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Why International Theorists Fail to Foresee the Future:
Some Reflections on the Differences and Cross — Fertilization
between History and IR Studies

WANG Li - xin
( Department of History Peking University Betjing 100871 China)

Abstract: Around the end of Cold War even some very prominent international theorists made mistakes in fore—
seeing the international relations. Their failures are largely due to the intrinsic shortcomings of international studies
as a discipline of social sciences including its reductionist view of reality resulting in highly simplifying and ab—
stracting international politics its excessive pursuit of scientificity of international studies by attaching the great
importance to the power of international structure and nonhuman factors without recognizing the role of human a-
gency as well as its misbelief in the regularity and inevitability of international evolution. There are great differ—
ences between history and international studies and most historians refuse to take anticipating the future as their
mission. Nevertheless history can make up for the deficiency of international studies and help theorists of interna—
tional relations qualify their predictions in following five aspect: adding holistic or ecological view into the inter—
national studies and help theorists realize the complexity of casualty; attaching more importance to the individual
autonomy and cultural diversity; acknowledging the role of contingency and sequence of time; developing the skill
and ability of international theorists to examine distinguish and select historical evidences in the secondary
works; improving the ability of international relations scholars in anticipating the future by offering new tools be—
yond the traditional ones (observation theory deduction calculation) such as narrative analogy and imagina—
tion. Due to the complexities of international affairs international theorists must be modest and prudent in making
prediction and keeping ready at all times for unforeseeable events.

Key words: IR theory; historiography; reductionism; holism; contingency; historical analogy
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