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Intricacies of Interdisciplinarity

In order to evaluate the strong and weak aspects of International Relations (IR) 
as a social science, we should pay attention to its historical conditionings. In Poland 
IR developed initially, outside universities, namely in the Polish Institute of Interna-
tional Relations in Warsaw and the Western Institute in Poznań. Since the mid-1970s 
the chairs of IR have been created as a part of university structure. Social science 
of International Relations is nowadays well-rooted in the Polish academic environ-
ment. A network of International Relations Institutes is dense, university specializa-
tion – popular, and the number of scholars and students – signifi cant. In comparison 
to others, IR students are distinguished by their openness to the world and knowledge 
of foreign languages.

IR in Poland is set within the framework of Faculties of Political Science. IR 
constitute a research fi eld which combines history, political science, international 
law and economy. The dominating descriptive approach relies on the description of 
a certain aspect of international reality and drawing practical conclusions for foreign 
policy. Scholars are classifi ed according to regional and thematic specializations, in 
contrast to classifi cation based on theory applied or research standpoints. It is diffi -
cult to determine paradigms or attitudes which are in the foundations of the studies.

Created in 2008, the Polish Institute of International Studies aims at integrating 
the academic environment and improving its academic standards. The two conven-
tions organised so far have been dedicated to IR interdisciplinarity and to levels of 
analyses. The Association undertakes activities to create a self-contained discipline 
of International Relations. The situation generates tensions in relations with political 
science academics, who perceive it as danger to their position. A recent transforma-
tion of ECPR-Standing Group in International Relations to European International 
Studies Association is interestingly inspiring, while organisation of CEEISA Con-
ference at Jagiellonian University in 2012 and the 8th Pan-European Conference on 
International Relations in 2013 at Warsaw University contributes to opening of the 
Polish environment to the realm of Western International Relations.

Polish scholars have developed their own approach which could best be compared 
to the British School of International Relations. Polish universities missed the quan-
titative turn in social sciences, which took place at the beginning of 1990. At that 
time Poland was busy with transformation processes and working out new foreign 
policy directions to NATO and EU membership.

Poland has relatively large demand for expertise relating to foreign policy, par-
ticularly to such concepts as EU Eastern Policy, climate change, securing supply of 
energy resources, human rights or developmental aid. Polish think-thanks such as 
the Polish Institute of International Affairs and the Centre for Eastern Studies are 
active, represent high standards and have good reputation. Main Polish journals on 
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 International Relations – „International Affairs”, „Polish Diplomatic Review”, „West-
ern Review” and the only publication in English – „The Polish Quarterly of Interna-
tional Relations” are published by think-tanks. 

However, the scholars aim at searching for truth and proclaiming truth, and under-
standing, exposing and fi nding the intellectual solution of the problem which is dif-
ferent from the political solution. Meanwhile, many Polish International Relations 
scholars give up their academic role and take on the role of experts. They identify 
problems, warn against dangers, invent methods of prevention and legitimize certain 
foreign policy.

In order to develop the science of International Relations there are boundaries to 
be crossed, indeed. After 1989 the transition from real socialism to common sense 
realism has taken place. By common sense realism I understand a practical attitude 
which is oriented on the recognition of Government’s interest and the analysis of its 
foreign policy, nevertheless the attitude which lacks methodological and theoretical 
awareness. Today we have to cross a second boundary and go beyond the common 
sense realism. We have to make a transition from description to scientifi c analysis 
and explanation. 

Some scholars claim that in the CEECs there are as many post-positivists as there 
are positivists and it is a good tendency because one may expect synergy1. I think that 
in Poland, we need to fi rst and foremost develop a positivist methodology. The real 
alternative should not be more scientifi c or post-positivist. Both ways out of com-
mon sense realism are legitimate, either by adopting a scientifi c approach or a more 
critical, normative and – why not – post-positivist stance. 

During the discussion at the fi rst convention of the Polish Association of Inter-
national Studies in November 2011 the concept that International Studies (IS) can-
not be restricted to political science because its research fi eld is signifi cantly wider 
was brought up many times. The IS interdisciplinary character constitutes a basis to 
extract them from political sciences. However, in Poland IS are rather a multidiscipli-
nary research fi eld. Interdisciplinarity requires a synthesis of research approaches; it 
is something more than a sum of partial arrangements made by separate disciplines. 
It needs the thorough knowledge of disciplines or creation of the research team which 
possess such knowledge. However nowadays, as understood in Poland, interdisci-
plinarity is a synonym of surface knowledge, knowledge not thoroughly examined 
by any discipline.

In the relations to interdisciplinarity there are three phases of IS development. In 
the period between the First World War and the 1950s International Studies consti-
tuted a research fi eld used by many disciplines bound by common problems, such 
as war and conditions which guaranteed peace. It was then believed that extract-
ing a separate discipline would exclude economy, law and other disciplines from 
the discipline of International Relations. Being a result of behavioural revolution in 

1 P. Drulák, Introduction to the International Relations (IR), ‘Central and Eastern Europe Forum’, 
„Journal of International Relations and Development” 2009, No. 12(2), p. 168–173.
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the 1950s, political science has developed its own methodology owing to which it 
has become more coherent, while IR were placed within  this realm. On the other 
hand, in 1970s there was a return to interdisciplinarity by taking into consideration 
international political economy, inspirations coming from philosophy and sociology 
(Frankfurt School) and subsequently the postmodern and feminist notions, as well 
as post-colonial and ecologic studies (inspirations with biology).

Being separated from the East by the Iron Curtain, the Central and Eastern Europe 
has not experienced the above mentioned sequence of development. The Marxist 
approach, which was in force during the Cold War, appeared to be a road to nowhere. 
Today, International Studies are still at the level of multidisciplinary research fi eld. 
It is characterized by multidiscplinarity, not by interdisciplinarity, because there is 
no synthesis of cognitive structures of given disciplines. Establishing a separate dis-
cipline requires developing the aspects which are specifi c to it, its own theories and 
methodologies. Multidiciplinarity is not enough; crucial here is what distinguishes 
IS from other disciplines. Therefore, IS shall at fi rst formulate their own theories and 
methodologies, and only then can they start a dialogue with other disciplines. The 
fact that IS are created by people representing various disciplines is not enough; it 
is separate scholars that should be interdisciplinary in nature. 

IS vary from history. A historian exposes what is unique, and is interested in an 
event, while a political studies academic is interested in the class of events, he/she 
uses historic data to test theory. History is much acclaimed in Poland (Polish School 
of History) and that is why it strongly infl uences IS. On the other hand, International 
Law is differentiated from IS by the type of research questions centred around rules 
and principles which govern International Relations. IS concentrate on understand-
ing and explaining why parties in international relations behave in a certain way, i.e. 
why and when countries tend to break international law. The level of Polish sociol-
ogy is relatively high, but the quantitative and qualitative methods developed by this 
science should be more widely used in IS.

For the sake of the development of International Relations, it is necessary to equip 
young academic scholars with essential analytic tools. However, university studies 
seldom teach students the skills necessary for the development of the discipline. In 
countries of Central and Eastern Europe the coming of the delayed positivistic revo-
lution and the introduction of teaching programs for statistics, quantities and qualita-
tive methods are necessary. We should not aim at searching a specifi c specialization 
fi eld for the scholars of the region, but at improving the general academic level of 
the discipline. Then, the specialization will appear as a natural consequence.


