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Basic Concepts
Concepts II
Basic
• Hypothesis and Explanation
! Hypothesis: conjectural statement about the
relationship between two or more variables acting as
starting point in an investigation; ideally a tight
predictive statement derived deductively from
models or other abstract statements and tested
empirically against data to see if the event or state
predicted actually occurs; of only provisional
validity; must be testable by observation or
experiment
! Explanation: subsumption of an individual case or
phenomenon under a general law or a hypothesis;
also explanation of a particular event by reference to
preceding events

Laws

Basic Concepts II

structurally identical with hypotheses. As a general rule,
empirically tested hypotheses – or a set of empirically tested
hypotheses – are called laws.
Example: In his famous dog experiment, Pawlow formulated the
hypothesis that under certain experimental conditions one
impulse (provision of dog food) can be exchanged for another
one (bell tone). After this hypothesis has been positively tested
time and again over the years, it has gained the status of a law.
In the social sciences, however, there exists not a single genuine
law, because all law-like social scientific statements are limited
by boundary conditions; they only formulate statements of
varying degrees of probability
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Basic Concepts IV

Axioms
are constitutive elements of each and every theory: basic assumptions,
which, as it were, form the foundations of a theory, are regarded as
"evident" (directly accessible to the human mind) and are no longer
questioned by scientists. Axioms are hardly ever made explicit in
social science theories. An axiom would e.g. be the assumption of
decision-making approaches that human beings behave rationally or
that they all have certain interests, which they follow openly or
subcutaneously in their political behaviour.

Again: What is a Theory ?
! Theory is "the net which we throw out in order to catch the
world - to rationalize, explain, and dominate it."
Karl Popper. Logik der Forschung, 1935: p.26
(The Logic of Scientific Discovery, London: Hutchinson, 1959)
*
*
*

A good theory should fulfil the following functions:
! describe, explain and predict– positive idea of theorizing
! verify and falsify (Popper) - by confronting accumulated
knowledge with reality
“No matter how many instances of white swans we may have
observed, this does not justify the conclusion that all swans
are white”.
Karl Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery, op. cit.
! enable us to explore, explain, evaluate and extrapolate
(Wessels) – four ‘e’ approach
! be internally consistent and coherent
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Cognitive Schemata
The image or conception of political, social, or academic „reality“ is not formed or caused by
information and experience stemming directly from
political phenomena, crises, and conflicts. Rather,
these are filtered or transported by political and
social interests, experience, and tradition to which
the individual perceiving a particular reality is
subjected during his political (or social or academic)
socialisation process.

Cognitive Schemata II
• In this process there are formed/formulated
notions,images, statements of belief, patterns of
behavior, judgments, dispositions, and prejudices –
i.e. cognitive schemata – which direct the choice of
actual information and define their interpretation and
assessment. The importance of these schemata may
not the least be seen in the fact that man is, every
day, subjected to such a welter and mass of
information from his environment, that he would be
blocked by information overload if he were not able,
by recourse to cognitive schemata, to delimit the
potentially endless mass of information, to choose
particular items from it, and to order the items so
chosen according to specifiable relation patterns.

Differences of (scientific) world views
Such patterns and schemata are of particular
importance in such areas of life which are,
like International Relations, not immediately
subject to man‘s everyday practical knowledge. Man‘s images and conceptions of the
political aims and behaviour patterns of his
own as well as of all other states form themselves according to perception and interpretation patterns, which are not the same
for all mankind, but differ according to the
quality, quantity, and intensity of an individual‘s political socialisation experiences.

Differences of world views II
! The difference of cognitive schemata and of the
perception and information processing processes
also implies a difference of individual world views.
! In order to afford orientation for action in a society,
these differences can be bridged over and/or even
overcome by consensus formation: the agreement
of a number of individuals to interpret and assess
phenomena according to the same criteria, resulting
in a common view of the world.
! In principle, this process is also the base of
scientific knowledge and theory formation: though
of course this proceeds in a more abstracting and
categorizing, formal-logic manner bound by the
criterion of intersubjective control (verification or
falsification) of all scientific statements

Grand Theories of International Relations
In its effort to find answers to extra-scientific
political and societal crises and problems, the
science of International Relations, over time, has
produced a number of different Grand Theories of
international politics, which try to grasp its
phenomena on the basis of
! different interests of perception/interpretation
! different sets of questions
! different anthropological
! different normative and ethical
! and different methodological
predispositions and presuppositions

Grand Theories of I.R. II
• Grand Theories differ in view of their ontological
assumptions, i.e. those assumptions referring to
the nature of their research objects.
• Grand Theories formulate different premisses and
assumptions regarding
! the international milieu, i.e. the characteristic
outlook, quality, and structure of the environment in
which international actors act
! the quality, character, and substance of international
actors themselves
! actors‘ aims and interests and the means which
actors, as a rule, use in the fulfillment of their aims
and interests.

Coexistence of Theories, no Revolution
Ever since Thomas S.Kuhn, in his The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions, formulated the assumption that scientific theories
and/or paradigms which no longer properly do the job they were
invented for will be replaced by an Ersatz theory, Social
Scientists tried to apply Kuhn‘s topos of the scientific revolution
also to I.R. theory development – particularly so to explain
theory development and theory change in I.R. as an innerscientific process.
Against this, it is my contention that I.R. is not characterised by
theroretical revolutions, but rather by theoretical coexistence:
theories once formulated in order to explain and help resolve
extrascientific crises in society or politics may be relegated to
science‘s theoretical toolbox once they are no longer helpful in
a particular situation – but: they are not discarded, they are not
replaced by an Ersatz theory, but they remain part and parcel of
the armoury science keeps ready for problem-solving – and this
in the end explains why there are so many I.R. theories about.

Grand Theories and World Views
• Each and every Grand Theory formulates a
characteristic world view of International Relations:
Grand Theories and their world views compete with
each other without offering science a possibility to
decide which of the Grand Theories is the (only)
correct representation of international reality.
• If it would want to decide this question, science
would need an Archemedian point over and beyond
the competition of the Grand Theories, which would
enable it to establish firm criterias for deciding on
the truth or falseness of those premisses on which
Grand Theories base their ontological edifice.
• This Archemedian point is nowhere in sight !!
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