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The scientific study of international relations was in its infancy when Interna-
tional Affairs was launched, and it stayed in an immature state for quite some 
time. Racism and sexism were endemic in society, and those isms—along with 
many others—warped the field of International Relations (IR) for a good long 
while.1 Nonetheless, a century later, one could argue that the discipline has made 

* This is an introduction to the International Affairs September 2022 special issue: ‘International relations: the 
“how not to” guide’, guest-edited by Daniel W. Drezner and Amrita Narlikar (an alphabetic ordering is used; 
both authors contributed equally to this introduction and the editorship of the special issue). We are grateful 
to Andrew Dorman for his support for our project, and appreciate the constructive feedback we received from 
two anonymous reviewers and Louise Fawcett. We benefited enormously from the lively debate and exchange 
among all contributors to and participants in the two workshops we organized for this project. Cartoon by 
Sequential Potential Comics, www.sequential potential.com.

1 Robert Vitalis, ‘The graceful and generous liberal gesture: making racism invisible in American International 
Relations’, Millennium 29: 2, 2000, pp. 331–56; Ido Oren, Our enemies and us (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 
Press, 2003); Errol Henderson, ‘Hidden in plain sight: racism in International Relations theory’, Cambridge 
Review of International Affairs 26: 1, 2013, pp. 71–92; Daniel Maliniak, Ryan Powers and Barbara Walter, ‘The 
gender citation gap in International Relations’, International Organization 67: 4, 2013, pp. 889–922; Lucian M. 
Ashworth, ‘Warriors, pacifists and empires: race and racism in international thought’, International Affairs 98: 
1, 2022, pp. 281–301; Tomohito Baji, ‘Colonial policy studies in Japan: racial visions of Nan’yo, or the early 
creation of the global South’, International Affairs 98: 1, 2022, pp. 165–82; Amitav Acharya, ‘Race and racism 
in the founding of the modern world order’, International Affairs 98: 1, 2022, pp. 23–43.
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significant strides. Scholarly research on areas ranging from nuclear deterrence 
to economic statecraft to the democratic peace to the politics of basing rights has 
contributed to our knowledge of the world. That knowledge has also affected 
how policy-makers have approached foreign relations. There is a growing litera-
ture studying the ways in which academic ideas permeate and influence the policy 
discourse.2 

And yet, for all the self-congratulation that researchers have heaped on 
themselves for policy relevance, it is impossible for us to ignore the growing 
mound of missed opportunities and counterfactual histories. Staring us in the 
face is the COVID-19 pandemic, of which the continuous death toll (well over 
six million recorded deaths at the time of writing) is at least partly a result of lack 
of access to vaccines. Vaccine inequality, in turn, is a product of multiple factors 
that include failures of international cooperation.3 Failures to contain the spread 
of the pandemic in early 2020, and subsequent exploitation of dependencies in 
production—even of life-saving medical drugs and equipment—have raised 
serious questions not only for public health experts, but also for IR scholars with 
sub-specialities ranging from global governance, international organization and 
international political economy to international ethics and IR theory.4 

The human and economic damage that the pandemic has unleashed on the 
world is present in our minds because of its immediacy. But we know that there 
have been many other landmark moments in the past 100 years—New York in 
1929, Munich in 1938, the Gulf of Tonkin in 1964, Afghanistan in 1979 (and indeed, 
today), Rwanda in 1994, Iraq in 2003, Lehman Brothers in 2008, Ukraine in 2022—
when a different policy decision, underpinned by an alternative epistemic framing, 
might have led to a more peaceful and prosperous world. Given the many failures 
of foreign policy and governance, and the cognate theories from which they drew 

2 Peter Haas, ‘Introduction: epistemic communities and international policy coordination’, International Organi-
zation 46: 1, 1992, pp. 1–35; Mai’a Cross, ‘Rethinking epistemic communities twenty years later’, Review of 
International Studies 39: 1, 2013, pp. 137–60; Stephen M. Walt, ‘The relationship between theory and policy in 
international relations’, Annual Review of Political Science, vol. 8, 2005, pp. 23–45; Daniel W. Drezner, The ideas 
industry: how pessimists, partisans, and plutocrats are transforming the marketplace of ideas (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2017); Paul C. Avey, Michael C. Desch, Eric Parajon, Susan Peterson, Ryan Powers and Michael J. 
Tierney, ‘Does social science inform foreign policy? Evidence from a survey of US national security, trade, 
and development officials’, International Studies Quarterly 66: 1, March 2022, https://doi.org/10.1093/isq/
sqab057. (Unless otherwise noted at point of citation, all URLs cited in this article were accessible on 28 June 
2022.)

3 Recall, for instance, the unseemly mud-slinging and fist-pounding between the EU and the UK over supplies 
of the Astra-Zeneca vaccine. On the sins of commission and omission of the WTO, see Amrita Narlikar, 
‘Holding up a mirror to the World Trade Organization: lessons from the COVID19 pandemic’, Global Perspec-
tives 2: 1, 2021, pp. 24069. On vaccine nationalism more generally, see Thomas J. Bollyky and Chad P. Bown, 
‘The tragedy of vaccine nationalism: only cooperation can end the pandemic’, Foreign Affairs 99: 5, 2020, pp. 
96–108.

4 See e.g. Colin Kahl and Thomas Wright, Aftershocks: pandemic politics and the end of the old international order 
(New York: St Martin’s, 2021); also Anne Applebaum, ‘When the world stumbled: COVID-19 and the failure 
of the international system’, in Hal Brands and Francis J. Gavin, eds, COVID-19 and world order: the future of 
conflict, competition and cooperation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 2020); Kathleen McNamara and Abraham 
Newman, ‘The big reveal: COVID-19 and globalization’s great transformations’, International Organization 
74: S1, 2020, pp. E59–E77; Samir Saran, #COVID19: Dr WHO gets prescription wrong, Observer Research 
Foundation, 25 March 2020, https://www.orfonline.org/expert- speak/covid19-dr-who-gets-prescription-
wrong-63708/; Sara E. Davies and Clare Wenham, ‘Why the COVID-19 response needs International Rela-
tions’, International Affairs 96: 5, 2020, pp. 1227–51. 
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succour, perhaps it should come as little surprise that the liberal international 
order faces challenge today from a range of actors located in the global South and 
the global North.5 

The motivation for this special issue

There is a rich repertoire of theories on learning and adaptation to explain the 
difficult situation in which we find ourselves today.6 In this special issue, we 
approach the problem from a different angle. Rather than focusing on the interac-
tive processes of learning that link the present with the past, we consider the well-
intentioned efforts of humanity over the past century that turned out badly. Much 
of foreign policy analysis seeks to replicate successes; we humbly ask whether it 
might make more sense to examine how to avoid catastrophic failure. To put it 
another way: IR scholars usually echo the economist’s emphasis on optimization. 
Perhaps it is time to borrow from principles such as ‘minimax’ or ‘satisficing’ 
instead, with a goal to producing ‘good enough’ foreign policies that minimize 
the risk of ruin.7 

IR scholarship has to date focused only intermittently on failure. To be fair, 
it is a staple of security studies. The biggest question in that subfield—the causes 
of war—is rooted in working out how to avoid the most destructive outcome in 
world politics. Most other subfields in IR, however, tend to focus more on persis-
tent patterns of success.8 International political economy scholarship, particularly 
the open economy politics approach, has attempted to explain patterns of cooper-
ation.9 Global governance scholarship is concerned with the international institu-
tions that were successfully created, less so with the structures that failed to get 
off the ground. Studies of mediation stress the instances in which such processes 
worked. Policy-relevant scholarship and advocacy are particularly vulnerable 
to focusing primarily on successes. This is one reason why every proposed aid 
package is sold as a ‘Marshall Plan for X’ and every new security architecture is 
conceived of as a ‘new NATO for Y’. This special issue offers a counterbalance to 
this tendency in the discipline.

Somewhat tongue-in-cheek, our approach is a variation of the Sherlock Holmes 
method: ‘Once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how 
improbable, must be the truth.’ Perhaps once we have eliminated the extremely 

5 T. V. Paul, ‘Globalization, deglobalization and reglobalization: adapting liberal international order’, Interna-
tional Affairs 97: 5, 2021, pp. 1599–1620.

6 See e.g. Joseph Nye, ‘Nuclear learning and US–Soviet security regimes’, International Organization 41: 3, 1987, 
pp. 371  –402; Colin Bennett and Michael Howlett, ‘The lessons of learning: reconciling theories of policy 
learning and policy change’, Policy Sciences 25: 3, 1992, pp. 275–94. 

7 On ‘satisficing’, see the classic by Herbert Simon, ‘Rational choice and the structure of the environment’, 
Psychological Review 63: 2, 1956, pp. 129–38. For more on the concept of ‘good enough’ governance, see Merilee 
Grindle, ‘Good enough governance: poverty reduction and reform in developing countries’, Governance 17: 4, 
2004, pp. 525–48. 

8 Daniel W. Drezner and Kathleen R. McNamara, ‘International political economy, global financial orders 
and the 2008 financial crisis’, Perspectives on Politics 11: 1, 2013, pp. 155–66; Phillip Lipscy, ‘COVID-19 and the 
politics of crisis’, International Organization 74: S1, 2020, pp. E98–E127. 

9 See, on this approach, David A. Lake, ‘Open economy politics: a critical review’, Review of International Organi-
zations 4: 3, 2009, pp. 219–44. 
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wrong ways of doing things in international affairs, we might arrive at a right way. 
Certainly our motivations in pursuing this project are not flippant. The Hindu 
philosophy of neti neti (na + iti) uses negation to grasp the core of reality.10 And 
while we do not expect to cover the universe of the ‘how not to’ in interna-
tional relations, we hope that, by drawing on negative insights from a wide range 
of issue areas, we should be able to extract some interesting generalizations on 
the positives. By understanding what to avoid at the levels of both theory and 
practice, we might be able to devise better policies and practices.

We are aware that focusing only on failure runs the same risk of selection bias 
that observers would encounter by focusing only on policy successes. We are, 
quite consciously, sampling on the dependent variable. Surely one might observe 
causal mechanisms that are present in failures which would also be present in 
successes? This would be a valid concern if our goal were to generate general 
theories of sanctions, war, mediation, negotiation or Great Power transition. Our 
aim is slightly different, however: to avoid catastrophic losses, the kind of disas-
trous policy decisions that live in infamy for decades, even centuries, after they 
transpire. 

For this purpose, there are valid reasons to use John Stuart Mill’s method 
of comparison and focus on the ‘big cases’ within our bailiwick of expertise.11 
Nothing in the articles that follow should be interpreted to mean, for example, 
that all instances of war-fighting or mediation or negotiation or sanctions or 
domestic interference will lead to calamity. Rather, we are suggesting that if large-
scale failure is an outcome that policy-makers wish to avoid, divining cautionary 
lessons from these cases makes sense as a guide of what not to do in international 
politics. 

Defining failure

Concepts such as ‘failure’ and ‘success’ are vigorously contested in IR scholarship. 
What seems like a success in the short term can age into failure, and vice versa. As 
Richard Toye notes in his article, the 1938 Munich agreement was viewed by the 
press at the time as a successful agreement; only later was it deemed a failure.12 In 
contrast, Daniel Drezner notes in his article that the UN sanctions on Iraq following 
the 1991 Gulf War were contemporaneously viewed as a humanitarian disaster and 

10 There are multiple layers to this complex and ancient philosophy that finds occurrence in different Sanskrit 
texts. At its simplest, the doctrine of na + iti suggests that one can come closer to understanding the non-
dualistic divine by knowing what it is not. A popular illustration comes from the verses of the Adi Shanka-
racharya (Nirvana Dashakam), e.g.:

 ‘न भूमिर्न तोयं न तेजो न वायुः
 न खं नेन्द्रियं वा न तेषां समूहः ।
 अनेकान्तिकत्वात् सुषुप्त्येकसिद्दः
 तदेकोऽवशिष्टः शिवः केवलोऽहम् ॥' 
  ‘I am not earth. I am not water. I am not fire. I am not wind. I am not ether. I am neither the senses, nor their 

aggregate. None of these are permanent. What remains in deepest sleep when all other senses are dormant, I 
am that residue, that ultimate reality’ (author’s translation).

11 See e.g. Stephen van Evera, Guide to methods for students of political science (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
1997), ch. 2. 

12 Richard Toye, ‘How not to run international affairs’, International Affairs 98: 5, 2022, pp. 1515–32.

INTA98_5_FullIssue.indb   1502 24/08/2022   11.01

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ia/article/98/5/1499/6686625 by guest on 08 D

ecem
ber 2022



International relations: the ‘how not to’ guide

1503

International Affairs 98: 5, 2022

policy failure.13 Only in retrospect do both assessments seem distorted. Harold 
James observes that well-intentioned policy decisions during financial crises can 
have short-term effects that trigger disastrous political backlashes.14

For the purposes of this special issue, ‘failure’ is defined as outcomes that are widely 
recognized as at variance from the instigating actor’s ex ante expectations in a lose–lose way. 
Three dimensions are important. First, we recognize actor intention as a key part 
of the definition. ‘Real’ intentions can be notoriously difficult to gauge. Nonethe-
less, we suggest that if the outcome deviates significantly and negatively from the 
actor’s stated intention, then observers are likely witnessing a failure.

Second, timing is an important part of how we conceptualize failure. Policies 
that worked for an extended period, only to eventually end in failure—like, say, 
either Bretton Woods or the Washington Consensus—do not qualify as failures. 
Policies or institutions that function for at least a generation cannot be consid-
ered to be failures. In contrast, Munich was considered to be a failure less than 
six months after the deal was inked. Furthermore, the failure is recognized to be 
significant enough that one cannot conceive of a future trajectory in which that 
historical judgement is revised.15 Indeed, within foreign policy circles, ‘Munich’ 
is now shorthand for failed appeasement.

Third, what are the distributive implications of the outcome? We see failures in 
international politics as lose–lose outcomes that leave a lasting negative legacy. As 
Stephanie Carvin demonstrates in her chapter, misguided war-fighting strategies 
led eventually to US withdrawal from Afghanistan following a 20-year conflict.16 
In theory one could describe this as a victory for the Taliban. Being out of power 
for a generation, however, has left that group in worse shape as well, as domestic 
protests and an international struggle for recognition suggest.

While we offer the above definition as a starting point, we are fully cognizant 
that failure, like beauty, can lie in the eye of the beholder. Positionality matters, 
and actors may have very different perceptions of what constitutes success or 
failure, in contrast to those being acted upon. This is borne out most visibly in the 
articles by Valérie Rosoux and Amrita Narlikar. Rosoux illustrates how media-
tors’ understandings of a successful outcome can be at great variance from the 
perceptions of local groups.17 Narlikar similarly shows that apparent successes in 
multilateral trade negotiations were nonetheless regarded as failures by developing 
countries, either because they did not result in the redistributive justice that they 
had hoped for or because they questioned the legitimacy of the processes that had 
produced the outcome.18

13 Daniel W. Drezner, ‘How not to sanction’, International Affairs 98: 5, 2022, pp. 1533–52.
14 Harold James, ‘How not to solve a financial crisis’, International Affairs 98: 5, 2022, pp. 1575–93.
15 To be clear, such historical revisionism is possible, but the future in which that occurs is sufficiently far away 

for present discounted value expectations to dismiss it.
16 Stephanie Carvin, ‘How not to war’, International Affairs 98: 5, 2022, pp. 1695–16.
17 Valérie Rosoux, ‘How not to mediate conflict’, International Affairs 98: 5, 2022, pp. 1717–35.
18 Amrita Narlikar, ‘How not to negotiate: the case of trade multilateralism’, International Affairs 98: 5, 2022, pp.  

1553–73. An anonymous referee suggested that failure could also be defined in terms of reduction in human 
welfare. We agree, in principle, but do not find such a definition relevant to this special issue. Not all foreign 
policy interventions are aimed at enhancing human welfare; some, such as invasions and tariffs, may in fact 
be explicitly targeted at reducing human welfare in the opposing party’s jurisdiction. For the latter types of 
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The intended audience

Between the idea and the reality, between the theory and the outcome, our inter-
vention grapples with two shadows.19 The first shadow falls at the interface of 
scholarship and practice, and deals with communication and miscommunication 
across academia and policy. Researchers, when asked about the limits of their 
policy impact, are wont to complain that practitioners either do not heed their 
advice or use self-serving/oversimplified versions of their academic analyses.20 This 
academia–policy interface is one key point of focus in this special issue. By learning 
about policy failures that derived from the ways in which researchers conveyed, 
and practitioners received, scientific advice, we expect to find some useful insights 
into more effective knowledge exchange. The disciplinary backgrounds of practi-
tioners may make them more (or less) amenable to receiving academic advice, and 
may potentially also privilege certain academic disciplines over others.21 But we 
are also convinced that it is high time that we, as researchers, also pay attention 
to a second shadow, which has received scarce attention thus far: the inadequa-
cies, biases and hubris of academic analyses in the first place, which would have 
contributed to poor policy decisions irrespective of the filtration process between 
research and practice. While recognizing the importance of open-minded engage-
ment with scientific advice by practitioners, we push ourselves and our scholarly 
peers to reflect on our own limitations and misjudgements. We see this candid 
engagement with the academic process—acknowledging its many virtues, but 
also its imperfections and vices—as an important value-added that this Interna-
tional Affairs centenary issue brings to the scholarly debate.

Given our interest in failures on the part of both policy-makers and researchers, 
this special issue reaches out to multiple audiences. Our most direct interlocu-
tors will likely be foreign policy ‘elites’—including fellow academics—who have 
traditionally advised politicians about their foreign policy options. The articles 
in this issue reveal the myriad ways that off-the-shelf policies can go wrong. This 
lesson is instructive for academics and intellectuals interested in policy relevance. 
Academic IR needs to acknowledge that even the strongest empirical laws in our 
extant literature are not as generalizable to the policy world as one might believe 

interventions, a result of decreased human welfare would be an indicator of ‘success’. Furthermore, depending 
on positionality, actors can have very different understandings of success and failure; Benthamite versions of 
‘the greatest good of the greatest number’ will not always suffice when we take intent and positionality into 
account. 

19 ‘Between the idea
 And the reality
 Between the motion
 And the act
 Falls the shadow’: T. S. Eliot, ‘The hollow men’.
20 For a detailed analysis of this, see Drezner, The ideas industry. On how narratives are appropriated and misused 

by different actors, see Amrita Narlikar, Poverty narratives and power paradoxes in international trade negotiations and 
beyond (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2020).

21 Mark Hallerberg and Joachim Wehner, ‘When do you get economists as policy makers?’,  British Journal of 
Political Science 50: 3, 2017, pp. 1193–1205; Mark Hallerberg, Slava Jankin and Amrita Narlikar, Leader types and 
(liberal?) narratives of the COVID-19 pandemic (Berlin: SCRIPTS Cluster of Excellence, 2021–24), https://www.
scripts-berlin.eu/research/research-projects/General-Research-Projects/Leader-Types-and-_Liberal__-
Narratives-of-the-COVID-19-Pandemic/index.html.
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in graduate school. Some of the most well-known findings in IR research, like 
the democratic peace, are freighted with auxiliary assumptions that can limit their 
applicability to responsible policy-makers.22

A related problem is when disciplinary debates are papered over in discussions 
with policy-makers and the public. Within any epistemic community of experts, 
full debate and discussion about different policy possibilities are the norm.23 
Multiple scholars, however, have cautioned that what might seem like a good 
idea in a political vacuum may well turn out differently in the actual hurly-burly 
of politics.24 This is why economists have fervent debates within the discipline 
about the general welfare implications of trade liberalization, and yet are consis-
tent cheerleaders for free trade when communicating with the outside world.25 
These expressions of certainty directly affect not only policy-makers, but—
almost as important—the networks of activists, journalists, think-tank denizens 
and other members of the elite public who can influence foreign policy leaders. 
What might remain contested within a discipline—say, that two democracies 
never go to war with each other—becomes a commonly accepted ‘stylized fact’ 
in the wider world.26 As Naazneen Barma and James Goldgeier warn in their 
article, such stylized facts, when let loose in the policy-making world, can lead to 
catastrophe.27 This special issue is designed to remind policy advisers that off-the-
shelf ideas can go horribly wrong under certain circumstances (as illustrated in the 
articles that follow).

The proliferation of substandard policy advice—the second shadow—offers 
another urgent motivation for this special issue. As multiple observers have noted, 
the global wave of populism that has crested in recent years has led to a surge of 
distrust towards experts and expertise. A key trope of populism is to promote 
distrust of experts, viewing technocrats as political obstacles.28 During the Brexit 
debate, the UK Conservative politician Michael Gove famously declared: ‘I think 
people in this country have had enough of experts.’ As Jon Pevehouse recently 
observed, ‘anti-elite views (which also beget anti-expertise views) should lead to a 
complete populist discounting of all information from elite institutions (domestic 
and international) regardless of an institution’s perceived alignment with populist 
goals’.29 Some populist leaders have gone further and sown distrust of expertise 
to maintain their political standing.

22 See e.g. Ewan Harrison, ‘The democratic peace research program and system-level analysis’, Journal of Peace 
Research 47: 2, 2010, pp. 155–65. 

23 On epistemic communities, see Haas, ‘Introduction’. 
24 See Alan Blinder, Hard heads, soft hearts: tough-minded economics for a just society (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 

1988); Walt, ‘The relationship between theory and policy in international relations’; Drezner, The ideas indus-
try; Michael Desch, Cult of the irrelevant: the waning influence of social science on national security (Princeton: Prince-
ton University Press, 2019). 

25 Dani Rodrik, Economics rules: the rights and wrongs of the dismal science (New York: Norton, 2015). 
26 Daniel Hirschman, ‘Stylized facts in the social sciences’, Sociological Science 26: 3, 2016, pp. 604–26.
27 Naazneen H. Barma and James Goldgeier, ‘How not to bridge the gap in international relations’, International 

Affairs 98: 5, 2022, pp. 1763–81.
28 Daniel W. Drezner, ‘Present at the destruction: the Trump administration and the foreign policy bureaucracy’, 

Journal of Politics 81: 2, 2019, pp. 723–30. 
29 Jonathan Pevehouse, ‘The COVID-19 pandemic, international cooperation, and populism’, International 

Organization 74: S1, 2020, p. E198. 
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To diminish the influence of independent experts, an easy populist strat-
agem is to impugn their reputation by highlighting past failings. Donald Trump 
campaigned in 2016 by decrying the foreign policy establishment’s failures in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, blasting ‘those who have perfect résumés but very little to brag 
about except responsibility for a long history of failed policies and continued 
losses at war’.30 In an effort to curry favour with Trump, no less an éminence grise 
than Henry Kissinger asserted that ‘the Trump phenomenon is in large part a 
reaction of Middle America to attacks on its values by intellectual and academic 
communities’. Expert communities, including foreign affairs specialists, need to 
husband their credibility in the face of populist attacks if they wish to temper the 
know-nothing impulses of political leaders.

Key to preserving the credibility of one’s advice is recognizing its limitations 
and admitting one’s mistakes. It appears that experts are not only often poor at 
making predictions (and, to be fair, usually loath to do so), but also not very 
good at judging trends after the event. For instance, when asked retroactively to 
estimate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in five key social domains, experts 
and laypeople were not far apart in their misjudgements (and both groups were off 
the mark from what actually transpired).31 And for all presumptions of objectivity 
in research, the substance of scientific advice can differ considerably; depending 
on the content they choose, scholars and practitioners can co-produce valuable 
successes, but can also be complicit in triggering devastating policy failures. 

Consider, for instance, Sweden’s response to the novel coronavirus. On the 
advice of its chief epidemiologist, Sweden disregarded other voices in its scientific 
and medical community that advocated much greater caution and the adoption 
of restrictive measures. The Nordic country’s handling of the pandemic in 2020 
was at striking variance with that of most other European states. There were no 
lockdowns, masks were discouraged and a laissez-faire approach was adopted. But 
opting for the minimal disruption to normal social functioning came at a huge 
cost to human life, especially among vulnerable groups (e.g. the elderly in nursing 
homes).32 Sometimes, policy disasters happen not only as a result of miscommu-
nication between researchers and policy-makers, but because the science itself (or 
at least the version that acquires voice and influence with practitioners at the time) 
is ambiguous and the scholarly community divided. When faced with such situa-
tions, it is a responsibility of the researchers concerned—especially those working 
in proximity to the echelons of power—to recognize the limitations of their own 
advice and rise above what Philip Tetlock has described so eloquently as ‘our own 
self-promotional puffery’.33

30 Quoted in Drezner, The ideas industry, p. 7. 
31 Michael Varnum, Cendri Hutcherson and Igor Grossman, ‘Everyone was wrong on the pandemic’s soci-

etal impact’, Foreign Policy, 18 March 2021, https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/03/18/pandemic-social-science-
predictions-wrong/; Philip Tetlock and Dan Gardner, Superforecasting: the art and science of prediction (London: 
Random House, 2016). 

32 Gretchen Vogel, ‘Sweden’s gamble: the country’s pandemic policies came at a high price—and created painful 
rifts in its scientific community’, Science, 6 Oct. 2020, https://www.science.org/content/article/it-s-been-so-
so-surreal-critics-sweden-s-lax-pandemic-policies-face-fierce-backlash.

33 Philip Tetlock, Expert political judgement: how good is it? How can we know? (Princeton: Princeton University 
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The need for expertise will only increase in the future, because the margin 
for policy error is getting thinner across the globe. States in the twenty-first 
century will be confronting an array of Machiavellian and Malthusian threats: 
great power competition, political polarization, pandemics, climate change and 
so forth. Responding to many of these challenges will require considerable reser-
voirs of scientific and social scientific expertise. At the same time, the resur-
gence of patrimonial regimes does not inspire confidence in the ability of some 
governments to cope with these threats. As Stephen Hanson and Jeffrey Kopstein 
recently concluded, ‘patrimonial regimes ...  are simply awful at managing any 
complex problem of modern governance’.34 The responses to the 2020 corona-
virus pandemic illustrate this all too well. But established democracies too have 
shown a mixed record in their handling of the pandemic.35 Attributing success in 
the management of the continuing pandemic to one’s preferred political system 
will clearly not suffice.36

States in the twenty-first century will need to rely on international affairs 
experts to avoid multiple catastrophes. But those experts—and the generalists 
who consume their expertise—also need to be wary of proffering advice that 
make situations worse, devaluing the power of expertise more generally. In both 
communication and content, more care will be needed. And just as important will 
be the intellectual honesty and humility to recognize that sometimes, not only 
may the implementation of our recommendations by policy-makers have gone 
awry, but our advice itself may have been premature or just plain wrong.

A Hippocratic Oath for the conduct of international relations

The Hippocratic Oath in medicine instructs doctors: ‘First, do no harm.’ As we 
work through the notion of failure in international relations, we explore extending 
that operating principle to the conduct of international affairs. The Hippocratic 
Oath principle in IR serves as a cautionary warning against action merely for 
action’s sake. There is a bias in politics towards ‘doing something’ in response to 
an event. Doing something, however, is not the same as doing the right thing. 
Importantly, this principle is not an excuse for inaction or for adopting reactionary 
excuses for inaction.37 We are not advocating a bias towards doing nothing and 
merely accepting the status quo. As several articles in this special issue make clear, 
pressing global problems exist that require policy initiatives. Multiple social move-
ments and parallel initiatives in international organizations towards global poverty 

Press, 2005).
34 Stephen Hanson and Jeffrey Kopstein, ‘Understanding the global patrimonial wave’, Perspectives on Politics 20: 

1, 2022, p. 238. 
35 See e.g. Finn Diderischen, ‘How did Sweden fail the pandemic?’, International Journal of Health Services 51: 4, 

2021, https://doi.org/10.1177/0020731421994848; Amrita Narlikar and Cecilia Sottilotta, ‘Pandemic narratives 
and policy responses: west European governments and COVID19’, Journal of European Public Policy 28: 8, 2021, 
pp. 1238–57.

36 See e.g. Altman Yuzhu Peng, Ivy Shixin Zhang, James Cummings and Xiaoxiao Zhang, ‘Boris Johnson in 
hospital: a Chinese gaze at western democracies in the COVID-19 pandemic’, Media International Australia 177: 
1, 2020, pp. 76–91.

37 On the latter, see Albert Hirschman, The rhetoric of reaction (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991).
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alleviation were necessary steps towards improving the lives of millions of people; 
the attention to development under the rubric of the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) was essential to address the concerns of developing countries; new strate-
gic thinking on the Indo-Pacific across and among different countries may come 
to be seen as an indispensable move towards realigning the balance of power in the 
region. But in the context of international relations, a Hippocratic Oath asks 
policy-makers to weigh the costs and risks of viable policy options before proceed-
ing.

In that spirit, most of the contributors to this special issue focus on what we 
might call ‘boilerplate’ international relations. By this, we mean off-the-shelf 
policies, such as economic sanctions, trade negotiations, war-fighting, interference 
in the domestic affairs of other countries, regional integration, conflict media-
tion and formulating grand strategies. These activities form the bread and butter 
of how world politics is conducted. None of these policies are inherently bad; 
indeed, many emerged from the best of intentions. But, as the articles in this 
issue demonstrate, they can trigger catastrophic outcomes if executed poorly or 
applied to the wrong circumstances. Our principal motivation is to avoid disas-
trous outcomes, so as to ensure that none of these policies are needlessly stigma-
tized. To paraphrase Montesquieu, disastrous policy interventions weaken the will 
for necessary interventions.

Weighing up the pros and cons of policy options so that interventions do not 
worsen an existing situation should be—and usually is—standard fare for most 
foreign policy elites. The fact that failures nonetheless abound suggests that guide-
lines may need to go beyond former US President Barack Obama’s injunction 
‘Don’t do stupid shit.’38 We offered five guidelines to our contributors, which we 
hope will be useful also for our readers.

First, rather than approach the question of how-not-to from a perspective of 
paradigm shifts in IR theory,39 all the articles in this special issue provide empiri-
cal stories of disappointments and failures. We aim to contribute to middle-range 
theorizing with practical implications, rather than make claims to developing grand 
theory.

Second, we encouraged all contributors to use the definition of failure offered 
in the previous section, taking into account the three considerations of actor 
intentions, timing and distributive implications. Additionally, though, we also 
recognized the importance of positionality in how particular actors would apply 
this definition. A deadlock may be seen as a failure by some players, but not by 
others—for example, developing countries greeted some of the deadlocks of the 
Doha negotiations in past years with elation, reiterating ‘No deal is better than this 
deal.’40 This has made the project somewhat messier, but also richer.

38 To this, Ben Rhodes, Obama’s deputy national security advisor is reported to have said: ‘The questions we 
were asking in the White House were “Who exactly is in the stupid-shit caucus? Who is pro-stupid shit?”’: 
cited in Jeffrey Goldberg, ‘The Obama doctrine: the US president talks through his hardest decisions in 
America’s role in the world’, The Atlantic, April 2016.

39 Thomas Kuhn, The structure of scientific revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962).
40 See Narlikar, ‘How not to negotiate’.
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Third, a point related to the one above about positionality, many of the articles 
in this special issue factor in the perspectives of seemingly weaker players. We 
have encouraged our contributors to do this because we suspect that many classic 
instances of ‘how not to’ are a product of ignoring the views—and agency—of 
the global South.41 And while including the global South is not a silver bullet for 
all real-world problems, factoring in both the positive and the negative roles that 
developing countries have played (and sometimes not played/not been allowed to 
play) can be key to understanding the policy failures with which we are living today. 

Fourth, as suggested earlier in this introduction, we wanted to grapple with 
both ‘shadows’. To this end, our contributors have investigated the extent to 
which a failure can be explained by focusing on the research–policy interface, 
or whether the outcome was a product of ill-conceived/poorly substantiated/
outdated science. In dealing with the latter question, the articles consider the 
approaches that key actors took (e.g. technocratic versus political),42 or lessons 
of history that were misapplied.43 An often-cited insight of Keynes is especially 
relevant here:

Practical men who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influence, 
are usually the slaves of some defunct economist. Madmen in authority, who hear voices 
in the air, are distilling their frenzy from some academic scribbler of a few years back.44

In this special issue, we take a cold, hard look at both the practical men and the 
defunct theories that many in our own métier may have fed them in good faith.

Finally, we deliberately chose this group of contributors as they are all estab-
lished experts in their respective areas: many have had their work fruitfully used 
by policy-makers, but also sometimes misinterpreted and misused. The ‘seniors’ in 
this group were specifically asked to reflect on (a) how, had practitioners followed 
their advice, better outcomes might have resulted; and (b) how, with hindsight, 
they might reconsider some of the theoretical assumptions that underpinned their 
own work, as well as the resulting policy implications.

41 Exceptions to this in IR are the research pioneered by Amitav Acharya and Barry Buzan, The making of global 
international relations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019); Amitav Acharya, ‘Global international 
relations (IR) and regional worlds: a new agenda for international studies’, International Studies Quarterly 58: 
4, 2014, pp. 648–59; also the ‘global approach’ (including and going beyond the field of IR) developed at the 
German Institute for Global and Area Studies (GIGA): see Amrita Narlikar, ‘Because they matter: recognize 
diversity, globalise research’, GIGA Focus Global, no. 1, 2016, https://www.giga-hamburg.de/en/publications/
giga-focus/because-they-matter-recognise-diversity-globalise-research. We draw on this recent scholarship, 
and develop it further in relation to foreign policy analysis. We also draw on negotiation studies, which 
have shown greater awareness of the importance of factoring in diverse perspectives to reach negotiation 
breakthroughs: see e.g. Raymond Cohen, Negotiating across cultures: international communication in an interde-
pendent world, 2nd rev. edn (Washington DC: United States Institute of Peace Press, 2004); Michael Blaker, 
Japanese international negotiating style (New York: Columbia University Press, 1977); Amrita Narlikar and Aruna 
Narlikar, Bargaining with a rising India: lessons from the Mahabharata (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014).

42 Rob Howse, ‘From politics to technocracy—and back again: the fate of the multilateral trading regime’, 
American Journal of International Law 96: 1, 2002, pp. 94–117. 

43 Yuen Foong Khong, Analogies at war: Korea, Munich, Dien Bien Phu, and the Vietnam decisions of 1965 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1992). 

44 John Maynard Keynes, The general theory of employment, interest and money (London: Palgrave, 1936), p. 383.
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Lessons for the study and practice of international relations

Surveying the articles that follow, there are several shared themes that emerge 
from our collective analyses of catastrophic failures. We outline four central ones 
below. Taking them into account will help in the implementation of the Hippo-
cratic Oath for IR, as well as guard against potential policy paralysis (something 
to which a misapplied ‘Do no harm’ principle could otherwise contribute).

First, one clear insight is the degree to which large-scale failures emerged from 
very short-term successes. As Narlikar lays out in detail in her article, the collapse 
of the Doha Development Agenda occurred in no small part because the global 
South, for the first time in the history of multilateral trade negotiations, managed 
to present a unified front vis-à-vis the United States and EU. While that unity 
could have helped them secure a better bargain, it wound up leading to negoti-
ating rigidities that sabotaged the Doha round. Igor Istomin’s article shows how 
the Soviet Union’s intervention in China’s civil conflict assisted in the Communist 
Party’s takeover of the country—but also sowed the seeds of the eventual rupture 
between the USSR and Mao Zedong’s China, greatly complicating the Soviet 
security situation for decades. Amitabh Mattoo points to a similar phenomenon in 
India’s record of negotiating with China. Jawaharlal Nehru’s slogan ‘Hindi–Chini 
Bhai Bhai’ (Indians and Chinese are brothers) epitomized this pattern of high 
expectations and apparent trust-building—only to be shattered with the outbreak 
of war in 1962. Rosoux illustrates in her article that short-term mediation fixes 
foisted on survivors and families of victims in post-conflict societies have resulted 
in a deepening of prior fault-lines and a prolongation of conflict.

In many ways this echoes former US Secretary of State James Baker’s observa-
tion in his memoirs that policy solutions often create problems that will need to 
be ameliorated in the future.45 This appears to be an endemic problem created by 
the mismatch between the grand arc of international relations and the powerful 
short-term incentives that political leaders face. Regardless of regime type, foreign 
policy leaders are often forced to take a narrow vision of the future.46 What looks 
like a success within that narrow political aperture nonetheless lays the ground-
work for what in retrospect looks like failure. Giving politicians incentives to 
think about how their actions will look in the future would potentially help 
them to avoid actions that incur catastrophic risks. And irrespective of whether 
or not we see a change in the strategic calculations of politicians, scholars should 
become highly attentive to the potential discrepancy between short-term gains 
that their advice might generate and the longer-term sustainability of those gains. 
In keeping with the Hippocratic Oath for IR that we propose, researchers should 
be as explicit as possible not only in making clear the benefits that their recom-
mended policy might generate, but also in identifying the likely (and indeed less 
likely) costs that the action might entail within different time-frames and under 
different conditions. This requires pushing oneself out of one’s own comfort 

45 James Baker, The politics of diplomacy (Norwalk, CT: Easton, 1995). 
46 A common observation in Washington is that for most policy-makers, the long term is defined as two weeks. 
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zones, and also sometimes offering advice that practitioners might be reluctant 
to hear.

A second overarching theme is the power of narrative to shape both short-term 
policy actions and long-term interpretation of such actions. As Narlikar demon-
strates in her article in this issue, the dominant narrative within the global South 
in this century has been that the previous rounds of multilateral trade negotiations 
had disadvantaged their interests. Despite the pattern of economic growth in the 
twenty-first century,47 this narrative was built on lived experiences of exclusion 
from trade negotiation processes and the marginalization of their concerns from 
the system of rules.48 While the narrative managed to generate several important 
wins for developing countries in the short term, its overuse by middle-income 
countries and misuse by rich countries contributed to the Doha deadlocks and to 
paralysis in other areas of the multilateral trading system. This produced losses 
all round, not only for the global South but also for the global North. Drezner 
similarly argues that, framed in the name of the weak, a narrative was constructed 
that presented the Iraq sanctions as a far greater humanitarian disaster than they 
actually were.49 Cecilia Emma Sottilotta’s article discusses the power of the 
morality narrative in exacerbating the eurozone crisis with misguided austerity 
policies.50 This morality tale of belt-tightening also emerges in James’s paper in 
explaining how policy responses worsened the Great Depression. 

Besides playing an important explanatory role in articles focused on the 
economic arena, narratives also appear in other articles in this collection that 
address security questions. Janice Stein notes in her article the omnipresent narra-
tive that China is supplanting the United States as the global hegemon, a devel-
opment that she argues is far less likely to happen than is commonly believed.51 
Mattoo offers a counterpoint from the perspective of the region, highlighting that 
the pushback against the ‘China threat’ narrative in the US and the EU has in fact 
excused and emboldened Chinese adventurism in the region.52 

Yuen Foong Khong’s article on the dangers of historical analogies illustrates 
the power of narratives to inform policy-makers.53 Whether they come from 
historical analogies, more abstract metaphors or even fictional fables,54 they act 
as simple heuristics for decision-makers. This is important for two reasons. First, 
47 See e.g. Daniel W. Drezner, The system worked (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
48 See e.g. Rubens Ricupero, ‘Integration of developing countries into the multilateral trading system’, in 

Jagdish Bhagwati and Mathias Hirsch, eds, The Uruguay round and beyond: essays in honor of Arthur Dunkel (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1998); Sylvia Ostry, ‘The future of the world trading system: beyond 
Doha’, in John Kirton and Michael Trebilock, eds, Hard choices, soft law: voluntary standards in global trade, environ-
ment and social governance (London: Ashgate, 2004, repr. Abingdon: Routledge, 2016); Amrita Narlikar, Poverty 
narratives and power paradoxes in international trade negotiations and beyond (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2020). 

49 Drezner, ‘How not to sanction’.
50 Cecilia Emma Sottilotta, ‘How not to manage crises in the European Union’, International Affairs 98: 5, 2022, 

pp. 1595–1613.
51 Janice Gross Stein, ‘How not to think like a hegemon’, International Affairs 98: 5, 2022, pp. 1615–33.
52 Amitabh Mattoo, ‘How not to deal with a rising China: a perspective from south Asia’, International Affairs 98: 

5, 2022, pp.  1653–75.
53 Yuen Foong Khong, ‘How not to learn from history’, International Affairs 98: 5, 2022, pp. 1737–62.
54 See e.g. J. Furman Daniel and Paul Musgrave, ‘Synthetic experiences: how popular culture matters for images 

of international relations’, International Studies Quarterly 61: 3, 2017, pp. 503–16.
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IR scholarship has increasingly emphasized the role of individual leaders over 
the past decade or two.55 We also know from psychology that this reliance on 
heuristics is a cognitive short cut.56 The examples discussed in this special issue 
reveal the massive pitfalls of such heuristics in making important policy decisions. 
Understanding how individual leaders rely on narratives—and which narratives 
they find appealing—would be a fruitful area of enquiry for avoiding worst-case 
scenarios. 

The role of leaders and their decision-making heuristics connects with the third 
overarching theme that emerges from these articles: the powerful role that hubris 
plays in foreign policy failures. Toye’s essay reveals that both Neville Chamberlain 
and Tony Blair viewed themselves as indispensable men navigating a fraught inter-
national environment. Their diplomatic choices, however, abetted costly conflicts. 
Similarly, the articles by Carvin, Drezner and Rosoux respectively demonstrate 
the misplaced faith that key actors possessed in their preferred instruments of 
statecraft. Military strategists were overconfident about technology’s effect on 
war-fighting. Economic diplomats exaggerated the effect that economic sanctions 
would have on targeted actors. And mediators failed to understand that what they 
might consider a success would fuel bitterness and grievance to formerly warring 
parties. Barma and Goldgeier warn about the various ways in which outside 
experts, in a desire to bridge the gap, fail to impart dispassionate advice. 

Fourth, technocratic bubbles feature in the articles as a contributing factor to 
foreign policy failures. This may come across as somewhat paradoxical at first 
glance: after all, a major purpose of reliance on technical expertise is to supplant 
the polarization of politics with reason and know-how. But sometimes, as Barma 
and Goldgeier explain, academic experts are too cloistered to know where to best 
target their advice in the policy-making world. The creation of safe havens of 
sorts in Brussels and Geneva, as outlined in the articles by Sottilotta and Narlikar 
respectively, has increasingly fostered an academia–policy nexus that is out of 
touch with the needs of people on the ground (or is seen to be as such, thereby 
providing easy fodder for populist narratives against ‘global elites’ from the polit-
ical Right and Left alike). This phenomenon is borne out most strongly in the 
article by Rosoux. Amid the inexorable pathologies of mediation efforts based 
on reconciliation templates, survivors and families of victims find their grief and 
anger silenced. ‘Solutions’ thus reached can go on to entrench conflicts further. 

From both the empirical analyses and as part of the self-reflection exercise carried 
out by the contributors, valuable insights emerge into what did not work. Collec-
tively, the articles show that expertise generated in an ivory tower and nurtured 
in a technocratic bubble will usually not produce successful policy interventions. 
Engagement with those affected by the foreign policy actions is essential. Updated 
55 Elizabeth Saunders, Leaders at war: how presidents shape military interventions (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University 

Press, 2011); Jeff Colgan, ‘Domestic revolutionary leaders and international conflict’, World Politics 65: 4, 2013, 
pp. 656–90; Michael Horowitz, Allan Stam and Cali Ellis, Why leaders fight (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2015); Joseph Nye, Presidential leadership and the creation of the American era (Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2013); Allan Dafoe and Devin Caughey, ‘Honor and war: southern US presidents and the effects of 
concern for reputation’, World Politics 68: 2, 2016, pp. 341–81.

56 Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, fast and slow (New York: Macmillan, 2011). 
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narratives are a key instrument to enable this. Both researchers and practitioners 
need to pay close attention to these, how they evolve, how they are appropri-
ated, and how they are received by affected constituencies. Context matters. The 
articles addressing questions of US foreign policy are especially clear that many 
lapses occurred as a result of the lack of local knowledge. Positionality matters. 
Foreign policy interventions, even if they fit all our academic theorizing to perfec-
tion and meet the political requirements of leaders implementing them, will not 
be sustainable unless they also work for the people they affect. Practition ers need 
to be made aware of the differences of views within and across scholarly disci-
plines.57 To discourage a possible temptation for policy-makers to pick and choose 
specific academic recommendations to suit political convenience, scholars should 
be encouraged to explicitly tackle the real-world implications of their findings. 
Cross-disciplinary review articles—for which the academic games we all have to 
play offer few incentives—would be an important instrument for restoring some 
balance in the academic views and voices on which practitioners draw.

None of these lessons offer quick fixes for policy interventions in IR. But 
armed with this repertoire of insights on ‘how not to’, both practitioners and their 
academic interlocutors will have a better chance of avoiding some of the worst 
pitfalls. And sometimes, together, we might even get some things right.  

57 We are grateful to an anonymous reviewer for encouraging us to explicitly develop this point.
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