Portrait of the Artist as a Young, Transnational Social-Science Entrepreneur*
Matthew Evangelista
My relationship with Thomas Risse began in 1984 at the start of our respective academic
careers, and we had several collaborations over the next several years. During that period I
observed a transition in Thomas from a PhD student working in the tradition of German
peace research in a fairly narrow (but, we thought, very important) area of European
security policy and publishing mainly in German, to a broad-ranging, theoretically
innovative, scholar and organizer of major research projects. The story requires a few
“chapters,” starting with a conference at Bellagio in 1984, where we met; extending to a
“debate” (later published) between the two of us over theories of the arms race, held at a
joint conference of Cornell’s Peace Studies Program and the Peace Research Institute of
Frankfurt; to a project we co-organized on transnational relations. The theoretical insight of
that comparative project owes much to Peter Katzenstein’s work, which had also influenced
my dissertation. The entrepreneurial impetus came from Thomas, and so did the hard work
of developing the theory, linking the cases, and editing the book. The result, Bringing
Transnational Relations Back In, represented the emergence of Thomas as a major theorist
of International Relations and organizer of the kind of collaborative projects that would
mark the rest of his outstanding career. Remarkably, that project was only one of several
he had underway at the same time, engaging theories of Democratic Peace, alliances, and
identity as a source of foreign policy.
Bellagio
Thomas and I met in the summer of 1984 at the Eighth Annual “New Faces” Conference,
held at the Rockefeller Foundation’s Villa Serbelloni near Bellagio on Lake Como in Italy. The
event was the joint project of the International Institute for Strategic Studies in London and
the Arms Control Association in Washington, DC. Most of the participants were from
Europe or the United States, but there were a couple from South Asia and one from
Australia. We were fortunate to have Denis Healey, former British Labour Member of
Parliament and Defence Secretary, as a guest practitioner. I remember several
conversations about the ongoing controversy over the deployment of Intermediate-Range
Nuclear Forces (INF) in Europe at the time.
The topic of the conference was “Politico-military relations: Who makes security policy?”
The format was one that we have all used countless times since: the paper writers don’t
present their own papers but instead summarize and comment on the papers of others to
kick off a discussion. The difference with most conferences is that we didn’t pick our topics
but were assigned them, based often quite loosely on our areas of expertise—if one can use
that expression for PhD students just starting out in their fields. Anyway, I wrote on civilmilitary relations in the Soviet Union and Thomas on Germany.
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In order for this system to work, the papers have to be written and circulated well in
advance to give the discussants time to prepare their presentations. One of the participants,
slightly more senior than the rest of us, because she was already teaching at Stanford, did
not send her paper in advance—or at all, for that matter. Instead Condoleezza Rice gave a
virtuosic, seemingly impromptu lecture, demonstrating the skills that earned her her first
Stanford teaching prize that same year. Other guests at the Villa Serbelloni besides the
participants in the conference included scholars-in-residence Derek and Sissela Bok, Irving
Janis, and Antonia and Abram Chayes. It was customary for us all to meet in the afternoon
for aperitivi, and to drink wine at lunch and dinner. I still have a reminder of the cumulative
effect of that sort of behavior on me—a photo taken on the boat from the Villa back to
Bellagio at the end of the conference, of me, slouching on the bench, asleep with my head
leaning on my hand.
Transatlantic Collaborations
Thomas and I stayed in touch after Bellagio as he made several visits to the United States
and eventually took up teaching positions at Cornell and Yale.
From Italy I had returned to the United States to spend the academic year 1984-1985 at
Stanford on a predoctoral fellowship, and I managed to get Thomas invited to give a talk. His
list of proposed topics gives a sense of his interests at the time:
•
•
•

West German INF-policy as an example of the specific West German security
problems
West German domestic security debate: Is there a broken consensus?
Ethical problems of nuclear deterrence1

The latter issue was of particular concern to Catholics during this period, with the US
Catholic bishops having issued a pastoral letter criticizing deterrence by threat of mass
killing of civilians with nuclear weapons; Yale political scientist Bruce Russett served as the
project’s principal consultant.2 Thomas, whose cv lists Catholic theology as one of the fields,
along with political and social sciences, that he studied at Bonn University in the late 1970s,
participated in comparable German discussions.3
Throughout his PhD program at Frankfurt University, Thomas worked as a research
associate at PRIF, commuting from his home in Cologne. His dissertation adviser, Ernst-Otto
Czempiel, was well respected among German students of international politics, but little
known to English-only scholars.4 Thomas’s work focused on German and European security
1
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policy, particularly on the origins of the INF deployment. His dissertation addressed German
decision-making processes for security policy, and the INF case figured in several
publications, including his first book in English, Zero Option: INF, West Germany, and Arms
Control.5 As a Europhile who did not want to see the continent turned into a nuclear
wasteland, I was also interested in the topic. Although it was not the focus of my
dissertation, I had written a long (over 120 pages!) paper for a seminar on German politics
with Peter Katzenstein, where I had struggled through some of the German-language
literature on the dynamics of arms races. The paper addressed the development of Pershing
II and cruise missiles, the INF weapons slated for deployment in Europe, as one of four
cases.6 I still have the copy that Thomas marked up, with many criticisms of my explanation
for the INF deployment.
During this period of the mid-1980s, Cornell was developing a collaborative relationship
with PRIF following Richard Ned Lebow’s arrival to join the Government Department and
direct Cornell’s Peace Studies Program. Although I did not work directly with Ned, and spent
the last two years writing my dissertation away from Ithaca at Stanford and then the
Brookings Institution, I maintained contact with colleagues at Peace Studies and was
pleased to see a proposal for a joint conference with PRIF to be held at Cornell in September
1985. Thomas and I thought it would be fun to stage a debate on our competing
interpretations of the INF decision and theories of the arms race more generally. I turned
my behemoth written for Katzenstein’s seminar into a normal-length conference paper and
Thomas prepared a response.7 Befitting our roles as lowly graduate students, our session
was given only an hour at the end of a long day that began with a presentation by
Manhattan Project physicist and Cornell Professor Hans Bethe. I doubt that anyone in the
multidisciplinary audience was paying much attention by then to the earnest young political
scientists.
As it turned out, our debate would reach a potentially broader audience when I published
my article with Thomas’s response the following year in the Bulletin of Peace Proposals (I
did say a potentially broader audience).8 Thomas served as the guest editor, along with
Lebow, of the special issue, which contained other contributions from the PRIF-PSP
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conference—his first of many such editorial collaborations.9 What was the nature of our
debate? Like many, it was simultaneously methodological, theoretical, and substantiveempirical. I was enamored of qualitative, comparative-historical methods as a means to
identify the most compelling causal explanations for developments such as the introduction
of new weapons. I was convinced that with an appropriate research design one could isolate
“manipulable” factors of relevance to policy and I thought I hit on a pretty good design to
demonstrate that most new nuclear weapons came as a result of internal dynamics,
promoted by the scientists who invented them and the military services that would adopt
them. I called the phenomenon “technological entrepreneurship.” By contrast, external
factors, such as perception of a foreign threat, in this case the USSR’s nuclear-weapons
deployments, were less relevant. In my dissertation I argued that the balance of internal
versus external factors could differ country to country on the basis of their divergent
“domestic structures” – a theoretical orientation that I took from Peter Katzenstein, but
whose pedigree goes back further and includes the work of such figures as Barrington
Moore, Jr., Alexander Gershenkron, Zbigniew Brzezinski and Samuel Huntington, and later
Theda Skocpol. For me, the United States represented a country where internal forces
predominated over external ones for the development of new weapons, whereas for the
USSR an external stimulus was necessary for a highly secretive and compartmentalized
system to innovate.10
Thomas fundamentally disagreed with how I posed the theoretical question. “The old
controversy as to whether the arms race is determined by internal-domestic or external
factors is theoretically fruitless, empirically falsified and should, therefore, be left behind,”
he gently suggested. “An alternative framework which points to the domestic-international
linkages should be more appropriate for selecting the decisive factors determining the arms
race…one has to determine the filters according to which political systems select and
transform incoming information from the international environment into threat perception
or other evaluations relevant for their defense policy behaviour.” Relevant factors he
thought should be taken into consideration included: interpretation of historical
experiences, evaluation of the geostrategic situation, security policy objectives, and overall
evaluation of the adversary.11 Moreover, he suggested that I had misunderstood the INF
case (and perhaps the others) to such an extent that my comparative research design could
not compensate for those empirical deficiencies.
Despite our substantive, methodological, and theoretical differences, Thomas and I agreed
on one thing: the PRIF-PSP relationship should continue, and we were supportive of the
institutions’ plan to publish our research in both English and German. The big paper that
was the basis of my short article, if I could trim it down somewhat, would be translated into
German. I think Thomas had worked on the German translation, but the directors of the
9

Thomas Risse-Kappen and Richard Ned Lebow, eds., “Alternative Approaches to Security Policy,” Bulletin of
Peace Proposals, special issue, vol. 17, no. 2 (June 1986).
10
Matthew Evangelista, Innovation and the Arms Race: How the United States and the Soviet Union Develop
New Military Technologies (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1988); Evangelista, “Domestic Structure and
International Change,” in G. John Ikenberry and Michael Doyle, eds., New Thinking in International Relations
Theory (Boulder, CO: Westview, 1997).
11
Thomas Risse-Kappen, "Applying Arms Race Theory to NATO's Nuclear Weapons Deployments," Bulletin of
Peace Proposals, vol. 17, no. 2 (June 1986).

5
institutes apparently decided against publication—too late to save me the embarrassment
of having listed it in a note to my Bulletin of Peace Proposals article as a joint PRIF-PSP
occasional paper with a publication date of 1986—an error that has been immortalized on
the website of Security Dialogue, the successor journal. One can even click on a handy
Google Scholar link provided there and not find the never-published paper.
Thomas Heads West
Thomas and I maintained a steady correspondence in the days when that entailed writing or
typing letters on paper and sending them through the post. In August 1987, following the
untimely death of Stephan Tiedtke, PRIF’s specialist on Soviet security policy, Thomas wrote
that he was worried that the Institute would not hire someone soon enough to cover the
momentous changes going on under the leadership of Mikhail Gorbachev. He asked if I
might consider spending time as a visiting scholar there. I had visited PRIF once, later in that
same year that Thomas and I had met at Bellagio, when the institute was located on
Leimenrode in Frankfurt, and he took me to my first Weinstube nearby. In 1987, though, I
had a new job, at the University of Michigan, and a new baby, Clara, and was not prepared
to spend time away from Ann Arbor. The best I could do was to propose other names—as
Thomas had anticipated.12 Instead of my moving to Germany to work, Thomas came to the
United States. In November 1987 he wrote from vacation in the Canary Islands with the
news that Ned Lebow and Peter Katzenstein were arranging for the Department of
Government at Cornell to offer him a position as visiting assistant professor. He would be
required to teach an undergraduate and a graduate course. “Matt,” he wrote, “I badly need
advice and information about the U.S. and especially the Cornell university system. What is
the meaning of ‘course?’”13
Thomas managed to figure that out well enough to spend two successful years teaching at
Cornell, 1988-1990, and two more at Yale, 1990-1992, with an SSRC fellowship and then as
visiting assistant professor. He then headed even further West to teach at the University of
Wyoming, 1992-1993, where he established connections that have endured to this day
despite the passing of time and the shockingly high number of his neighbors there who
supported Donald Trump.
In 1991, just three years out from his PhD, Thomas had established a publishing record of
two books and some three dozen articles and research reports in English, French, and
German—all but one (an article with Harald Müller on International Relations Theory)
dealing with European security policy. (His early career would have been even more
productive had he not spent time in 1988 and 1989 commenting on and then translating a
paper of mine on Gorbachev’s disarmament initiatives that was supposed to appear in the
German journal, Friedensanalysen, but for some reason never did—probably because
events had overtaken it.14) In his letter of November 1987 Thomas had included a note to
my three-month old daughter: “Clara, your Dad should tell you one day what INF means—
no, you better forget it, there are much more important things in the world to learn than
12
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the meaning of missiles.”15 Thomas soon took his own advice. Three years after the
appearance of the English and German version of his book on the INF crisis, he published
one more piece on the topic, a highly regarded article for the journal International Security.
The offprint he sent me has this message scrawled across the first page: “This is the last
time I ever write about INF!”16
Transnationalism and Social-Science Entrepreneurship
In the early 1990s, Thomas continued working on security policy, but with a new level of
theoretical engagement and methodological sensitivity, and often in collaboration with
other colleagues. The early 1990s were also the period that saw dramatic changes in the
international order, with the end of the Cold War and the disintegration of the Soviet Union.
I remember telling my students at Michigan at the start of the semester in January 1992
that, as a scholar and teacher, I had become doubly obsolete. The problem that drove my
research—the nuclear arms race—seemed much less of a problem with one of the
competitors having dropped out of the race. And the country I taught about had ceased to
exist, even though my course was still called, for the last time, “Soviet Government and
Politics.”
Thomas dealt with the end of the Cold War by embarking on a period of extraordinary
theoretical creativity and research productivity. These years saw him transform himself
from a first-rate analyst of international security policy to a theorist of transnational
relations, domestic structures, comparative foreign policy, and the Democratic Peace. A few
years later he would emerge as a leading contributor to the study of social constructivism.
The intersection of transnational politics and domestic structures was an area of common
interest for us and seems to have lit the spark for Thomas as an IR theorist. I had been
studying the influence of transnational organizations, such as the Pugwash movement of
scientists and the International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War. More recently
I had met scientists who initiated the nongovernmental National Resources Defense
Council’s project, in collaboration with the Soviet Academy of Sciences, to install seismic
detection systems near the Soviet nuclear test range to monitor the uniliteral test
moratorium that Gorbachev had declared shortly after coming into office in March 1985. I
wondered what contribution these transnational actors might make to ending the nuclear
arms race. (By the time I managed to publish my results in book form the Cold War itself
had ended.) Thomas was investigating the transnational links between European peace
researchers and Soviet and East European reformers, and a Cornell PhD, Daniel Thomas,
was studying the impact of transnational human-rights activism and the “Helsinki Effect” on
the downfall of Communism in the Soviet bloc. In March 1991 we organized a panel at the
International Studies Association meeting in Vancouver BC on transnationalism and the end
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of the Cold War and followed up with a workshop at Yale in May 1992 and another at
Cornell in November of the same year.
In the meantime Thomas worked with Ned Lebow at Cornell to host a conference on
International Relations Theory and the End of the Cold War in October 1991. This was the
conference where, according to Lebow, a famous IR scholar made the infamous claim that
the end of the Cold War “was ‘a mere data point’ that could not be used to test or develop
theory.”17 I understand it was Robert Keohane, but I wasn’t there, so I don’t know for
certain. Thomas and Ned produced a special symposium of articles for the journal,
International Organization, and later a book with the same title as the conference. 18 The
symposium included Thomas’s piece, "Ideas do not float freely: transnational coalitions,
domestic structures, and the end of the cold war."19 It is one of his best-known articles,
cited many times more often than the book with Lebow or Lebow’s article from the same
symposium.
Following the Yale and Cornell transnationalism meetings, Thomas suggested we publish the
contributions in a book and asked me to serve as co-editor. I declined in favor of finishing
my own monograph on transnational relations during the Cold War, which nevertheless
took another seven years to accomplish. I do remember helping with organizing the
conference, recruiting participants, and commenting on his theoretical framing of the
project that later became the introductory chapter to the book, Bringing Transnational
Relations Back In.20 The theory reflected Peter Katzenstein’s influence on both of us—as a
member of my PhD committee and as Thomas’s colleague at Cornell—but the original
engagement with transnationalism in the field of political science Thomas characteristically
associated with German scholarship that predated the US work of Robert Keohane and
Joseph Nye.21
We had invited two senior scholars to the Yale conference to serve as discussants for the
project as a whole and to wrap things up: Keohane, who had been instrumental in
promoting the notion of transnational relations and interdependence in his work two
decades earlier with Nye; and Stephen Krasner, a scholar associated with the realist
tradition, and someone particularly adept at understanding and presenting views with
which he disagreed. (In 1989, sitting next to him on a bus from Athens to Delphi, I was the
beneficiary of his extraordinarily lucid explanation of social constructivism, a school of
thought of which I was only dimly aware and which constituted a major challenge to his
realist orientation.)
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Both discussants were rather hostile to the findings of the paper presenters and the project
as a whole—Keohane apologetically so. He prefaced his remarks by saying that his preferred
presidential candidates always lost—an apparent non sequitur that was his way of
indicating, it seemed to me, that he was politically sympathetic to the wooly-headed liberals
who thought transnational relations were important, but he disagreed with the theoretical
project that linked transnational influence to domestic structures. I admit, it is not as
memorable a quotation as his “mere data point” one, but it stayed with me. Thomas wisely
invited Krasner to contribute to the volume, to fulfill the role of writing what some of us
have come to call “the Susan Strange chapter”—a well-informed and respectful dissent
(named, as it turns out, for the chapter she contributed to Krasner’s edited collection,
International Regimes22). In his chapter, Krasner cleverly claimed ownership of transnational
relations for realism. He acknowledged that realism, with its ontological commitment to
states, does not recognize transnational non-state actors as important, but he argued that
only the anarchic, self-help system of states that realists posit could comprehend them. An
empire, for example, could have no transnational actors, but only domestic ones. He even
shaped the domestic structure part of the theory to accommodate realism: states, by their
relatively greater power over nonstate, transnational actors, determine the institutional
arrangements through which the latter must act and engage the state.23 It was a valuable
contribution, and one already congenial to Thomas, whose theoretical approach accorded
states (and their domestic structures) much more importance than the literature of firstgeneration transnationalism did.
The combination of the “Ideas do not float freely” article and the edited book, Bringing
Transnational Relations Back In, did precisely what the latter title promised.
Transnationalism has become a major topic in fields such as anthropology and sociology as
well as political science, and Thomas—who has served as longtime director of a Center for
Transnational Relations, Foreign and Security Policy at the Freie Universität, and director of
the Berlin Graduate School for Transnational Studies—deserves considerable credit.
Democracy and Identity
For Thomas, another seed that germinated during the fertile period of the end of the Cold
War was his interest in democracy and how democracies are governed. In some ways we
can trace Thomas’s later empirical work on human rights and theoretical development of
constructivism, and especially Habermas’s theory of communicative action, to this era. The
topics that Thomas pursued, in addition to the work already discussed, were still linked to
questions of international security, but increasingly involved domestic politics, public
opinion, and transgovernmental relations among democracies. He employed carefully
constructed comparative research designs of the sort that I had thought, based on our
“debate” of just a few years earlier, did not appeal to him. I have in mind, particularly, his
article in World Politics from 1991, "Public Opinion, Domestic Structure, and Foreign Policy
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in Liberal Democracies."24 He succinctly summarizes a wealth of theoretical and empirical
literature on public opinion and foreign policy, presents an argument for the importance of
domestic structure as an intervening variable between public opinion and foreign-policy
behavior, and provides a taxonomy of domestic structures to encompass four major
democracies: the Federal Republic of Germany, France, Japan, and the United States. He
posits observable implications for the how those states should react to the dramatic
changes in Soviet foreign policy of the late 1980s and shows how domestic structure
accounts for their different responses. The analysis does not claim too much. He
acknowledges, in particular, some of the anomalous behavior of Japan, but also accounts for
it in a credible way. This is a gem of an article, one that I assign regularly in my course on
The Cold War, both for its substantive content and for its contributions to theory and
method.
Within months of publishing the World Politics article, the same year Thomas also published
his important piece in International Security, he was on to another project and a new
theoretical orientation: constructivism. I found in my files a prospectus for a book on
“Transnational Relations and States: Lessons from Three Case Studies,” dated 13 May 1991,
the origin of what became his Cooperation among Democracies, published in 1995.25
Thomas wanted to understand what led to successful transnational influence, and he
hypothesized “two conditions—cooperative inter-governmental relations and domestic
political structures” as “conducive to the emergence of transnational relations.” He initially
had in mind to examine three cases: the negotiations toward a nuclear test ban treaty,
1958-1963; the NRDC-SAS joint seismic verification project, 1986-1987, mentioned above;
and the influence of transnational activities between European and Soviet policymakers and
scholars in influencing Soviet “new thinking” on security policy. He ended up discussing the
last two topics in other work, but for the book he replaced them with the Korean War,
1950-1953, and the 1962 Cuban missile crisis. His focus for the book had turned to the
influence of allied democracies on the United States and from there to a body of work on
the role of identity as a source of states’ behavior. His contribution to Peter Katzenstein’s
celebrated volume, The Culture of National Security, led to engagement with the
Democratic Peace literature and social constructivism.26
Thomas and I did not have as much regular contact after the first decade of our friendship
and professional collaboration, but I have a few fond memories of the 1990s. I remember a
visit to our home in Ithaca when Thomas gave us a copy of Bertolt Brecht’s Gedichte über
die Liebe and impressed our young daughters to no end with his easy facility with Englishlanguage swear words. In March 1999, on a family vacation to Tuscany, we visited Thomas,
who was then renting Klaus Eder’s house in Molino del Piano, outside Florence. Two years
later, we were living there, after Thomas (I assume) supported my application for a Jean
24
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Monet Fellowship to spend six months at the European University Institute, and then
decamped for Berlin. We visited him in Berlin after we left Italy and on a subsequent trip.
On one of those visits, knowing that Thomas had become a leading figure challenging liberal
and realist explanations in favor of constructivism, I ventured a question over a glass of
Prosecco while Thomas was making dinner. I asked whether he imagined a time when
rather than debating with liberals and realists, there would be enough promising variants of
constructivism that constructivists would just be debating among themselves. This must
have been just before his now-famous article, “Let’s Argue,” was about to appear, where he
describes how “human beings engage in truth seeking with the aim of reaching a mutual
understanding.”27 I will never forget his response: “Come on! We’re not working now.
Relax!” That is also a facet of Thomas worth remembering on this occasion.

27

Thomas Risse, "Let's Argue! Persuasion and Deliberation in International Relations," International
Organization, vol. 54, no. 1 (Winter 2000).

Bellagio Appendix

‘New Faces’ Conference, Bellagio, Italy, July 1984,
sponsored by the Arms Control Association (USA)
and the International Institute for Strategic Studies (UK)

The photo is available online here.

Participants (with links to their later selves) included: Brahma Chellaney, John Chipman,
Cathryn Downes, Matthew Evangelista, René Haug, Denis Healey, William Kincade, Dennis
Kloske (see also here), Mark Kramer, Thomas Longstreth, Robert O’Neill, Condoleezza Rice,
Thomas Risse (second from left in back row), Cynthia Roberts, Philip Sabin, Ali Tauqeer Sheikh,
Marisol Touraine, Matthijs Van Bonzel

