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Abstract

The panel contribution discusses meta-theoretidééria for the synthesis of theoretical
perspectives. The paper starts with a discussioth®fbenefits of theory-synthesis. By
systemizing scholarly contributions on the issue temainder of the paper elaborates
criteria for theory-synthesis, thereby differentigtbetween theory-integration and theory-
combination. Following Lakatosian concepts and teahogy, the conditions for theory-
integration are: sharing the “hard core”, multi-saluconsistency, novelty, and empirical
accuracy; for theory-combination, the criterion @on-contradiction of hard-core
assumptions can be relaxed. The paper concludasawdiscussion of the pitfalls of theory-
synthesis.



1. Introduction

Should meta-theory be left to the philosophers?ati@ill. For science to advance knowledge,
one must be aware of how this knowledge is advamacelhow one distinguishes “good”
from “less good” theoretical approaches. This isatvimeta-theory is about. If theory-
synthesis is assumed to be a means of knowledgmeewment, one will need to decide how
to do this, based on some sound criteria. Metaryhgmvides guidelines for how to evaluate
theories and how to judge scientific progress, anshould also guide the synthesis of

theories.

While the meta-theoretical “toolbox” is still notell developed within international relations
theory and foreign policy analysis, there are somwgthwhile points of departure. The
remainder of this short paper is build around tbecept of Scientific Research Programs
(SRP) by Imre Lakatos (1970). | argue that a sygithef theories needs to follow criteria of
coherence and consistency and that its result®dre judged by the same criteria by which
Lakatos chose to judge research programs, namely ‘thbility to successfully generate

predictions of novel facts that are subsequentiyotmted with empirical evidencé.”

2. Benefits of Theory-Synthesis

Linking theories to each other can be a mechan@nsdientific progress. There are good
reasons to assume that theory-synthesis is a bet#emrmore systematic, approach than
making theoretical speculations arising from indeecfindings as those tend to be “marred
by vague, unarticulated first principles and bebeli assumptions that have not been

carefully thought through®’A phenomenon may be deemed “new” within a cersaiand of

! Colin Elman and Miriam Fendius Elman, “IntroductioAppraising Progress in International Relations
Theory,” in Colin ElIman and Miriam Fendius Elmargse Progress in International Relations Theory.
Appraising the FieldCambridge: MIT Press, 2003) , p. 20.

2 Barbara Gedde®aradigms and Sand Castles. Theory Building anag&es Design in Comparative Politics
(Michigan: University of Michigan Press, 2003), %. As Lakatos put it, they are “unimaginative serad
pedestrian ‘empirical’ adjustments which [...] may ] make some ‘novel’ predictions and may even canjur
up some irrelevant grains of truth in them. Busttiieorizing has no unifying idea, no heuristic powno
continuity. They do not add up to a genuine redegmogramme and are, on the whole, worthless.” Imre
Lakatos, “Falsification and the Methodology of Stific Research Programmes,” in Imre Lakatos andnAl



literature — while at the same time, there areriksmf a different discipline that do make
statements on many aspects of the very issue. @ icapoint is the phenomenon of UN
transitional administrations: the discipline whénérnational peace operations have been
traditionally discussed, namely international rielas theory, is not of use when it comes to
the organisational problems that such venturedaamiag — but administrative science, for
instance, is. Hence, a combination of theories tmayble to account for the success and

failure of these operatioris.

In this perspective, the very endeavor of theomtsysizing is deeply rooted in the so-called
generative tradition. It holds that “new theories motivated by, and derived from, a body
of previous results and guiding principles. Accoglito this view, scientific progress is
seldom achieved by boldly striking out into unknouerritory. Rather, it arises from
concentrated attacks on carefully framed questonistheories generated by extant research

programs.*

In order to defy the lurking risk of theoreticalexticism, theory-synthesis should adhere to

some basic criteria though.

3. Criteriafor the Theory-Synthesis: Integration vs. Combination

The bottom-line is: theories to be synthesized mmuit contradict each other and the
resulting theoretical framework has to produce dded value. In addition, the theoretical

framework to be constructed has to stand the fdsiog empirically accurate.

Before | am going to discuss these conditions lieoty-synthesis in detail, | make the case

for a distinction between theory-integration aneltty-combinatior.

Musgrave, edsCriticism and the Growth of KnowleddBlew York: Cambridge University Press, 1970), pp.
91-195 (175).

3 Cf. Elisabeth Schondorhgainst the Odds. A Theoretical Argument and TweseSa@Successful UN Peace
Operations Baden-Baden: Nomos, forthcoming).

* Colin Elman and Miriam Fendius Elman, “Lessongrfrbakatos,” in Elman and Elman, edBrogress in
International Relations Theory. Appraising the BiéCambridge: MIT Press, 2003), p. 32.

® | use the term “theorgynthesisas the umbrella term for both, thedntegrationand theorygombination



3.1 Theory-Integration vs. Theory-Combination

It is important to distinguish between the integnatand the combination of theories. The
result of an integration of theories is a new tlgearith one hard core and one “protective
belt” of auxiliary hypothese3the result of a combination of theories is a congrate of
theories that themselves are not being alteredorjHategration needs to adhere to stricter
conditions: the theories to be integrated needhémesa common hard core, i.e. they must not
contradict themselves in their fundamental ontalalgassumptions. For theory-combination,
on the other hand, conditions can be relaxed. Hhemmbination may be the appropriate
procedure, for instance, for synthesizing theooiedifferent disciplines, such as combining
theories from organizational psychology or from &ustrative science with foreign policy

analysis.

At the end of the day, there is no qualitative etiéhce between theory-integration and
theory-combination: neither one is more desirabéntthe other. But we should be clear and

explicit about what is being done.

3.2 Criteria

The title of this paperCriteria for Theory-Synthesignay indicate a well-defined set of
guidelines that one just needs to fall back on wheror she wants to set out on theory-
integration or -combination. But there is no sudmbort zone. The matter is much less
clearly cut. In fact, there is no epistemologicahgensus or standard procedure on how to
build or synthesize theories, beyond pragmatic Udee meta-theoretical discussion of
theory-synthesis is still some sort of white spgaowever, there are interesting starting
points in meta-theoretical contributions. One @& thost promising ones, to my view, is the

work of Imre Lakatos and of other distinct scholats have engaged in further developing

® The so-called protective belt of auxiliary hypatee denotes the propositions of a given theory dnat
“tested, adjusted and readjusted, and replacecewsenidence comes to bear.” lbid. “For exampletha
neorealist research program, scholars typicallirdjgish two versions of the protective belt: desiga realism,
in which states maximize security by defending stetus quo; offensive realism, in which they dohbso
maximizing power. “ Ibid.



his (sometimes admittedly erratic) reasorirgsuch as Alan Musgrave (1974), but also
Andrew Moravcsik (1997, 2003), Colin EIman and Mim Fendius Elman, (2003), Andrew
Bennett (2003) or David Dessler (2063)hile these contributions do not explicitly deal
with theory-synthesis, or —integration or —combioratfor that matter, they make statements
on how to bring about and how to judge the ovegalil of scientific progress. In what

follows, | deduct from their arguments what | dadisic criteria for the synthesis of theories.

SharingtheHard Core

Based on Lakatos’ (1970) Methodology of Scientitiesearch Programmes, each theory has
its hard core, reflected by its basic assumptibRer instance, liberalist views have an
assumption on absolute gains while realists assefagve gains. Similarly, one of the hard
core assumptions of neo-realism is that “states,sob-state or supra-state actors are the
primary actors in international politics”For theories to be integrable, they have to share

the same “hard core” in order to be logically ce@met* Based on a shared hard core, the

" “ILakatos] is not an easy author to pin down tpracise interpretation. His tendency to make \ptihts in

footnotes, to proliferate labels for different ifeetual positions, to coin new phrases and expyessand to
refer back and forth to his own writings — as ifniere impossible to understand any part of thenmout
understanding the whole — stands in the way of yeaaimprehension.” Mark Blaugfhe Methodology of
Economics, Or how Economists Explaifi® ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 199282, note
24,

8 Alan Musgrave, “Logical versus Historical TheorigfsConfirmation,”British Journal for the Philosophy of
Science Vol. 25 (1974), pp.1-23; Andrew Moravcsik, “TagirPreferences Seriously. A Liberal Theory of
International Politics,"International OrganizationVol. 51, No. 4 (1997), pp. 513-553; Andrew Morsik;
“Liberal International Relations Theory. A SciertifAssessment,” in EIman and Elman, ed&ogress in
International Relations TheonAppraising the FieldCambridge: MIT Press, 2003), pp. 159-204; Elmad a
Elman, “Introduction. Appraising Progress in Intional Relations Theory;” Elman and Elman, “Lesson
from Lakatos;” Andrew Bennett, “A Lakatosian Reaygliof Lakatos: What Can We Salvage from the Hard
Core?, in Elman and Elman, ed@rpgress in International Relations TheoAppraising the FieldCambridge:
MIT Press, 2003), pp. 455-494; David Dessler, “Bxgltion and Scientific Progress,” in EIman and Eima
eds.,Progress in International Relations Theory. Appiraisthe Field(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003), pp. 381-
404.

° Lakatos, “Falsification and the Methodology of &tific Research Programmes,” pp. 91-196. An exaropl
how to identify the hard cores of theories, seg,, éMoravcsik, “Liberal International Relations Tmg. A
Scientific Assessment.”

1 Elman and Elman, “Introduction. Appraising Progrésinternational Relations Theory,” p. 19.

In Lakatos’s model of scientific research prograthe hard core is “protected by a negative hdarigthich

is the rule that forbids scholars within this stifit research program from contradicting its fununtal
premises of hard core (e.g., in response to nevwggodered evidence that seems to disconfirm theryfe



main propositions — in Lakatosian terminology, “diaxy hypotheses” — of each theory are

linked to each othe?

The same principle holds when it comes to the nattemn of a new explanatory factor to a
given theory: this variable must not contradict thedamental premises of the theory. For
instance, an autonomous international organizateomot be conceptualized as an actor in

neo-realist theories.

An integration of a one or more new independentabé/s just adds one or more new
auxiliary hypothesis/es, while the hard core remaimact™® Theory-integration is thus only
possible within a given research paradigm, defiae@ series of theories based on the same

fundamental premises.

Multi-Causal Consistency

Secondly, the different explanatory approaches moistontradict each other and they must
be explicitly linkable to each other. That meangrgwheory-synthesis needs to generate
“linking” or “bridging” hypotheses that explain hothe different perspectives relate to one
another. This criterion of multi-causal consisteneguires from the researcher to “[specify]
the antecedent conditions under which it is valnd @ahe precise causal links to policy

outcomes **

For instance, the basic linking hypothesis of Aldxz et al.’s (1997) poliheuristic theory is
that political decision-making is a two-step prac®sThe linking hypothesis in Alexander

Wendt's (1992) “Anarchy is what states make of i$"~ basically the title: “[A]Jnarchy and

Alteration of the hard core would result in theatien of a new SRP, because the hard core es$gulidines
the SRP; if it changes, the SRP changes.” Ibid.

12 This aspect will be elaborated in the next pdlti-Causal Consistency

13 For the sake of completion, changes in the priviedtelt (“problem-shifts”) should, according to Kados,
follow the programs’ positive heuristic. This is &t of suggestions or hints that guide the devatoyn of
specific theories within the program. (For examples positive heuristic of the neorealist resegatgram
would include the suggestion that scholars makeigiens about international political outcomeg.ethat
balances tend to form in the international systenthat multipolar systems will be more war-prohart bi-
polar systems.)” Elman and Elman, “Introduction.pfgising Progress in International Relations Thgagpy
20.

4 Moravcsik, “Taking Preferences Seriously,” p. 516.

15E.g. Alex Minz et al., “The Effect of Dynamic adatic Choices on Political Decision Making: An Aysis
Using the Decision Board Platform&merican Political Science Revigwol. 91, No. 3 (1997), pp. 553-566.



the distribution of power only have meaning fortstaction in virtue of the understandings
and expectations that constitute institutional tilies and interests'® And as for the link for

a potential synthesis of liberal theory with remliand institutionalism, Andrew Moravcsik
(1997) argues that “[l]iberal theory is analytigafirior to both realism and institutionalism

because it defines the conditions under which #msumptions hold:*

Novelty

The synthesis of theories needs to be based opuous checks on the coherence and
consistency of the multiple assumptions and expiama to be integrated. The result,
however, should be theoretical innovation, prodgcipredictions of novel facts or
consequences. “Explaining things which were alrdatywn is cheap success and counts for
nothing.”™® The problem, of course, is how to define what hoveans. “[N]Jovel in compare
to what?” Lakatos, not surprisingly, has remainethewhat vague on the isstieThree
definitions of novelty may be useful for judgingetiadded value of theory-synthesis: new

interpretation novelty, heuristic novelty, and bgi@und theory novelty.

First, new interpretation novelty denotes a new whgxplaining an “old” fact, i.e. a well-
known observation, thus converting it into a “nefatt? Heuristic novelty is based on the
guestion “whether the fact being offered to butirestheory played some role in that
theory’s construction. If so, the fact cannot b&sidered novel, and it thus provides no
support for the theory in questioft. The third approach, background theory novelty, was

elaborated by Musgrave (1974), who argues thatl4sessing the evidential support of a

16 Alexander Wendt, “Anarchy is What States Maketgf International OrganizationVol. 46, No.2 (1992),
pp. 391-425 (401).

" Moravcsik, “Taking Preferences Seriously,” p. 516.

18 Douglas W. Hands, “Second Thoughts on Lakatbistory of Political EconomyVol. 17, No. 1 (1985), pp.
1-16 (6-7).

9 His vagueness sparked a vivid debate on the defindf novelty. See, e.g., Nancey Murphy, “Anotheok
at Novel Facts,Studies in History and Philosophy of Scignéel. 20, No. 3 (1989), p. 385-388.

20 Cf. Lakatos, “Falsification and the MethodologySxfientific Research Programmes,” p. 118.

2L Elman and Elman, “Introduction. Appraising Progrésinternational Relations Theory,” p. 36. Sesodtlie
Zahar, “Why Did Einstein’s Programme Supersede hir'e?,” British Journal for the Philosophy of Science
Vol. 24, No.2 (1973), pp. 95-123; John Worrall, €'tays in which the Methodology of Scientific Rasba
Programmes Improves on Poppers Methodology,” irefaeRadnitzky and Gunnar Andersson, eBsogress
and Rationality in Sciend@®ordrecht: D. Reidel, 1978), pp. 45-70.



new theory we should compare it not with ‘backgmémnowledge’ in general, but with the
old theory which it challenge$®Applied to the endeavor of theory-synthesis, dagrated
or combined new theoretical framework must be béiti@n the best rival theory or rivalling

synthesized approach availabfe.

The bottom-line is that the result of a theory-sgsis must be an explanation of the hitherto
unexplained by including new variables and perspest Quoting Hempel, “This condition
must be met if we are to be entitled to say: ‘Tévgtlains it — the phenomenon in question

was indeed to be expected under the circumstahtkes.’

Empirical Accuracy

Finally and obviously, the (novel) empirical claimisthe synthesized theoretical framework
as well as its “linking hypotheses” must be invgasted and tested such as to be verified by

evidence. It is not sufficient for a synthesizeéatetical perspective to be just “plausible.”

This imperative implies that any theory-syntheseds to be embedded within an adequate
and conducive research design. Since certain #®a@orrespond with certain methods of
data collection and analysis, a synthesis of tlesors likely to involve a synthesis of
different methods. A qualitative within-case studgly be the safest bet for a first-cut test of
the new, synthesized theoretical framew&HEmpirical testing and theory-synthesizing
should be an iterative process and go hand in hEmelresult may be further refinements of

the synthesized theoretical framework.

22 Musgrave, “Logical versus Historical Theories afr@irmation,” p. 15.

% Cf. ibid. See also Martin Carrier, “On Novel Facfs Discussion of Criteria for Non-ad-hoc-ness lie t
Methodology of Scientific Research Programmeggitschrift fiir allgemeine Wissenschaftstheokiel. 19,

No. 2 (1988), pp. 205-231.

24 Ccarl Hempel,Philosophy of Natural SciencéEnglewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1966) p. 48, tem in

Dessler, “Explanation and Scientific Progress,”3p3. This of course only applies to relevant phesaan
foreign policy theories do not have to explain,,ghg extinction of the dinosaurs.

5 Cf. Robert K. Yin,Case Study Research” ed. (Thousand Oakes: Sage, 2009). On the corismuof

research designs, see Barbara Geddasmdigms and Sand Castles. Theory Building ance&eb Design in
Comparative Politics



4. Pitfalls of Theory-Synthesis

Theories “help us see the wood for the trees. Gbedries select out certain factors as the
most important or relevant if one is interestecbinviding an explanation of an eveft.”
Still, any theory only captures a certain part eélity and focuses on a certain set of
explanatory factors, at a certain level of analyg#hen we combine or integrate theories,
our focus gets broader and can take into accoung¢ fagtors, and hence, account for more
observations. But just as a “broad focus” is annosgon, an extensive combination or
integration of theories eventually is of no useaabeory needs to reduce and not replicate
complexity. Obviously, novelty is not the only ocriterion to judge the success of a theory-
synthesis. Another important aspect is theoretieakerage. This means that a social
researcher should “[explain] as much as possibta a8 little as possibl€”As a rule of

thumb, “The theory should be just as complicatedllasur evidence suggest&”

Theory-synthesis should be done thoughtfully andlepli be clear, explicit statements on
procedure and criteria being applied. Clearly, tpall scientists need not be philosophers
and they “need not be conversant with every dethitecondite conversations between
epistemologists and their critique$”Still, meta-theory has in store a useful toolbox f

theory-synthesis. The criteria suggested in thisepanay serve as a starting point for

discussion.

% Gerry Stoker, “Regime Theory and Urban Politis, David Judge, Gerry Stoker and David Wolman, eds.
Theories of Urban PoliticéLondon: Sage, 1995), pp. 54-71 (16).

2" Gary King, Robert O. Keohane and Sidney VerBesigning Social Inquiry: Scientific Inference in
Qualitative ResearckPrinceton: Princeton University Press, 19949%9.

% bid., p. 20. The extent to which the leverageetia is adhered to can, for instance, depend aw Well
studied the object of research is: the less we kabout a phenomenon, the more potential causalriacr
causal processes we should initially take into anto

2 Elman and Elman, “Lessons from Lakatos,” p. 68.



