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Theory, Evidence, and
Politics in the Evolution of
International Relations
Research Programs

Jack S. Levy

he field of international relations has always been diverse in its

metatheoretical and methodological orientations, perhaps more so
than any other field in political science, and intrafield debates about the
proper way to study world politics has made it a richer, more interesting,
and stronger field. The contentious nature of the discipline is reflected in
the fact that the history of the field is often told in terms of a sequence of
“great debates” These include debates between interwar idealists and
postwar realists (Carr 1939; Morgenthau 1948}, between “traditionalists”
and “behavioralists” in the 1960s (Bull 1966; Kaplan 1966), and among
realists, liberals, and Marxists beginning in the 1970s (Gilpin 1975;
Guzzini 1998).

Until recently, these debates were conducted within certain limits
(Holsti 1985). Despite their differences, most traditionalists and behav-
ioralists adopted a realist world view (Vasquez 1983; Schmidt 2000).
Similarly, the “paradigm wars,” particularly between neoliberalism and
neorealism, were conducted within an underlying rationalist consensus
(Waever 1998; Ruggie 1998). In the last decade, however, that consensus
came under sharp attack by various forms of postpositivism, including
postmodernism, poststructuralism, feminism, and constructivism. This
so-called third debate (Lapid 1989) is in many respects more profound
than earlier ones, because underlying ontological and epistemological
issues are at the core of the debate.
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One theme in these ongoing debates concerns the criteria by which
scholars evaluate progress in the cumulation of knowledge. In the last
decade or so international relations scholars have been more explicit in
grounding their conceptions of scientific progress in particular
approaches in the philosophy of science. Many have used Imre Lakatos’s
(1970) methodology of scientific research programs (Vasquez and Elman
2003; Elman and Elman 2003), while others have criticized Lakatosian
metatheory and turned instead to Popper (1957, 1962) or Laudan {1978).!
Still, each of these metatheoretical frameworks falls within a positivistic
conception of social science. This has led others, including many of the
contributors to this volume (Bernstein et al, Hopf, Kratochwil, and
Lebow), to adopt more critical perspectives. They.deal with questions of
ontology and epistemology as well as method, and they attempt to
broaden the conception of science and thus of what constitutes scientific
progress,

While these debates focus on the normative questions of what consti-
tutes scientific progress and the proper criteria for evaluating progress, and
thus on how research ought to evolve, my own concern in this chapter is
with the more descriptive question of how scientific research programs
actually evolve. That is, [ am concerned more with the history of research
programs than with the prescriptive methodology for evaluating them.?

More specifically, I ask the related questions of what factors influence
the evolution of research programs and why some programs or traditions
are more “successful” than others, defined in terms of their impact on and
endurance in the field.? I give particular attention to the relationship
between theory and evidence. Is the research process dominated by theory,
so that research programs endure because they are characterized by theo-
retical elegance, deductive fertility, and wide-ranging explanatory power?
Or is the research process driven by evidence, with the most successful
research programs characterized by the extensive support they draw from
the accumulation of empirical evidence? Alternatively, do research tradi-
tions endure because they respond to current events and/or reflect the pol-
icy agendas of the governments or perhaps competing elites?

These questions are more descriptive than normative, and they lead me
to direct my primary attention to the level of research design. This stands
in contrast to most of the chapters in this volume, which give more atten-
tion to questions of ontology and epistemology. Admittedly, questions of
method cannot be entirely separated from more fundamental metatheo-
retical questions. At the same time, however, a useful prescriptive method-
ology for how a research program ought to develop cannot be entirely
divorced from an understanding of how research programs actually
develop, and this chapter on the history of research programs provides a

)
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useful perspective for the more metatheoretically oriented essays in the
rest of the volume.

1 organize this chapter around a simple typology of the primary factors
influencing the evolution of research programs: theory, evidence, and poli-
tics, I argue that different research programs follow different paths to suc-
cess (and to failure), and that these different paths involve different
sequences of theory and evidence. Some research programs are primarily
theory driven, others primarily evidence driven, and still others are driven
by an alternating sequence of theoretical conjectures and empirical refuta-
tions.? I illustrate these different paths with examples from a number of
research programs in international relations and in political science more
generally. I then consider the impact of current events and policy agendas
on research programs. I argue that some research programs evolve inde-
pendently of specific normative values or policy agendas and are driven pri-
marily by autonomous analytical developments or by evidentiary support.

Space constraints preclude a fully systematic empirical analysis of a
variety of research programs and their historical evolution. Ideally, such a
study would incorporate research programs characterized by variation
across a nuriber of dimensions. They would include non-American as well
as American scholarship,® qualitative as well as quantitative and formal
research, and work that falls outside as well as inside positivistic social sci-
ence. Given the goals of understanding why research programs succeed, it
would also be important to include failed research programs. This is not at
all possible in a short essay, but our coverage will be broad enough to
demonstrate the multiple paths through which international relations
research programs develop.

It is useful to acknowledge at this point that the task of assessing the rel-
ative impact of theory, evidence, and policy on the evolution of research is
complicated by the fact that research programs are generally macrolevel
phenomena that involve many scholars and that represent the aggregation
of many individual decisions as to where to focus their scholarly efforts.
Different scholars may choose to work within a given research program for
different, even diametrically opposed reasons. In addition, one set of fac-
tors may influence the initiation of a research program while other factors
may help to sustain or expand it. These complications make it difficult to
identify a single pattern underlying a particular research program.

Theory-Driven Research Programs

Some research programs are driven primarily by theoretical considera-
tions. The strength or quality of a theory is a function of a number of criteria
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(Hempel 1966), including its degree of falsifiability and internal consistency,®
its deductive power, its elegance and parsimony,’ the plausibility and
completeness of its hypothesized causal mechanisms, the range and num-
ber of its testable implications, and its consistency with existing laws and
theories that have themselves received substantial degrees of empirical
support. These are scientifically normative criteria, and are best distin-
guished from substantive normative values, which I treat in a separate cat-
egory. Note that many of these criteria are matters of scholarly convention,
as Chernoff argues in his contribution to this volume,

While empirical validation ‘of the theory’s key propositions clearly
enhances its scholarly impact, a research program propelled by a power-
ful theory can be self-sustaining, even in the absence of a significant
amount of supporting evidence. The best example comes from econom-
ics, where microeconomics is dominated by general equilibrium theory
and a commitment to mathematical formalism and has little empirical
content (Weintraub 1985; Backhouse, 1994). The best examples in politi-
cal science are associated with the rational choice paradigm. Arrow’s
(1953) general impossibility theorem, Down’s (1957) median voter theo-
rem, and Olson’s (1965) theory of collective action; each generated enor-
mously influential research programs quite independently of empirical
validation, although emplrlcal work on the latter two topics subsequently
reinforced those programs.®

In international relations, one of the best examples of a theory driven
research program is the “bargaining model of war.® This rationalist model
is based on Fearon’s {1995) formalization of an idea suggested by Blainey
{1973) and familiar to most economists: war is an inefficient means of set-
tling disputes because it destroys resources that could have been shared by
the contending parties. The question that needs to be answered, then, is
what precludes parties with conflicting interests from reaching a negoti-
ated settlement that avoids the mutual costs of violent conflict.

This fundamental idea generated a significant line of theoretical
research that focuses on the role of “commitment problems,” “private
information™ and incentives to misrepresent that information, and the
divisibility or indivisibility of issues (Gartzke 1999; Powell 2002; Filson
and Werner 2002; Wagner, 2000). The model has been applied to the
study of ethnonational conflict (Fearon and Laitin 1996; Lake and
Rothchild, 1998} as well as to interstate conflict. The conception of war as
an information-revealing mechanism has also led to hypotheses about the
termination of war (Slantchev 2003), some of which have recently been
tested empiricaily. One measure of the influence of the bargaining model
is the extent to which the concepts of private information, commitment,
and issue indivisibility have become prominent in the qualitative as well
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as formal literature on international conflict, quite independently of any
empirical confirmation of key propositions.

- The bargaining model of war emerged quite independently of any obvi-
ous normative assumptions or policy issues. It was the product of certain
analytic developments in game theory, particularly the incorporation of
“incomplete information™ into game-theoretic models beginning in the
late 1980s. The bargaining model and in fact most of the contemporary
game-theoretic models of economics and political science were not possi-
ble until economists invented certain analytic techniques that permitted
the analysis of games with incomplete information.'®

We could also include broader paradigmatic approaches such as realist,
liberal, and Marxist-Leninist international theories as examples of theory-
driven research programs, but difficulties quickly arise. These paradigms
contain multiple theories that are not necessarily based on the same set of
hard-core assumptions and that consequently may contain contradictory
propositions. This means that evidence falsifying one theory might vali-
date another, always leaving some theory within the paradigm consistent
with any empirical observation, and thus leaving the paradigm itself
immune to falsification.! More important, the analytic assumptions
underlying each of these paradigms are much more normatively loaded
than those for the rational choice paradigm (though not necessarily more
than it is for specific substantive theories within rational choice, such as
deterrence theory), and it is consequently much more difficuit to differen-
tiate the influence of abstract theory from the influence of policy agendas.

Evidence-Driven Research Programs

Some research programs are driven more by evidence than by theory. The
strength of evidence refers to the overall quality of the research design; its
effectiveness in controlling for extraneous variables and in dealing with
endogeneity problems; the validity of empirical indicators for key theoret-
ical concepts; the quality of the data; the appropriateness of any statistical
methods used in the analysis of the data, including the fit between the
assumptions of the statistical model and those of the theoretical proposi-
tion to which it is applied; the replicability of the data analysis and the
extent and variety of replications of the analysis; the appropriateness of
case selection, given the theory to be tested, including the sensitivity to
possible selection bias; and the extent to which the findings can be gener-
alized to other spatial and temporal domains beyond the immediate data.

These criteria are fairly standard in books on research methods, the
most influential of which is King, Keohane, and Verba (1994). Their
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Designing Social Inquiry gives more emphasis to empirical criteria than to
theoretical criteria for scientific progress,’? and it strongly suggests that
successful theories are those with the greatest levels of empirical support—
points that many of the book’s critics have noted (Brady and Collier 2004).

One example of an empirically driven research program is the one on
territory and war (Vasquez 1993; Vasquez and Senese 2004; Huth 1996;
Hensel 2000; Huth and Alee 2002). This scholarship has been propelled by
the repeated demonstration that a disproportionately high number of
wars involve territorial disputes and that territorial disputes are more likely
to lead to war than are other kinds of disputes. Thus far, however, there is
little agreement on the precise causal mechanisms leading from territorial-
ity to militarized conflict. This is clearly the case of a strong empirical find-
ing coming first and stimulating theoretical efforts to explain that finding
and associated empirical relationships.'?

A more influential research program that is primarily evidence driven,
at least in its early stages, but that involves a complex mix of factors, is the
democratic peace.!* It is undoubtedly true, as Lawrence argues (this vol-
ume; see also Oren 1995), that many joined in the study of the democratic
peace because of a normative commitment to liberal democracy and to an
American foreign policy agenda of actively promoting democratic values
abroad. Yet perhaps just as many engaged the debate because of their real-
ist worldviews, a determination to demonstrate the fallacy of early empir-
ical work, save realism from one of its most glaring empirical anomalies,
and steer American foreign policy away from a misguided liberal interven-
tionism. While conceding the impact of policy agendas (liberal and
antiliberal) on the democratic peace research program, I want to empha-
size the primacy of another factor, particularly in the early stages of the
research program—the unprecedented level of empirical support for the
dyadic-level finding that democracies rarely if ever fight each other. It was
the strength of this correlation, along with the absence of any unambigu-
ous anomalies, that generated both the intellectual curiosity and profes-
sional incentives for realists, liberals, and others to redirect their research
energies toward the democratic peace.

After Doyle (1983) and later a special issue of the Journal of Conflict
Resolution (December 1984) emphasized that democracies almost never
go to war with each other, many of the scholars who initiated research on
this question were skeptics who were convinced that the findings were
based on flawed research designs and who were determined to introduce
greater rigor into democratic peace research. This certainly applies to
Singer, who coauthored the first systematic study of democracy and peace
(Small and Singer 1976) and who remains a skeptic. It also applies to
Weede (1984), Bremer (1992), Maoz {1992), Bueno de Mesquita and
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Lalman (1992), and Russett (1993}, each of whom is now a strong believer
in the dyadic democratic peace.'® Many of these scholars may have
wanted to believe that democracies rarely if ever fought each other, but
most were skeptical of the validity of the finding and expected that it
would wash out once scholars controlled for other key variables such as
trade, distance, alliances, and the like. It was the near law-like character of
the interdemocratic peace proposition, in a field in which relatively few
empirical regularities of even modest strength had been uncovered, that
energized scholars to engage in further studies in an attempt to validate or
invalidate the early findings, to explore potential anomalies in more
detail, to consider the possible extension of the findings to earlier tempo-
ral domains and to other international systems, and to generate and test
additional theoretical implications of the democratic peace proposition.
As the consensus grew that the dyadic democratic peace was real, so did
the professional incentives for individuals to attempt to demonstrate that
the proclaimed absence of war between democracies was the artifact of
misspecified theoretical arguments and flawed research designs.

Some will disagree with my emphasis on the primacy of evidence in the
evolution of the democratic peace research program, and a more thorough
and systematic analysis is necessary to resolve the debate. One thing that
everyone agrees has had little impact on the study of the democratic peace,
at least until recently, is a strong theory. The empirical finding clearly came
first, followed by atternpts to validate it and to explore possible anomalies,
and finally by theoretical conjectures to explain it, none of which has gen-
erated overwhelming support, The relative absence of war between

democracies remains a strong empirical regularity in search of a theory to
explain it.'¢

The Dialectic of Theory and Evidence

The theoretical and empirical dimensions of a research program are not
analytically distinct, of course. One cannot analyze the evidentiary support
for a theory apart from its fundamental assumptions and propositions or
from alternative explanations for evidence consistent with the theory, all of
which affect case selection, the operationalization of key variables, and all
other aspects of research design (Merton 1974). A research program driven
entirely by evidence, without any prior theoretical assumptions, is incon-
ceivable. Few contemporary scholars would embrace the epistemology
underlying Sgt. Joe Friday’s {of “Dragnet” fame) request for “Just the facts,
ma’'am, just the facts” As Goethe wrote, “Every fact is already a theory”
{cited in Waltz 1997: 913),




184 JACKS. LEVY

To say that all research is guided by theory does not imply that theory
necessarily plays a greater role than does evidence in research programs,
any more than the fact that most theories are influenced by some prior
empirical observations implies that evidence plays a greater role. It is not
clear, however, exactly how we should assign weights to theory and evi-
dence. The problem is compounded by the multiple ways in which scholars
use the term theory—to refer to everything from axiomatic deductive theory
to broader conceptual frameworks or paradigms with contested and
conflicting theoretical assumptions and only vaguely specified causal
mechanisms.

One example is the ongoing debate over whether a preponderance of
power or a parity of power is more likely to lead to war. This dyadic-level
debate grew out of the power parity hypothesis of balance of power theory
and the power preponderance hypothesis of power transition theory
(Organski 1968). Neither theory carefully specified the causal mechanisms
leading from structure to outcome,” but the debate was dominated by a
series of empirical studies beginning in the 1970s."® There is now strong
empirical evidence in support of the power preponderance hypothesis
(Kugler and Lemke 1996}, but the precise causal mechanisms remain
poorly developed, in part because power transition theory has yet to incor-
porate a theory of bargaining (DiCicco and Levy 1999). I see this pattern as
reflecting the dominance of evidence over theory in the evolution of power
parity/power preponderance debate, though theory probably plays a
greater role in the debate between balance of power theory and power
transition theory."

It is also possible that a research program can combine theoretical and
empirical elements in an alternating sequence of theory and evidence: a
reasonably well-specified theory leads to empirical tests that contradict
some of the testable implications of the theory, which then leads to the
modification of the theory or perhaps to its replacement by an alternative
theory. Or the process may begin with robust empirical findings that lead
to the construction of a theory to explain them, which leads to new pre-
dictions that guide subsequent empirical research. An alternating
sequence of theory and evidence fits Popper’s (1962) model of conjectures
and refutations.

We start with a hypothesis, whether derived from a theory or induced
from observation, test it against the evidence, and use the evidence to refine,
revise, or reject the theory. This idea is explicit in the methodology of struc-
tured, focused comparison {George and Bennett 2005) and in the method-
ology of the analytic narrative research program (Bates et al. 1998).

This strategy for the cumulation of knowledge is also influential in histo-
riography. Carr (1964: 20-21, 26-30) criticized both Rankean historiography
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(Iggers 1984) for its “fetishism of facts” and historical idealism for its
argument that empirical observations are entirely determined by theoretical
preconceptions. Carr argued that “the historian is neither the humble slave
nor the tyrannical master of his facts,” and that history is “a continuous
process of interaction between the historian and his facts, an unending dia-
logue between the present and the past.” Similarly, many of the essays in this
volume explicitly or implicitly accept as a normative ideal the model of an
unending dialogue between theory and evidence, recognizing that theories
with different ontological and epistemological foundations call for different
kinds of evidence.

Still, there is a less-than-perfect fit between the conjectures and refu-
tations ideal and the reality of political science research programs. In
contrast to physics, which in many respects provides the paradigmatic
case for Popper’s model,?® the social sciences provide fewer clear-cut
rejections of a given theory. A possible exception are the experimental
social sciences, where highly controlled experiments generate greater
consensus on the refutation of theoretical conjectures.

A good example here is decision theory. If we define this research pro-
gram broadly to include both formal (normative) decision theory and
more descriptive research in social psychology and behavioral econom-
ics on how people actually make choices under conditions of risk,?' then
we can interpret a long line of work on decision theory in terms of an
alternating sequence of conjectures and refutations.

We can trace the initial conjecture of decision theory to Pascal’s pro-
posal of the expected value criterion in the seventeenth century (Hacking
1975: 62). Bernoulli used the St. Petersburg paradox (1738) to refute the
expected value concept and then to propose an alternative measure of
value based on diminishing marginal returns.? This was the first formula-
tion of expected utility, and the concept remained essentially unchanged
until it was fully formalized by Von Neumann and Morgenstern (1944}. By
the 1950s, expected utility theory had gained dominance in economics, but
questions about the descriptive accuracy of the theory’s axioms and pre-
dictions led social psychologists to engage in a series of experiments to see
if individuals did in fact behave according to the predictions of expected
utility. By the late 1970s, there was growing evidence, primarily from
experiments in the laboratory but also from empirical studies of consumer
and investment behavior, regarding a number of systematic deviations
from expected utility theory.

These were discrete, inductively generated findings generated by dissat-
isfaction: with the descriptive accuracy of expected utility theory, with no
apparent connection between those findings. What propelled the research
program forward was a series of new conjectures, as economists and social
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psychologists proposed alternative theories of risky choice by relaxing one
or more of axioms of expected utility theory. This lead to a variety of for-
mulations of generalized utility theory (Machina 1982; Camerer 1992).
One of the most influential of the alternative theories was prospect theory
(Kahneman and Tversky 1979), which emphasized the importance of refer-
ence points, the asymmetry of gains and losses around a reference point,and
nonlinear responses to probabilities.2 Prospect theory has been applied in
number of disciplines and has attracted particular attention in international
relations (Farnham 1994; McDermott 1998; Levy 2000). It began as a theo-
retical conjecture in response to a series of apparent experimental and
empirical refutations of a prior conjecture about the nature of choice.

The results of ongoing experimental work are mixed. Most analysts
agree that there are a number of robust descriptive violations of expected
utility, but no single alternative conjecture has replaced it, leaving expected
utility theory and prospect theory among a handful of leading contenders
to a behavioral theory of choice (Camerer 1992: 239-42). It is important to
note that a major reason for the persistence of expected utility theory, in
addition to the limitations of competing theories, is its normative appeal
as a theory of how people ought to maximize value, even among scholars
who are convinced of the descriptive inadequacy of the theory.*

The Impact of Policy and Politics®

Few would deny that policy and politics often shape the development and
persistence of scholarly research programs.®® Scholars from a variety of
metatheoretical orientations have argued that some of the leading research
programs in the field are driven by current events and by the policy agen-
das of states and of individual scholars, that the study of international rela-
tions in different countries reflects and therefore varies with their
country’s distinctive historical circumstances and their government's dif-
ferent policy agendas, and that the relatively new field of international
relations reflects a strong American thrust in both policy orientation and
academic style (Hoffmann 1977; Krippendorf 1987; Ross 1991; Oren 1995;
Waever 1998; Jervis 1998, 2003; Wendt 1999).

In terms of paradigmatic debates, for example, scholars have argued
that the interwar period led to idealist and liberal approaches,” World
War II to realism, the Vietnam War to critical orientations, and the
uncertainty of the post—cold war period to multiple paradigms. In terms
of substantive focus, the cold war gave rise to an emphasis on nuclear
weapons, deterrence theory, and the East-West divide in general. The
increase in civil wars and armed insurgencies after the end of the cold
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war led to a significant expansion of research on ethnonationalism, civil
wars, genocide, humanitarian intervention, and, after the September-11
attacks, terrorism.

Similar arguments can be applied to the study of history, where interpre-
tations of the past are often shaped by contemporary values and policy.
Combs (1983) argued that changing interpretations of American foreign pol-
icy over time reflect ever-changing American foreign policy agendas. The idea
that contemporary values, norms, issues, and agendas shape the interpreta-
tion of the past is reflected in Croce’s famous statement that “all history is
contemporary history” (cited in Carr 1964: 20-21}, and in Kierkegaard’s idea
that “life is lived forward but written backwards” (cited in Jervis 2003:100).

While government policy agendas often shape academic research pro-
grams—through government or foundation support for academic
research or through more diffuse mechanisms—the diversity of the acad-
emy reflects a wide range of values and policy agendas, and leading schol-
arly research programs may reflect agendas and values that are far from the
dominant ones in state and society. U.S. government policy agendas
shaped traditional histories of the origins of the cold war {Feis 1970), but
at the same time competing policy preferences shaped revisionist interpre-
tations of American foreign policy in the 1960s and 1970s (Williams
1972). The influence of countercultural values is also clear in postmodern
and cultural history, values that examine the past from the perspective of
the powerless and the voiceless and that are currently dominant (and not
without power or voice) within many history departments.?® Perhaps not
coincidently, diplomatic and particularly military history, especially in the
United States, have been marginalized (Lynn 1997, Black 2004).

Although it is undeniable that politics and policy affect the initiation
and evolution of many research programs, it is important to recognize that
some influential research programs in the field are driven primarily by
autonomous theoretical or analytical developments or by evidentiary sup-
port, rather than by recent events or policy agendas. As argued in the last
section, the bargaining model of war, rational choice theory in general, and
behavioral decision theory have no obvious connection to world events or
policy agendas.?

Conclusion

I have focused on the descriptive question of what influences the historical
evolution of research programs rather than on the more normative ques-
tions of how research programs should develop and how they should be
evaluated. I have distinguished between theoretical, empirical, and political
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criteria but conceded that the relationships among them are complex and
sometimes difficult to disentangle. My argument is that social science
research programs follow multiple trajectories, and that there is no single
path for a research program’s “success,” defined in terms of the program’s
impact on and endurance in the field. Most rational choice models of inter-
national relations are more theory-driven than evidence-driven; though in
some cases (Bueno de Mesquita 1981 comes to mind), the ability of some of
these models to outperform their rivals in terms of degree of empirical sup-
port significantly enhances their influence. Research on the relationship
between territory and war and between the dyadic balance of power and the
outbreak of war has been primarily evidence-driven. While behavioral deci-
sion theory itself has in many respects been evidence-driven, if it is con-
ceived more broadly as part of a broader research program on choice under
conditions of risk that goes back to Pascal and Bernoulli, it is a classic case of
Popper’s model of an alternating sequence of conjectures and refutations.”

Policy agendas and normative concerns have had a much greater
impact on the evolution of the democratic peace research program, but I
question the common view that these factors have been the dominant
force behind the scholarly popularity of the democratic peace. I argue
instead that the unprecedented levels of empirical support for the dyadic
democratic peace proposition, in a field notoriously lacking in law-like
behavior, were the primary driving force behind the evolution of the
research program, particularly in its early stages.

The question of the relative impact of policy agendas and values on aca-
demic research programs is both descriptively interesting and normatively
complex.’! The important question, from the perspective of a normative
theory of science, is not whether normative and policy concerns influence
research programs—since they inevitably do—but how. It makes a differ-
ence where in the research process normative and policy concerns have an
impact. Popper (1965) distinguished between the logic of discovery and
the logic of confirmation, The integrity of science is not undermined if
values or policy concerns help shape the questions that scholars ask or
even the initial theoretical conjectures constructed to explain them.
Indeed, social science is a social enterprise as well as a scientific one, and
social scientists should be social critics as well as social scientists.*? As
social critics, they should identify and explore important social questions,
however out of fashion or contrary to governmental policy they may be.

It is a more serious threat to the integrity of scientific inquiry if values
and policy concerns have a significant impact on how scholars define their
concepts, translate their conjectures into rigorously formulated theories,
construct research designs to test those theories, interpret the evidence,
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and decide—in the face of disconfirming evidence—whether or not to
abandon the research program. This is not to say that the influence of these
factors can be entirely eliminated from these stages of research, but rather
that this influence and its negative consequences can be minimized if a
scholar acknowledges her underlying normative assumptions and
attempts to compensate for them in the construction of her research
design.

We should also remember that the inseparability of facts and values is a
reciprocal relationship. It means both that normative values infuse all
empirical inquiry and that normative arguments have empirical compo-
nents. Social scientists should be sensitive to the normative assumptions
and implications of various theoretical arguments and of the research
designs constructed to test them. At the same time, scholars should make a
serious effort to identify the empirical components of normative argu-
ments and to test those implied empirical propositions with rigorous
social science methods (Snyder 2003).

Notes

1. As Lichbach notes in his concluding essay in this volume, Lakatos has declined
in favor in the current literature in the philosophy of science. See also Blaug
(1994: 109-11).

2. For the purposes of this study I define research programs broadly to include
either 1) a body of scholarship that is built around a well-defined set of theo-
retical assumptions, which is inherent in Lakatos’s (1970) conception, or 2) a
body of scholarship that focuses on a well-defined substantive problem. Thus I
classify the vast literature on the democratic peace as a research program for
the purposes of this study, though Lakatosian criteria would lead us to exclude
it because of the variety of theoretical explanations that have been advanced
for the democratic peace and the different assumptions on which they are
based.

3. Similarly, Jervis (1998: 972) states that “a research program succeeds when
many scholars adopt it.” The impact of a research program could also be meas-
ured in terms of the number of articles in prestigious journals and presses, read-
ings on graduate syllabi, convention panels, doctoral dissertations, and hiring
patterns.

4. This typology of theory-driven, evidence driven, and alternating sequence of
theory and evidence mirrors Lakatos’s (1970: 151-52) conception of three
“typical variants” in the evolution of research programs: a “Popperian alterna-
tion of conjectures and refutations,” a “period of relative autonomy of theoret-
ical progress,” and one in which all the empirical evidence is in place prior to
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16.

11.

12.
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theoretical development. Lakatos suggests that “which pattern is actually
realized depends only on historical accident” (p. 151). I thank Mark Lichbach
for pointing out that my categories were similar to those of Lakatos.

. Given the enormous differences in the study of international relations and

international history across national boundaries (Smith 1985; Waever 199§;
Levy 2001), the inclusion of non-American scholarship would be par.ticular_}y
valuable in isolating the role of politics and policy agendas, which vary across
states in a way that theory and evidence presumably do not.

. Falsifiability is 2 logical criterion that refers to whether the theory or hypothe-

sis Is constructed in such a way that there is a nonempty set of empirical obser-
vations that would lead researchers to conclude that the theory was incorrect,
or at least that it needed to be rejected. Whether a theory is actually falsified is
an empirical question, though one that involves some difficult issues in the
philosophy of science. See the Lichbach chapter in this velume.

. A theory is parsimonious if it explains as much as possible with as little theo-

retical apparatus as possible. A theory is not parsimonious in the abstract but
only relative to other theories that purport to explain the same phencmenon.
In this view parsimony relates to theories that one constructs to explain the
world, not to beliefs about the simplicity of the world itself. King, Keohane,
and Verba (1994) adopt this second definition of parsimony, and refer to the
first as “maximizing leverage.”

. One of the problems with Lakatos's (1970) conception of research programs is

the ambiguity surrounding the “unit of appraisal,” or how broadly one should
define research programs (DiCicco and Levy 2003). Should we focus, for
example, on the rational choice paradigm as a whole; on a particular analytic
framework within that paradigm, such as games of incomplete information
or, more narrowly, signaling game models; or on applications of rational
choice to a particular substantive area, such as bargaining?

. This discussion builds on Levy (2003b). For a broader analysis of bargaining,

one that includes nonrational factors, see Lebow {1996).

The key analytic developments were the treatment of games of incomplete
information (about adversary preferences) as games of imperfect information
{about prior moves in the game) (Harsany: 1967-68), and the refinement of
key equilibrium concepts that permitted the solution of these games. The key
equilibrium concepts include perfect equilibrium (Selton 1975) and sequen-
tial equilibrium (Kreps and Wilson 1982). Rubenstein (1982) first applied per-
fect equilibrium to bargaining problems.

Within realism, for example, one can identify classical realism and structural
realism, offensive reatism and defensive realism {Walt 2002), balance of power
realism and hegemonic realism (Levy 2002). This leads us back to the question
of the appropriate “unit of appraisal,” and the question of whether these broad
paradigms are usually conceived as a single’integrated research program.

This is somewhat ironic, because many of the scholarly contributions of King,
and especially of Kechane and Verba in their individual work have been more
theoretical than empirical.

13.

4,

i5.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20,

2L

22,

23.

24.

25.
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Another example of a research program—or perhaps a paradigmatic
approach—that is driven more by evidence than by theory is cognitive psy-
chology. I thank Ned Lebow for suggesting this example.

1 define the “democratic peace” research program broadly here to include not
only research related to the dyadic-level proposition that democracies rarely if
ever fight each other, but also monadic-level propositions about the relative
war-proneness of democratic states. For an intellectual history of the research
program see Ray (1995).

On the early skepticism of these scholars toward the democratic peace see Ray
{1995: 44).

On the progressive nature of the democratic peace research program,
as judged by several alternative metatheoretical criteria, see Chernoff
(2005).

The problem is compounded by confusion over levels of analysis. Balance of
power theory and power transition theories are system level, while the power
parity and power preponderance hypotheses are dyadic level,

For an early review see Siverson and Sullivan (1983).

The dominant role of theory in the debate between balance of power theory
and power transition theory derives in part from a certain amount of
incomensurability between the two. Most balance of power theories focus on
land-based military power and are applied to continental systems, especially
Europe, while most hegemonic theories, including power transition theory,
emphasize economic foundations of power and are applied to glebal maritime
systemns {Levy 2003a).

On the limitations of physics as a model for the social sciences, and for the pos-
sible relevance of other natural sciences, including biology, see Bernstein et al,
{2000, and in this volume). On the relevance of other disciplines for the study
of history, see Gaddis (2002).

Some of the key studies in behavioral decision theory can be found in Edwards
and Tversky (1967), Kahneman and Tversky (2000), Kagel and Roth (1995),
and Camerer, Loewenstein, and Rabin (2004).

This was a theoretical refutation based on the identification of a theoretical
anomaly in the expected value concept.

Prospect theory itself has been significantly revised (Tversky and Kahneman
1992) in response to an important theoretical (as opposed to empirical) prob-
lem relating to the mathematical intractability of the original formulation of
the probability weighting function.

The normative appeal of expected utility theory implies no distinctive sub-
stantive commitment, other than the maximization of individual value, inde-
pendently of how the individual defines value. Rational choice theory includes
“analytical Marxists” such as Przeworski as well as free market economists.
Prospect theory, on the other hand, makes no normative claims, and
Kahneman and Tversky (1979) and others argue that it is impossible to recon-
cile normative and descriptive theories of choice.

This section builds on Levy (2003b).
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26. “Policy and politics” is a very broad category, and includes the impact of
current events, the policy agendas of the government and of political oppo-
sitions or other groups. It might also include the professional or financial
self-interest of individual scholars or research teams, but I exclude this latter
consideration from this discussion.

27. Carr (1939) argued that the ascendance of idealist international theory,
with its vision of a natural harmony of interests in the world, was basically
a rationalization for British and American dominance in a liberal world
order.

28. For an argument on why the study of the “voiceless” lends itself to a postmod-
ern orientation, see Haber, Kennedy, and Krasner (1957): 38—40.

29. The rational choice paradigm does not specify actors values or preferences,
which are exogenous, It specifies how actors should behave, and perhaps how
they do behave, given their values, their beliefs, and the structure of their struc-
tural and informational environments. Moreover, the actors themselves are
unspecified. They can be individuals, organizations, classes, states, empires,
intergovernmental organizations, or any group whose preferences satisfy the
axioms of expected utility theory, or perhaps even less demanding criteria in
“softer” versions of rational choice. Particular rational choice theories (the sig-
naling model of economic interdependence and peace, for exampte) specify
actors, preferences, and other parameters.

30. This suggests that the temporal boundaries we ascribe to a research program
may affect how we classify it. Behavioral decision research from the 1950s to
the late 1970s was primarily empirically driven, but if we focus on decision
theory more broadly to include the antecedents of behavioral decision
research and the theories it generated, it fits nicely into a medel of alternating
conjectures and refutations.

31. Fora discussion of the tension between prescriptive and descriptive theories of
research programs, between the methodology of science and the history of
science, see Blaug (1994).

32. This does not imply that all researchers need to devote equal time and energy
to social criticism and scientific analysis, only that both tasks are appropriate
ones.
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