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Abstract
The idea of integrative pluralism offers a promising path for the development of theory in international
security and international relations. Instead of either trying to shoehorn all theorising into a single, limited
paradigm or giving up entirely on theoretical progress, the integrative pluralist approach calls for bringing
diverse approaches together. More precisely, integrative pluralism involves explaining specific phenomena
by linking causal processes across multiple layers of reality, and then using the findings to inform broader
theoretical constructs such as IR theory paradigms. Elements of the integrative pluralism approach are
already visible in the work of mainstream scholars such as Snyder and Katzenstein, as well as of critical
scholars such as Sjoberg and Hansen, but the field has tended to overlook these scholars’ efforts at the-
oretical integration. To more explicitly develop integrative pluralism for our field, this article first draws on
critical realist philosophy and social theory. It then illustrates how further steps in this direction might be
taken, in particular by highlighting the integrative pluralist aspects of Kaufman’s applications of symbolic
politics theory to explaining ethnic conflict and war more generally.

Keywords: Constructivism; Critical Realism; Integrative Pluralism; International Relations Theory; Paradigms; Realism;
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Introduction
The last decade or more has been characterised as a period of ‘theoretical peace’ in the field of
International Relations (IR), with growing acceptance that there are different and equally valid
ways of theorising, and a plethora of new theories and theoretical approaches to show for it.1

At the same time, however, theorists debate how best to operate within this pluralist environment.
Some offer advice for how to revitalise existing grand theory,2 or integrate several of them under
the umbrella of rational choice.3 Most develop guidance on how to best leverage theoretical

© The Author(s), 2022. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of the British International Studies Association.

1See Tim Dunne, Lene Hansen, and Colin Wight, ‘The end of International Relations theory?’, European Journal of
International Relations, 19:3 (2013), p. 406; Patrick Thaddeus Jackson, The Conduct of Inquiry in International Relations:
Philosophy of Science and its Implications for the Study of World Politics (London, UK: Routledge, 2011); Daniel J. Levine
and David M. McCourt, ‘Why does pluralism matter when we study politics? A view from contemporary International
Relations’, Perspectives on Politics, 16:1 (2018), pp. 92–109. See also Peter Marcus Kristensen, ‘International Relations at
the end: A sociological autopsy’, International Studies Quarterly, 62:2 (2018), pp. 245–59.

2John J. Mearsheimer and Stephen M. Walt, ‘Leaving theory behind: Why simplistic hypothesis testing is bad for
International Relations’, European Journal of International Relations, 19:3 (2013), pp. 427–57.

3David A. Lake, ‘Why “isms” are evil: Theory, epistemology, and academic sects as impediments to understanding and
progress’, International Studies Quarterly, 55:2 (2011), pp. 465–80.
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pluralism.4 Taken together, these interventions display the relevance of two intersecting concerns.
The first and most widely shared is recognition that given our subject’s breadth, complexity, and
mutability the search for a single, unified IR theory is misguided. The other concern is that an
uncritical acceptance of pluralism, where there are no grounds for determining better or worse
theories, risks an ‘incapacitating relativism’.5 A project such as Rudra Sil and Peter
Katzenstein’s ‘analytic eclecticism’ shies away from the latter concern; their approach to making
‘intellectually and practically useful connections among clusters of analyses … in separate para-
digms’ is admittedly ‘limited in aspiration to middle-range theorizing [and] does not aim at
ambitious, holistic understandings of “theory cumulation” across entire disciplines or subfields’.6

Efforts such as John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt’s plea to promote grand theory is in danger
of ignoring the former issue.7

To steer between these twin pitfalls, we advocate that more IR scholars follow Colin Wight’s
approach, following the philosopher of science Sandra Mitchell’s work on biology, of ‘integrative
pluralism’.8 Mitchell’s integrative pluralism starts by accepting some natural degree of theoretical
pluralism, given both our complex reality and our imperfect capacities as observers of it. What the
integrative pluralist does is to seek to develop better theories by integrating insights from existing
ones in the process of explanation. A study of the causes of war, for example, might draw on real-
ist accounts of system structure and liberal theories of domestic political effects. The integrative
pluralist then takes a crucial next step and reflects on the implications of their findings for the
theories that they may or may not have drawn upon. For example, findings about the democratic
peace might suggest scope conditions for realist accounts of the structural sources of international
conflict. Applying these scope conditions or conditioning hypotheses might help to explain, for
example, why realists were wrong to predict the rise of great-power rivalry in Western Europe
after the Cold War but more accurate in predicting a similar dynamic in Asia.9

Stated more formally, we define integrative pluralism as an approach to research, explanation,
and theory development that in the explanation of concrete phenomena encourages researchers
to link causal processes across multiple emergent layers of reality and then use the nature of those
linkages to inform broader theoretical constructs. Thus, like analytic eclecticism, integrative

4For example, Rudra Sil and Peter Katzenstein, Beyond Paradigms: Analytic Eclecticism in the Study of World Politics
(Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010); Jeffrey Checkel, ‘Theoretical pluralism in IR: Possibilities and limits’, in
Walter Carlsnaes, Thomas Risse, and Beth A. Simmons (eds), Handbook of International Relations (London, UK: SAGE,
2013), pp. 220–41; Andrew Bennett, ‘The mother of all isms: Causal mechanisms and structured pluralism in
International Relations theory’, European Journal of International Relations, 19:3 (2013), pp. 459–81; David A. Lake,
‘Theory is dead, long live theory: The end of the Great Debates and the rise of eclecticism in International Relations’,
European Journal of International Relations, 19:3 (2013), pp. 567–87; Yosef Lapid, ‘Through dialogue to engaged pluralism:
The unfinished business of the third debate’, International Studies Review, 5:1 (2003), pp. 128–31; Patrick T. Jackson and
Daniel H. Nexon, ‘International theory in a post-paradigmatic era: From substantive wagers to scientific ontologies’,
European Journal of International Relations, 19:3 (2013), pp. 543–65; Kavi Joseph Abraham and Yehonatan Abramson, ‘A
pragmatist vocation for International Relations: The (global) public and its problems’, European Journal of International
Relations, 23:1 (2013), pp. 26–48; Amitav Acharya, ‘Advancing global IR: Challenges, contentions, and contributions’,
International Studies Review, 18:1 (2016), pp. 4–15.

5Dunne, Hansen, and Wight, ‘The end of International Relations theory?’, p. 416.
6Sil and Katzenstein, Beyond Paradigms, pp. 2, 20.
7Walt and Mearsheimer, ‘Leaving theory behind’.
8Colin Wight, ‘Theorizing International Relations: Emergence, organized complexity, and integrative pluralism’, in

E. Kavalski (ed.), World Politics at the Edge of Chaos: Reflections on Complexity and Global Life (Albany, NY: State
University of New York Press, 2015), pp. 53–77; Colin Wight, ‘Bringing the outside in: The limits of theoretical fragmentation
and pluralism in IR theory’, Politics, 39:1 (2019), pp. 64–81; Sandra D. Mitchell, Biological Complexity and Integrative
Pluralism (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Sandra D. Mitchell, ‘Complexity and explanation in the social
sciences’, in C. Mantzavinos (ed.), Philosophy of the Social Sciences: Philosophical Theory and Scientific Practice (Cambridge,
UK: Cambridge University Press, 2009), pp. 130–45.

9On Europe, see John J. Mearsheimer, ‘Back to the future: Instability in Europe after the Cold War’, International Security,
15:1 (1990), pp. 5–56; on Asia, see Aaron L. Friedberg, ‘Ripe for rivalry: Prospects for peace in a multipolar Asia’,
International Security, 18:3 (1994), pp. 5–33.
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pluralism calls for efforts to draw from various theories, though with the crucial addition of a
more explicit route towards theoretical competition and knowledge cumulation beyond the ‘mid-
dle range’. And unlike neopositivist conceptions of theoretical competition as a head-to-head
clash of grand theories, here competition – or more likely, gradual theoretical alteration –
takes place through explanatory integration.

Beyond translating the integrative pluralist programme for the social sciences – and security
studies and IR specifically – the major value-added of this article is in going further than
Wight towards illustrating what integrative pluralism might look like in practice for security stud-
ies and IR, especially with respect to the last step of informing broader theory. Wight’s argument
is mainly aimed at certain disciplinary pathologies that he contends are obstacles to doing this.
We are animated by the hunch that there is a need for a more explicit roadmap for both recog-
nising and enacting integrative pluralism for our specific field(s) of study.

After an initial section that seeks to better describe integrative pluralism in relation to IR, our
second section develops a version of it specific to our field. The third section highlights some
examples of integrative pluralism at work in security studies research across various disciplinary
divides: as relatively mainstream examples, we present Jack Snyder’s syncretic account of military
doctrines before the First World War and Peter Katzenstein’s cultural-institutional explanation of
Japanese security policy. Among scholars with a more critical-theoretic bent, we highlight Laura
Sjoberg’s feminist theory of war and Lene Hansen’s postructuralist account of Security as Practice.
Utilising Stuart Kaufman’s symbolic politics theory of interethnic relations, the fourth section
provides a more in-depth illustration of not only how to develop sophisticated integrative pluralist
explanations, but also how to parlay that into robust contact with the broader theoretical land-
scape in security studies and beyond.10

Integrative pluralism, security studies, and IR
Our first task is to clarify how an integrative pluralist approach would conceive of IR theory in
general. Given its emphasis on integration at ‘the concrete explanatory level’, its focus is clearly on
explanatory theory.11 Tim Dunne, Lene Hansen, and Colin Wight define explanatory theory as an
attempt ‘to explain events by providing an account of causes in a temporal sequence’.12 This view
is in opposition to a view of theory, central to many grand theoretical designs, as ‘simplified pic-
tures of reality’ or ‘maps’.13 The former notion of theory is close(r) to the one adopted here,14 but
of these dominant currents, the flaws with grand theoretical ‘maps’ are most in need of
addressing.

As David Lake observes, existing grand theoretical traditions each have ‘a unique set of core
assumptions’ that ‘embody different visions of world politics as inherently conflictual, more
cooperative, or the “open” product of actors’ own actions’.15 Theorists then often reify these
assumptions – conflating the ‘map’ with the world as a whole.16 These assumptions become

10Stuart J. Kaufman, Modern Hatreds: The Symbolic Politics of Ethnic War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2001);
Stuart J. Kaufman, Nationalist Passions (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2015).

11Mitchell, Biological Complexity and Integrative Pluralism, p. 216.
12Dunne, Hansen, and Wight, ‘The end of International Relations theory?’, p. 409.
13Mearsheimer and Walt, ‘Leaving theory behind’, p. 431.
14We have a reservation relating to the commitment to a temporal sequence of causes, which evinces a rather ‘flat’ view of

social ontology, in which readily apparent events or conditions follow one after another. Indeed, such a view can be seen as
deriving from a neopositivist view of explanation to which we do not subscribe. See David Little, Varieties of Social
Explanation: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Social Science (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1991), pp. 13–19. Detailed
further below, we contend that causal processes may interact in complex ways rather than playing out in a linear and chrono-
logical fashion.

15Lake, ‘Why “isms” are evil’, pp. 466–7.
16Daniel J. Levine and Alexander D. Barder, ‘The closing of the American mind: “American School” International

Relations and the state of grand theory’, European Journal of International Relations, 20:4 (2014), pp. 863–88.
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so entrenched that theorists working within a particular ‘ism’ feel compelled to reject inclusion of
relevant considerations simply because doing so would mean the theory no longer fit within the
‘ism’.17 The reason grand theorising looks like this, we suspect, is the presumption among many
IR theorists, typically attributed to Lakatos, that theory must begin with a single deductive logic
stemming from a ‘hard core’ of parametric assumptions as well as a ‘negative heuristic’ – ‘rules
that prohibit certain kinds of theorizing’.18 In John Mearsheimer’s formulation, for example, rea-
lism’s hard core assumption is that ‘the structure of the international system forces states… to act
aggressively toward each other’; its negative heuristic demands the view that international institu-
tions represent a ‘false promise’.19 International cooperation has little place in the theory.

What’s more, existing grand theory, identified as including ‘realism’ or ‘liberalism’, are not the-
ories at all but ‘research traditions’, which are not internally coherent.20 Realists, for example, are
divided into offensive realist, defensive realist, and neoclassical realist camps whose arguments are
sharply distinct.21 ‘Liberalism’ may similarly refer to those like Robert O. Keohane who focus on
international institutions, those like Andrew Moravscik who emphasise domestic political pro-
cesses, or theorists of the democratic peace who may consider both.22 Constructivism also is
not a theory but, in Chris Brown’s formulation ‘a set of dispositions towards social reality …
[focused] on ideas, values, norms and practices’, with much of the recent work particularly
emphasising practices.23

An integrative pluralist perspective views these traditions as a repository of theories, each pos-
sibly valuable for their abstract identification of causal factors available to be employed in expla-
nations. This is quite similar to Andrew Bennett’s vision for a ‘taxonomy of theories on social
mechanisms’ that ‘mirrors the three leading “isms” in the IR subfield’, then used to foster
more sophisticated explanatory theories at the middle range.24 Where integrative pluralism
goes further is by viewing that latter level of theoretical development as simultaneously an effort
to explain concrete phenomena and as the testing ground for broader theories that structure the
taxonomy. Indeed, one goal of integration at the explanatory level could be progress at the grand
theoretical level, defined as integration-informed modifications to theories that leave us better
able to draw from it for future explanations. Ultimately, this should involve grand theory
going beyond the straitjacket of the ‘isms’ to integrate multiple causal factors and processes to
depict international relations in a coherent way.

The basis for this programme is a fairly innocuous notion that too often gets lost in the array
of theoretical approaches available to the IR researcher. While accepting that we will never know
with certainty that we have gotten things just right, it would seem that for any healthy science,
whatever degree or kind of pluralism that pertains should at least not prevent us from being

17See, for example, Jeffrey W. Legro and Andrew Moravcsik, ‘Is anybody still a realist?’, International Security, 24:2 (1999),
pp. 5–55.

18Balkan Devlen, Patrick James, and Ozgur Ozdamar, ‘The English School, International Relations and progress’,
International Studies Review, 7:2 (2005), p. 172.

19Stated, respectively, in John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York, NY: W. W. Norton, 2001),
p. 3; and John J. Mearsheimer, ‘The false promise of international institutions’, International Security, 19:3 (1994), pp. 5–49.

20Mearsheimer and Walt, ‘Leaving theory behind’, p. 432; Lake, ‘Why “isms” are evil’, p. 469.
21See Gideon Rose, ‘Neoclassical realism and theories of foreign policy’, World Politics, 51:1 (1998), pp. 144–72.
22See, respectively, Robert O. Keohane, After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy

(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984); Andrew Moravcsik, ‘Taking preferences seriously: A liberal theory of inter-
national politics’, International Organization, 51:4 (1997), pp. 513–53; and Bruce M. Russett and John R. Oneal,
Triangulating Peace: Democracy, Interdependence, and International Organizations (New York, NY: W. W. Norton, 2001).

23Chris Brown, ‘The poverty of Grand Theory’, European Journal of International Relations, 19:3 (2013), p. 290. For exam-
ples of the ‘practice turn’, see Vincent Pouliot, ‘The logic of practicality: A theory of practice of security communities’,
International Organization, 62:2 (2008), pp. 257–88; and Didier Bigo, ‘Pierre Bourdieu and international relations: Power
of practices, practices of power’, International Political Sociology, 5:3 (2011), pp. 225–58.

24Bennett, ‘The mother of all isms’, pp. 472–4.
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able to sift through ‘knowledge claims in the hope of discarding those that fail to provide a valu-
able contribution to the overall stock of knowledge’.25 Put more positively, it seems sensible to
ground the contact between different theories on the goal of developing better explanations of
international political phenomena. That notion, though, is much more easily said than done.

As noted, Wight draws from the philosopher Sandra Mitchell, whose integrative pluralism has
been featured prominently in philosophy of science debates about the best way to embrace plur-
alism.26 Mitchell argues that because biology is a field marked by ‘multicomponent, multilevel,
evolved complex systems’, theoretical pluralism is something ‘the nature of nature demands’.27

Causes are multiple, interactive, and are emergent at different levels of reality. Additionally, spe-
cific instances of outwardly like phenomena can involve different causal pathways, and historical
change can generate novelty. Furthermore, we can never expect the conceptual representations we
develop to be fully secure or stable because of the ‘combination of our [limited] cognitive abilities
and the purposes for which we intend to use … knowledge’.28 Therefore, we should expect to
have multiple legitimate ‘grand’ or general theoretical perspectives because we need ‘a means
of providing more comprehensive and multi-dimensional accounts of complex phenomena’.29

The complexity of biological life reveals that though we may have a cogent general theory
from which we can draw a fairly parsimonious explanation for a particular phenomenon, once
we attempt to adequately explain instances of it we will almost always find that a number of
other supposedly competing theories may be crucial to fleshing out the processes at work.

If this is the case then the standard way of conceiving of progress in science, with general the-
ories – or the major theories that constitute them – being ‘tested’ against one another, will not
only not lead to some chimerical theoretical unification, but will be detrimental to our ability
to understand the world. As Mitchell puts it, a ‘search for the one, singular, absolute truth
must be replaced by humble respect for the plurality of truths that partially and pragmatically
represent the world.’30 This means that theories ‘are not always competing; they are sometimes
compatible and complementary’,31 a point very much in line with Bennett’s vision for ‘structured
pluralism’ in IR. As Bennett contends, ‘scholars have constructed IR’s leading “paradigms”
around groups of theories about kinds of causal mechanisms that are in fact not mutually exclu-
sive.’32 Unlike Bennett’s approach, though, integrative pluralism provides a pathway by which we
should expect grand theoretical refinement and possibly even cumulation.

Both Wight and Mitchell are somewhat vague on how this would proceed because, as Mitchell
emphasises, ‘the strategy for integrating diverse theories and explanations will not be algorith-
mic.’33 Integrative strategy will depend heavily on the specifics of the phenomena we examine,
the angle of our investigation into them, and the always fallible assessments we make about
how those specifics should guide the search for salient causes. And yet Wight boldly asserts

25Wight, ‘Bringing the outside in’, p. 67.
26Mitchell’s form of scientific pluralism has been described as ‘modest’, in that it does not hold that pluralism is a function

of irreconcilable theoretical claims. Jeroen Van Bouwel, ‘Towards democratic models of science: Exploring the case of scien-
tific pluralism’, Perspectives on Science, 32:2 (2015), pp. 153–4. However, while some ‘modest’ approaches to pluralism are
guided by the goal of (eventual or at least ‘in principle’) theoretical unification, Mitchell is bit less modest than this, contend-
ing that unification is not even in principle the goal of integration because of the ‘contingency, context sensitivity, and non-
linear interaction among contributing causes’. Sandra D. Mitchell and Michael R. Dietrich, ‘Integration without unification:
An argument for pluralism in the biological sciences’, The American Naturalist, 168 (2006), p. S78; Jamie Shaw, ‘Pluralism,
pragmatism and functional explanations’, Kairos: Journal of Philosophy & Science, 15 (2016), p. 20.

27Mitchell, Biological Complexity and Integrative Pluralism, p. 10.
28Sandra D. Mitchell, Unsimple Truths: Science, Complexity, and Policy (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press,

2009), p. 115.
29Wight, ‘Bringing the outside in’, p. 68.
30Mitchell, Unsimple Truths, p. 118.
31Ibid., p. 109.
32Bennett, ‘The mother of all isms’, p. 263.
33Mitchell, Biological Complexity and Integrative Pluralism, p. 189.
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that as we go about the process of attempting to integrate theories at the concrete explanatory
level ‘some theories may not survive… (or) may undergo substantial change and modification’.34

Fundamentally this is because, as Mitchell puts it, however ‘complex and however many contrib-
uting causes participated, there is only one causal history that, in fact, has generated the phenom-
enon to be explained’.35 In our efforts to uncover that one causal history – which, of course, we
can never be completely certain we have found – the consideration of evidence acts to regulate the
pluralism within any scientific domain. How, though, to enact this vision of scientific practice to
the specific field of IR?

Wight’s attraction to Mitchell’s work, with its frank acknowledgment that science seeks, how-
ever haltingly, to uncover ‘only one causal history’, is clearly connected to his commitment to a
realist philosophy of social science.36 Scientific realism is defined by the view ‘that we are war-
ranted in taking the principles of our current theories as true and the entities they postulate as
real, and not merely as “useful”’.37 The critical realist form of scientific realism that Wight adopts,
developed with the social sciences specifically in mind – and to which IR theorists seem most
amenable – has been prominently used in the recent past by IR theorists in efforts to reorient
the field.38 More generally, critical realism aims for a ‘synergy between social theory and philoso-
phy’,39 and as such has generated a ‘broad alliance of social theorists and researchers trying to
develop a properly post-positivist social science’.40 This alliance shares an insistence that because
what can be known must at some level be a function of what is we should begin with ontological
considerations when developing our methodological choices.

All of which is to say, since Mitchell clearly developed integrative pluralism by way of consid-
ering what biological ‘nature’ demanded per scientific progress, exporting it to security studies
and IR must involve a consideration of the ‘nature’ of our subject matter. Talk of nature in the
social world should of course rightly be viewed with a sceptical eye; it would seem to denote
some unchanging element or wellspring from which to explain social life. Given both the
broad space/time variation on offer empirically, and the ethical problematic of seemingly denying
the human potential for fundamental change, we do not wish to be misunderstood when refer-
encing such a task. Critical realist philosophy opens space for such talk from a postpositivist regis-
ter by reference to the concept of emergence: while all social phenomena certainly have some

34Wight, ‘Bringing the outside in’, p. 68. See also Sandra D. Mitchell, ‘Integrative pluralism’, Biology and Philosophy, 17:1
(2002), pp. 55–70.

35Mitchell, Biological Complexity and Integrative Pluralism, p. 216.
36See Colin Wight, Agents, Structures and International Relations: Politics as Ontology (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge

University Press, 2006). An anonymous reviewer pushed us on this issue, contending that Mitchell was in fact a pragmatist
and therefore a scientific anti-realist. This is difficult to square with Mitchell’s clear emphasis on the way the nature of the
biological domain impinges on explanatory strategies. In our view Mitchell is clearly an explanatory realist – explanations
should seek to explain a (relatively) mind-independent reality – is also committed to naturalism, and yet is a methodological
pragmatist. This is a combination of philosophical positions that parallels critical realism. Mitchell, ‘Complexity and explan-
ation’; Shaw, ‘Pluralism, pragmatism and functional explanations’, p. 4, fn. 3; Sandra D. Mitchell, ‘Pragmatic laws’, Philosophy
of Science, 64 (1997).

37Fred Chernoff, ‘Critical realism, scientific realism, and International Relations theory’, Millennium: Journal of
International Studies, 35:2 (2007), p. 403.

38Roy Bhaskar, Scientific Realism and Human Emancipation (New York, NY: Routledge, 2009); Georgios Evangelopoulos,
‘Scientific Realism in the Philosophy of Social Science and International Relations’ (PhD dissertation, Department of
International Relations, London School of Economics and Political Science, 2013); Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of
International Politics (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1999); Heikki Patom⍰ki, After International
Relations: Critical Realism and the (Re)Construction of World Politics (New York, NY: Routledge, 2002); Milja Kurki,
Causation in International Relations: Reclaiming Causal Analysis (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2008).

39Frédéric Vandenberghe, What’s Critical About Critical Realism? Essays in Reconstructive Social Theory (New York, NY:
Routledge, 2014), p. ix.

40Margaret Archer et al., ‘What is critical realism?’, Perspectives: A Newsletter of the ASA Theory Section, available at:
{http://www.asatheory.org/current-newsletter-online/what-is-critical-realism} accessed 8 August 2018.
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foundation in the natural world, aspects such as psychological and social dynamics cannot be
reduced to those elements.41 Any ontology of the social realm must account for the very existence
and seemingly infinite richness of social life itself, such that the major constants are contingency,
complexity, and systems that are always open to exogenous influence. That shares quite a bit with
Mitchell’s description of biology, though perhaps with a (much) heavier dose of contingency and
historical change on offer. Indeed, Roy Bhaskar, the founder of critical realism, developed
thoughts on ‘integrative or structured pluralism’ as the approach to social science that would
properly take into account the emergent ‘distinctions’ and yet simultaneous ‘connections between
the various objects of scientific inquiry’ in the social world.42 We turn now to critical realist
insights into the social world to inform a more detailed understanding of how integrative plur-
alism might manifest in security studies and IR.

Integrative pluralism for security studies and IR
Social theorists draw from critical realism as an ‘underlabouring’ resource, for instance in work-
ing from ‘transcendental argument’ – asking ‘what must be true in order for x to be possible’ – to
think ontologically about some social sphere, then considering how that should impinge on our
epistemological strategies.43 Bhaskar began by asking what the basic ontology of the world must
be given the natural sciences’ many successes, and from there constructed a vision for
social-scientific practice more consciously drawn from that ontological assessment.44 While we
do not seek to sweepingly ‘reclaim reality’ for IR theory by way of a fully developed critical realist
foundation,45 we here take seriously the ‘underlabouring’ function of the perspective to flesh out
integrative pluralism for security studies and IR, specifically.

There are no doubt numerous variations on the way that an integrative pluralist methodology
might be deployed in IR, and numerous ways that critical realist philosophy and social theory
might be drawn upon to inform that deployment. Here we begin developing a vision for integra-
tive pluralism by way of the two most basic insights that grew out of critical realism’s combination
of a commitment to a mind-independent reality and the contention that the best scientific prac-
tice has successfully captured aspects of that reality: reality is marked by deeply stratified and
emergent layers, and events thus arise from underlying and often unobservable but still real cau-
sal forces. Scientific investigation, then, should seek to go not only ever deeper in uncovering
those often readily unapparent causal forces, but the explanation of social phenomena involves
mapping the way they intersect, sequence, and conjoin to give rise to events of interest. Thus
rather than simply correlating that which can be observed – which in practice usually means
quantified – critical realism advises that we conceive of explanation as the mapping of ‘complexes’
of different things that constitute the key generative aspects of a phenomenon of interest.46 In
short, because we are explaining a world that is ‘structured, differentiated, stratified, and chan-
ging’,47 the enterprise of IR theory must embrace increasingly complex, multicausal explanations
or else it will stagnate.

41Bhaskar, Scientific Realism and Human Emancipation, pp. 103–04; Michiel Van Ingen, ‘Sublating the naturalism/anti-
naturalism problematic: Critical realism, critical naturalism, and the question of methodology’, International Studies
Quarterly, 23:3 (2021), pp. 835–61.

42Bhaskar, Scientific Realism and Human Emancipation, p. 106.
43Andrew Collier, Critical Realism: An Introduction to Roy Bhaskar’s Philosophy (New York, NY: Verso, 1994), pp. 19–20.
44Roy Bhaskar, The Possibility of Naturalism: A Philosophical Critique of the Contemporary Human Sciences (3rd edn,

London, UK: Routledge, 1998).
45Heikki Patomäki and Colin Wight, ‘After postpositivism? The promises of critical realism’, International Studies

Quarterly, 44:2 (2000), p. 235.
46Kurki, Causation in International Relations, p. 233.
47Berth Danermark, Mats Ekström, Liselotte Jakobsen, and Jan ch. Karrlson, Explaining Society: Critical Realism in the

Social Sciences (New York, NY: Routledge, 2002), p. 5; Bhaskar, The Possibility of Naturalism, pp. 9–12.
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From this baseline, critical realists contend that causes are constituted by the internal disposi-
tions of whatever ‘things’ – whether ‘forces, powers, mechanisms, or sets of relations’ – make
‘things happen or “trigger” events’.48 These causal ‘things’ may, depending on the nature of
and approach to a phenomenon, rest at various levels of the social strata, and consist of what
are traditionally thought of as either ‘material’ or ‘ideational’ characteristics.49 This in some
way complicates our theoretical task, pointing towards the need for security studies and IR, con-
cerned they often are with the most macro of social phenomena, to consider together the panoply
of things that have an effect in the world. IR theory broadly conceived would be a constant pro-
cess of at once isolating the tendencies of causal mechanisms, processes, relations, or simply brute
material facts and modelling how, when operating together across the various layers of the social
strata, they conjoin agents and structures and give rise to, and thus explain, an event of interest.
Explanation would by necessity require what Wight calls ‘epistemological opportunism’,50 which
likely translates into the creative deployment of process tracing,51 mixed methods, and compara-
tive strategies that go beyond most similar or different cases and instead compare between causes
operating in sometimes quite different environments.52 At the same time, elided is the mandate to
search endlessly and unfruitfully for correlations in a changing and complex world,53 as well as
for the chimerical ‘covering laws’ – whether something like ‘utility maximization’ or the
‘Thucydides’ Trap’54 – meant to explain them. Identification of a correlation might spark the
search for a cause of interest, but ‘given the contingency and flux of the social world, where mul-
tiple mechanisms are also constantly interacting’, causes have tendencies that can influence a
range of phenomena in a range of different ways depending on the other causes at work.55

What does this mean for our practice of integrative pluralist research? At one level, following
this path obviously means de-emphasising the importance of parsimony in theorising and
embracing greater theoretical complexity. As Wight puts it, we must ‘move beyond a model of
science that views simplicity, coherence and reduction as primary goods. We need models of sci-
ence able to incorporate the chaotic complexity of the international system.’56 Scholarly special-
isation makes this possible: we do not all have to be political psychologists or political economists,
for example, to recognise that we might need to draw from both. Explanations of international
politics therefore need to be open to theoretical fields that cover causal forces ranging from
the tendencies of individuals to more familiar ‘material’ and ‘ideational’ macro-structuring con-
ditions. Pragmatically, this means theories more readily open to specifying the sociological and
psychological causes within their operations. Molecular biology, for example, must operate within
the constraints of physical and chemical laws. In analogous fashion, while each IR scholar need
not be simultaneously an expert in psychology, sociology, anthropology, economics, and com-
parative politics, they should make sure that the causes they hypothesise are at least compatible
with, if not derived from, the best available knowledge from those other disciplines.

48Kurki, Causation in International Relations, p. 174.
49Andrew Sayer, Realism and Social Science (London, UK: Sage Publications, 2000), pp. 12–13; Douglas V. Porpora,

‘Cultural rules and material relations’, Sociological Theory, 11:2 (1993), p. 222.
50Wight, ‘Bringing the outside in’, p. 70.
51Andrew Bennett and Jeffrey Checkel, Process Tracing: From Metaphor to Analytic Tool (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge

University Press, 2015).
52George Steinmetz, ‘Odious comparisons: Incommensurability, the case study, and “small Ns” in sociology’, Sociological

Theory, 22:3 (2004), pp. 371–400.
53David Dessler, ‘Beyond correlations: Toward a causal theory of war’, International Studies Quarterly, 35:3 (1991),

pp. 337–55.
54Graham Allison, Destined for War: Can America and China Escape Thucydides’ Trap? (Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin

Harcourt, 2017).
55Colin Wight, ‘Mechanisms and models: Some examples from International Relations’, in M. Archer (ed.), Generative

Mechanisms: Transforming the Social Order (Cham, Switzerland: Springer International Publishing, 2015), p. 52.
56Wight, Agents, Structures and International Relations, p. 294.
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What we have in mind, then, is a field where normal research practice involves drawing from
broad theories of world order, as well as theories of social processes from other fields, and inte-
grating them as evidence calls for in order to explain concrete phenomena. This should most dir-
ectly lead to the development of synthetic ‘middle-range’ theories.57 The explanations themselves
‘will be, almost by definition, more local and less global to reflect the context richness of the
behavior of multilevel, multicomponent systems’.58 From there, though, the content of such
‘local’ explanations should, as we determine how their proposed causes operate with others in
certain contexts, help refine broader theories, even world order theories. This is especially
important for a social science as broadly conceived as IR. As Bhaskar stresses in his own devel-
opment of integrative pluralism, the historical ‘flux of social life’means that there must be a much
more intensive conversation between what he calls ‘“pure” theory’ and the ‘concrete explanatory
work’ that draws from it; the causes identified in the former ‘may be themselves only relatively
enduring’.59 Integrative pluralist explanatory practice is thus simultaneously an attempt to find
a more satisfying and precise explanation than on offer from more grand theoretical repositories,
and a testing ground for the viability of the dynamics enshrined within those theories.

We might, for instance, consider middle-range theories, and even alternative grand theories, as
a source of either supplementary hypotheses or conditioning hypotheses for any particular grand
theory. Democratic peace theory, for example, increased in nuance and cogency as its explana-
tions withstood significant criticism,60 but it also need not necessarily be viewed as a strict alter-
native to realism. Rather, it might also be a conditioning hypothesis for realism, positing that the
security dilemma does not work the same way among democracies as it does in relations involv-
ing other regime types. Put quite simply, at every level of generality, theoretical development
should proceed through attempts at integration, moving from such explanations back to the the-
ories drawn from, and then repeating that process.

The basic idea of integrating theory in this way is not new, of course: in After Hegemony, for
example, Robert Keohane tried to show how one can start from realist premises to show how
international institutions can be efficacious.61 The discipline as a whole, however, failed to follow
the example of this neorealist-neoliberal synthesis and look for additional ways to draw alternative
grand theories together instead of separating them into warring camps.62 It is clear, then, that for
various reasons not only is integrative pluralist theoretical explanation difficult, but broader dis-
ciplinary impact is especially so. Fortunately, as the next section illustrates, it is definitely not as if
the former effort is foreign to IR theorising, especially in its security studies core.

Integrative pluralism by other names in security studies
It is not our intention to argue that there are prominent examples of research in IR that perfectly
deploy the integrative pluralist playbook outlined above. What we wish to show here is that in the
following examples the aspects of the research that do the most to distinguish it, that help it
develop a compelling explanation and generate promising theoretical advances, are aspects that
dovetail with an integrative pluralist approach. We also do not mean to argue or imply that in
our call to see a field that more explicitly adopts an integrative pluralist approach we would

57We utilise the term ‘middle-range’ theory fairly loosely, as Merton himself did, to mean any theory that goes beyond
empirical observation and simple hypothesis testing, but is less than the ‘total systems’ of ‘grand’ theories. Robert
K. Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure (New York, NY: Free Press, 1968), pp. 45–8.

58Mitchell, Unsimple Truths, p. 106.
59Bhaskar, Scientific Realism and Human Emancipation, p. 215.
60Fred Chernoff, ‘The study of democratic peace and progress in international relations’, International Studies Review,

6:1 (2004), pp. 49–77.
61Robert O. Keohane, After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton

University Press, 1984). We thank an anonymous reviewer for reminding us of this example.
62Thomas J. Scheff, ‘Academic gangs’, Crime, Law and Social Change, 23:2 (1995), pp. 157–62.

European Journal of International Security 443

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/e

is
.2

02
2.

6 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2022.6


have all research converge on a common methodology. The objects we study, the intentions we
have for the knowledge produced about them, and our intractable epistemological limitations
mean that even if every IR scholar conducted their work with integrative pluralism as their orien-
tation towards theory, we would still expect to see a wide range of different modes of scholarship.
Indeed, it is for that reason this section offers examples of integrative pluralism in action both
from work that most would see as within the neopositivist mainstream, as well as examples
from scholars that situate themselves within the varied postpositivist or critical security studies
side of the discipline. That they all evince integrative pluralist tendencies, the wager is that
with a more conscious focus on this model of IR research practice not only might the works
themselves have been improved, but the field would have certainly been able to leverage them
towards greater impact on the general theoretical landscape.

A prominent example of mainstream integrative pluralist theorising at the middle-range level
is Jack Snyder’s Ideology of the Offensive.63 In particular, Snyder’s explanation of the catastrophic
military planning in pre-First World War Europe identifies three mechanisms that may influence
policymaking in the military or, indeed, in any bureaucracy, each operating at a different level of
the social strata: rational calculation, doctrinal simplification, and motivated bias. To some extent,
Snyder notes, military planners actually do what rationalists and realists posit, logically weighing
the costs and risks of alternative options in the context of the strategic situation facing them.
However, ‘below’ the structural conditions of a strategic relationship, military planners sometimes
skew their analysis in ways that favour the institutional interests of the military, resulting, in his
cases, in ‘offensive strategy as an institutional defense’ – just the explanation liberal theorists
might suspect.64 The third set of factors Snyder considers – motivated bias, and especially wishful
thinking – are psychological; they can work to exaggerate the effects of institutional interests,
resulting in blatant departures from any sort of rational decision-making.

Snyder brings these considerations together into an account of ‘organisational ideology’,
emphasising the interaction of strategic, institutional, domestic political, and psychological fac-
tors. In France, for example, military leaders in the last prewar years were so concerned about
domestic political threats to their organisational ideology – essentially, the preference for a pro-
fessional rather than a conscript army – that they shaped war plans to require it. They were only
able to justify their plans, in Snyder’s account, by refusing to believe intelligence reports about the
size of the attack the Germans were planning.65 In sum, the French war plan of 1914 makes no
sense without recognising how French military leaders were influenced not only by the German
threat, but also by the organisational ideology into which they were socialised, by the domestic
political threats to the policies that ideology dictated, and by the psychological biases that were
generated by those conflicting strategic and political concerns.

Snyder thus proposes an integrative pluralist account, showing how multiple causes – strategic,
psychological, and institutional – conjoin to create organisational ideologies. The discipline’s
response to Snyder’s work demonstrates the difference between existing disciplinary practice
and our vision of integrative pluralism. Realists, basing their approach on realism’s negative heur-
istic confining theorising to material factors, responded to Snyder’s and some other, similar stud-
ies to launch a fruitless search for the influences of the material ‘offense-defense’ balance.66 This
ignored Snyder’s central point that what mattered was not whether military technology made the
offense stronger than the defence, but whether psychological and organisational factors caused
military planners to believe that it did. Snyder’s book title is, The Ideology of the Offensive. If
they had followed the practice of integrative pluralism, Snyder’s realist colleagues would have

63Jack L. Snyder, The Ideology of the Offensive (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1984), p. 32 and passim.
64Ibid., p. 41.
65Ibid., pp. 98–104.
66See, for example, Sean M. Lynn-Jones, ‘Offense-defense theory and its critics’, Security Studies, 4:4 (1995), pp. 660–91;

and Charles L. Glaser and Chaim Kaufmann, ‘What is the offense-defense balance and can we measure it?’, International
Security, 22:4 (1998), pp. 44–82.
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accepted the fact of institutional and psychological effects on military planning, and then
reflected on how other areas of policymaking may be similarly influenced.67 The result might
have been an early start on a three-way synthesis of neorealist, neoliberal, and political psycho-
logical insights in explaining international security.

While a few scholars made efforts in this direction, the discipline as a whole did not. One
distinguished example of such efforts is the research programme connected with Peter
Katzenstein’s account of security policy in postwar Japan. Indeed, Katzenstein explicitly makes
part of the integrative pluralist case, countering the simplistic ‘losers become pacifists’ argument
by emphasising the need to ‘specify the political mechanisms by which [Japan’s] purported
transformation [to pacifist values] took place’.68 Katzenstein’s explanation focuses on a
combination of normative and institutional factors – that is, it draws from both constructivism
and liberal institutionalism. The causes are political and social, including informal networking
processes that generate the social consensus so highly prized in Japanese social life.
Bureaucrats, politicians, businessmen, and journalists’ informal contacts help them to work out
the meanings of social norms – most importantly, in this case, those of Japan’s ‘peace
constitution’. Constitutive norms are then institutionalised into the structure of the
Japanese state to generate the striking continuity of Japan’s relatively demilitarised security policy.
The contrast with pre-Second World War security policy is explained in part by the difference in
institutions, especially the removal of the rule that gave the army a veto power over the formation
of prewar Japanese governments.

Notably, though Katzenstein has explicitly endorsed analytical eclecticism,69 his work also
points the way towards the more ambitious goal of theoretical integration advocated by integrative
pluralism. He argues that the ‘simple and all-encompassing explanations’ generated by realism
and liberalism are simply ‘wrong’ about Japanese security policy. Instead of simply junking the
‘isms’, however, he argues for integrating them with the ‘institutional perspective’ laid out in
his book: essentially, liberalism’s rationalism provides a ‘theory of action’, while his
norms-plus-institutions account provides an equally necessary ‘theory of interests’.70 Logically,
it makes perfect sense to combine constructivist theorising about interest and identity formation
with a rationalist (realist and/or liberal) theory of action. The main barrier to integrating
Katzenstein’s constructivist institutionalism with, say, Keohane’s liberal institutionalism or
even Waltzian neorealism at the grand theoretical level is the discipline’s conviction that doing
so is somehow inappropriate.71

Turning to more explicitly critical scholarship, Laura Sjoberg’s Gendering Global Conflict:
Towards a Feminist Theory of War offers a different approach to pursuing theoretical integration.
Ironically, Sjoberg disavows the goal of a convergence of views; she advocates instead a ‘dialogic
approach’ based on the understanding that disagreement ‘is the substance of feminisms’.72

Despite that starting point, however, Sjoberg does a great deal to show how various feminist
insights can be not merely put in dialogue with ‘mainstream’ approaches to international rela-
tions, but can be used to modify them.

67Interestingly, though the broader paradigm has not systematically done this, prominent realists John Mearsheimer and
Stephen Walt have increasingly turned to such factors when explaining what they see as wrongheaded US foreign policies.
See, for example, John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, The Israel Lobby and US Foreign Policy (New York, NY: Farrar,
Straus, and Giroux, 2007).

68Peter J. Katzenstein, Cultural Norms and National Security: Police and Military in Postwar Japan (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 1996), p. 2.

69Rudra Sil and Peter Katzenstein, ‘Analytic eclecticism: Not perfect, but indispensable’, Qualitative and Multi-Method
Research, 8:2 (2010), pp. 19–24; Sil and Katzenstein, Beyond Paradigms.

70Katzenstein, Cultural Norms and National Security, pp. 7, 27, 196–7.
71Robert O. Keohane, After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton

University Press, 1984); Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1979).
72Laura Sjoberg, Gendering Global Conflict: Toward a Feminist Theory of War (New York, NY: Columbia University

Press, 2013), p. 53.
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Perhaps most interesting is Sjoberg’s extension of feminist theory to theorising about the inter-
national system as a whole. The key point is that the structure of the international system is char-
acterised by gender hierarchy, with the patriarchal structure serving as an ordering principle; in
this system, units are positioned as either dominant or subordinate.73 Logical consequences fol-
low. First, ‘we can expect states … to see dominance as a goal’, as this is what masculinist norms
demand. Furthermore, because power is defined in gendered terms as ‘power-over’, it follows that
‘the accumulation of power is necessarily competitive and zero sum, making conflict likely, if not
necessary.’ Also explicable is state pursuit of a masculine understanding of honour, as illustrated
by Belgium’s self-destructive decision to resist the German invasion of 1914.74 Thus from the one
assumption of patriarchal structure, Sjoberg derives expectations of dominance-seeking, power-
seeking, and honour-seeking state behaviour – a picture that is arguably both more logically
sound and more descriptively accurate than Waltz’s attempt to deduce state goals from the
assumption of international anarchy. From our perspective, Sjoberg’s intervention is a first-rate
illustration of the second step of integrative pluralism’s two-step process of theory-building: tak-
ing the results of existing middle-range theorising to reflect on the implications for grand theo-
rising, both within existing paradigms and beyond.

Pushing furthest on the scholarly evidence that integrative pluralism may be something the
‘nature of nature demands’, it is even possible to see it at work in poststructuralist scholarship
that is often seen as incompatible with explanatory social science. In one of the clearest, most
theoretically comprehensive, and best executed poststructuralist works of the past two decades,
Lene Hansen’s Security as Practice presents poststructuralism in a way that remains open to
the integrative pluralist impulse.75 The foundation for an integrative pluralist reading of this
work is in the clarifying presentation of poststructuralism’s emphasis on discourse.

Hansen is at pains to emphasise the ‘material aspect of poststructuralism’s conception of dis-
course’, and the way that ‘objective’material facts can be ‘incorporated’ into analysis by way of the
discursive presentation of them. What’s more, like integrative pluralism generally the book
employs a baseline ontological conception that shapes the epistemological concentration on dis-
course as a form of political practice. Hansen starts from the assumption that identity is relation-
ally constructed, and at once shapes and is shaped through practice.76 Hansen does argue that
poststructuralism precludes causal analysis, but her conception of causality is that of the neopo-
sitivist vision of distinct dependent and independent variables rather than the causal complexes
view offered above. The notion that ‘identities are simultaneously a product of and the justifica-
tion for foreign policy’ sits comfortably within an integrative pluralist approach. Indeed, Hansen
articulates a poststructuralist version of concrete explanatory integration, whereby the impact of a
particular foreign policy discourse is gauged not only by a deep analysis of its internal content,
but by assessing the role of ‘the broader social and political context within which it is situated’.
The main difference from how less critically-oriented scholars might approach the integration of
various causal factors is that for Hansen the assessment of them is accessed largely through their
discursive representations, rather than positing some objective sense of ‘military capabilities,
institutional pressures’, and so on.77

Hansen applies this foundation to explain key aspects of the early to mid-1990s Bosnian War,
adeptly integrating various causes that, abstracted from their representations in discourse, can be
found in various theoretical traditions. For instance, as Hansen traces the Western policy dis-
courses on Bosnia from 1992–5 we are also given a rich explanation of what amounted to
often confused and counterproductive actions. The standard telling of this period usually

73Ibid., pp. 78–81.
74Ibid., pp. 87, 94–5.
75Lene Hansen, Security as Practice: Discourse Analysis and the Bosnian War (London, UK: Routledge, 2006).
76Ibid., pp. 22–4.
77Ibid., pp. 25–6, 29–30.
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emphasises how Europeans viewed the conflict as a civil war to simply be ended, no matter the
perceived winners or losers, and the US viewed it as a case of Serb aggression against Bosnian
Muslims. European peacekeeping could not translate into an effective peace plan without US sup-
port, and US bombing of Serb targets could not occur with European peacekeepers on the
ground. In Hansen’s analysis, this stalemate takes the form of competing discourses and their
ability to, within a particular context of other forces, maintain a stable balance between identity
and policy. The European position is shown to be discursively effective because it articulated a
sense of European responsibility for depoliticised civilian victims, and laid responsibility for
the conflict simply on ‘Balkan leaders’. Its identity / policy construction was ‘remarkably resilient’
because it simplistically explained each new atrocity as just something that happens in the
Balkans, and delegitimised US plans for airstrikes that might endanger ‘civilians’ on all sides –
all while maintaining wide support among European publics. In the American context, this dis-
course competed with a ‘Genocide’ frame that demanded immediate action, and confronted
deep-seated aversion to putting ground troops at risk. The president justified the ‘stay out’ policy
using the same ‘ancient hatreds’ aspect of the ‘Balkan’ discourse adopted by Europeans. Though
Hansen poses her analysis in terms of discursive constructions, it can also be understood in terms
of concepts of domestic and alliance politics, social psychology, human rights norms, and the
uncertainty induced by a unipolar international system.78

Obviously, more needs to be said about how research like this should serve to inform the
broader IR theory landscape. Indeed, the nuances in the explanations above, reflective as they
are of the complexity of our world, make it difficult to develop any standard guide or set of prin-
ciples for doing so. Indeed, from an integrative pluralist perspective it would be inappropriate to
do so. The best we can offer is a more in-depth illustration of how this can work, for which we
turn now to a more extended discussion of the development of another example of integrative
pluralism in operation – one that is useful because it speaks fairly directly to the major theoretical
traditions in security studies and IR: Stuart Kaufman’s symbolic politics theory.

Realising integrative pluralism in security studies (and IR): The illustrative example of
symbolic politics theory
Symbolic politics theory offers an explanation of some of the core problems in the field of security
studies – and indeed of IR more broadly – namely, the amount of conflict or cooperation among
ethnic political communities. It is thus a particularly useful illustrative example of the potential
for integrative pluralism in the field. Specifically, it explains why contacts among ethnic groups
may lead either to a ‘politics of protection’ leading to war, a ‘politics of redistribution’ leading to
contention, a cooperative ‘politics of distribution’, or a ‘politics of submission’ leading to repres-
sive peace.79 The core difference between ethnic conflict and IR is that the political communities
in the former case are not all legally sovereign. While some theorists may argue that this factor
excludes ethnic conflict from consideration as an IR phenomenon, we contend the opposite: the
parties to ethnic conflict should be seen as acting out the varied processes of sovereignty, such as
formation and solidification, which mark the core reality of international politics. Some parties
actually are ‘sovereign’ in a formal sense, others seek to become so, while substantive sovereignty
can vary in either case. Likewise, the power disparities and myriad sources of power on display
mirror the complexities most IR scholars seem to agree must be accounted for in explaining inter-
national politics. Indeed, it has already been extended towards explaining international conflict
and cooperation.80 Moreover, this focus speaks to IR theory’s need to account not only for

78Ibid., pp. 146–7.
79Stuart J. Kaufman, Nationalist Passions (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2015).
80Stuart J. Kaufman, ‘War as symbolic politics’, International Studies Quarterly, 63:3 (2019), pp. 614–25.
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international conflict but also for phenomena like civil war, the overwhelmingly most common
form of war in recent decades.81

Symbolic politics theory is explicitly multidisciplinary and transtheoretical. It starts by trans-
cending the divide between the individual and social ‘levels of analysis’ by identifying the
mechanisms that convert individual attitudes and emotions into social action. To do so, symbolic
politics theory draws explicitly upon and links the implications of findings from neuroscience,
psychology, anthropology, and sociology as well as political science and IR. One effect of this
move is to follow the advice of critical theory – and of much recent theorising on nationalism
– and problematise the nation,82 asking when and why individuals with common ethnocultural
characteristics sometimes politicise their common identity, mobilising to make nationalist
demands about sovereignty or political power. Considered from a different point of view, this
is at the same time an account of how ethnic groups solve the collective action problem, or
fail to do so. Critically, explaining the transition to collective behaviour is not only about individ-
ual attitudes and behaviour, but – drawing on mobilisation theory – even more about social ties,
networks, and organisations, as well as the role of social agents in framing messages, activating
social networks, and brokering ties across disparate networks.83 The causes, in short, are not
only psychological; they are also relational and intersubjective.

Why so complicated a story? What is wrong with parsimony? The short answer is that the
parsimonious explanation was inadequate. Kaufman’s first significant work on ethnic conflict
attempted to apply game theory to explain the outbreak of the Yugoslav civil war, but found
that all of the explanatory power came in the process of preference formation; strategic interaction
as game theory conceptualises it played very little role.84 In Modern Hatreds, Kaufman therefore
turned to explaining ethnic groups’ preferences, focusing on the importance of nationalist myths
and fears, and on the roles of demagogic leaders in appealing to those myths and stoking those
fears.85 Strategic interaction – the security dilemma – is still there, but Kaufman sided with Jack
Snyder and Robert Jervis in identifying ethnic security dilemmas as being typically driven by
predatory motives rather than uncertainty-under-anarchy.86

The result is a theory drawing a bit from realism (security dilemma dynamics), a bit from con-
structivism (leader discourse working within existing narrative structures), and a bit from political
psychology (the fears and ‘modern hatreds’ of the title). Yet this model, too, proved inadequate: if
it explained the whole picture, for example, then those who mobilise for ethnic conflict would be
those most strongly motivated by emotions such as hate and fear. But this is not the case.
In Nationalist Passions, therefore, Kaufman introduced social organisation as one of the key
mechanisms in the latest iteration of the theory.87 Ethnonationalist conflict, Kaufman found,
simply cannot be explained without attention to nationalist narratives, individual predispositions
and threat perceptions, social organisation, and the way leaders frame issues.

This and rather than or feature of the theory is the point. To start with, it builds on the classic
psychological view that predispositions such as prejudice result from socialisation – for example,

81Therese Pettersson and Peter Wallensteen, ‘Armed conflicts, 1946–2014’, Journal of Peace Research, 52:4 (2015), p. 539.
82Rogers Brubaker, Nationalism Reframed: Nationhood and the National Question in the New Europe (Cambridge, UK:

Cambridge University Press, 1996).
83See, for example, Doug McAdam, Sidney G. Tarrow, and Charles Tilly, Dynamics of Contention (Cambridge, UK:

Cambridge University Press, 2001); Stacie E. Goddard and Daniel Nexon, ‘The dynamics of global power politics: A frame-
work for analysis’, Journal of Global Security Studies, 1:1 (2016), pp. 4–18.

84Stuart J. Kaufman, ‘The irresistible force and the imperceptible object: The Yugoslav breakup and Western policy’,
Security Studies, 4:2 (1995), pp. 282–330.

85Kaufman, Modern Hatreds.
86Jack Snyder and Robert Jervis, ‘Civil war and the security dilemma’, in Barbara Walter and Jack Snyder (eds), Civil Wars,

Insecurity, and Intervention (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1999).
87Kaufman, Nationalist Passions.

448 Benjamin Banta and Stuart J. Kaufman

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/e

is
.2

02
2.

6 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2022.6


from exposure to narratives of group or national identity.88 Psychological predispositions are thus
in part the results of processes emphasised by constructivists, but once inculcated they influence
how individuals respond to future discourses. As a result the predispositions particularly relevant
for understanding ethnic (and international) conflict dynamics are not conceived as fixed condi-
tions for all humans. Rather, they vary systematically across individuals and populations, and this
variation has been shown to have specific causal implications. They also change over time in
response to social influences. The bottom line is that Kaufman found that a superior explanation
of ethnic conflict required a prominent place for both predispositions and discourses, and that as
such he was asserting their ontological status as real and, depending on the context, causally
efficacious.

This integrated theory also puts its various causes into motion, allowing it to deal with the
complexity of different iterations of ethnic conflict, and setting it up to speak back to the broader
IR theory landscape. For instance, predispositions are only ever actualised in a social environment
replete with other causal forces. Among the most important contextual factors are threat percep-
tions or ‘fears’, which work to activate and reinforce predispositions such as prejudice.
Predispositions and fears, however, do not determine individual behaviour; still less do they
determine collective behaviour of social groups or states. Turning attitudes into action requires
mobilisation theory’s insights into the key factors that drive social mobilisation, especially organ-
isation (including formal institutions and informal networks) and framing. A key causal mech-
anism in this linkage is the way leaders use framing to mobilise followers by appealing to their
predispositions and fears.89 The causal action is in the interaction between factors at different
levels of analysis.

To summarise, the most important causes posited by symbolic politics theory to explain ethnic
conflict are as follows:90

1. Socialisation: group narratives shape symbolic predispositions; hostile group narratives pro-
mote prejudice.

2. Discrimination: symbolic predispositions such as prejudice incline prejudiced individuals
to respond with hostile feelings to outgroup behaviour.

3. Provocation: perceived threats induce individuals to become more hostile to the source of
the perceived threat.

4. Framing: leaders use frames to appeals to predispositions such as prejudice and to stoke
emotions such as fear to build political support for aggressive action against the outgroup.

5. Networking: leaders use their social ties to appropriate institutional structures to mobilise
followers for the leader’s preferred action.

These causes are not merely additive but mutually interactive. Prejudice and fear reinforce each
other. Aggressive nationalist framing not only benefits from fear; it also feeds it. The resonance of
the frame enhances organisational strength, but at the same time organisational strength is essen-
tial to turn a popular cause into a popular movement. Finally, over the long run, framing either
alters or reproduces the group narratives that shape popular symbolic predispositions.

It is also important to note that from the perspective of the original underlying theories, each
of these causes is in fact a synthesis of more than one related process. This synthesis allows sym-
bolic politics theory to reflect back constructively on these underlying theories. Discrimination,
for example, is a broad mechanism that can refer to any kind of cognitive or motivated bias.
In explaining ethnic conflict, the two most important underlying theories are Social Identity

88John Duckitt, ‘Prejudice and intergroup hostility’, in David O. Sears, Leonie Huddy, and Robert Jervis (eds), Oxford
Handbook of Political Psychology (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 575.

89Kaufman, Nationalist Passions.
90Ibid.
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theory (SIT) and prejudice theory. SIT posits that individuals have a mild bias in favor of virtually
any in-group of which they are a member.91 Prejudice theory explains the stronger tendency of
individuals to discriminate against members of those groups they particularly dislike.92 Symbolic
politics theory suggests that both processes may be operating at the same time.

Because of its basis in multiple theoretical traditions, symbolic politics theory can also draw
from some of them to suggest alterations in others. In framing theory, for example, Amos
Tversky and Daniel Kahneman originally posited a purely cognitive mechanism for its operation,
and much political psychological literature on framing has kept this original understanding.93

Kaufman’s findings show, however, that a framing theory that includes an emotional component
has more explanatory power in accounting for political behaviour.94 Indeed, the emotional inter-
pretation explains cognitive failures of the sort Tversky and Kahneman first identified. This is not
to suggest the original understanding of framing theory was inaccurate. But we can say that the
inclusion of emotional mechanisms allows our explanation to go deeper – a position also com-
patible with Kahneman’s later work.95

Mobilisation theory, too, might benefit from a dose of the psychological insights deployed in
symbolic politics theory. Making this move is admittedly controversial: Charles Tilly, for example,
‘rebels’ against ‘the claim that individual and collective dispositions explain social processes’.96

That position may be pragmatically useful, but attention to the partially socially constructed
nature of interests and identities does not negate the evidence for psychological sources of motiv-
ation. At the concrete empirical level, Kaufman’s findings show that both sets of factors matter.
Within cases, as in Rwanda, it is indeed primarily social ties that determine who mobilises.97

Between cases, however, the evidence shows that such mobilisation is only likely where predispo-
sitions and threat perceptions strongly motivate it. Attention to predispositions can help mobil-
isation theorists understand where mobilisation is likely to occur.

The necessity of thinking about these causes as interactive is also at the heart of the way we
might conceive of broader IR theories or paradigms and the relationship of symbolic politics
to them. For IR realists or liberals, for instance, the message is that their logics are contingently
correct. The central mechanism of realism is provocation – the tendency of agents to respond
aggressively to threat. However, as symbolic politics theory demonstrates, individuals with differ-
ent predispositions respond variably to threat, causing them to follow different strategic logics.98

Liberalism, in contrast to realism, focuses on the mechanism of networking, elaborating the ways
in which institutions – either state institutions or international ones – channel international
behaviour in ways that may be cooperative or conflictual. Some liberals add the influence of
‘ideas’ – that is, the mechanisms of socialisation and discrimination.99 Looked at this way, the
‘neo-neo synthesis’ is a theoretical enterprise that combines at least four of the five causes

91Henri Tajfel, ‘Social psychology of intergroup relations’, Annual Review of Psychology, 33 (1982), pp. 1–39.
92Duckitt, ‘Prejudice and intergroup hostility’.
93Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, ‘The framing of decisions and the psychology of choice’, Science, 211:4481

(30 January 1981), pp. 453–8; Dennis Chong and James N. Druckman, ‘Framing theory’, Annual Review of Political
Science, 10 (2001), pp. 103–26.

94An example of this version of framing theory is Kimberly Gross and Lisa D’Ambrosio, ‘Framing emotional response’,
Political Psychology, 25:1 (2004), pp. 1–29.

95Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow (New York, NY: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2013).
96Charles Tilly, Identities, Boundaries and Social Ties (Boulder, CO: Paradigm, 2005), p. 6.
97Omar S. McDoom, The Path to Genocide in Rwanda: Security, Opportunity and Authority in an Ethnocratic State

(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2021); Lee Ann Fujii, Killing Neighbors: Webs of Violence in Rwanda
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2009).

98Barkin’s work on ‘realist constructivism’ makes a similar case, and has begun to translate into productive explanatory
work. Samuel J. Barkin, Realist Constructivism: Rethinking International Relations Theory (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press, 2010); Samuel J. Barkin (ed.), The Social Construction of State Power: Applying Realist Constructivism
(Bristol, UK: Bristol University Press, 2020).

99John M. Owen, ‘How liberalism produces the democratic peace’, International Security, 19:2 (1994), pp. 87–125.

450 Benjamin Banta and Stuart J. Kaufman

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/e

is
.2

02
2.

6 
Pu

bl
is

he
d 

on
lin

e 
by

 C
am

br
id

ge
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss

https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2022.6


highlighted by symbolic politics theory – only framing is mostly absent – though they are con-
ceived as purely rational in nature, with their emotional power stripped out.100

On a more positive note, the success of symbolic politics theory suggests that social mobilisa-
tion theory’s cousin, relational theory, might provide an especially promising perspective for the-
orising the international system. In an important intervention, Patrick Jackson and Daniel Nexon
argued that states should be conceived as simply bundles of social relations, as is the international
system itself.101 Thus social ties constitute the international system in both senses: not only do
social ties make the international system – both those that form the state and those that tie states
together – but collectively these social ties are the international system. The implications of these
insights are just starting to be explored.102 The key argument is that social ties have causal power,
primarily by serving as pathways for potential cooperation or conflict management as well as for
competition or conflict. Hypothetically, therefore, the denser the web of social ties binding
together any set of organised groups in the international system, the greater the prospects for
cooperation.103

Of course, IR theory should not be limited to the causal complex that constitutes symbolic
politics theory. For example, while states are not very much like firms in a marketplace, market
mechanisms are real and important in IR.104 Positioned practices, though dependent on other
mechanisms such as socialisation, may also be seen as emergent phenomena with causal powers
of their own. The broader message is that IR theory should focus on the interplay between pro-
cesses that may be seen as operating at different levels of analysis. Just as in physics light must be
understood as both a particle and a wave, a symbolic predisposition may be simultaneously an
individual psychological attitude, an instantiation of a socially constructed intersubjective mean-
ing, and an expression of Gramscian cultural hegemony.

Much like the domain that inspired the integrative pluralist vision for science, the picture of
the international system that emerges from this understanding is analogous to the interaction of
organisms in an ecosystem. Like an ecosystem, the international system is founded upon the
interaction of living things with each other and with their natural environment, and it can
only be understood by recognising the multiplicity of beasts that inhabit it. These creatures, fur-
thermore, relate to each other in a wide variety of ways, including predator-prey, symbiotic, repro-
ductive, and herding relations. Analogously, the international system is home to a diverse
menagerie of creatures, from al-Qaeda to Google, the United Nations and Zambia. In their inter-
actions, these international actors variously come into existence, cooperate, compete, fight, des-
troy or swallow rivals, and die.

Conclusion
The reality that IR theory seeks to explain is complex and our epistemological capacities are lim-
ited. That necessitates theoretical pluralism, but does not absolve us of the search for better

100A deeper synthesis might also incorporate psychological insights, embodying Shannon and Kowert’s argument that
psychology and constructivism are not alternatives but theoretical allies. See Vaughn P. Shannon and Paul A. Kowert
(eds), Psychology and Constructivism in International Relations: An Ideational Alliance (Ann Arbor, MI: University of
Michigan Press, 2012). As Kaufman has shown in Nationalist Passions, symbolic politics theory can be modified to serve
as a theory of state action with all five causes interacting to explain state choices to engage in international conflict and
cooperation.

101Patrick Thaddeus Jackson and Daniel H. Nexon, ‘Relations before states: Substance, process and the study of world
politics’, European Journal of International Relations, 5:3 (1999), pp. 291–332.

102See, for example, Stacie E. Goddard, Indivisible Territory and the Politics of Legitimacy (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press, 2010); and Emilie M. Hafner-Burton, Miles Kahler, and Alexander H. Montgomery, ‘Network analysis
for international relations’, International Organization, 63:3 (2009), pp. 559–92.

103Kaufman, ‘War as symbolic politics’.
104For a recent example, see Heikki Patomäki, Disintegrative Tendencies in Global Political Economy: Exits and Conflicts

(London, UK: Routledge, 2017). We would like to thank [source] for this reminder.
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explanations, and better theoretical constructs that help us explain. Mainstream neopositivist the-
ory responds to IR’s complexity by seeking to develop spare, parsimonious deductive theories
based on assumptions that need not be true. That goal in turn contributes to the development
of negative heuristics according to which factors outside the limited scope of a theory are
excluded from analysis. The result is theory that has trouble recognising truths outside its
scope. At the same time, such deductive theory is vulnerable to reification, sometimes hardening
into an ideology that mistakes theoretical simplification for reality. Our argument is that one
promising route to overcoming that tendency while not succumbing to relativism is an integrative
pluralist approach to IR research and theory, here illustrated in the area of security studies.

Such an approach is in fact evidenced in much of the best security studies research, going back
decades. Unfortunately, the discipline has not fully recognised the integrative aspects of such
research, nor when it occurs in works such as those reviewed above has it been truly leveraged
to influence the broader theoretical landscape. The hallmark of such work is theorising causal
interaction not only within one level of reality but across several. Thus work such as
Kaufman’s symbolic politics theory, which fused psychological, intersubjective, and relational fac-
tors to explain not only ethnic war but also international war, may be instructive to a broad range
of supposedly paradigmatic approaches.

The upshot is that integrative pluralism is a good way to generate not only middle-range the-
ory but also progress on the grandest of grand theories – appropriately attuned, of course, to the
integrative pluralist view of what the social world requires of them. The expectations about inter-
national relations that emerge from this kind of theorising are explicitly conditional. The inter-
national system does not globally tend towards balance or towards hegemony;105 neither
cooperation nor war is necessarily the dominant trend. There are always multiple causes operat-
ing, typically at multiple levels of reality and pushing in different directions. In one sense, then,
for theory to get better, it needs to get more complicated. But the best way to order the tangle of
competing theories in international relations is to recognise that they may all have something of
value to say, and to explore how they might fit together, or not, and how in doing so when
explaining reality they should be altered to keep pace with our ever more complex world.
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