be so, and make the case for how some 
of the new information ought to be assimilated. 

To get an idea of the barriers to updating theory in response to new 
historical evidence, consider two related facts. First, there is no docu-
mented instance of any noted scholar of international relations changing 
his or her view of any theory in response to fresh historical evidence. There 
are, however, instances of scholars abandoning theories whole hog in 
response to other sorts of evidence, such as statistical findings, events, or 
failed predictions. I So the problem is not the relationship between theories 
and evidence, but the relationship between theories and historical evi-
dence.2 Second, there is in the field today no sense of suspense concerning 
new revelations about the Cold War. If the top refereed journals, the 
graduate syllabi of the highest-ranked departments, and the programs of 
professional meetings are any guide, indifference would best describe the 
field's official reaction. If scholars thought that historical data about the 
Cold War might alter the fate of influential theories, surely they would 
look forward to new releases with some nervous or eager anticipation. This 
suspense, which is so typical of science, is conspicuous by its absence 
among scholars of international relations.) 

The chapter proceeds as follows. In the first section, I show that this 
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reaction to the new evidence is understandable, given the nature of 
theoretical controversies in international relations, but it is intellectually 
indefensible in our data-poor field. Moreover, it is probably reversible, 
since it does not reflect a general problem of relating theories and evidence 
but instead stems directly from the particular way debates have been 
organized in recent years. Second, I argue that this lackadaisical approach 
to historical evidence is particularly costly in the case of the new Cold War 
history, for the sudden availability of new evidence reflects a unique 
opportunity to clarify and advance key theoretical debates. The new 
evidence will influence the theoretical debate; the only question is how. If 
the process unfolds as it has in the past, new data will be assimilated in a 
manner that bears scant resemblance to the scientific ideal to which the 
field aspires. In the final part, I document some intellectual trends that 
run counter to the field's general reluctance to take historical evidence 
seriously. Against a backdrop of social scientists eager to get on with the 
business of predicting and explaining post-Cold War international politics 
there are some scholarly tendencies that encourage a more disciplined 
approach to the work of the new Cold War historians. 

IR theory and new historical evidence 

At first brush, a blase attitude toward the new evidence seems over-
determined. The positivist notion that testing theories is a simple matter 
of checking the correspondence between theoretical predictions and 
independent observations has been on the retreat since World War II, while 
over the past two decades influential new social science theories have 
undermined faith in the reliability of traditional historical evidence. These 
intellectual trends and the popular arguments that emerge from them 
provide the setting - but only the setting - for the more immediate 
challenge to careful assimilation of the new Cold War materials. 

The standard arguments 

Compared to their predecessors of twenty or even ten years ago, today's 
graduate students are wonderfully sophisticated about epistemology. They 
know that Kuhn and Lakatos came after Popper, and so that the connec-
tion between theories and observations is complex. Today's journals are 
full of references to post-positivism, scientific realism, non-Humean 
conceptions of causality, Laktosian standards of theory-evaluation, and 
the like.4 In short, it is hardly necessary to repeat here the standard list of 
arguments from philosophers, sociologists, and historians of science that 
have undermined naIve notions about evidence and falsifiability. 

In addition, writings in the field show an increased preoccupation with 

Reviewing the Cold War : Approaches, Interpretations, Theory, edited by Odd Arne Westad, Routledge, 2000. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1474928.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 05:35:03.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

0.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.






































