Preface

DOES THE STUDY of international relations (IR) and security lead to
knowledge? If so, why has there not been more progress in the ways that we
ordinarily associate with the natural sciences? Progress has several elements,
including the cumulation of knowledge over time, predictiveness, and, when
disputes arise, patterns of approach-to-consensus on the best theoretical expla-
nation. This book asks about scientific progress by focusing specifically on the
latter, approach-to-consensus.

A clear obstacle to this sort of progress in the social sciences is that, for
disputing scholars to approach a consensus, some of the disputants will have to
accept that they were wrong. Given that academics, no less than civilians, would
rather be right all the time, a crucial question is whether, at some point after
sufficient debate, one side will be shown to have the better answer, or whether
those on all sides of an issue can just continue to insist that theyre right. In
other words, is there a point at which social scientists ever have to admit that
they’re wrong?

Some of the central questions in IR and security studies have been debated
for centuries without agreement as to the best answer. In contrast, natural sci-
entists over time come to agree on facts and explanations; we do not find natu-
ral scientists continuing to claim that fire is better explained by phlogiston than
oxidation or that Earth is flat rather than oblate ellipsoidal. One of the reasons
we regard the natural sciences as producing genuine knowledge is the very fact
that those on the losing sides of the debates eventually adopt the winning po-
sition, or at the very least, cease claiming that they were right. Although this
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pattern of approach-to-consensus is not the norm in IR and most social sci-
ences, it is important to know if it is at least possible, with some improvements,
to approximate more closely the natural sciences. To that end, this book asks, Is
it possible that one of the reasons consensus explanations have been so hard to
come by in security studies is that researchers evaluate their explanations using
criteria different from that of their opponents? If so, then we must ask, Is it pos-
sible that closer attention to which criteria scholars use will improve scholars’
ability to engage directly with one another and to reach agreement on the best
explanatory answers? The chapters that follow argue for an affirmative answer
to both questions.

This book defends three closely related observations. First, natural scientists
have recourse to a variety of criteria of evaluation when they argue about which
explanatory theory is best (Chapter 2). Second, within criteria that are gener-
ally accepted in the natural sciences, there are disagreements among scientists
and philosophers as to which criteria are more important than which others
{Chapter 2). Third, in advancing their positions, security studies authors rarely
identify the criteria they use, and they never identify the criteria their oppo-
nents use (Chapters 3-5). From these building blocks, the book argues that if
scholars were to adopt the practice of explicitly acknowledging the criteria they
use to advance their explanatory answers, significant improvements would be
possible in their ability to move toward the best available explanations.

An inquiry into whether the study of international security produces genu-
ine “knowledge,” and whether that knowledge advances over time, has conse-
quences for policy as well as theory. The ability to develop better explanations
of international politics provides us with an enhanced ability to identity which
causal factors are most strongly connected to which effects. This is essential
for effective policy making, since policies based on flawed or inadequate un-
derstandings of key connections are unlikely to bring about the hoped-for
outcomes. Furthermore, if current methods of study do not produce real
knowledge, then it is important to explore whether there are better ways to go
about studying IR.

I am fortunate to have had, and am happy to acknowledge, considerable
help in the course of writing this book. John Vasquez of the University of II-
linois, Jack Levy of Rutgers University, and Jim Wirtz of the Naval Postgradu-
ate School made very helpful suggestions when this project was taking shape.
Ewan Harrison of Rutgers provided generous feedback on a near-final draft.

Several discussants and co-panelists at International Studies Association con-
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ferences over the past four years, as well as regulars at the weekly Yale IR semi-
nar series, provided ideas on research design. As always, [ am grateful to Bruce
Russett, who long ago formed for me, and consistently continues to exemplify,
the ideal of the knowledge-seeking social scientist. The generosity of Colgate
University allowed me leave during the course of this project, and Colgate IR
colleagues, notably Ed Fogarty and—going back to graduate school days—Al
Yee, have provided stimulating intellectual discourse. The libraries of the Yale
Club of New York and the City University of New York Graduate Center were,
once again, cooperative and hospitable. Geoffrey Burn of Stanford University
Press offered constructive advice on the original prospectus, waited patiently
for the completion of the full manuscript, and has been thoroughly supportive
throughout. Reviewers for the press made recommendations that improved the
final product. A number of Colgate research assistants were valuable. Sarah Tit-
comb helped collect materials for the rankings of the books and articles in each
area of debate. Amy Basu, Annie Hines, Kelsey Paustis, and Elizabeth Sadler
proofread early drafts of several chapters. Keith England and Albert Naim
provided much help with references. And Ashley Hill, now at Princeton, read
through, and offered advice on, the entire manuscript.

My young goddaughters, Sofie and Josie Song, provide on-demand joy
and inspiration. Thanks also to Christina H. for enriching The Many, and for
her enthusiasm in sharing the good news of the completion of this project. 1
appreciate the encouragement of my family, Myrna and Marshall Barth and
K. Nastassja Chernoff and cousins, especially Syvia Lady Dhenin; and most of
all, my late parents, Naomi and Romo Chernoft—the latter of whom radiated
his unique energy for fully one hundred years—from Nicholas the Second to
the Obama second term. Finally, I want to thank Vida Behn Chernotf and her
small support staff of Montmorency J. and MiaMaria for the wonderful differ-

ence they have made in my life.

Grateful for the body of work he created, fortunate to have crossed paths with
him the timesI did, inspired by the genuine greatness that he achieved—to the
memory of PSH.



