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To ask the question why certain International Relations (IR) scholars are attracted to certain research
questions and not others, why one identifies as an IR scholar of such‐an‐such but not of an equally
probable this‐and‐that, is to reflect both on the sociology of knowledge and the production and
institutionalization of professional identities within an academic discipline. What is the purpose of
studying international relations, or foreign policy? How do we decide what research problems and
programs to pursue, how to pursue them, and for what purposes to build knowledge? In some
conceptions and for some scholars, International Relations is a policy science in which the deployment
of scientific methods can (and/or ought to) usefully serve policy debates based on specialist knowledge.
At the same time, IR is an academic discipline with its own systems of professional rewards, boundaries,
methods, and gatekeepers – about which constant argument is a constitutive force. Inclusive of these
visions, IR may best be understood as “a socio‐intellectual space” (Wilson 2009) in which a wide variety
of ongoing conversations take place on matters of policy, method, explanation, prediction, normative
issues, and critical appraisal. Within this socio‐intellectual space, scholars may find themselves aligning
in camps based as much on personal taste, temperament, and talent as on the intrinsic importance or
value of their inquiries.
Thinking of IR as a socio‐intellectual space encourages the recognition, furthermore, that IR
scholarship – the prevailing questions, debates, theories and orientations of a given period – tends to be
strongly conditioned by historical circumstances: we, our questions, and our theories are shaped by
what is going in the world around us and where (we think) we stand in relation to these developments.
As E.H. Carr pointedly noted about the “utopianism” he identified as prevailing in IR between the last
century’s two world wars, the intellectual theories and ethical standards of IR “far from being the
expression of absolute and a priori principles, are historically conditioned, being both products of
circumstances and weapons framed for the furtherance of interests” (Carr 1939, 87). More recently, in
his important piece reflecting on IR scholarship during the second half of the twentieth century, Michael
Mastanduno noted that the sociology of knowledge in IR is such that that “the nature of the
international system has a strong impact on the way that IR scholars conduct their business”
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(Mastanduno 1998, 828–29). The 1970s, for example, was a period of transformation in global economic
affairs marked in part by the collapse of Bretton Woods; energy crises; economic development and
poverty reduction priorities in newly independent, post‐colonial states; the growth of interdependence;
and the relative decline of the United States. Concern about these international economic issues led
almost directly to the rise to prominence within IR of the new subfield of International Political Economy
(IPE) (Mastanduno 1998, 837–40). In the meantime, and continuing through the phase of intensified
global and nuclear competition between the Soviet Union and the United States in the 1980s, security
studies in IR flourished, relatively separately from IPE. During this period a stable bipolar system was
expected to continue indefinitely and funding expanded for studies of nuclear and conventional
deterrence, alliance strategy, and the sources of military doctrine. (Mastanduno 1998, 837–40). In
short, IR scholarship responds to the international environment and the patterns of this response
become institutionalized in academic life.
Close to twenty years after Mastanduno’s piece, one might well ask what was happening in
international relations in the 1990s that may have shaped the professional direction of Canadian IR
scholars now in their mid‐career? This question arises especially in the context of the current debate
about the demise of Canadian Foreign Policy, which J. C. Boucher has called a “degenerative research
program” (Boucher 2014, citing Lakatos 1970). According to Boucher, based on his analysis of hundreds
of peer‐reviewed journal articles pertaining to Canadian Foreign Policy published between 2002‐2012,
Canadian Foreign Policy “has not been able to assert itself as a legitimate research program in the midst
of other fields of study in political science” (Boucher 2014, 220). Why not? Why is there not a greater
pool of younger Canadian IR scholars focusing their scholarly inquiry on Canadian Foreign Policy, so as to
contribute to a more robust, more diverse and more progressive CFP research program? One reason
might be related to the impact of the international environment on the direction of IR scholarship in the
1990s and on the generation of IR scholars that came of age in academia during that period. As a
Canadian scholar of international relations – born, raised, educated, and currently employed at a
university in Canada, and not engaged in scholarship on Canadian Foreign Policy – I look back at the
1990s, the decade during which the bulk of my inculcation as a student of international relations took
place, as having made a particularly important mark on my ideas about international relations, on the
scholarship and research questions I choose to pursue, and on my lack of professional interest in
questions directly related to Canada’s international behaviour, its determinants or its consequences.
Bookended by the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, at the beginning, and
the start of the War on Terror at its finale, it turns out that the 1990s was its own clearly delineated,
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exceptional period in international relations. The 1990s was the twentieth century’s second
interregnum and, compared to the way IR scholars tend to look back on the first interregnum (1919‐
1939), it was a particularly hopeful time. It would be simplistic to draw either of the twentieth century’s
interwar periods with a single stroke of the brush. The first interregnum included both the “Roaring
Twenties” – an exciting time of rising prosperity and opportunity, new ideas and new freedoms, the
ascendancy in popular culture of jazz and sexual liberation, a golden period for sports, and what E.H.
Carr referred to in IR as a utopian, progressivist liberal‐internationalism – as well as the rise of fascism,
economic and political instability, ethnic violence, rearmament, economic nationalism and the beggar‐
thy‐neighbour policies which culminated in the outbreak of the most brutal and destructive war in
history.
The second interregnum (1991‐2001) also included contradictory trends. A time of global transition
and uncertainty, the 1990s was a period in which violent conflict, human misery, crises, and fear of the
future played a recurring part in world politics. And yet, looking back, the 1990s can be said to have
been marked significantly by a nascent transformational and hopeful optimism in which the prospects
for a new world order of peace, stability, prosperity and growing opportunities for social and economic
justice seemed more likely to be achieved than at any time in recent memory. From a North American
perspective, this was a decade of economic prosperity, spreading democracy, hope for peace in the
Middle East, and the advent of the internet and new communication technologies which revolutionized
possibilities for ‘people power’ as a path to global justice. It was a time that cultivated a new
transnationalism, a global outlook, and a turn away from old models of international relations premised
on the competitive pursuit of national self‐interest by ‘billiard ball’‐like states bounded by a clearly
delineated sovereignty. Having crashed to a sudden halt with the terrorist attacks in the United States
of September 11, 2001 – which so dramatically shaped the direction of world politics for at least the
next decade – and followed by a period of open‐ended war, global economic crisis, and looming
environmental catastrophe, to a great extent one can look back at the 1990s as having been a time of
hopeful possibility. This was an “optimistic interregnum”.
Drawing on my personal reflections on international politics in the 1990s as a particularly important
influence on my generation’s professional and intellectual path in IR in Canada (or, at least, my own),
this paper aims to start a conversation about the 1990s as a defined period which has yet to be
addressed in the historiography of the discipline. To the point of the current debate on the decline of
CFP as a field of study, I offer the suggestion that world politics in the 1990s presented new possibilities
for an inclusive, global transnationalism and improved prospects for the global governance of important
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problems. In response, new ideas and new ways of conceptualizing IR through a global lens emerged.
Outward‐looking globalism, transnationalism, and cosmopolitanism sat comfortably with the hopeful
optimism of the times. In contrast, during this period, CFP – with its attendant requisite of “policy
relevance” in service of Canadian nationalism – seemed to some to be inward‐looking, parochial, and
sitting on the sidelines of important new intellectual currents and analyses.
Two important caveats are in order. First, this paper does not pretend to offer a definitive history,
neither of dominant trends and forces in world politics nor of the intellectual contributions, conceptual
concerns, and debates prevalent in the academic IR literature. This is, rather, an idiosyncratic personal
reflection of someone who was at the time a “taker” rather than a “shaper” of trends and discourses,
academic norms and priorities. Second, I recognize that my take on the 1990s is probably influenced by
nostalgia. I may be particularly nostalgic for what I recall as a moment of optimism in world politics
compared especially to what I see as today’s moment of pessimism marked by rising demagoguery; the
prospects of cataclysmic climate change; the long term, destabilizing implications of unresolved global
economic crises; looming disasters connected with the complex consequences of migration, inequality,
the spread of disease, and other transnational challenges; the coming crisis of antibiotic resistance; and
the technological fragility of our electrical grid1. In contrast, the 1990s may seem like one of so many
mythical golden eras. It is also difficult to distinguish one’s nostalgia for a perceived ‘golden era’ from
one’s nostalgia for the certain time in one’s life when one experienced that era. Is one nostalgic for the
way the world was (or perceived it to be) in the 1990s, or nostalgic for the period of youth during which
one experienced those times? One becomes wistful for “Youth”, that time of career and relationship
exploration, prime physical condition, freedom from children, mortgages, or other quotidian
responsibilities, and “the feeling of absolute freedom, of living in a world of pure possibilities” and “the
enormous value placed upon change, transformation and movement” that are typical of this stage in life
(Keniston 1971; quoted in Henig 2010). (With apologies to Gramsci, my take on the 1990s might be
coloured by trite “pessimism of maturity, optimism of youth.”)
Caveats established, the paper proceeds with a narrative of the main events and key points of the
optimistic interregnum, followed by a sketch of some important trends in IR scholarship that emerged
during this period. The paper concludes with some thoughts on alternative explanations for the demise
of CFP, and whether parochialism in the service of a national project deserves a second look.

1

It is possible that an over‐consumption of post‐apocalyptic fiction colours my take on these times. See, for
example, the short story The Empties by Jess Row (2014), the novels Station Eleven (2014) by Emilie St. John
Mandel and The Road by Cormac McCarthy (2006), and the recent Craig Zobel film Z is for Zachariah (2015).
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The Decade of the 1990s: Optimistic Interregnum

In international relations, the decade of the 1990s opened with the game‐changing collapse of the
Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War that had been the backdrop to most of world politics since the
conclusion of World War II. The Berlin Wall came down in 1989, free elections replaced communist
regimes throughout Eastern Europe, and in 1991 the Soviet empire dissolved into its component
republics. Boris Yeltsin became the first (nearly) democratically elected President of Russia. Also in
1991 the first Iraq war, quickly prosecuted in response to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait by a UN‐sanctioned,
U.S.‐led international “coalition of the willing”, illustrated a new post‐Cold War commitment to
multilateralism and collective security and the promise of a “new world order” with the United Nations
reclaiming a more prominent role. This was also the dawn of “24‐hour” news as CNN covered the war
live, which Canadian television stations freely broadcast. The immediacy and connection to far‐flung
events and places, the feeling that the world was truly shrinking into a “global village”, and the new
possibilities for international cooperation were unprecedented and exciting.
Soon after the Gulf War, UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros‐Ghali’s An Agenda for Peace (1992)
opened new avenues for meeting threats to collective security based on preventive diplomacy,
peacemaking, and peacekeeping and re‐ launched discussion about UN Security Council reform. The
1992 UN Earth Summit in Rio – including more than one hundred heads of state and thousands of NGO
representatives, unprecedented in size, global participation, and scope of focus – produced Agenda 21
for worldwide sustainable development. The Israeli government and the Palestine Liberation
Organization signed the 1994 Oslo Accords – the start of a legitimate peace process and a new era of
stability and optimism for Middle East peace. In Europe, the Maastricht Treaty (1992) created a deeper
and more closely integrated European Union. In South Africa, after decades of brutal Apartheid, over 17
million black South Africans exercised their democratic right to vote for the first time in their lives in that
country’s first multiracial elections, bringing Nelson Mandela – a global hero – to office in 1994. In 1995,
the Beijing Conference on Women took a vital, prominent step in bringing women’s equality to the
world stage. The Kyoto Protocol of 1997 implemented the objectives of the UN Framework Convention
on climate change. Transnational civil society emerged during this period as a force to contend with,
helping to bring about an international treaty to ban landmines through the Ottawa Process (1996‐
1997), as well as to advocate for human rights and for accountability in global economic governance.
Democratic transitions, the rise to prominence on the global agenda of human rights and social issues,
the conclusion of new international agreements through which to cooperatively address complex global
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problems, and the emergence of NGOs and transnational activists as forces for political accountability
and legitimacy in global politics were all hallmarks of the 1990s. For young students of international
politics raised as children during the later years of the Cold War, these were moving and heady
developments. In North America, generally, this was a time of economic prosperity, technological
innovation, the early days of email and the internet, the expanding use of cell phones, and cheaper
travel – all of which encouraged a sense of transnationalism, a global outlook, and an emerging global
cosmopolitanism.
Of course, during this same period unspeakably terrible things were happening. Although the
ideological conflict between east and west that had been the source of so much hostility and mistrust
had collapsed, North‐South tensions escalated. New assertions of nationalism and ethnic, religious, and
linguistic strife threatened the cohesion of certain states. Brutal war, siege, starvation, and ethnic
cleansing proceeded among and within the states of the former Yugoslavia. Violent intervention fueled
humanitarian crisis in Somalia. Genocide was met with lamentable non‐intervention in Rwanda. The
1997 Asian financial crisis wiped out the wealth of millions of people and confirmed the failure of
international economic expertise. Europeans worried about a mounting democratic deficit. Others
noted the injustice of neoliberal hegemony and the dangers of the “relentless thrust of capitalism on a
global scale” (Gill 1995, 66), as well as the diffusion of state power and authority (Strange 1996) and the
emergence of “non‐traditional” sources of transnational security threat: organized crime, corruption,
disease, piracy, illicit trade, ethnic sectarianism, religious extremism, terrorism, complex humanitarian
emergencies, and the globalization of conflict (Kaldor 1999). Robert Kaplan (1994) warned about the
“coming anarchy”. Jessica Matthews (1997) explained the seismic implications of the era’s global
“power shift”. We worried about post‐Soviet “loose nukes” (Allison 1996).
Yet at the same time, these crises and challenges left open hopeful possibilities. The war in the
former Yugoslavia was possibly a ‘last gasp’ for violent ethno‐nationalism in Europe. The seemingly
relentless march of neoliberal globalization was (at least temporarily) halted by the massive civil society
protests organized by Lori Wallach and Citizens United at the famous 1999 “Battle of Seattle”– making
unprecedented and exciting use of new communications technologies like email to do so – which
scuppered the planned, secretive Multilateral Agreement on Investment and promised opportunities
within globalization for meaningful social action (Naím 2000). Challenges to state sovereignty opened
the door for more pluralistic sources of international legitimacy and authority, including the rise to
prominence of NGOs and transnational human rights activists who could call states to account and
improve compliance with international law. The horrifying genocide in Rwanda – unopposed by the
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international community during its execution – nevertheless served as the impetus for the creation of an
International Criminal Court. It also brought unprecedented attention to Médecins Sans Frontières,
whose International Council President, the Canadian doctor James Orbinski, having served as MSF’s
head of mission in Rwanda during the genocide, received the Nobel Peace Prize on behalf of the group
in 1999.
Today, in 2016, we can look back at many of these developments and opportunities with a sad (or
angry) note of disappointment. The Oslo Accords crumbled amidst renewed violence and conflict.
Russian democracy is a sham. The Kyoto Accord has been a failure. UN security council reform is off the
table. The European project is on the brink. The ICC faces a crisis of legitimacy. Bitter experience has
shown that non‐state actors are not always positive forces for international peace and security, fairness,
or global justice. Ironically, and notwithstanding their dire warnings of impending doom at the time,
none of the “Realists” of the immediate post‐Cold War world predicted what would be the crisis that
ended this optimistic interregnum: the terrorist attacks in the United States on September 11, 2001. In a
moment, it seemed, the focus of international politics shifted completely. Amongst many changes, the
1990s period gave way to war in Afghanistan, the disastrous US invasion of Iraq, a series of devastating
transnational terrorist attacks in Bali (2002 and 2005), Madrid (2004), London (2005), Bombay (2008),
and so on, continuing through to the most recent attacks in Paris and Nice, plus ongoing terrorism and
violence throughout Iraq and other parts of the Middle East and Africa. In addition, the rise of ISIS, the
crumbling of Syria into civil war, and the largest refugee crisis since WWII are now some of the most
prominent dilemmas in international relations. Looking back from this perspective, the view of the
1990s as an optimistic interregnum comes into sharper relief. At the time, the post‐Cold War
international environment seemed to offer important new possibilities and a compelling sense of hope
for renewed international cooperation, effective global governance, and the better management of
crucial global challenges. We did not yet know how poorly it would turn out.

IR Scholarship in the 1990s

So what was happening in academic IR in the 1990s? Without providing a thorough excavation of
every important contribution and debate, one plausible take on this period is that it was a time during
which meta‐theoretical and methodological debates were at the fore, new and exciting intellectual
currents surfaced, and new directions for inquiry presented themselves to match the new possibilities in
world affairs. The epistemological and ontological challenges mounted by the post‐positivist critiques of
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the discipline and the so‐called “Third Debate” (Lapid 1989) offered not just new analyses of world
politics, but new ways of analyzing and of conceiving of the subjects of our analyses. The emergence of
Social Constructivism (Wendt 1999; Finnemore 1996) as a challenger to the dominant Realist and Liberal
approaches in American IR and new literature on the power of international norms (Finnemore and
Sikkink 1998; Katzenstein 1996) and of transnational non‐state actors (Keck and Sikkink 1998) seemed to
promote possibilities for global transformation in the direction of peace, human rights, international
law, and global justice. New literature on legalization and compliance (Chayes and Chayes 1998;
Goldstein et al. 2001) theorized the unprecedented explosion of international legal arrangements aimed
at improving international cooperation to support the global governance of complex problems. The
expanding field of security studies (Buzan, Wæver, and Wilde 1998) introduced new security ‘referents’
beyond that of the nation‐state and “human security” became a priority in prominent academic and
policy debates (UNDP 1994). Feminist theoretical approaches gained traction in IR, offering forceful
critiques of traditional IR theory and new directions for more sophisticated, fair, and humane
international relations based on gender equality (Tickner 1992; Enloe 1990). The idea of “soft power”
(Nye 1990) offered non‐militaristic pathways to international influence. The study of international
relations moved decisively beyond a circumscribed focus on nation‐states and their interactions within
the state‐based international system to consider transnationalism, globalism and a wide variety of
important, internationally‐relevant non‐state actors and non‐state based processes.
Against the backdrop of these fresh intellectual currents in international relations scholarship, for
emerging Canadian IR academics in the 1990s studying Canadian Foreign Policy may have felt like
looking inward when one wanted to be looking outward. Keeping tabs on bureaucratic politics and the
technical machinery of foreign policy decision‐making in Ottawa seemed relatively parochial. The
debates around which CFP for so long seemed to have centred – Canada as a middle power or a
principle power – were less relevant. Questions about how Canada could best deploy its capabilities and
pursue its core national interests (whether through “niche diplomacy” or G7 governance) seemed less
engaging than the intellectual possibilities and problematiques offered by the broad canvas of global‐
oriented IR studies. Even the Canadian government’s own review of foreign policy in 1994 encouraged
Canadians to be “more globalist in outlook and action”, a recognition that “the well‐being of Canadians
was bound up with that of the rest of the world” (quoted in Smith 1995) – a world that was itself the
target of study in a global‐oriented IR, but not necessarily in the research program of CFP.
In graduate school at the University of Toronto in the 1990s, we were encouraged to emphasize and
privilege system‐level theorizing over unit‐level or foreign policy analysis; grapple with conceptual and
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theoretical puzzles rather than policy prescription; and focus on “outward looking” global and
transnational ideas, institutions, and processes, rather than “parochial” questions of Canadian foreign
policy. The PhD core course in International Relations included very little on foreign policy analysis, and
no readings at all on Canadian foreign policy. The comprehensive exam for the IR subfield included
questions on epistemological and methodological positions in the field, international law as a source of
world order, and the implications of changing patterns of power in the international system – but
nothing on Canadian foreign policy. In the 1990s it was certainly possible for a PhD student in
International Relations at the University of Toronto to complete the program without any knowledge at
all of the literature on Canadian Foreign Policy, the prevailing debates in the field, or the important
foreign policy concerns of the government of the day. Given the wealth and breadth of IR scholarship
we were asked to master, and the global opportunities suggested by the optimistic interregnum that
defined that time, CFP was not sorely missed.

Conclusion

To the extent that CFP is, indeed, a degenerative research program, why hasn’t it been able to assert
itself as a legitimate research program in political science? This paper suggests that one reason might
be a dearth of international relations scholars interested in the questions that have tended to dominate
CFP. IR scholars who came of age in academia in the 1990s, in particular, may have been especially
disinclined to focus their research on the nitty gritty of foreign policy decision‐making in Ottawa or the
requisites of foreign policy relevance. As a distinct moment in international relations – an optimistic
interregnum between the end of the Cold War and the start of the “War on Terror” – the impact of the
1990s on the direction of IR scholarship has yet to be fully explored in the historiography of the
discipline. For Canadian students of IR in the 1990s, I suggest, one important impact of the optimistic
interregnum on their scholarship may have been a turn away from Canadian foreign policy as a parochial
project in favour of theoretical eclecticism and a global‐oriented attention to transnational problems
and projects.
Given the relatively small numbers of academic political scientists in Canada to begin with, the fact
that CFP has remained a small field prone to degeneration is not altogether surprising. In addition to
generational shifts in the socio‐intellectual field of IR, in which the prevailing international politics of the
day may channel scholars’ interests away from CFP, matters of professional incentives and opportunity
also come into play. While taste, temperament, and talent are important drivers in the professional
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development and orientation of any scholar, so are institutional resources, funding opportunities,
program requirements, and job opportunities within a globalized academia.
Reflecting on the ways in which IR scholarship responds to the international environment – and
recognizing that the patterns of this response become institutionalized in the distribution of resources
and opportunities in academic life – reminds us how context‐dependent are our judgments about what
is important or unimportant to study. This is probably unavoidable as a human experience. But it
emphasizes for us all the need for heightened reflexivity about these choices. To compare the relative
importance of various fields of study is misguided. Modesty with respect to our professional choices,
research interests, and intellectual proclivities is warranted. As to whether the current international
environment – in which the outlook does not seem very good – might prompt a return to scholarly
parochialism in the Canadian national interest, this remains to be seen.
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