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 From the invasion of Manchuria to the signing of the Molotov-Ribben
 trop agreement, students of international relations too often found them
 selves emotionally and intellectually unprepared for the event. If they are
 to be taken seriously in the 1950s, they must show that they now know what

 went wrong, that they now know what sorts of data and analysis would
 have given them in the 1930s the answers that were then denied them.

 ?William TR. Fox1

 To improve our theories we need to know how and why they are inade
 quate. The how is not hard to establish. Political scientists and their the
 ories failed not only to anticipate any of the dramatic events of the last
 several years but also to recognize the possibility that such changes could
 take place. The why of our collective failure is also apparent. . . . [We]

 * I am grateful to Stephen Brooks, David Dessler, Christianne Hardy, R. Ned Lebow, Thomas
 Risse, Bruce Russe?, Nina Tannenwald, and Alex Wendt for their critical comments on earlier drafts;
 and to the Olin Foundation and International Security Studies at Yale for supporting my fellowship in
 1996-98.

 1 Fox, "Interwar International Relations Research: The American Experience," World Politics 2 (Oc
 tober 1949), 67-68.

 World Politics 50 (July 1998), 650-80
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 were misled by widely shared and deeply ingrained conceptions about the
 behavior of great powers in general and the Soviet Union in particular.

 ?Richard Ned Lebow and Thomas Risse-Kappen

 THE end of the cold war is not the first major event to take schol ars of international relations by surprise, and it doubtless will not
 be the last. The two epigraphs express an idea that resurfaces whenever

 we are astonished by events in the domain we seek to understand: sci
 ence should learn from surprise. The purpose of this essay is to review
 the debate over the theoretical implications of the end of the cold war
 in light of the new evidence that has accumulated during the past five

 years. The books under review demonstrate that the debate contains
 many of the ingredients for an unusually instructive reality check for
 scholars and their theories: focus, provided by an unexpected event of
 seminal importance; competition, generated by a lively contest between
 established theories; and data, reflected in a recent outpouring of fasci
 nating new information. Still, I find that the evidence cannot advance
 the debate, primarily because one crucial ingredient is missing: a stan
 dard for evaluating theories in response to major events that is sensitive
 both to the complexity of the events themselves and to the kinds of ev
 idence such events are likely to produce.

 The article is organized into four main parts dealing with theory, ev
 idence, method, and suggestions for future research. I begin with an
 outline of the theoretical debate, which shows that scholars' arguments
 for revising the theoretical agenda in response to the end of the cold

 war imply the need for careful empirical study of the event. The
 stronger the argument, the greater the demand for knowledge about
 the event. Although their arguments presuppose careful empirical re
 search on the event, scholars rarely conduct such research or propose
 how it might be conducted. The gap between the demand and supply
 of empirical research is predictable in a field that appears to reward the
 ory development over testing, but in this case it also reflects a timing
 problem. The debate peaked before the emergence of good secondary
 accounts.

 The empirical works reviewed in the second section represent the
 cutting edge of a new wave of scholarship that benefits from unprece
 dented access to information. We know more about the events of

 1989-91 than earlier scholars, writing from a similar vantage, knew
 about events of comparable importance, such as the First and Second

 World Wars and the origins of the cold war. With new knowledge
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 comes a greater appreciation of the explanatory challenges involved and
 a clearer sense of the interpretive disputes that divide scholars. While
 the new data hold out the promise of widely accepted findings con
 cerning the event, they put a premium on the kind of analytical clarity
 that has thus far been absent from the theoretical debate. In the third

 section I review the lessons that emerge from a comparison between
 the scholarly debates on theory and the newer empirical accounts. The

 major lesson is that because scholars rarely make the empirical implica
 tions of their arguments explicit, new information concerning the event
 cannot advance the debate. The result is a clash between theory and ev
 idence, in which competing theories rarely compete over the same em
 pirical ground and in which theories that actually complement one
 another in explaining the event are often treated as if they were in a
 zero-sum competition.

 The upshot is that unless we change the way we formulate arguments
 for revising theories, the greatest upheaval in international relationships
 in half a century will have no diagnostic utility for international relations
 theory. In the years ahead we are likely to see further releases of primary
 evidence concerning the end of the half-century U.S.-Soviet rivalry, the
 collapse of the Soviet alliance in Europe, and the reunification of Ger
 many. Now is the time to clarify the debate on whether, how, and by
 how much these peaceful changes should alter our confidence in con
 tending theories and hypotheses in international relations. I conclude
 the article with guidelines designed to increase the likelihood of more
 productive future encounters between international relations theory
 and the burgeoning new data set on the end of the cold war.

 I. International Relations Theory and the
 End of the Cold War

 Lebow and Risse-Kappens collection is by far the best treatment of the
 theoretical implications of the end of the cold war for international re
 lations scholars.2 The product of a 1991 conference at Cornell Univer

 2 A second generation of scholarship on international relations theory and the end of the cold war
 is in the works: Thomas Bierstecker, Richard Herrmann, R. Ned Lebow, and Nina Tannenwald are
 editing a forthcoming volume, Understanding the End of the Cold War, as part of a multiyear project or
 ganized by the Mershon Center of Ohio State University and the Watson Institute for International
 Studies at Brown University. The new and forthcoming literature on change in Soviet foreign policy
 promises to be particularly rich. Important examples include Jeffrey T Checkel, Ideas and International
 Political Change: Soviet/Russian Behavior and the End of the Cold War (New Haven: Yale University
 Press, 1997); Matthew Evangelista, Taming the Bear: Transnational Relations and the Demise of the So
 viet Threat (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, forthcoming); Robert D. English, Russia Views the
 West: The Intellectual and Political Origins of Soviet New Thinking (New York: Columbia University
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 sity, the book retains the intensity of that early phase of the debate
 while also benefiting from the contributors having had time to revise
 their chapters in light of subsequent criticism.3 The editors note in the
 preface that the book is meant to be a first cut at the problem rather
 than an "enduring" contribution. Yet despite this modest disclaimer, the
 collection will likely endure?as a primary source on how the discipline
 of international politics reacted to a seminal event occurring at an im
 portant stage of its intellectual development.

 Though some important intellectual trends are absent, such as for
 mal theory or large-N empirical research, the book captures much of
 what goes on in international relations scholarship today: the competi
 tion among systemic or structural theories, mainly the latest versions of
 realism and liberalism; the competition between systemic theories and
 domestic, decision-making approaches or two-level theories; and the
 renewed competition in world politics over the explanatory force of
 ideas as opposed to that of material factors. The heart of the book is the
 various authors' efforts to reconsider this agenda in light of the end of
 the cold war.

 Arguments for Revision

 The Lebow and Risse-Kappen book presents four responses to the end
 of the cold war, which, with one important exception that I discuss
 below, reflect the arguments found in the wider literature. The editors
 introduce the book with the strongest response: that the end of the cold

 war undermined the field's entire theoretical agenda. The emergence of
 cooperation between rival states, the collapse and expansion of al
 liances, the unification of great powers, and the stability of international
 systems all fall within the domain of international relations theory. In
 Lebow and Risse-Kappen's view, the fact that such changes came as a
 total surprise to the professionals whose job it was to understand inter

 Press, forthcoming); and Sarah E. Mendelson, Changing Course: Ideas, Politics, and the Soviet With
 drawal from Afghanistan (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998). Other notable treatments from
 the first wave include Pierre Allen and Kjell Goldmann, eds., The End of the Cold War: Evaluating The
 ories of International Relations (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Martinus Nijhoff, 1992); Michael Hogan, ed.,
 The End of the Cold War: Its Meaning and Implications (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992);
 John Lewis Gaddis, "International Relations Theory and the End of the Cold War," International Se
 curity 17 (Winter 1992-93); Richard Herrmann, "Policy-Relevant Theory and the Challenge of Di
 agnosis: The End of the Cold War as a Case Study," Political Psychology 15 (March 1994); and Fred

 Halliday, "The End of the Cold War and International Relations: Some Analytic and Theoretical
 Considerations," in Ken Booth and Steve Smith, eds., International Relations Theory Today (University
 Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995).

 3 Chapters by Richard Ned Lebow, Thomas Risse-Kappen, Rey Koslowski and Friedrich Kra
 tochwil, and Janice Gross Stein were initially published in International Organization 48 (Spring
 1994).
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 national politics warrants a major r??valuation of the fields premises.
 The field was caught flat-footed because "none of the existing theories
 of international relations recognized the possibility that the kind of
 change that did occur could occur. Because of the failure to recognize
 this theoretical possibility, practitioners remained insensitive to the
 change after it was well under way" (p. 2). Thus, the failure was funda
 mentally conceptual. Scholars built theories that hindered understand
 ing by excluding important causes of international change. The
 experience exposes something deeply wrong with our most cherished
 assumptions about theory and research.4

 Second is the argument that the end of the cold war transformed the
 agenda by dramatically undermining in particular only one theory: ne
 orealism. In the strongest such argument, Rey Koslowski and Friedrich
 Kratochwil maintain that "the changes of 1989 present a crucial test
 case for neorealism and its systemic approach to international politics.
 Since ... neorealism does not provide a coherent explanation for these
 transformations, the development of an alternative theoretical frame
 work becomes necessary" (pp. 127-28). In a chapter on the failure of
 realism, Lebow argues similarly that the end of the cold war "contra
 dicts many realist claims and suggests the need for alternative ap
 proaches to the study of international relations" (p. 25).

 The third and most popular response is to argue that the end of the
 cold war constitutes a warrant for revising the theoretical agenda by al
 tering the balance between theories or theoretical traditions. Risse
 Kappen argues that an adequate explanation emerges when one couples
 n?or?alisme focus on the security dilemma and hegemonic decline with
 information about both the domestic structures of the key states and
 the ideas that animated political actors. Janice Gross Stein concludes
 similarly that neither domestic nor international structures are suffi
 cient to account for policy change but must be supplemented by the
 analysis of how key decision makers learn from the feedback generated
 by their policies. Jack Snyder combines elements of neorealism, liberal
 ism, and modernization theory to explain the peaceful demise of the
 cold war international order. Each author suggests that henceforth
 scholars should integrate standard international relations theories with
 alternatives that appear to be necessary to explain the end of the cold

 4 Gaddis (fn. 2) offers the most comprehensive statement of this argument. It is especially appeal
 ing to scholars who advocate newer theories, less tainted by an association with the field's failure to
 anticipate the end of the cold war. For a recent example, see Peter J. Katzenstein, ed., The Culture of

 National Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996),
 chap. 1.
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 war: "comparative politics and an improved modernization theory"
 (Snyder, 118); learning theory (Stein, 246); and "approaches that inte
 grate domestic politics, transnational relations, and the role of ideas"
 (Risse-Kappen, 210).

 The fourth type of response is a middle-range argument for evaluat
 ing specific hypotheses drawn from different theoretical traditions.

 Kenneth Oye rejects the notion that realism is a theory that can be
 evaluated against this or any other event, yet he takes on the task of ex
 amining the veracity of specific realist hypotheses concerning overex
 tension and decline. Michael Doyle examines three strands of
 liberalism in a similar vein. In his second contribution, Lebow r??valu
 ?tes his earlier model of motivated bias in decision making based on the
 Gorbachev case. And most of Stein's contribution compares the ability
 of hypotheses drawn from cognitive psychology and theories of politi
 cal learning to account for the evolution of the Soviet leader's "new
 thinking." In each of these instances, authors simply evaluate specific
 hypotheses without making a case for transforming or revising the re
 search agenda of the subfield.

 Finally, there is yet a fifth response to the end of the cold war, a re
 sponse voiced at the Cornell conference but not included in the final
 book?namely, that the entire Lebow and Risse-Kappen project is sus
 pect.5 Scholars resistant to the lessons Lebow, Risse-Kappen, and their
 contributors seek to draw are likely to insist that social science theories
 do not predict or explain single events, but rather that they explain only
 general patterns of outcomes. They may be inclined to see the events of
 1989-91 as anomalous, extreme, or outside the scope of international
 relations theory. In this view, the meaning of the event for theory can
 be ascertained only by adding it, or parts of it, to existing data sets and
 conducting small- or large-N tests. Not only is this probably the ma
 jority view among scholars of international politics in the United
 States, but it is also a position that has come to seem more plausible

 with time. As the sense of astonishment at the unexpected events of
 1989-91 fades, so too does the commonsensical appeal of the con
 tention that they have special importance for theory. Methodological ar
 guments that might have seemed petulant in 1991 now appear prudent.

 What the Arguments Entail

 What all these arguments share is a simple form hiding a very complex
 substance. To varying degrees each is really a conjecture about the end

 5 For an example of this kind of response, see Stephen M. Walt's review of Lebow and Risse-Kappen,
 "The Gorbachev Interlude and International Relations Theory," Diplomatic History 21 (Summer 1997).
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 of the cold war, as well as about its relation to theory and to other
 events. The main deficiency of the Lebow and Risse-Kappen volume
 and the larger debate it reflects is not that such arguments are proposed
 without the accompanying empirical support?that is too much to ask
 of articles prepared so soon after a major event?but that they are for
 mulated without making their empirical implications explicit. That de
 fect not only makes it hard to evaluate the arguments as more evidence
 becomes available, it renders the specific claims hard to interpret.

 Lebow and Risse-Kappens starting point?the fields "embarrassing
 failure" in 1989?exemplifies the problem. On the surface, the claim
 seems simple: theories ruled out events like the end of the cold war, so
 they must be wrong. However, the editors' subsequent discussion makes
 it clear that this is not their meaning. Lebow and Risse-Kappen recog
 nize that social science theories are at best probabilistic, and so do not
 predict or rule out specific events. They know that there is no way to
 construe any theory as saying "if an event like the end of the cold war
 happens, this theory cannot be true." Instead, their argument is more
 subtle and also much harder to evaluate. They contend that scholars
 dressed up conventional wisdom about the stability of the international
 system as a set of scientific theories that then hindered anticipation and
 early understanding of the event by excluding or downplaying impor
 tant causes of international change. This is an important argument, but
 it is a hard one to substantiate. To demonstrate that indeterminate the

 ories were really the causes of people's failure to ask certain questions,
 investigate particular facts, and reach certain conclusions is a challeng
 ing enterprise, requiring, among other things, a comparative study of
 the "anticipatory" performance of scholars adhering to different as
 sumptions about theory. Such a study might make a major contribution
 by documenting some of the costs involved in the way international re
 lations scholars have chosen to construct theories?though it would
 still be vulnerable to the standard reservations about what social science

 theories can tell us about rare and complex events.6 In any case, no one

 6Most social scientists would expect social theory to fail to anticipate such complex outcomes. See
 Michael Hechter, ed., "Symposium on Prediction in the Social Sciences," American Sociological Review
 100 (May 1995). The only claim for predictive success (a "contingent forecast" emerging from the
 democratic peace literature) among theorists of international relations is James Lee Ray and Bruce
 Russett, "The Future as Arbiter of Theoretical Controversies: Predictions, Explanations and the End
 of the Cold War," British Journal of Political Science 26 (October 1996). For claims on the part of soci
 ologists and Sovietologists, see Randall Collins and David Waller, "What Theories Predicted the State
 Breakdowns and the Revolutions in the Soviet Bloc?" Research in Social Movements, Conflicts, and
 Change 14 (1992); Seymour Martin Lipset and Gyorgy Bence, "Anticipations of the Failure of Com
 munism," Theory and Society 23, no. 2 (1994). A good critique of predictive claims is Peter Rutland,
 "Sovietology: Notes for a Post-Mortem," National Interest 31 (Spring 1993).
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 in the Lebow and Risse-Kappen volume nor any other participant in
 the debate on the theoretical implications of the cold war's end has
 proposed such a study or discussed its requirements in detail.

 The bulk of the book, as well as the debate it reflects, is about alter
 ing the balance between theories. According to Lebow and Risse-Kap
 pen, the field's "embarrassing failure" in 1989 does not discriminate
 between theories: all theories fared equally poorly at preparing scholars
 and decision makers intellectually for the possibility of the end of the
 cold war. No contributor explores how any proposed revision would af
 fect the field's macroanalytical performance in dealing with future
 "1989s" or whether a combination of theories that would have per
 formed well in 1989 would be of much use for anything else. So the ed
 itors' and authors' specific arguments for transforming or revising the
 agenda or evaluating individual hypotheses are not grounded in the
 standard of theory appraisal with which the editors introduce the book.

 If prediction or intellectual preparation are not the standards to
 which theories should be held, on what basis do authors make their ar
 guments? Some refer to the idea that the end of the cold war is a "cru
 cial case" that must closely fit a theory (here, neorealism) if we are to
 have any confidence in it.7 But no one develops this reasoning, mainly
 because, as Richard Herrmann notes in the concluding chapter, "nei
 ther international relations theory nor the end of the Cold War is easy
 to define" (p. 179). The indeterminacy and ambiguity of mainstream
 theories, as well as the daunting complexity of the event itself, under

 mine the idea that the necessity (or the existence) of a correspondence
 between the two is easy to establish even after the fact. In the end, the
 questions of how well a theory fits or should fit a case involve some ef
 fort to explain it. Whether the end of the cold war is a crucial or even
 an appropriate case for a theory depends on whether key causes or im
 portant elements of the case lie outside the theory's domain. For exam
 ple, in a response to Lebow and Risse-Kappen's book, Stephen Walt
 argued that "criticizing realism for failing to anticipate the collapse of
 the Soviet Union is a bit like chiding it for failing to explain the Great

 Depression, the behavior or subatomic particles, or the causes of can
 cer."8 However, the veracity of Walt's objection depends on the finding
 that the Soviet collapse is the causal key to the end of the cold war? a

 matter for empirical research.

 7 See Harry Eckstein, "Case Study and Theory in Political Science," in Fred I. Greenstein and Nel
 son Polsby, eds., Handbook of Political Science, vol. 7, Strategies of Inquiry (Reading, Mass.: Addison

 Wesley, 1975).
 8 Walt (fn. 5), 476.
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 Thus, in the final analysis editors and contributors recognize that
 easy updating?revising theories merely by comparing observed behav
 ior with theoretical predictions?does not distinguish between theories
 in this case. Consequently, the authors' arguments are necessarily causal.

 They state that power, ideas, domestic politics, individual leaders,
 norms, institutions, interdependence, or other causes "mattered"
 enough to warrant a changed view of the veracity of theories or hy
 potheses. Indeed, the stronger the claim for theory appraisal, the bolder
 the accompanying causal claim. Those who argue that the event under
 mined the entire research agenda or influential theoretical traditions
 claim or imply that some cause of the end of the cold war ultimately
 determined or otherwise trumped other causes. Those who argue for a
 more subtle rebalancing of theories or simply probe the plausibility of a
 given hypothesis make weaker claims (for example, that domestic poli
 tics "mattered" in addition to other causes).

 The theories examined by Lebow, Risse-Kappen, and their contrib
 utors can be distinguished and evaluated against a single complex case
 only by competitive causal analysis or process tracing. Yet neither edi
 tors nor contributors?nor indeed most participants in the debate on
 the theoretical implications of the cold war's end?discuss the method
 and its role in theory appraisal.9 It may be asking too much of a volume
 such as this one to address contentious questions of methodology. But
 the failure to confront directly their ultimate dependence on some form
 of careful causal analysis undercuts the efforts of Lebow, Risse-Kappen,
 their contributors, and other scholars searching for the theoretical
 lessons of the end of the cold war. The problem is the fifth response to
 the end of the cold war?skepticism about the whole project due to the
 single-case problem. The editors address this position only in the pref
 ace, rejecting the idea that the event is "irrelevant to the testing and de
 velopment of theory" in favor of the argument that it is "worth
 studying" (ix). But that is hardly the point?it is difficult to imagine
 any scholar of international relations claiming that the end of the cold
 war is not worth studying. The issue is how relevant is the event? There

 9On process tracing in qualitative research, see Alexander L. George and Timothy J. McKeown,
 "Case Studies and Theories of Organizational Decision Making," in Robert F. Coulam and Richard A.
 Smith, eds., Advances in Information Processing in Organizations, vol. 2 (Greenwich, Conn.: JAI Press,
 1985); Clayton Roberts, The Logic of Historical Explanation (University Park: Pennsylvania State Uni
 versity Press, 1996); and Andrew Bennett and Alexander George, "Process Tracing in Case Study Re
 search" (Paper presented at the MacArthur Foundation Workshop on Case Study Methods, Harvard

 University, October 1997; available at http://www.georgetown.edu/bennett). This paper is a prelimi
 nary discussion of material that will appear in Bennett and George, Case Studies and Theory Develop
 ment (Cambridge: MIT Press, forthcoming).
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 is only a methodological debate if scholars make big claims for theory
 based on a single event. But much of the language in the Lebow and
 Risse-Kappen volume is ambiguous on precisely how large the claims
 are and how much they rest on this event.

 Contributors appear to lack a vocabulary for discussing levels of con
 fidence in theories and hypotheses, which are either corroborated or
 falsified. Yet (Koslowski and Kratochwil excepted) authors making ar
 guments for revising the agenda are reluctant to suggest that the events
 of 1989-91 falsify a theory. Lebow, for example, notes that his chapter
 on realism is not a "test," and he never says in so many words that real
 ism should be abandoned. But if realism is not to be abandoned, how
 should we change our view of it? No essay forwards a test of a hypoth
 esis or suggests how one might be constructed. But if theory revision
 does not entail hypothesis testing, how is it accomplished? No answer is
 provided, because the question is never asked. In addition, many au
 thors do not clarify whether the theoretical lessons they derive are lim
 ited to the explanation of this event or apply in general. They note how
 hypotheses might need to be altered or combined to account for this
 event without stating whether this is a general lesson or one limited to
 the specific explanatory problem presented by the end of the cold war.
 Even when authors make strong arguments for revision, they do not
 state how much of the recommended change is warranted by the end
 of the cold war itself as opposed to other cases. Lebow's strong critique
 of realism devotes equal space to the origins, course, and end of the cold
 war. In their theoretical sections criticizing neorealism, Koslowski and
 Kratochwil treat the French Revolution, as well as patterns of events
 after the end of the cold war. In each case it is difficult to determine

 how much of the theoretical argument hangs on each chapter's brief
 but lively case study of the end of the cold war.

 This is a serious problem. The book is about reevaluating theory in
 response to the end of the cold war, but its claims on precisely that issue
 are often difficult to interpret. And ambiguity concerning the key ques
 tions of how and how much specific theories or hypotheses should be
 changed as a consequence of this event characterizes not just the
 Lebow and Risse-Kappen collection, but the larger debate of which it
 is a part. The discussion seems torn between the conviction that the
 end of the cold war is a natural experiment for subjecting scholars and
 their theories to a ruthless reality check and uncertainty about how
 that experiment should be conducted. And the more we learn about the
 events themselves, the more evident the costs of this uncertainty
 become.
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 II. The Emerging Story

 The books by Brown, Hough, L?vesque, and Zelikow and Rice repre
 sent only a fraction of the huge literature on the transformation of So
 viet and world politics between 1987 and 1991.10 Their footnotes
 encompass a far greater proportion of the available sources, however,
 including more than one hundred memoirs by Soviet, American, Ger

 man, and Eastern European decision makers, at least as many inter
 views, a vast secondary literature, many declassified documents, and, in
 the case of Zelikow and Rice, who served on the staff of George Bushs
 National Security Council, an impressive selection of classified U.S.
 sources. Brown and Hough seek to explain what most observers agree is
 the key precipitating cause of international change: Mikhail Gor
 bachev's ultimately failed effort to restructure his country's domestic
 system and its international circumstances. L?vesque and Zelikow and
 Rice focus on the events that constitute the culmination of the cold

 war: the collapse of the Soviet alliance in Europe and the subsequent
 reunification of Germany.
 While important differences distinguish these authors from one an

 other and from other chroniclers of the events of 1989-91, their expla
 nations tend to converge on those parts of the story for which available
 information is most plentiful. In general, they center on four phases of
 change, each of which is characterized by a different mix of causes: ini
 tial material and social pressures (both domestic and international); the
 initial set of ideas and associated strategies with which Gorbachev and
 his circle came to power; on-the-job learning in response to domestic
 and international feedback; and reactions to the material and social
 pressures unintentionally unleashed by the new policies. They agree
 that while top decision makers and the ideas they hold lie at the center
 of any explanation, the material conditions, social forces, and institu
 tional incentives that are so central to social theories do play vital roles
 by creating the initial pressures for change, shaping strategies, and ex
 plaining the giant gap between agents' intentions and the ultimate out
 come. In particular, the books under review establish the story up to the

 10 As of this writing, the books under review are among the most recent, comprehensive, and best
 documented with publicly available sources. Many other books should certainly be considered essen
 tial reading, including Raymond L. Garthoff, The Great Transition (Washington, D.C.: Brookings In
 stitution, 1994); Jack F. Matlock, Jr., Autopsy on an Empire: The American Ambassadors Account of the
 Collapse of the Soviet Union (New York: Random House, 1995); Don Oberdorfer, The Turn (New York:
 Poseiden, 1991); Michael R. Besschloss and Strobe Talbott, At the Highest Levels: The Inside Story of
 the End of the Cold War (Boston: Little Brown, 1993); and Robert L. Hutchings, American Diplomacy
 and the End of the Cold War: An Insiders Account of US. Policy in Europe, 1989-1992 (Washington,

 DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 1997).
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 fall of 1989 with some confidence. Authors assign different weights to
 various causes, but they appear to agree on the essential mix. After 1989
 uncertainty concerning the basic facts and the consequent divergence
 of interpretations increases. Yet the books do tell us enough about those
 events to pose some challenges for theory appraisal.

 The Genesis of Change

 Despite profound differences, Brown and Hough agree on and present
 the strongest case for the now-standard view that Gorbachev seriously
 intended to transform the Soviet Union and its international circum

 stances from the very beginning of his tenure in office. They demon
 strate that while background material and social causes (economic
 decline, international competition, mass and elite pressure) did create a
 general demand for new approaches, they are clearly insufficient to ex
 plain Gorbachev's specific response. In explaining the large gap be
 tween material causes and the policy response, both authors focus on a
 set of normative and causal beliefs held by Mikhail Gorbachev and his
 associates.11 According to these beliefs, the Soviet Union was not
 merely falling behind the West in the cold war, but it also faced the
 prospect of a much more dramatic decline if it failed to participate in
 the scientific-technological revolution that was sweeping the capitalist

 world. Further, the country was already dramatically failing to live up
 to its promise as a society. So the scale of the response outstepped ma
 terial preconditions primarily for two reasons: new beliefs transformed
 expectations in ways that did not derive simply from past trends and
 existing relationships; and the response encompassed aspirations for a
 better society rather than merely a desire to adapt for survival. Gor
 bachev and his collaborators believed that the main obstacles to the

 country's rejuvenation were two closely related sets of institutions: the
 central organs of the Communist Party's political and economic power;
 and the bipolar international system itself, comprising the superpower
 arms race, regional competition, and the division of Europe into rival
 alliances.
 Where did these ideas come from? All authors agree on a highly

 case-specific and contingent genealogy. L?vesque's account is the most
 general. He sees Gorbachev and his comrades as the last in a long line
 of Communist Party leaders who resolved to "social democratize" their

 11 The best-developed work in the literature on the end of the cold war is the scholarship on the
 role of these ideas in explaining change in Soviet policy. See, e.g., the works by Checkel, English, and

 Mendelson in fn. 2; and Robert G. Herman, "Identity, Norms, and National Security: The Soviet For
 eign Policy Revolution and the End of the Cold War," in Katzenstein (fn. 4).
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 parties and regimes to accommodate the transformation of capitalism:
 beginning with the Germans and Swedes in the nineteenth century
 and extending to Italian, Hungarian, Polish, and Czech parties (the lat
 ter three constrained by the Soviets, who were still Leninist). Although
 Gorbachev's ideas bore some resemblance to those of his predecessors
 on the road to social democracy (sharing, in particular, a burst of re
 newed idealism), L?vesque acknowledges many specifically Soviet in
 puts. The chief difference this time was that the party concerned ran a
 nuclear superpower whose fate was central to the stability of the inter
 national system. Brown and Hough highlight additional specifically
 Soviet conditions in which these ideas incubated: de-Stalinization, the
 long years of Brezhnevism, the peculiar conditions and moods of
 the Soviet intelligentsia, trips abroad by Gorbachev and his circle,
 and the sequence of superpower interactions that destroyed d?tente and
 reignited the cold war in the early 1980s. In addition, all authors agree

 with Janice Stein that this set of ideas developed rapidly after 1985, as
 the Soviet leaders learned more about their country and the world and
 assimilated the initial reactions of Europe, the United States, and do
 mestic elites to the new policies. Advance intellectual preparation was
 strongest and on-the-job learning was quickest in the issue-areas of po
 litical reform and relations with the West; preparation was weaker,
 learning slower, and unintended consequences greater in matters of the
 economy and relations with Eastern Europe.

 The key is that these ideas and associated beliefs explain why the
 new thinkers' specific response to the Soviet Union's serious but not
 life-threatening problems contained concerted attacks on what we now
 know were the institutions that undergirded the cold war international
 system as well as the Soviet Union itself: limited democratization to
 undermine existing structures of economic and political power domes
 tically and escalating concessions on arms control and regional disputes
 to undermine the arms race internationally. Hough and Brown show
 how the two policies were linked in the minds of Gorbachev and his
 circle: they believed that the arms race diverted scarce resources to

 Moscow's allies and the domestic military-industrial complex, gener
 ated tensions that fed dangerous and expensive militarism at home and
 abroad, and fostered barriers to needed economic cooperation with the
 wealthy West. Western policies that combined pressure, tough bargain
 ing, and a willingness to cooperate mattered a great deal, but both au
 thors find that their impact was dependent on Gorbachev's selection of
 strategy, not to mention his selection as the Soviet leader?both of

 which were only weakly influenced by external factors. L?vesque shows

This content downloaded from 81.152.81.80 on Wed, 23 Jan 2019 16:17:19 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 REALITY CHECK  663

 how the immediate goal of ending the arms race was linked to a
 grander vision of transforming the cold war international system. Re
 moving the threat and tension engendered by weapons competition
 would remove the underlying reasons for the division of Europe into
 two blocs, paving the way for a new common European security sys
 tem. L?vesque stresses that the "visionary" nature of the policy?in
 cluding the notion of eventual "social democratization of Europe"

 ?helped defang conservative opposition to Gorbachev precisely be
 cause it seemed more directed against the West and NATO than against
 the Soviet military-industrial complex itself.

 The parallels between domestic and international policies are nu
 merous and striking. In both realms material and social conditions un
 derdetermine the policy response, grand visions help explain the scale
 of change, and policies involved a clear strategy for undermining exist
 ing structures but only vague notions on how to achieve the transition
 to a new system. Furthermore, both policies downplayed issues that in
 hindsight appear to be central. In the domestic sphere Gorbachev side
 lined economic reform in favor of democratization, while in foreign
 policy he virtually ignored Eastern Europe?the Soviet key in any fu
 ture European settlement?until 1989. In both realms Gorbachev ig
 nored what we now know were early warning signs of major problems
 to come (rumblings of mass and elite discontent in Eastern Europe, ris
 ing nationalism and accumulating economic problems domestically).

 On the contrary, Hough argues, he seems to have welcomed these dis
 turbances as useful tools for pushing his policies forward. Finally, in
 both domestic and foreign affairs Gorbachev himself was extremely re
 luctant to use force, as were many members of the ruling elite. The two
 policies, emanating from a single and coherent, if eventually flawed,
 strategic vision, met similar fates: they produced spectacularly unin
 tended consequences.

 The Deep D?tente of 1989

 In hindsight, this combination of ideas and policies seems to have fore
 ordained not only the end of the cold war but also its peaceful end on

 Western terms. By assaulting the basic wellsprings of stability, placing
 great value on integration into the world economy, and eschewing the
 use of force, not only did Gorbachev set in motion the forces that we
 now know brought the cold war and Soviet communism to an end but
 he also gave the United States immense leverage over Moscow's domes
 tic and international politics. The Soviet leader introduced instability
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 into the system, while at the same time adopting policies that dis
 counted the one source of international influence his country pos
 sessed?military power?in favor of precisely those power resources

 ?economic, technological, and organizational?in which the United
 States was overwhelmingly superior.

 However, all four books are powerful antidotes to the bias of hind
 sight. Until the fall of 1989, they stress, the policy was working.
 L?vesque shows that Gorbachev's dream of transforming the interna
 tional system in ways beneficial to a transforming Soviet Union was still
 very much alive. D?tente was well established and seemed on the way
 to evolving into an entente with the United States, arms control was fi
 nally progressing, social democratic reforms were under way in Poland
 and Hungary, NATO had just weathered a deep crisis over short-range
 nuclear missiles, and Europe was deep in "Gorbymania."Thus, the four
 books converge on a portrayal of the deep d?tente of 1989, which for
 some observers constitutes the end of the cold war. They reveal that this
 d?tente, like its predecessor of the 1970s, was based on fundamentally
 contradictory premises. According to L?vesque, the Soviet leadership
 still wanted to transcend the existing international system by dissolving
 the two blocs into a pan-European security system, while Zelikow and
 Rice document that President Bush was committed to managing So
 viet entry into the existing, U.S.-dominated international system. Bush
 considered two proposals?a more explicit management of the status
 quo (the "Kissinger plan") and a more unambiguous challenge to the
 Soviet position in Eastern Europe (advocated by National Security Ad
 viser Brent Scowcroft)?and ended up opting for a careful version of
 the latter approach, a policy of going "beyond containment" to "Euro
 pean unity based on Western values" (pp. 24-31). Western policy went
 from a willingness to cooperate to preserve the status quo to a willing
 ness to cooperate to alter the status quo, premised as always on Moscow
 making all the concessions.

 Although existing agreements augured well for ending the rivalry,
 the terms of settlement were far from settled. The deep d?tente of 1989
 involved a Soviet Union that wanted to enter a transformed interna

 tional system and a United States willing to admit Moscow into the ex
 isting system only if the Soviets played by its rules, which were
 fundamentally threatening to Soviet stability. Whether the cold war
 could ever have been ended by the United States and the Soviet Union
 with their domestic systems and alliances intact must remain unre
 solved, because a political revolution interceded before the two sides
 came to terms.
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 An Enigmatic Revolution

 In the winter of 1989, the four books agree, events accelerated, myster
 ies piled up, and the challenges to explanation multiplied. Up to this
 juncture, Hough and Brown both show, the Soviet leadership had lib
 erated itself from political and institutional constraints by fostering am
 biguity about its real beliefs and the real costs and tough trade-offs
 associated with them. But in the winter of 1989, just as those real costs
 and trade-offs at last became evident to friend, foe, and scholar alike,

 the pace of events went into hyperdrive, and leaders were liberated from
 their own bureaucracies by the speed of events. This "diplomacy of hea
 dyness," as historian Charles Maier calls it, presents a new set of ana
 lytical challenges.12 Even such probing scholars as Brown and Hough
 confess to being puzzled about Gorbachev's actions. L?vesque, too, ac
 knowledges that important parts of the story of 1989 remain enigmatic.
 And Zelikow and Rice, whose account of U.S. policy has the ring of
 authority that only their unique combination of access and scholarship
 can provide, nonetheless are plainly baffled by important Soviet deci
 sions?or nondecisions?at numerous crucial junctures. Combining
 the four accounts resolves some of the mysteries but also reveals just
 how complex these events were and how difficult it is to extract theo
 retical lessons from them.

 Scholars date the beginning of the end of the cold war variously?to
 the June 1989 elections in Poland, or to the beginning of the East Ger

 man exodus in August, or to the Hungarians' decision in September to
 remove the barbed wire on the Austrian border. L?vesque shows that
 for Gorbachev those events were all welcome, since his policy was
 premised on the notion that the social democratization of Eastern Eu
 rope would only help Soviet security interests. While before 1989 he
 felt politically constrained from blatant intervention against antireform
 allied leaders, early signs of destabilization in that year provided a rea
 son to intervene in support of "little Gorbachevs." It was only the col
 lapse of reform communism in Germany that brought his international
 policy crashing down. And that collapse brought the underlying con
 flict of interests with the United States to the fore. Zelikow and Rice

 provide an extraordinarily well documented account of how American
 and West German policy shifted from close collaboration with Gor
 bachev to direct opposition to his vision for Europe. At the same time,
 economic, imperial, and political challenges at home escalated. At

 12 Charles S. Maier, Dissolution: The Crisis of Communism and the Collapse of East Germany (Prince
 ton: Princeton University Press, 1997), 261.
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 points, Hough argues, events moved so quickly that the Soviet leader
 ship was simply overwhelmed and unable to formulate policy. Zelikow
 and Rice report that Washington and Bonn perceived this confusion
 and consciously exploited it.

 The final chapters of the cold war were written against the back
 ground of events unfolding at a revolutionary pace on three interde
 pendent fronts: domestic, imperial, and international. One sees with
 clarity the formidable empirical challenges this interdependence im
 plies when one reads Brown's and Hough's accounts, focused on do
 mestic politics, in conjunction with L?vesque's and Zelikow and
 Rice's.13 Consider the following episode related by Zelikow and Rice.
 On May 31, 1990, Gorbachev met with Bush to discuss the German
 question. The two sides had been struggling for months over an issue
 that went to the heart of Soviet security and prestige concerns: whether
 a united Germany could join the NATO alliance. By insisting on reunifi
 cation "utterly and unequivocally on Western terms," Zelikow and Rice
 note, the Americans were essentially forcing the Soviet Union to face "a
 reversal of fortunes not unlike a catastrophic defeat in a war" (p. 197).
 The authors recount what one participant called "one of the most ex

 traordinary" diplomatic exchanges he had ever witnessed (pp. 275-79).
 Gorbachev began by spelling out Moscow's objections to U.S. and
 West German policy. Bush then deployed a new argument: "Under the
 CSCE principles in the Helsinki Final Act, all nations have the right to
 choose their own alliances. So Germany should have the right to de
 cide for itself which alliance it would join. Is this not so? Gorbachev
 nodded and agreed matter-of-factly that this was true." The Americans
 were startled. Gorbachev's colleagues were stunned. Bush rephrased the
 argument and elicited another unambiguous reply. "There was a palpable
 feeling?conveyed through expression and body language?among Gor
 bachev's advisors of almost physically distancing themselves from their
 leader's words." Their reaction is understandable, for, in terms of how

 Moscow had framed the issue over the preceding months, Gorbachev
 had just ad-libbed the diplomatic equivalent of unconditional surrender.

 The episode is important, for, if Zelikow and Rice are right, it repre
 sents a peaceful territorial change that in other circumstances could
 have meant war. But as to what explains the concession, the authors are
 unsure. They only speculate that Gorbachev had been weakening on
 the issue for some time, and Bush's use of the principle of "freedom of

 13 Matlock ( fn. 10) is the single source that best captures this interaction. For a detailed review of
 German and American works on this period, see Thomas Risse, "The Cold War's Endgame and Ger
 man Unification," International Security 21 (Spring 1997).
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 choice"?which Gorbachev had espoused as a cardinal postulate of the
 new thinking?cracked the last wall of his resistance. The concession
 fits the pattern that emerges in Zelikow and Rice's story of Gorbachevs
 behavior in public, high-stakes negotiating contexts?unexpectedly
 leapfrogging his own national security bureaucracy and even his closest
 aides. They speculate that the Soviet leader might have been playing a
 strategic game of Bismarckian complexity?exactly like the domestic

 maneuvers chronicled by Hough and Brown. He might have agreed
 with Americans and Germans that NATO was best for Germany or, at
 least, that a concession on this issue would pay off in the future, but felt

 unable to say so domestically, either publicly or privately with aides. So
 he unilaterally delivered this fateful concession, then pretended to back
 away, in effect enlisting the Americans and Germans to bludgeon his
 own bureaucracy and public opinion into agreement

 Zelikow and Rice explain Gorbachev's apparent move in terms of
 two sets of expectations: major gains from securing cooperation of the

 West and the massive costs of any other route, as Bonn and Washing
 ton seemed prepared to stick to their position even at the risk of a cri
 sis in the relationship. Hence, Gorbachev did not fight the issue
 because the balance of power was unfavorable and likely to become
 only more so. His cooperation was elicited in part because he antici
 pated that the West would in any event have coerced the same conces
 sions at even greater cost to Moscow. And Gorbachev did not seek to
 balance with France and Britain because he expected that they would
 make him pay all the political costs of thwarting German unity while
 themselves remaining on good terms with Bonn and Washington. In
 addition, Bonn sweetened the pot at crucial junctures with offers of
 loans and credits that not only helped to relieve immediate financial
 pressures but also symbolized the future benefits that would be forgone
 by alienating Germany. But the balance of power is what it is partly be
 cause Gorbachev wanted to liberalize, and in a liberal world the United

 States and the Federal Republic of Germany call the tune. L?vesque
 agrees that the sheer speed of events as well as rational calculations of
 the costs of trying to utilize Moscow's formidable military means
 helped explain the concessions. But he also stresses the lingering effects
 of the Soviets' grand visions: "The conviction that the former adversary
 would be at least partly transformed by the new relationship, the cer
 tainty that ultimately something from the original project could be
 saved" also drove those cost/benefit calculations (p. 254).

 Bringing Hough's and Brown's domestic analyses to bear on the
 episode yields yet more complexity. In the weeks leading up to the
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 summit, every single variable in Gorbachev's political equation changed
 radically. Gorbachev had managed to engineer a second major political
 reform, getting himself elected president of the USSR, even as imper
 ial, political, and economic challenges mounted. By the time of the

 May summit, Lithuania was spearheading a major republican challenge
 to Soviet rule, which was now being joined by the huge Russian Re
 public itself. The day before he met with Bush, Gorbachev learned that
 his political archrival Boris Yeltsin had been elected chairman of Rus
 sia's parliament. Information on the economic crisis poured in, as con
 servatives mounted pressure for decisive action against Lithuanian
 separatism. But the Americans informed Gorbachev that a new trade
 deal would be held hostage to Moscow's good behavior in Lithuania.
 In this context, Gorbachev's dramatic concession on Germany appears
 as a preemptive move to secure German and American cooperation in
 upcoming domestic and imperial battles far more important to the So
 viet Union's and Gorbachev's own prospects than anything in Central
 Europe.

 Gorbachev's precise calculus will doubtless remain uncertain, but the
 larger point is that by the time the fundamentals of the cold war settle

 ment were negotiated, the revolutionary implosion of Soviet communism
 was well under way on all fronts. All important events in international
 politics are complex, and domestic and international politics always in
 termix. But here we face an interpretative problem that exceeds the
 proportions of the French Revolution. Reform and revolutionary col
 lapse occur at precisely the same time as the collapse of bipolarity and
 the transformation of relations among the major powers, which in turn
 reaches full flower just as the imperial collapse gets decisively under

 way. The three transformations do not merely occur at roughly the
 same time, but by 1989 they actually begin to unfold together, so that

 major, nonlinear changes at each level sometimes occur in the same
 month or even in the same week.

 III. Lessons for Theory Appraisal: Putting a
 Premium on Precision

 The emerging story of the cold war s end reinforces the impossibility of
 easily updating theory according to predictive power or ex post facto fit.
 The books by Hough, Brown, L?vesque, and Zelikow and Rice contain
 powerful explanations of the universal failure to predict or anticipate
 the end of the cold war and of the ease with which the event can be

 seen as supporting opposing theories. They reinforce the common
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 single-case reservations about evaluating theory against the cold war's
 end, even as they suggest the challenges and possible pitfalls of com
 paring it with other events or including parts of it as cases in a larger
 sample. And most important for the debate reflected in the Lebow and
 Risse-Kappen book, they show the costs involved in the popular prac
 tice of making loose causal arguments for revising theory. While these
 sources leave many contentious issues open, they close the book on one
 argument?that the theoretical lessons of the end of the cold war are
 obvious and easy to derive.

 Updating is Hard

 If these four books are even roughly right, then the end of the cold war
 could not have been anticipated: all stress the contingent nature of the
 outcome. For Brown, the large role of the Gorbachev factor places ab
 solute limits on forecasting. He contends that the Soviet leader himself
 is responsible not simply for the change but also for its peaceful un
 folding. Zelikow and Rice make a strong case that quite late in the
 game the adoption of different policies by the West would have led to
 a completely different outcome, one featuring a unified and neutral
 Germany. Much more important, however, is the fact that all four ex
 planations for the outcome depend on its being inherently unpre
 dictable. Timur Kuran has argued in the case of the revolutions in
 Eastern Europe that such events are by their very nature unpredictable
 because there are incentives for people to falsify their private prefer
 ences for or against the status quo. Thus, the key information necessary
 to predict regime stability?the private levels of satisfaction of the

 masses?cannot be known before the fact.14 These four books add an

 other, powerful dimension to Kuran's basic analysis: that leaders and
 elites, too, have incentives to foster ambiguity about their beliefs?es
 pecially concerning the strength of their preferences for or against the
 status quo.

 The explanations in these accounts all rely on a clear rendering of
 what was unobtainable before 1989?the real meaning of the beliefs of
 leadership and opposition elites in the key states. In essence, they all
 support the counterfactual that had the broad nature of the outcome
 been anticipated, it could not have happened. Ambiguity concerning

 14Timur Kuran, "Now out of Never: The Element of Surprise in the East European Revolution of
 1989," in Nancy Bermeo, ed., Liberalization and Democratization: Change in the Soviet Union and East
 ern Europe (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991). This volume does for the
 ories of comparative politics what Lebow and Risse Kappen do for international relations. The
 comparison is illuminating.
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 the ideas and beliefs that informed the choices made by decision mak
 ers is a necessary part of explaining the event. If these ideas and beliefs
 could have been derived from institutional or material incentives, they
 ultimately could not have been ambiguous, other political actors could
 also have estimated them, and the event could not have happened as it
 did. Hence, it is little wonder that social science theories failed to an
 ticipate the event. On the contrary, the explanation that emerges in
 these books calls for skepticism concerning ex post facto claims for pre
 dictive success and suggests the need to subject such claims to causal
 evaluation.15 In contrast to Lebow and Risse-Kappen's contention that
 the field's performance before 1989 constituted an "embarrassment," the
 real scandal may concern the claims scholars made after they learned
 the outcome. The emerging account of the cold war's end suggests that
 a careful study of scholars' intellectual adjustment to the outcome
 might be much more revealing than a study of their original failure to
 anticipate it.

 At a general level, the case "fits" diametrically opposed theories of in
 ternational change. Indeed, the theoretical starting point for Jerry

 Hough's book is the analogous problem in comparative politics. He ar
 gues that the revolutionary collapse of Soviet power is "compelling con
 firmation" of two opposed theories of revolution and democratization:
 those focused on large-scale social forces and those that center on the
 beliefs and choices of individual leaders (p. 13).16 Large-scale structural
 forces are necessary causes of change and help to explain the gap be
 tween intention and outcome. But it is easy to show how large a role
 those forces leave for agents' choices, which are powerfully governed by
 the ideas and beliefs they hold. However, institutions?particularly the
 highly centralized political and economic institutions that ordered So
 viet politics?are critical for explaining how actors can implement their
 strategies despite resistance. The same goes for the end of the cold war
 and international relations theory. The events of 1989-91 offer com
 pelling support for all of the following: materialist versions of liberal
 ism and realism, as well as agent-, institution-, and idea-centered

 15 Cf. Ray and Russett (fn. 6), who agree that what matters in theory appraisal is not predicting an
 outcome (many different analysts predicted the Soviet collapse or the cold war's end?in a hot war)
 but rather predicting an outcome as a result of a specific causal process (in Ray and Russett s case, the
 cold war ending as a result of Soviet democratization). Hence any prediction, including theirs, requires
 causal evaluation.

 16Many students of these events reach this conclusion. See, for example, Maier (fn. 12): "I have tried
 to organize this book to show how long-term pressures, on the one hand, and conscious choices, on the
 other, interacted precisely because the events of 1989 established so compelling a case for the power of
 both" (p. xv).
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 theories. The theoretical lesson that is derived depends on where one
 focuses one's attention?whether on the indeterminacy of material
 causes, on the role of ideas in informing choice, on institutions in shap
 ing action, or on the dramatic gap between intention and outcome.

 For many scholars, more information on the complexity of the event
 will simply reinforce reservations about debating the implications of
 any single event for theory. After all, the new accounts leave little doubt
 that the end of the cold war was an extraordinary event, particularly in
 its latter phases as the three revolutions?domestic, imperial, and in
 ternational?came together. The fact that the leadership of a great
 power in decline refused to use force to maintain its status in world pol
 itics is of the first importance for students of war and peace. It is also
 true that these decisions were made under very unusual circumstances.

 Clearly, caution is the watchword when seeking to derive general con
 clusions from such an episode. But omitting the events of 1989-91
 from the evaluation theory would entail losing important data, espe
 cially since many theoretical conjectures concern the impact of fac
 tors?globalization, the nuclear revolution, the spread of democracy

 ?that were only fully in place by late in the cold war. In addition, while
 the event was truly extraordinary, important elements of it cannot sim
 ply be rejected as outliers, anomalies, or reflections of causes outside the
 main international relations theories. The works reviewed here suggest
 that much of the story of the demise of the post-World War II order

 was over before the fall of Soviet power was a reality even in actors' ex
 pectations, and that much of the action was in the policies of powers
 that were not experiencing unusual domestic turmoil.

 Lebow and Risse-Kappen are right to insist that it is not enough
 simply to reiterate well-known reservations about single cases and

 move on as if nothing has happened. Risks of different sorts of bias lurk
 in all choices about research; the validity of all tests is limited. The
 question is not whether but how to assimilate the new data on the end
 of the cold war. Neither Lebow and Risse-Kappen nor any of their con
 tributors argue against a comparative or large-N effort to do so.17 The
 new evidence does not suggest that such efforts are misguided, only
 that they need to be undertaken with more than the usual amount of
 care. Considered as a whole, the end of the cold war is an event for

 which comparisons are not obvious. This is not to deny the possible
 benefits of comparison, however, but only to stress that any such effort

 17 Lebow discusses such an effort in "The Cold War in Comparative Perspective," in Bierstecker et
 al. (fn. 2).
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 will have to attend to the unusual concatenation of three revolutionary
 changes that ultimately came together to produce the outcome. In ad
 dition, the interdependence of these three complex processes compli
 cates efforts to disaggregate elements of the larger event.

 The Price of Imprecision

 Assimilating the theoretical implications of the end of the cold war
 thus requires causal analysis of the event, even if the ultimate aim is its
 incorporation into a wider comparative framework. In this context, the
 common response of international relations scholars to the problem of
 updating theories in response to an unexpected and complex event
 makes a great deal of practical sense. We need to know a lot about the
 case anyway, so why not start by framing arguments for theory revision
 that demand careful empirical study of the event? Parts of the event
 may reflect extreme conditions or anomalies, but precisely in such mo
 ments much can be learned about a domain, the theories that seek to
 explain it, and the possible limits of explaining or predicting it.18 The
 main lesson of the newer empirical treatments, however, is that the na
 ture of the event places a premium on the kind of precision that is ab
 sent in the debate among international relations theorists. In the case
 of the cold war's end, three different forms of imprecision conspire to
 render the arguments for theory appraisal intractable.

 First is the problem of causal importance. Unless arguments for the
 ory appraisal are accompanied by clear standards for assessing the rela
 tive importance of causes, they will be impossible to distinguish in this
 case. For the empirical works speak with one voice that, in practical
 terms, "everything matters." Thus, Doyle's chapter in the Lebow and
 Risse-Kappen book notes that one "track" by which liberalism accounts
 for the end of the cold war is "liberal internationalism," the pressure on
 nonliberal states exerted by powerful liberal states. However, this cause
 fuses with realism's basic focus on declining capabilities and external
 pressure, featured in Oye's contribution. For his part, he notes that de
 cline can produce many responses, and explaining the response chosen
 by the Soviet leaders requires understanding their liberalizing aspira

 18 With due regard to numerous differences, the analogy to meteorology is appropriate. See David
 Dessler, "Beyond Correlations: Toward a Causal Theory of War," International Studies Quarterly 35
 (September 1991). Atmospheric scientists take it for granted that the causal analysis of extreme

 weather events is necessary to evaluate competing models, generate new hypotheses, and determine
 the absolute limits of forecasting. See William C. Cotton, Storms (Ft. Collins, Colo.: ASTR Press,
 1990); Cotton acknowledges another motivation, which I ought to do as well: storms, both meteoro
 logical and geopolitical, are fascinating.

This content downloaded from 81.152.81.80 on Wed, 23 Jan 2019 16:17:19 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 REALITY CHECK  673

 tions, a circumstance that corresponds to other liberal tracks analyzed
 by Doyle.

 Snyder s chapter underlines the complementarity of the various the
 ories by combining elements of three systemic theories to produce the
 most compelling account of peaceful change. The same is true of chap
 ters that deal with the transnational, state, and individual levels of
 analysis, which all argue that theories at all these levels are necessary for
 explaining the end of the cold war. These arguments are all obviously
 true when evaluated against the new empirical evidence. In short,
 couched in such general terms, mainstream theories of international re
 lations are not competing to explain the end of the cold war; rather,
 they complement one another. If these theories are truly complemen
 tary, then there are no grounds for altering our confidence in any of
 them based on their brute performance in explaining the end of the
 cold war.

 The second source of imprecision concerns the specific mechanisms
 that connect cause and effect. Since authors rarely specify the causal

 mechanisms entailed in the theories they consider, it is still unclear how
 to distinguish the theories empirically in those rare instances when they
 do seem to be competing directly. The only contributions to the Lebow
 and Risse-Kappen book that seem to compete empirically are Snyder's
 resolutely materialist analysis, which subsumes elements of realism, lib
 eralism, and modernization theory, and Koslowski and Kratochwil's
 steadfastly idealist treatment based on constructivism. In Snyder's ac
 count, the peaceful demise of the cold war results from a concatenation
 of material social forces: modernization, the attendant spread of liberal
 and democratic great powers, and the tendency of the international sys
 tem to punish expansionist behavior. These forces create the incentives
 for the ideational and behavioral changes featured so prominently in
 other accounts. For Koslowski and Kratochwil, by contrast, fundamen
 tal system change occurs as a result of "normative changes in the legit
 imacy and constitution of international politics in the Soviet bloc" (p.
 139). Actors do not necessarily respond to material balances and invis
 ible structural incentives; rather, they can fundamentally alter their en
 vironment by changing the practices and norms that constitute it.

 In the latter account normative change precedes and causes material
 changes, while in the former the opposite occurs. One must be wrong,
 but which? Neither Snyder nor Koslowksi and Kratochwil describe
 causal mechanisms that can be distinguished from each other in this
 case. Snyder establishes a set of material forces that plausibly creates
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 certain interests, and he shows that changes in ideas and policies were
 consistent with these interests, but he also says nothing about the pro
 cess by which the former caused the latter. Koslowksi and Kratochwil
 demonstrate beyond a reasonable doubt that conceptions of legitimacy
 changed faster than measures of the balance of military power. But
 their actual case study of Gorbachev's policy toward Eastern Europe is
 completely compatible with Snyder's account or, for that matter, with
 Oye's realist and Doyle's liberal treatments. While their general discus
 sion of international politics and the cold war could hardly be more
 clearly opposed to materialist understandings, Koslowksi and Kra
 tochwil do not define the process by which political interaction shaped
 identities and interests at the end of the cold war itself in such a way
 that it could be distinguished empirically from a Snyder-style function
 alist explanation. Indeed, they explicitly reject the need for an ultimate
 materialist explanation of ideational change. But such an explanation is
 necessary simply in order to distinguish an idealist from a materialist or
 realist account of political change. As things stand, Kosloswki and Kra
 tochwil's analysis is given powerful support by the new evidence on the
 cold war's end, but so are Snyder's, Oye's, and Doyle's.

 The third way in which the causal arguments are imprecise concerns
 those aspects of the event that the theories are supposed to explain?
 the "explanandum" to use the language of philosophy of science. Dif
 ferent causes seem to matter more or less in explaining different parts
 of the event. Yet the empirical works demonstrate the interdependence
 of these parts. The Lebow and Risse-Kappen collection reveals a pro
 liferation of explananda: the origins and content of Gorbachevs foreign
 policy, the external behavior of all the powers in 1987-91, the timing
 of some or all the events , the generally high levels of cooperation that
 accompanied the change, the absence of balancing behavior, the rapid
 ity of events, and the comparatively peaceful nature of the changes. As
 a result of this proliferation, subtle differences in explanatory focus pre
 vent theories from competing on the same ground. Those who focus on
 theories at the domestic and individual levels tend to highlight the tim
 ing and the specific content of policies, while systemic and structural
 accounts discuss general outcomes.

 Imprecision concerning causal importance, causal mechanisms, and
 exactly what is to be explained fosters a sense of competition where
 none may exist. Strong arguments for theory revision that make strong
 causal claims (for example, material structures determine outcomes, or
 ideas create material structures) are either intractable or wrong. The de
 bate between Koslowski and Kratochwil and Snyder directly mirrors
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 the two opposed theories of revolution that Hough argues are "dramat
 ically" supported by the Soviet experience between 1985 and 1991. If

 Hough is right, then any argument that these events "dramatically un
 dermine" one type of theory is wrong. Given the secondary literature
 on the event, it is highly unlikely, to say the least, that this case will ad
 vance a debate over the ultimate priority of ideas or material forces?
 unless contending arguments are formulated much more carefully than
 heretofore. Weak arguments for agenda revision that assert an unspec
 ified causal role for some factor are all obviously true simultaneously, as
 are all middle-range arguments that simply probe the plausibility of
 some causal sequence. The finding that some cause "matters" or is "nec
 essary for a full explanation" tells us little about the event and less about
 theory. Thus, the main lesson of the empirical works is that the current
 debate on the theoretical meaning on the end of the cold war is framed
 in such a way that it cannot be advanced by empirical study.

 IV. Bringing Process Tracing (Back) In

 Thus far, I have established a set of mutually reinforcing reasons why
 learning about international theories from unexpected events is much
 harder than assumed by participants in the debate on the end of the
 cold war. I have not addressed the question of how large a role this sort
 of learning should play in our discipline, as opposed to traditional hy
 pothesis testing by small- or large-N research. Part of the solution may
 lie in methodological texts, but some of the answers can be found in a
 study of actual social-scientific practice.19 We need to look at what we
 actually do and determine whether revisions in practice might produce
 better results. Implicitly, at least, scholars debating the implications of
 the event assume that social theories explain patterns or regularities;
 that if these general explanations are true, certain causes or processes

 must work together in specific ways in a concrete case like the end of
 the cold war; and that checking for the existence and power of these
 postulated causes is one way of testing the theories and their associated
 explanations.

 There is and may always be a debate among scholars of international
 relations about the relative merits of extensive (correlational) as op
 posed to intensive (causal) research. While the case of the cold war's
 end will certainly not resolve that debate, it does ratify the view that has

 19Here, I follow the example of Paul Diesing, How Does Social Science Work? Reflections on Practice
 (Pittsburgh, Pa.: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1991).
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 been popular among methodologists and philosophers for many years:
 that both correlational and causal understanding are necessary for ap
 praising theories.20 The experience of debating theory as a result of the
 end of the cold war suggests that causal explanation of complex events
 must play some (inevitably contested) role in evaluating theory and that
 current practice does not reflect this need. Small changes in practice
 could yield large improvements in clarity and possibly produce ad
 vances in understanding by empirical inquiry. The essential steps are to
 clarify the causal mechanisms implied by theories, increase the use, and
 improve the quality of process tracing?easy enough to state, but hard
 to follow in practice.21

 Clarify What Is to Be Explained and How It Relates to
 the Theories in Question

 Several natural explananda emerge from the debate: Soviet foreign pol
 icy has been a favorite, but the relative peacefulness of change, as well as
 the relatively high levels of cooperation that accompanied it, may be

 more productive in clarifying debates and updating theories.

 Establish That There Is an Explanatory Competition

 There is less competition among international relations theories than
 meets the eye. Straw men need to be cut down. Clarifying the ex
 planandum helps, but it is still necessary to state clearly how theories
 compete to explain it. The democratic peace hypothesis on the peaceful
 end of the cold war, for example, seems genuinely competitive with var
 ious realist hypotheses about that outcome.22 Snyder's multilevel mate
 rialist explanation for new thinking seems truly competitive with
 Koslowski and Kratochwil's idealist account, as well as with accounts
 that stress the transnational origins of the new ideas. But to evaluate
 them, further steps are necessary.

 20 See Dessler (fn. 18); Ian Shapiro and Alexander Wendt, "The Difference that Realism Makes,"
 Politics and Society 20 (June 1992); and J. Donald Moon, "The Logic of Political Inquiry: A Synthesis
 of Opposed Perspectives," in Greenstein and Polsby (fn. 7), vol. 1, Political Science: Scope and Theory. A
 useful assessment of the recent debate on this issue is James Lee Ray, Democracy and International Con

 flict: An Evaluation of the Democratic Peace Proposition (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press,
 1995), chap. 4.

 21 A related and important issue is clarity and rigor in the use of counterfactual thought experi
 ments. For a useful discussion, see Phillip Tetlock and Aaron Belkin, eds., Counterfactual Thought Ex
 periments in World Politics: Logical, Methodological and Psychological Perspectives (Princeton: Princeton
 University Press, 1996).

 22 See Ray and Russett (fn. 6) for this argument.
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 Specify a Standard of Weighing Causal Importance
 and How This Standard Relates to the Theories
 under Consideration

 This area of intense disagreement among scholars rarely comes out into
 the open. Merely clarifying disagreements on this issue will dramati
 cally increase the coherence of the debate. There can be no single yard
 stick for measuring causal importance. What constitutes a "cause"
 depends on the scope of the theory concerned, and standards of weigh
 ing causal importance will vary even among scholars who share ex
 planatory aims. The unmodified statement that A matters in explaining
 E or even that A is the most important cause of E is profoundly am
 biguous, even if scholars agree on what E is.23 The aim here is not to
 establish agreement about how to rank causes?a quixotic endeavor?
 but simply to clarify common differences. Such clarity would reveal in
 commensurability or complementarity among theories that is presently
 obscured.

 State the Theories' Causal Mechanisms in General
 as Well as in the Specific Case

 How do the theories' postulated causes actually produce effects? Argu
 ments for updating theories in response to events tend to imply causal
 mechanisms without specifying them. In the case of the end of the cold
 war, clarity on this question is vital, for causes have to be traced through
 the three interdependent revolutions that conspired to produce the out
 come: the collapse of bipolarity, the implosion of communism, and the
 collapse of empire. No one thinks that the collapse of communism and
 the collapse of the Soviet Union are appropriate explananda for inter
 national relations theories, yet those events were closely connected to
 the end of the cold war. Precision in specifying causal mechanisms is
 necessary in order to sort out this dilemma. Particularly important in
 this regard is the need to clarify the status of materialism and ideal
 ism.24 Scholars often talk in general as if they are dealing with pure rep
 resentatives of these types, but in discussing actual cases the true status
 of materialism is ambiguous. Constructivism and realism may seem to

 23 A statement of the causes of World War II may have nothing in common with a listing of the
 causes of war in general. Even if the explanatory problem is clearly defined, definitions of causal im
 portance proliferate. See Roberts ( fn. 9), whose survey turns up ten meanings for "most important
 cause" (chap. 11).

 24 A similar point is made by Ronald L. Jepperson, Alexander Wendt, and Peter J. Katzenstein,
 "Norms, Identity and Culture in National Security," in Katzenstein (fn. 4).
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 be competing in general, but they will never compete in specific cases if
 constructivists do not clarify how ideas change despite material incen
 tives and realists do not clarify where the material element of "power"
 ends and the ideational element begins. Clarity on materialism will also
 help to expose hidden complementarity among theories.

 State the Empirical Implications of These Mechanisms

 What, that is, are the patterns of evidence predicted by these compet
 ing mechanisms? If possible, following standard methodological advice,
 these implications should be stated for other cases as well. But clearly
 formulated causal arguments imply generalizations within single
 cases.25 In a case like the end of the cold war, clearly formulated causal
 arguments may imply observable implications for hundreds of individ
 uals in several states over a five-year period. But once the causal mech
 anisms at work in a specific case have been elaborated, it is important to
 predict not only patterns of available evidence but ?so future patterns of
 evidence within the case. This brings classically positivist logic to bear on
 theory appraisal by process tracing in single, complex cases. It defuses
 the objection that explanation, unlike prediction, is biased by knowl
 edge of the outcome. In almost any important episode, and most cer
 tainly in the case of the end of the cold war, evidence comes out in

 waves. Each wave may favor one argument over another. The pattern
 varies, but it usually goes from memoirs, oral histories, and journalists'
 accounts to official histories, followed in turn by diplomatic documents,
 military documents, and finally intelligence documents. In the case of
 the end of the cold war, the memoir and interview data have been un

 usually rich, but access to diplomatic documents is still sporadic and
 controlled by people with a stake in particular interpretations. Realists
 and structuralists may suspect that the abundance of information on
 top decision makers and their beliefs may privilege arguments concern
 ing ideas and individuals. The staff histories, presently entombed in the
 still-classified documents generated by lower-level officials, may tell a
 story of structural constraints on leaders. Now is the time for realists,
 liberals, theorists of the democratic peace and the obsolescence of war,
 and materialist and idealist theorists to set forth what they expect to be
 contained in the archives of the military, planning agencies, the foreign

 25 On within-case generalization (as well as causal importance and many other matters), I have
 found papers by David Dessler?now incorporated into his book manuscript "Positivism in World
 Politics"?to be particularly helpful. For a brilliant example of hypothesis testing by comparing gener
 alizations within a single case, see Chaim Kaufman, "Out of the Lab and into the Archives: A Method
 for Testing Psychological Explanations of Political Decision-Making," International Studies Quarterly
 38 (December 1994).
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 offices and intelligence services, if their arguments for theory revision
 based on the cold war's end are true.26

 Conclusion

 Scholars of international relations have written a great deal on how de
 cision makers learn from events, but they have evinced no comparable
 curiosity about themselves. The transformation of international politics
 between 1989 and 1991 provides a natural experiment in how scholars
 reconcile their old theories with new evidence. The theories, the events,

 and the intellectual reactions to those events are all matters of public
 record that can be studied objectively. The evidence tells us that the
 evaluation of theories is dependent on careful casual analysis of rare and
 complex events. It does not tell us?no case study could?exactly how
 important process tracing is relative to other methods of theory ap
 praisal. The point is that process tracing is implied by the actual debates
 among scholars, but, despite Alexander George and Timothy McKe
 own's oft-cited article on the subject, it is very rarely carried out.27 Fur
 thermore, arguments are not framed with an eye to eventual causal
 analysis. This is an important point, for in assessing the value of this
 approach, it is necessary to be aware that it is seldom used. The fact
 that the scores of scholars debating the theoretical implications of the
 end of the cold war rarely apprehended the rigorous demands of the

 method is indicative of its true, as opposed to its apparent, status.
 When we get down to the hard-core empirical evaluation of theo

 ries, extreme positions fall away. The end of the cold war is not merely
 a single data point. Real (as opposed to textbook) social scientific prac
 tice belies that notion. Neither does the event falsify entire theories or
 research programs. The indeterminacy of theory and the complexity of
 the event undermine such claims. At stake is levels of confidence in

 competing hypotheses and careful updating?important activities for
 which our discipline still lacks a language. Evidence comes in degrees,
 even though scholars often talk only of confirmation or rejection. Evi
 dence concerning an important event trickles out over many years, yet
 scholars often treat testing as a discrete operation rather than an ongo
 ing process. The methodological lesson that emerges is similar to the

 26 Primary documents on the end of the cold war from the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe are
 translated and made available to scholars in the Bulletin of the Cold War History Project at the

 Woodrow Wilson Center for Scholars, Washington, D.C.; and declassified U.S. and Soviet bloc doc
 uments are available at the National Security Archive, located at the George Washington University li
 brary. Both organizations envision major document releases in the upcoming years.

 27 George and McKeown (fn. 9).
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 theoretical lessons that are commonly derived from the end of the cold
 war: we need to devote more scholarly resources to the causal evalua
 tion of theories. Unlike many lessons derived from the end of the cold

 war, however, this one is based on empirical study. The rewards of
 greater attentiveness to the challenges of causal evaluation would be
 two: increased clarity of the debate and empirically driven progress in
 our general understanding of world politics. Even scholars skeptical
 that such research could yield any theoretical advance should still wel
 come the clarity it would bring. It is hard to read books such as those
 reviewed here without concluding that such clarity is a necessary con
 dition of progress.
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