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Abstract

Nowadays, theoretical perspectives like Realistmeialism, Constructivism,
Marxism, Feminism and Rational Choice Theory competnternational Relations
faculties to provide us with the best possible vstdeding of international affairs,
or to provide any scientific understanding at didhat goes on in this world. In this
paper, | start with the question of whether unifythese different theories will
increase understanding — understanding being tradélly linked to unification in
the philosophy of science literature. Studyingrdtdiie practice and the reactions of
scholars to unificationist attempts, we get anghsinto what scientific
understanding means for the International Relatiscisolars and for political
scientists in general. What understanding consikter them — which conditions it
should live up to — is made explicit by linkingaitthe different epistemic interests
scholars have and showing how these intereststeil(or obstruct) understanding.
Scientific understanding is not connected withioatfon, but with the plurality of
epistemic interests and theoretical pluralism. Herecpluralistic view of

understanding is defended.



1. Introduction.

Upon a first encounter with the field of Internat@ Relations (IR) studies, we stumble
into a plurality of theoretical perspectives som&bich, such as Realism and Liberalism,
have already been around for decades, while othech, as Constructivism, are more
recent. A recent survey among IR scholars workimipe USA gives us a rough idea of the
weight attached to these different perspectiveswaming the questionhat paradigm in
International Relations are you primarily committiedin your research25% chose
Realism/neorealism, 33% Liberalism/neoliberalissfolConstructivism, 7%
Marxism/globalism, and 20% ‘Other’ among which thest significant were Rational

Choice Theory and Feminist.

An analysis of the distribution of scholars amomgse six most important theoretical
perspectives in IR makes it is clear that the figldeither converging towards a broad
consensus nor completely scattered. In what folldwsalyse the dynamics of the field,
and in particular two debates that concern thegfityrof theories and the search for unity.
The first debate regards the possibility and dbdgita of substitutingthe existing

theoretical perspectives with one perspective,Rational Choice Theory. The second
debate explores the possibility ofynthesi®of (some of) these different perspectives.
Through this analysis, | show what the participaidisa of (increased) understanding
might be — that is, where the dynamics of the f@iduld lead us — and, subsequently, I try

to make this idea of understanding philosophicaXglicit. Finally, this philosophical



elaboration is illustrated through a discussiothefrelation between Feminism and

Rational Choice Theory within the practice of sbe@ence.

2. Unification and Understanding.

In a traditional view, scientific understandindirgked to unification, or reducing the
number of theories, cf. Philip Kitcher 1989. Frdmstpoint of view, the question of

whether the unification of the different theoretiparspectives in IR would increase
understanding has to be answered positively: “Sei@uvances our understanding of
nature by showing us how to derive descriptionsiafy phenomena, using the same
patterns of derivation again and again, and, inatestrating this, it teaches us how to
reduce the number of types of facts we have topa@=eultimate (or brute).” (Kitcher

1989, 432) In contrast, | intend to show that aalysis of social scientific practice and the
reactions of scholars to unificationist attemptiicate the need for a more nuanced answer
to this question and that this analysis can prougleith a deeper insight into scientific

understanding in social science which is diffefeon the traditional view.

In the social sciences, there have been severaagsattempting to unify the field. One of
the projects | discuss here — and the one thatrisidered the most successful nowadays —
is the incorporation of the social sciences withie framework of Rational Choice Theory
and game theory. In order to test whether Kitch@@89) view holds, then, we have to

ask: Do we achieve increased understanding threugh an incorporation within a single



overarching framework? The second project | discosgerns the quest to reduce the
plurality of perspectives through a synthesis. Dmesh a unifying synthesis increase

understanding? Let us start with the promises ¢ibRal Choice Theory.

3. Unification in Practice |: The Promises of Rational Choice Theory.

In the social sciences, one of the most successffitationist projects is the so-called
economicsakeoveror economics imperialistAfter a short introduction to this project, |
focus on the crucial question of whether this adegoof Rational Choice Theory

increases understanding in political science.

The central idea of the economics takeover isghahomists (and other social scientists)
improve knowledge in the social sciences by applyite dominant or orthodox theory and
method in economics far beyond its original homee &im is to increase our
understanding of the social world, of social actioyadvocating a unifying theory for the
individual in the social sciences, one that is elpdinked to economics and the idea of the
homo economicus. “Economics imperialism is a mattqrersistent pursuit to increase the
degree of unification provided by rational choibedry by way of applying it to new types
of explanandum phenomena that are located indgg# that are occupied by disciplines
other than economics.” (Maki 2002, 240) As suckegms to be the best candidate in the

social sciences with which to test Kitcher's (198@&w.



Characteristic features of the economics takeoneettee development of formal models

for the social sciences, whatever the subject matte inclusion of the notion of
maximising agents, in line with Rational Choice ®he(RCT); a general downgrading of
the significance of history, culture, and dynanfiosspace and time). Current advocates of
the unificationist project include, e.gderbert Gintis (cf., his 2004 work, in which he
argues that —finally- the conditions for unity iretbehavioural sciences have been created,
referring to the theoretictdols of rational actor model and game theory); &bBates,

Rui de Figueiredo, and Barry Weingast, who “expltee possibilities for theoretical
integration by suggesting how some of the fundaaiencepts used by interpretivists
can be incorporated into rational choice theorBdtés et al. 1998: 606); Margaret Levi,
Elinor Ostrom, and James Alt, who “expect the reexttury to witness a major flowering

of scientific achievement across the social sciestmilar to the neo-Darwinian synthesis

of this past century in biology.” (Levi et al.19%87)

Advocates of the economics takeover and the apjgicaf RCT in political science might
claim that they provide explanatory mechanismsdhatransparent and coherent, and that
their explanatory theory is eminently plausibled @0 should be confidently accepted, as a
means of engendering understanding. Howeverguéstionable whether this unified
explanatory theory, and the class of understanidipgrports to convey are generally
accepted as providing (increased) understandingn Evthis unification induces a kind of

understanding (given sonepistemic interesty certain critiques formulated within



political science point out that it does not pravitie kind of understanding desired by

some groups and communities in society.

Let us look at some of these critiques resistinfjaation. Some critics start by noting that
the economics takeover (i.e., increasing the degfreeification by applying Rational
Choice Theory in territories outside economics a@salating political science, sociology,
anthropology, history, etc) has indeed, especialfyolitical science, led to a growing
percentage of journal articles using the RCT-patspe This has been documented for
political science in general by Donald Green amdSaapiro (1994) and for International
Relations studies by Stephen Walt (1999). Thesiesthen go on to argue that much of
this growing body of formal RCT-literature is iresfant. According to them, it does not
answer important societal questions and ‘real-wprtiblems’. Concerning the discipline
of International Relations studies, Stephen W&0@, 46) has drawn the following
conclusion: “In this sense, much of the recent fdrmork in security studies reflects the
“cult of irrelevance” that pervades much of contengpy social science. Instead of using
their expertise to address important real-worldfems, academics often focus on narrow
and trivial problems that may impress their collesgbut are of little practical value. If
formal theory were to dominate security studieg has other areas of political science,
much of the scholarship in the field would likelg produced by people with impressive
technical skills but little or no substantive knedtje of history, politics, or strategyt’is

as a result of this tendency that the relevan@caéiemic political science for (parts of) the

public is decreasing.



The unificationist project of the economics takedvas been labellatieory-andmethod-
driven,as opposed tproblem-or question-drivenThis method-driven research leads,
according to lan Shapiro, to the “self-serving ¢angion of problems, misuse of data in
various ways, and related pathologies summed tigeiold adage that if the only tool you
have is a hammer everything around you startsab like a nail.” (2002, 598) For
example, “making a fetish of prediction can undemnproblem-driven research via wag-
the-dog scenarios in which we elect to study phesrarbecause they seem to admit the
possibility of prediction rather than because weehadependent reasons for thinking it
worthwhile to study them.(2002, 609) This is the economics takeover perceaseeager
to advance the dominant economic theory and mdilgdde self-serving construction of
political problems and by substituting existingdhies and/or methods in political science
with its own, but not really interested in findiagswers to unaddressed political

questiong.

Reactions such as these shibat some people do not get satisfactory ansween ey
apply RCT in a (new) context related to their pcédit questions and epistemic interests.
Similar reactions have arisen recently within tberemics discipline itself, criticising the
dominance of neoclassical or mainstream econometat¢d to RCT). Some students and
researchers are left with questions. A notable gtaums the recent petition signed by
French students (which appeared in the French regyesbe Monde 21 June 2000). One

quote from this is indicative: “Most of us have sba to study economics sotasacquire



a deep understanding of the economic phenomathawhich the citizens of today are
confronted. But the teaching that is offered, thdb say for the most part neoclassical
theory or approaches derived from it, does not gdlyeanswer this expectation. Indeed,
even when the theory legitimately detaches itselhfcontingencies in the first instance, it
rarely carries out the necessary return to thesfdct) Furthermore, this gap in the
teaching, this disregard for concrete realitiesgsoan enormous problem for those who
would like to render themselvesefulto economic and social actors.” (This English
version of the French petition can be found on wyagcon.net, consulted February 2007,

my italicy’

In this discipline too, then, a number of questiars unsatisfactorily addressed by the
unifying theory. Instead the French students wanpluralism of approaches, adapted to
the complexity of the objects and to the uncernjasnirrounding most of the big questions
in economics (unemployment, inequalities, the ptaEdanancial markets, the advantages
and disadvantages of free-trade, globalizationnecoc development, etc.).L.é Monde

20 June 2000, English version on www.paecon.netsuted February 2007)

Taking into account the above complaints and arégjfrom scientific practitioners and
students of the economics takeover, one tendsndude that the unificationist project has
not necessarily increased understanding. Seveesqrhena and real-world problems are
being neglected by it (due, critics claim, to urationist attempts to apply theory- or

method-driven approaches to address them). Andl yeéms crucial for understanding



10

that the problems or questions which people (nat asity but rather as a plurality) face
and want to answer and understand are taken istuat | will develop this viewpoint in

Section 5.

4. Unification in Practicell: Theldea of a Synthesis.

One important unificationist attempt is, as disedsabove, to substitute or replace the
main theoretical perspectives in the Internatidtelations discipline, i.e., Realism,
Liberalism, Constructivism, Marxism, Feminism anatiBnal Choice Theory, with the last
of these. A more general unificationist way of degalwith the variety of theoretical

perspectives is to plea for a synthesis (rathar ghaubstitution).

In his contribution to a forum discussing the gisesAre Dialogue and Synthesis Possible
in International RelationsAndrew Moravcsik (2003) presents such a plea. Bhsview
that is very common among social scientists, tbiginsific progress is made when a set of
competing theories is replaced with one synthegiirory: “Theory synthesis is not only
possible and desirable but it is constitutive of aoherent understanding of international
relations as a progressive and empirical sociahed.” (Moravcsik 2003, 131) There is

“the need to combine theories to explain complek-vweorld events”. (Idem, 135).

According to Moravcsik, “We should think more abthe ways in which theoretical

syntheses might help us to understand concretesireworld politics.® (Idem, 136) In
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the light of what follows, it is interesting to mathat Moravcsik uses an unqualified
(unitary, one might sayliswhen talking about understanding. As such, hia plat only
endorses the synthesis, but also rejects the @oradvocated by other contributions to

the same forum.

In contrast, some defend pluralism because thegaagtical about the possibility of a
synthesis. One such is Friedrich Kratochwil (20084): “The thrust of the questions is

that dialogue and synthesis are all of one cldtét, €verything can be debated out, and that
some integral new whole is likely to emerge to canchour assent if we all do our
homework. But considering how seldom debates ashablich consensus, it might be
useful to take this experiential datum as a stgupoint and to inquire into the reasons why
communication across, and often even within, déffiétheoretical perspectives is so

difficult.”

Others endorse pluralism as a positive value, aggtiiat a synthesis theory as defended
by Moravcsik, though it may be ‘disguised’ as a ptate view, is actually only a partial
view. An example of this viewpoint is Steve Smithialogue is not going to be easy, or
even possible, in international relations until diecipline becomes less dominated by a
narrow orthodoxy reflecting historically and cultlly specificinterests Such a change
will take time but until it is achieved the disaip will continue to reflect one limited,
partial view about the structures and processéseobne world of international politics.”

(Smith 2003, 143ny italicy In this view, the surplus value of plurality adilogue
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should be emphasised and any acceptance of a sigtheory as the unifying theory
(making all others obsolete) should be consideréeterioration of the discipline: “In
contrast [with synthesis], dialogue certainly ineglia willingness to concede that a
particular theory might only be of limited or paitrelevance and that other viewpoints are

worthy of consideration.” (Smith 2003, 141)

The convenor of the forum on dialogue and synthedise International Relations
discipline, Gunther Hellmann, draws the followiranclusion: “eventually the argument
boils down to the question of how useful we findkmg at the world from the perspective
we choose.” (Hellmann 2003, 148) Hellmann's empghasusefulnesseads me to the

explication of understanding.

5. TheRole of Epistemic I nterests and Adequacy in Under standing.

In order to explicate understanding and to graspake ofusefulnes it let me first refer

to my earlier work on explanations in social scenthere | emphasized the importance of
taking epistemic interests into account when makiegpoice among different forms of
explanation (and the plurality of theories from @hthese explanations derive) and
regarded explanations as answers to explanatidargp@hy-questions, the formulation of
which helps to make the explananda as explicitbasiple and to draw attention to the
underlying the epistemic interests of #plainee From this viewpoint, a good

explanation should not be understood as merelgtharate(in relation to reality)
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explanation of a social phenomenon, but also aglaquatgin relation to the epistemic
interests of the explainee) answer of an explanaeeking question concerning a social

phenomenon.Usefulness depends on adequacy as well as accuracy

Analogous considerations have to be made whemtatdbout understanding. If we want
to get a grip on what achieving understanding meguin social science attention should be
paid to the (variety of) interests of thederstandee¥ Understanding does not depend
merely on theccuracyof the explanations provided by a theory but alsatsadequacy

in relation to the interests of the understandee.

In the objectivist view of understanding of TroB002) this distinction between accuracy
and adequacy is missing. For Trout the accuradicesfto provide understanding. Henk
de Regt (2004) rightly criticizes Trout’s view apkads for the inclusion of pragmatic
elements: “Understanding is not only knowing therfola, but in additiorbeing able to
usethe formula in the case at hand.” (de Regt, 2Q04; his italics) Accuracy is not the
only criterion: “Scientists prefer a more intelbg theory over a less intelligible one,
sometimes even at the cost of some accuracy, eatbe it gives them a ‘feels right’
sense of understanding but rather because theythdneeable to use the theory.” (de Regt

2004, 105)

Following this approach, scientific theories pravighderstanding of the social world if

they offer the understandees an adequate answeitgroblems, i.e., one that that gives



14

an idea of what to do, how to act, to solve a mwblTo do this, they must fit with the
interests of the understandees and have a ceatailidrity within their life-worlds and
personal experiences. This familiarity ensures tt@iadequate theory is accessible to the
understandee, and usable given the questionsandweered or the problems to be solved.
It enables individuals and social groups to inteeven the social world using the theory in
order to reach their goals (empowerment, emanapasiocial benefits, etc.). The theories
that help people to understand social phenomenahug provide more than merely

theoretical knowledg#

The overview of debates in Section 3 and 4 provigewith several examples of how
accurate theories might be irrelevant for some ggpand how attention should be paid to
adequacy when talking about understanding. As was,Rational Choice Theory just
does not raise some questions about social phersoarat least not in a way that
coincides with the interests of the knower or ustierdee. For instance, neoclassical,
mainstreameconomics does not provide the French studentstiw understanding they
are looking for concerning questions of unemploymeequalities, the place of financial
markets, the advantages and disadvantages ofr&i@e-tand so on. Their interests
(constitutive of their questions) have not beerresed adequately. Here the pragmatic
elements matter: we should not only ask whethbeary is accurate (warranted by
sufficient evidence, etc.) but also whether itastdn a form that is adequate for the
understandee (that is, cognitively accessible eécsttuated knower who wants to use the

theory) and whether it is useful to and in linehalier interests so that it will help her to
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solve her problems. A theory can be accurate (atiom to reality), yet fail these

pragmatic tests.

The debate concerning the idea of a synthesisemyyhin IR illustrates the importance of
epistemic interests too. The advocate of synthésidrew Moravcsik, either supposes that
the accuracy of a synthesising theory sufficesh(@tiequacy not being taken into
account), or neglects the possibility of there bepistemic interests different from his

own (cf. the unitarpswhen he talks about understanding, supra), ouppsses that the
synthesising theory will always provide the most@uate answer (notwithstanding the
variety of possible epistemic interests). StevetBisimore sensitive to the differences qua

interests, as we have seen above.

When Moravcsik suggests that the “theoretical sysis might helpsto understand
concrete events in world politics” (2003, 188y italicg, one should raise the question of
whatusor our understanding means; whose understanding? Whisteepc interests are
being addressed? In social science, this kind e$tjon is often neglected, especially by
the so-called orthodoxy (where Smith refers tosapra), by the dominant perspective.
(As a parenthesis, | would suggest that neglecdhirgariety of interests to be addressed
opens up the way for unification and synthesis.}tisemphasizes that this orthodox
perspective on the social world, though not negégdalse, is onlypartial, addressing
dominant interests. Non-dominant or disadvantagedms might be interested different

aspects of social reality, looking for knowledgattts useful for understanding and
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overcoming their systematic disadvantages, framgirgstions, devising theoretical

classifications, and so forth, with this aim in ghin

Elizabeth Anderson (2003), discussing feministtepmlogy and philosophy of science,
summarizes the characteristics of these non-orthtiteories in social science very aptly:
“Critical theories aim to empower the oppresseuinjorove their situation. They therefore
incorporate pragmatic constraints on theories @fsibcial world. To serve their critical
aim, social theories must (a) represent the semad in relation to the interests of the
oppressed, i.e., those who are the subjects of;stindsupply an account of that world
which is accessible to the subjects of stwdyich enables them to understand their
problems and (c) supply an account of the world whichsahle by the subjects to study
to improve their condition.” (Anderson 2003, My italicy To achieve increased
understanding (addressing the plurality of possititierests), then, developing a plurality
of theoretical perspectives seems to be a bett@rofhan unification. The unificationist
attempts seem to lead to the neglect of some Btgrebstructing deep understanding
(cf. the French students’ petition, supra); sintyiathe elaboration of one synthesising

theory only provides partial understandingcf. Steve Smith, supra).

6. Understanding in Practice: Feminism and Rational Choice Theory.

To illustrate that the plurality of epistemic irgsts is better served by a plurality of

theoretical perspectives than by a unified onésduks here the different standpoints
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feminists have adopted in the discussion concerthiadpenefits of Rational Choice
Theory and the possibilities of a synthesis betwR€M and Feminism. This also gives me

the opportunity to put some critiques of orthodaxy perspective.

Browsing through the different evaluations femigisave made of RCT, we can
distinguish at least three positions. The first majects RCT, disagreeing with its
ontological commitments, and articulates a differerage of the actor as the basis for
feminist theory. A second position accepts RCThasdominant theory and wants to
enrich it with feminist research interests. Thedhuosition develops a balanced view by
specifying the cases in which RCT is adequate tlosk in which it is definitely not. Let

us now elaborate these positions.

Rejecting Rational Choice Theory.

There are those feminist voices that reject thenaif homo economicysational man,
outright, because of its ontological commitmentégpting these would preclude them
from considering the theory as useful for providamy understanding). The
decontextualised individualism and the privilegofgeason over other capacities trouble
many feminists (e.g., Nedelsky 1989; Meyers 1988¢ording to them, theomo
economicuss an autonomous, self-transparent, opportuncgticulating, self-reliant,
self-confident, (continuously) healthy actor, ige®the significance of unchosen

circumstances and interpersonal relationshipspses family, friendship, passionate love,
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and community, and dismisses dependency as a Weféatm of selfhood, while care-
giving responsibilities vanish along with childrehe disabled, and the frail elderly. On the
basis of this kind of critique RCT is rejected egli. These feminist social scientists want,

on the contrary, to emphasize the connectednessrabdddedness of the sEif.

A lot of these feminist critiques of RCT reflecethcepticism of modernist, unitary
accounts of the self, and, as such, many femiarstgoining the poststructuralists in
declaring the death of the autonomous, self-raflechdividual. This might, however, be
detrimental to feminist aims; giving up the ideaaafore self and coherent identity, and the
capacity to describe and reflect on one's expegiemight undermine feminist
emancipatory objectives for which a view of selfd@nd reason seems indispensable. |

get back to this issue below.

Enriching Rational Choice Theory.

There are those feminists who do not reject RCiiemrclassical theory in economics, but
want instead to see its research agenda adjuswdarged to include, for example, the
gender division of labour (paid versus unpaid warkgqual pay for equal work, etc.), the
consequences of policy for women, and modellinghinesehold production and
distribution using bargaining theory. In this wtyey hope to add to RCT typically
feminist research interests which have not beereaddd before because the dominant

social group has not been interested.
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This viewpoint, then, does not — as the first grotifeminists does — radically reject RCT
and neoclassical theory. The idea is rather toracoodate feminist research priorities
within neoclassical economics and RCT, and, as,goaxtend them with new insights
without undermining them. Indeed, according to ffosition, bringing in the feminist
interests, we would achieve increased understaratidgurther the unificationist attempt

of RCT.

Unification and Strategic Pluralism.

Before discussing the third position feminists hadepted in relation to RCT, which will
substantiate my pluralistic view of understandingant to compare the first two positions
and point to some links with the debates on syigresd economics imperialism. In both
debates there exists an orthodoxy/heterodoxy dichgt critics point to the orthodoxy’s
attempt to impose its views via a synthesis or enuos imperialism on minority or
heterodox theories in the field, while the orthoglsees no surplus value in the heterodox
theories because its theory could explain the ggmeaomena in a better and more unified
way. A similar dichotomy can be found between the first positions in the discussion
concerning Rational Choice Theory and feminism. 3&éeond positionenriching

Rational Choice Theory reither questions the orthodoxy, nor criticizesuibificationist

agenda while the first position radically rejedts tunificationist attempt to impose
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Rational Choice Theory and replaces the ontologieal on the actor with its own

alternative.

In my earlier work, | have shown that these twoitass — orthodox, unificationist theory
and the radically heterodox theory — shavaraner-takes-all-approacto social science
and that they are monistic contenders for unificathVan Bouwel 2004). This approach
often leads to facile conclusions, for instancat #howing that a theory does not work in
some situations means a falsification of the ugefsd in other situations, and showing it
works in some situations is a guarantee it will kvior other/all situations. Both leave out
the pragmatic aspects of explanation and understguachd neglect to take the plurality of

epistemic interests into account.

The heterodox position, in its criticism of the ficationist attempts of orthodoxy, often
claims to be pluralist. Whether they are reallyralist or whether this claim is only a
strategy to gain some (professional) space rentaibhe seen. The latter would be an
example oftrategic pluralism*“primarily just a strategic move in the game myirig to
dominate a field or profession. Those in the mitygsroclaim the virtues of pluralism in
an effort to legitimate their opposition to a doamh point of view. But one can be pretty
sure that, if the insurgent group were itself eéedoecome dominant, talk of pluralism
would subside and they would become every bit asistio as those whom they had
replaced.” (Giere 2006, 40) These remarks are itapbin order to understand how a

pluralist view of understanding has to be conces@as to leave unificationist attempts
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behind. The third position in the discussion onifésm and RCT will help me illustrate

this view.

Rational Choice Theory within a Pluralist Framework

A third group of feminists has developed a balanged, which does not reject RCT
outright, but limiting its usefulness to specifases, arguing that in other cases, alternative
theories will be more adequate. The selection @itiost adequate theory is made by
comparing theories and taking interests and use$slinto account. A good example can
be found in Elizabeth Anderson’s (2001) artiSleould feminists reject rational choice
theory?Analysing the feminist angle on health care pesdiaken by Kristin Luker’s

Taking ChancesAnderson reaches the conclusion that the answéie( title) “depends

on our purposes, and on the aspect of RCT beindj (8daderson 2001, 391). RCT, she
believes, offers both resources for and obstaolesderstanding the problems women

face and helping them overcome them. Let us sténtttve resources.

Rational Choice Theory can be used to answer guestiddressing feminist interests in
the following way: “One feminist aim is to ensuhat the health-care system effectively
delivers contraception to the women who need ikeris use of the deliberative theory of
rational choice effectively illuminates the motiwats that deter many sexually active
women from using contraception, even when they laaviaiterest in doing so. Here the

function of rational choice theory is make women’s choices intelligible in terms efrth
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motivations so the health-care system responds to womendsraeethey see them.”
(Anderson 2001, 39y italic§ An example of the benefits of using RCT would be:
“Luker suggests that once health-care practitiorszegnize that women have a stake in
seeing their sexual activity as spontaneous, amtitte stop contraception between
relationships, they can respond by providing dropéantraceptive services, rather than

requiring women to make appointments weeks in aclarfAnderson 2001, 391-392)

On the other hand, Rational Choice Theory does@issent obstacles to understanding
the problems women fac®nly using RCT precludes the identificationadfstructions to
women’s rationality and autonomy. Anderson doesagote with Luker’s use of RCT to
vindicate the rationality of women: “Merely showititat women’s choices can be fit into
the accounting framework of a cost-benefit analigsisot enough to vindicate women’s
rationality. Nor should feminists want to rush solgment on this score. We should be
interested in identifying obstacles to the achiesets of women’s autonomy and
rationality, rather than assuming that women faz@noblems in this area.” (Anderson

2001, 392)

Hence, social scientists should also considerradtare theories in order to identify the
social circumstances that undermine women'’s ralitgrend autonomy: “With respect to
the feminist goal of identifying realization of, mnpediments to, women'’s rationality, the
application of the formal theory of rational chotcewomen’s choices poses an obstacle. It

effaces the distinction between action on one’s autonomous preferences, and action
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governed by oppressive social norms. (...) [It] fadglistinguish between autonomous and
heteronomous preferences, and thus fails to matkdiions of vital interest to feminists
(...). [RCT] thus represent people as acting on their own mmetes, when they may just
be yielding to the demands and expectations ofrstloe governed by oppressive or
incoherent social norms. ().Feminists can target internalised sexist so@ats for

critical attention only if we represent them agdas influencing women'’s choices that are
independent of —and indeed, contrary to— theirrsutmus personal preferences. Luker’'s
representation of women’s sexual agency as ratignares the numerous social
conditions that undermine women'’s rational autonavitis respect to their sexual

decisions.” (Ibid.)

Anderson’s analysis shows us how, depending ospReific interests one has (and the
research questions these generate), differentiéfsecan be the most adequate.
Understanding that the existing plurality of thesrin social science can help answer
guestions generated by a plurality of interestaikhmake us cherish theoretical pluralism
rather than attempt unification. (This does notlyrpat every existing theory is
indispensable; comparing theories when addresp@gfec questions will enable us to
distinguish good from bad theories. It does, howesetail that reducing the plurality of

theories to one unifying theory result in a los®pportunities to achieve understanding).

The balanced analysis of Anderson illustrates Hewtinner-takes-all approach can be

left behind; the proposed unification under RCTgoet provide understanding for all at
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all times (independent of interests and context) jttdoes serve some epistemic interests.
Moreover, not rejecting RCT (and its ontologicahguitments) outright solves the
problem raised in relation to the first feministsimn, where questioning the rationality of
the individual risks undermining the emancipatolyectives of feminism. And it is
precisely this that feminism pursues: “Feminisoityg...) triesto understand the social
world so as to enableertain kinds of liberating changes in it.” (Angen 2001, 393ny

italics)

7. Conclusion: A Pluralistic View of Under standing in the Social Sciences.

Starting from the plurality of theoretical perspees in International Relations studies, |
have revisited debates on synthesis and unificati@monclude that the plurality of social
theories can answer research questions in relagiarplurality of epistemic interests.
Accounts of the social world are selected on tresbaf one’s interests and the questions
they generate, and of the extent to which the arssthese provide are usable and facilitate

understanding in the context of the problems tedieed.

Hence, when trying to grasp the relation betweeonmthand understanding, it is not only
important to consider theccuracyof theories but also to take thanlequacynto account.
This latter depends on the epistemic interesteeiinderstandee. Thus, an adequate
theory should be cast in a form that is accessibtee understandee, and usable given the

questions to be answered or the problems to bedoRhese interests can facilitate or
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obstruct understanding; some accounts of the vayddnore accessible — in line with the
interests of the understandee — and enable indilsdar groups to understand their
problems. For instance, feminism theorizes in vihgs women can use to improve their
lives; it implies that women should be able to ggume themselves and their lives in

feminist accounts of women’s predicaments (cf., @isdn 2001 and 2003).

Feminism gives us a good illustration of the impzfdnterests on the selection of theories
to achieve understanding. Its relation to Ratid@tabice Theory — the best candidate in the
social sciences to refute Kitcher 1989 — was dsetdisand | concluded that, if we want to
maximize understanding, the ideal of unificatioa {bby RCT, be it by an alternative
theory) is not desirable because of the pluralitgmstemic interests to be addressed. Even
if unification conveys understanding for some (tigkato their interests at a given time), it
will always obstruct understanding for others (wdifferent interests). Recognizing the
plurality of possible epistemic interests will heip to move on from theinners-takes-all-
approachto social science (as was shown by Elizabeth Asuies evaluation of RCT),

and to stop regarding the plurality of theoretpatspectives — present in International
Relations studies — as a problem. On the contthegretical pluralism is a strength in

achieving understanding.
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FOOTNOTES

! The author is a Postdoctoral Fellow of Besearch Foundation (FW®j Flanders
(Belgium), and is working in th€entre for Logic and Philosophy of ScierateGhent
University. Contact: Jeroen.VanBouwel@UGent.be

% These data and the methodology used to obtain taenbe found in Peterson, Tierney
and Maliniak (2005).

% The termimperialismmight sound too negative, but, actually one offttomeers of the
approachGary Becker, one of whose works (Becker 1976)eddbus classicusagrees
with this label: This definition of “economic imperialism” is probiba good description
of what | do.’(Swedberg 1990, 39)

* The role ofepistemic interestwill be explicated in Section 5.

® Robert D. Putnam warns us — in relation to irratese — of the dangers pélicy research
migrating towardschools of public administratiofyst as happened with practical
economic studies, which changed from the econodepartment tdusiness schoalslf
one compares the size of economics departmentsusidess schools in today’s academy,
the cost of reducing a social science to steriotitical endeavors is obviougQuoted
on www.paecon.net, consulted February 2007)

® The increasing ‘colonization’ of political scienbg economists has led to so much
discontent that an anti-imperialist movement, naiMedPerestroika has been created.
The movement was initiated in the year 2000, withass e-mailing bir. Perestroika

Schram (2003) discusses the Mr. Perestroika moveim@molitical science, e.g.: “the ways
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in which contemporary social science all too oftais to produce the kind of knowledge
that can meaningfully inform social life.” (Schr&2@03, 836). The Perestroikans’ main
focus is that major journals in the field have bpegoccupied with publishing research
that conforms to theconomics takeovédeatures.

" Out of this petition arose a broad movement cdfest-Autistic Economicét has a lot

in common with theMr. Perestroikamovement, albeit that it is mainly aligned agathst
dominance of neoclassical economics within econsmid in support of heterodox
economics. A history of the movement can be foumdasww.paecon.net.

® The reference tooncrete eventsan be understood as an implicit critique of the
constructivistaandreflectivistsand their metatheoretical travails which lead tfzamay
from dealing with the explanation and understandaihgorld politics, according to
Moravcsik.

® For more details on this view of explanation, 3é&n Bouwel and Weber (2002) &
Weber and Van Bouwel (2002).

9 This analogy between explaining and understanda®gs not however imply that
explaining and understanding are the same. Contindfdgmpel (1965), |1 do not consider
scientific understanding a by-product of scientdiplanations, so that acquiring
explanations of a phenomenon automatically leadts tenderstanding. In what follows, it
will become clear that more is needed in ordealio ®f understanding.

1 Notice the similarities with the contribution o&iSina Leonelli to this volume, albeit that
the focus here is not on the embodied knowledgespislemic skills of the individual

scientific researcherbut on the usefulness of social scientific theoforsocial groups
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and individualgboth scientists and non-scientisés)d their ability to use these theories.
Here, understanding goes public (a similar Deweyare can be found in Bohman 1999).
12 The critique of the lack of embeddedness of ttieras RCT and neoclassical

economics is not exclusively feminist. See, fotanse, Davis (2003).



