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Thinking Theory Thoroughly
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James Rosenau addresses creative theorizing and develops nine principles to
guide those who would engage in this enterprise. Indeed, not everyone is prone

automatically to think theoretically.

It rarely happens, but now and again in acade-
mic life one is jolted into returning to funda-
mentals, into ascertaining whether one has
unknowingly strayed from one’s organizing
premises. This happened to me recently when a
graduate student inquired whether she should
take an “independent reading” course under my
direction. Noting that my competence was lim-
ited, I responded by asking what topics or prob-
lems she planned to investigate. Her answer
startled me, perhaps partly because it was
ungrammatical but mainly because I found it
pedagogically challenging. Her answer was sim-
ple: “I would like you to teach me to think the-
ory!” I agreed to take on the role of advisor.

At this writing, some eleven weeks, many
conversations and much reflection later, I still
find the assignment challenging, though now I
am beginning to wonder whether the capacity
to think theoretically, the inclination to perceive
and assess the course of events as suggestive or
expressive of larger forces, is a talent that can be
taught. It may be, instead, a cast of mind, a per-
sonality trait, or a philosophical perspective that
some acquire early in life and others do not.

If this is so, there is not much that a profes-
sor can do to teach students how to think theo-
retically. They can be introduced to the nature

of theories, taught the various purposes theories
can serve, exposed to the controversies over the
relative worth of different theories, and in-
structed on the steps required for the construc-
tion of viable theories. And, to solidify the
learning of these lessons, they can then be given
assignments in which they have to formulate
concrete hypotheses and tie them together into
an actual theoretical framework. The learning of
these skills underlying the design of theories is
not, however, the equivalent of learning how to
think theoretically. Or, more accurately, it is not
the equivalent of what I understood my student
as wanting me to teach her. In fact, she may only
have been asking instruction on the dos and
don’ts of theoretical design. But because of the
way she worded her request I interpreted her as
seeking more than an introduction to the proce-
dures and techniques essential to creative theo-
rizing. It seemed to me she was looking to
acquire not a set of skills, but rather a set of pre-
dispositions, a cluster of habits, a way of think-
ing, a mental lifestyle—or whatever may be the
appropriate label for that level of intellectual
existence that governs the use of skills and the
application of values—that she did not possess
and that she thought she valued enough to want
to make part of her orientation toward interna-
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tional phenomena. It is this more fundamental
dimension of the life of the mind that I now sus-
pect may not be teachable or learnable, a caveat
that needs empbhasis at the outset because the
ensuing analysis amounts to nothing less than a
pronouncement on how to think theoretically.

Nine Pre-Conditions for Creative Theorizing

It follows that the task of disciplining ourselves
and our students to think theoretically consists,
first, of identifying the cognitive inclinations
and perceptual impulses from which creative
theory springs and, second, of then forming
intellectual habits which assure the prevalence
of these inclinations and impulses whenever we
turn to theory-building endeavors. The central
question examined in this paper follows: what
are the mental qualities that best enable one to
“think theory” and how can their acquisition be
best assured? Nine such qualities strike me as
especially conducive to the development of good
theorists. Each of the nine seems equally impor-
tant and there is some overlap among them.
Accordingly, the sequence of their elaboration
here should not be interpreted as implying a
rank ordering.

To think theoretically one has to avoid treating
the task as that of formulating an appropriate
definition of theory.

So as to clarify what is involved in thinking
theoretically, let me start with the proposition
that the task is not one of developing a clear-cut
definition of theory. On balance, it is probably
preferable to have a precise conception of the
nature of theory rather than a vague one, but
definitional exactness is not the only criterion of
thinking theoretically and it may not even be a
necessary requirement for such thought. I can
readily imagine a young student thinking theo-
retically about international phenomena well
before his or her first course on the subject turns
to the question of what constitutes theory and
the various uses to which it can be put. Indeed, I

have had the good fortune of encountering a few
students who were, so to speak, born theoreti-
cians. From their very first comments in class as
freshmen it was clear that they thought theoret-
ically even though they have never had any
methodological training or any exposure to the
history of international relations.

Most of us are not so lucky. Most of us have
to be trained to think theoretically and then we
have to engage in the activity continuously in
order to achieve and sustain a genuinely theo-
retical perspective. Hence, the fact that a few
among us can maintain such a perspective with-
out training and practice is a useful reminder
that definitional clarity is not a prerequisite to
creative theorizing.

The reminder is important because many
of us tend to exaggerate the importance of exact
definitions. To be clear about the nature of the-
ory is not to guarantee the formulation of
meaningful theory. Such clarity can be mislead-
ing. It can provide a false sense of security, a
misguided confidence that one needs only to
organize one’s empirical materials in the proper
way if one is equipped with a clear-cut defini-
tion of theory. It is my impression that much
of the writing in our field derives from this
premise that good definitions automatically
yield good theories, as if the definitions some-
how relieve the observer of the need to apply
imagination and maintain philosophical disci-
pline.

To be sure, much of the writing also suffers
from loose and ambiguous conceptions of the-
ory or from a confusion between theory and
method. Such research would, obviously, be
more valuable if it proceeded from a tighter and
clearer notion of what the theoretical enterprise
entails. So, to repeat, I am not arguing against
definitional clarity. On the contrary, I believe it
is highly appropriate to help students achieve
such clarity by introducing them to the vast
array of articles and books now available on the
dynamics, boundaries, uses, and abuses of the-
ory in the international field. But I am arguing
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for more than definitional clarity. I am arguing
for caution and restraint in the use of defini-
tions: in digesting the literature on theory and
building a more elaborate conception of what
it involves, one has to be careful not to lean
too heavily on definitions and guidance. Also
needed is a cast of mind, a mental set that
focuses application of the definitions and facili-
tates creative theorizing.

To think theoretically one has to be clear as to
whether one aspires to empirical theory or value
theory.

Progress in the study of international affairs
depends on advances in both empirical and
value theory. But the two are not the same. They
may overlap; they can focus on the same prob-
lem; and values always underlie the selection of
the problems to which empirical theories are
addressed. Yet they differ in one overriding way:
empirical theory deals essentially with the “is”
of international phenomena, with things as they
are if and when they are subjected to obser-
vation, while value theory deals essentially with
the “ought” of international phenomena, with
things as they should be if and when they could
be subjected to manipulation. This distinction
underlies, in turn, entirely different modes of
reasoning, a different rhetoric, and different
types of evidence.

The habit of making the necessary analytic,
thetorical, and evidential distinctions between
empirical and value theory can be difficult for
young students to develop. Indeed, it can be
weak and elusive for any of us who have strong
value commitments and a deep concern for cer-
tain moral questions. The more intensive are
our values, the more are we tempted to allow
our empirical inquiries to be guided by our
beliefs rather than by our concern for observa-
tion. For this reason I have found that helping
students become habituated to the is—ought dis-
tinction is among the most difficult pedagogical
tasks. They can understand the distinction intel-
lectually and they can even explain and defend it

when pressed; but practicing it is another matter
and often their empirical analyses slip into
moral judgments without their being aware ofit.
It is as if they somehow fear that their values and
the policy goals they want to promote will be
undermined if they allow themselves to focus on
observable phenomena. Such, of course, is not
the case. On the contrary, moral values and pol-
icy goals can be well served, even best served, by
putting them aside and proceeding detachedly
long enough to enlarge empirical understanding
of the obstacles that hinder realization of the
values and progress toward the goals.

This is the one line of reasoning on behalf
of thinking theoretically that my most value-
committed students find persuasive. If empirical
theory is posited as a tool of moral theory, they
can approach it instrumentally and see virtue in
habituating themselves to distinguishing between
the two. It takes a while, however, before the
perceived virtues of habituation are translated
into actual habits and, in fact, some never man-
age to make the transition, hard as they may try.
Impatient with the need for change, convinced
that time is too scarce to afford the slow pace of
empirical inquiry, many simply give up and dis-
miss the is—ought distinction as one of those
picayune obsessions to which some academics
fall prey.

It is my impression that impatience with
empirical theorizing is likely to be especially
intense among Third World students of interna-
tional relations. The newly developed con-
sciousness of the long-standing injustices built
into First World—Third World relationships, the
lure of dependency theory, and perhaps a frus-
tration over the central tendencies of social sci-
ence in the First World have made Third World
theorists particularly resistant to detached em-
pirical theorizing. Their resistance gives a First
World scholar pause: is his insistence on habitu-
ating oneself to the is—ought distinction yet
another instance of false superiority, of project-
ing onto the developing world practices that
have worked in industrial societies? It could be.
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Of late I have become keenly aware of the biases
that may underlie my intellectual endeavors and
thus I am not prepared merely to brush aside
the idea that the is—ought distinction may be in-
appropriate to theorizing in much of the world.
In this particular instance, however, I cannot
even begin to break the habit. The relevance of
the distinction strikes me as global, as inde-
pendent of any national biases, as necessary
to thinking theoretically wherever and when-
ever enlarged comprehension is sought. Em-
pirical theory is not superior to moral theory;
it is simply preferable for certain purposes,
and one of these is the end of deepening our
grasp of why international processes unfold as
they do.

Aware that my own expertise, such as it may
be, lies in the realm of empirical theory, the
ensuing discussion makes no pretense of being
relevant to thinking theoretically in the moral
context. All the precepts that follow are con-
cerned only with those mental qualities that may
render us more thoroughgoing in our empirical
theorizing.

To think theoretically one must be able to
assume that human affairs are founded on an
underlying order.

A prime task of empirical theory is to
explain why international phenomena are struc-
tured as they are and/or behave as they do. To
perform this task one must assume that each
and every international phenomenon is theoret-
ically explicable, that deeper understanding of
its dynamics could be achieved if appropriate
instruments for measuring it were available. To
assume that everything is potentially explicable
is to presume that nothing happens by chance,
capriciously, at random, that for every effect
there must be a cause. That is, there must be an
underlying order out of which international
relations springs. If this were not the case, if
events could occur for no reason, there would be
little point in theorizing. If some events are
inherently inexplicable, efforts to build creative

theory are bound to fall short to the extent that
they embrace phenomena that may occur at
random. Indeed, in the absence of the assump-
tion of an underlying order, attempts to fashion
theory are futile, pointless exercises, a waste of
time that could be better spent writing poetry,
playing tennis, or tending the garden.

This is not to say that thought only acquires
the status of theory when it purports to account
for every event. As indicated below, theory is
also founded on the laws of probability. Hence it
only purports to account for central tendencies,
but this claim is unwarranted if an assumption
of underlying order is not made. That is, to
think theoretically one must presume that there
is a cause for every effect even though one does
not seek to explain every effect.

I have found that most students have a dif-
ficult time becoming habituated to the assump-
tion of an underlying order. They see it as a
denial of their own freedom. To presume there
is a cause for everything, they reason, is to
deprive people of free will, perhaps even to
relieve them of responsibility for their actions.
The assumption of an underlying order does
not, of course, have such implications. One’s
freedom of choice is not lessened by the fact
that the choices made are not random and,
instead, derive from some source. Yet, fearful
about compromising their own integrity, many
students cannot accept this subtlety and insist
on the premise that people have the capacity to
cut themselves off from all prior experience and
to act as they please for no reason whatsoever.
To support their resistance to the assumption
of an underlying order, they will often cite
instances of international history when the
unexpected occurred or when a highly deviant,
impetuous, and irrational action was under-
taken, as if somehow irrationality and impetu-
osity are capricious and do not stem from any
sources.

Besides patiently reassuring dubious stu-
dents that there are no insidious threats in the
assumption of an underlying order, resistance to
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the idea can be lessened, even broken in some
instances, by pointing out how the assumption
offers hope for greater understanding and
deeper comprehension. To presume that there is
a cause of every effect is to assume that every-
thing is potentially knowable, that inquiry can
pay off, that one is not necessarily destined to go
down an intellectual path that dead ends, leads
nowhere. The assumption of an underlying
order, in other words, is pervaded with hope.
We do not make it to allow ourselves to be
hopeful, but it has that consequence. It enables
us to view ourselves as totally in charge of our
own investigations, limited only by our imagi-
nations and the resources at our disposal. It
allows us to approach the chaos we perceive in
the world around us as a challenge, as an order-
liness that has yet to be identified and traced. It
permits us to dare to think theory thoroughly
because the affairs of people are patterned and
the patterns are susceptible to being uncovered.

To think theoretically one must be predisposed
to ask about every event, every situation, or
every observed phenomenon, “Of what is it an
instance?”

Of all the habits one must develop to think
theoretically, perhaps none is more central than
the inclination to ask this question at every
opportunity. It must be a constant refrain, a
melody that haunts every lurch forward in the
process of moving from observations to conclu-
sions. For to see every event as an instance of a
more encompassing class of phenomena is to
sustain the search for patterns and to avoid
treating any phenomenon as inherently unique.
To think theoretically is to be at home with
abstractions, to generalize, to discern the under-
lying order that links otherwise discrete inci-
dents, and such a mode of thinking cannot be
achieved and maintained unless every observed
phenomenon is approached as merely one
instance of a recurring sequence.

Again students appear to have a hard time
building up this habit. They are inclined to

probe for the special meaning of an event, to
explore it for what sets it apart from all other
events, rather than to treat it as an instance of a
larger pattern. They want to understand the
Iranian revolution, not revolutions as a social
process, and to the extent this is their prefer-
ence, to that extent do they resist building up
the impulse to always reach for more general
theoretical insights. Indeed, I have had many
students who simply do not know where to
begin when asked to indicate of what pattern
some event they regard as important is an
instance. Their faces turn blank and their
tongues turn silent. They are paralyzed. They do
not know what it means to treat the event as
merely an instance of something, as just part of
a larger category. And so they stumble, mumble,
or otherwise resist thinking in those elementary
terms out of which theorizing springs.

My response here is twofold. First, I try to
portray the pleasure, the sheer joy, to be had
from taking steps up the ladder of abstraction.
Fitting pieces into larger wholes offers, I believe,
a special sense of satisfaction, a feeling of ac-
complishment not unlike that which accompa-
nies solving a puzzle or resolving a mystery.
Indeed, theory building can readily be viewed as
puzzle solving, as uncovering the dynamics
embedded deep in the interstices of human
relationships, and there are few students who
are not intrigued by the challenge of solving
puzzles.

If appealing thus to the curiosity of students
does not succeed in getting them to ask habitu-
ally “Of what is this an instance?” (and often it is
not a sufficient incentive), I revert to a second
line of reasoning which, in effect, amounts to an
attempt to shame them into the habit. This
involves pointing out the implications of stum-
bling and mumbling, of not being able to dis-
cern any larger class of phenomena of which the
observed phenomenon is an instance. The
implications are unmistakable: to be paralyzed
by the question “Of what is this an instance?” is
not to know what one is interested in, to be lack-
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ing questions that generate and guide one’s
inquiry, to be confused by the phenomena one
claims to be worthy of investigation. Based on
the presumption of an underlying order, I
believe that no phenomenon exists in isolation,
unique only unto itself, and thus I believe that
we always have an answer to the of-what-is-this-
an-instance question, whether we know it or
not. Accordingly, the task is not one of figuring
out an answer presently unknown to us; it is
rather that of explicating an answer that we
have already acquired but have yet to surface. I
am arguing, in other words, that we do not get
interested in an international phenomenon for
no reason, that our interest in it stems from a
concern about a more encompassing set of
phenomena, and that there is therefore no
need to be paralyzed by the question if we
press ourselves to move up the ladder of ab-
straction on which our intellectuality is founded.
Once shamed into acknowledging that their
concerns are not confined to the lowest rung on
the ladder, most students are willing to begin to
venture forth and approach the phenomena
they observe as mere instances of something
else.

To think theoretically one must be ready to
appreciate and accept the need to sacrifice
detailed descriptions for broad observations.

One cannot begin to mount the rungs of the
ladder of abstraction if one is unable to forgo
the detailed account, the elaborated event, the
specific minutia. As indicated, the theoretical
enterprise is committed to the teasing out of
central tendencies, to encompassing ever greater
numbers of phenomena, to moving up the lad-
der of abstraction as parsimoniously as possible.
Thus theory involves generalizing rather than
particularizing and, in so doing, it requires re-
linquishing, subordinating, and/or not demon-
strating much of one’s impulse to expound
everything one knows. It means, in effect, that
one must discipline one’s self to accept simple
explanations over complex ones.

These are not easy tasks. Most of us find
comfort in detail. The more details we know, the
more are we likely to feel we have mastered our
subject. To forgo much of the detail, on the
other hand, is to opt for uncertainties, to expose
ourselves to the criticisms of those who would
pick away at our generalizations with excep-
tions. The temptations to fall back on details are
thus considerable and much concentration on
the upper rungs of the ladder of abstraction is
required if the temptations are to be resisted.

Happily this is less of a problem for begin-
ning students than more mature ones who are
introduced late to the theoretical enterprise. The
former have yet to acquire extensive familiarity
with details and they are therefore not likely to
feel threatened by the loss of their knowledge
base. They want to focus on the unique, to be
sure, but at least it is possible to expose them to
the case of theorizing before they find security in
endless minutiae. Exactly how more mature
scholars accustomed to the comforts of detail
can be persuaded to be theoretically venture-
some is, I confess, a problem for which I have
yet to find anything resembling a solution.

To think theoretically one must be tolerant of
ambiguity, concerned about probabilities, and
distrustful of absolutes.

To be concerned about central tendencies
one needs to be accepting of exceptions, devia-
tions, anomalies, and other phenomena that,
taken by themselves, run counter to the antici-
pated or prevailing pattern. Anomalies ought
not be ignored and often explorations of them
can lead to valuable, path-breaking insights; but
neither can anomalies be allowed to undermine
one’s focus on central tendencies. Empirical the-
ories deal only with probabilities and not with
absolutes, with how most phenomena are likely
to respond to a stimulus and not with how each
and every phenomenon responds. Theorists
simply do not aspire to account for every phe-
nomenon. They know there will be anomalies
and exceptions; indeed, they are suspicious on
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those unlikely occasions when no exceptions are
manifest. Rather their goal is to build theories in
which the central tendencies encompass the
highest possible degree of probability, with cer-
tainties and absolutes being left for ideologues
and zealots to expound.

Although they engage in it continuously in
their daily lives, students tend to be resistant to
the necessity of thinking probabilistically when
they turn to theorizing. More accurately, they
tend to be reluctant to ignore the ambiguity, to
be restless with anything less than perfect cer-
tainty, as if any exception to the anticipated cen-
tral tendencies constitutes a negation of their
reasoning. I have found this low tolerance of
ambiguity difficult to contest. Many students,
fearful of uncertainty, seem to get fixated on the
exception, and it is very hard at that point to
recapture their interest in central tendencies.
The very rhetoric of their everyday language—
that things are “completely” the case or that
an observation is “absolutely” accurate—rein-
forces their inclinations to be intolerant of devi-
ations. In this mood they recognize only the
“whole truth” as valid and regard central ten-
dencies as a partial rather than a legitimate form
of knowledge.

I confess to perplexity over how to handle
this obstacle to theorizing on the part of stu-
dents. I have tried elaborating on the many ways
in which probabilistic thinking underlies their
daily lives. I have tried making analogies
between the physicist and the political scientist,
pointing out that the former does not aspire to
account for the behavior of every atom any
more than the latter aspires to accounting for
every voter. I have tried sarcasm, stressing the
noxious values that derive from a concern with
absolutes. Neither alone nor in combination,
however, do such techniques seem to have any
effect on many students. Whatever its sources,
their intolerance of ambiguity is apparently too
deep-seated to yield to reasoning or persuasion.
So, reluctantly, I have concluded that students
with a low tolerance of ambiguity and a high

need for certainty are unlikely to ever think the-
ory thoroughly and that it is probably wasted
energy to try to teach them to do so.

To think theoretically one must be playful about
international phenomena.

At the core of the theorizing process is a
creative imagination. The underlying order of
world affairs is too obscure and too complex to
yield to pedestrian, constricted, or conventional
minds. Only deep penetration into a problem,
discerning relationships that are not self-evident
and might even be the opposite of what seems
readily apparent, can produce incisive and cre-
ative theory. Thus to think theoretically one
must allow one’s mind to run freely, to be play-
ful, to toy around with what might seem absurd,
to posit seemingly unrealistic circumstances and
speculate what would follow if they were ever to
come to pass. Stated differently, one must de-
velop the habit of playing and enjoying the game
of “as if’—that is, specifying unlikely conditions
and analyzing them as if they prevailed.

Put in still another way, it has always
seemed to me that good theory ought never be
embarrassed by surprises, by unanticipated
events that have major consequences for the sys-
tem on which the theory focuses. A Hitler-Stalin
pact, a Nixon resignation, or a Sadat peace ini-
tiative should not catch the creative theorist
unawares because part of his or her creativity
involves imagining the unimaginable. One
imagines the unimaginable by allowing one’s
variables to vary across the entire range of a con-
tinuum even if some of its extreme points seem
so unlikely as to be absurd. To push one’s think-
ing beyond previously imagined extremes of a
continuum is to play the game of “as if,” and it
involves a playfulness of mind that mitigates
against surprises as well as facilitates incisive
theorizing.

How one teaches playfulness is, of course,
another matter. In some important sense it is an
intellectual quality that cannot be taught. One
acquires—or perhaps inherits—creativity early
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in life and no amount of subsequent training
can greatly enhance the imaginative powers of
those with tunnel vision and inhibited mentali-
ties. On the other hand, encouragement to play-
fulness can bring out previously untapped
talents in some students. Many have become so
used to being told what to think that their cre-
ative impulses have never been legitimated and,
accordingly, they have never even heard of the
existence of the “as if” game. So no harm can be
done by pressing our students (not to mention
ourselves) to be playful and flexible in their
thinking, and just conceivably such an emphasis
may produce some unexpected results.

To think theoretically one must be genuinely
puzzled by international phenomena.

Creative use of the imagination requires hu-
mility toward international phenomena. One
must be as concerned about asking the right
questions about the order underlying world
affairs as finding the right answers. To focus
only on answers is to be sure about the ques-
tions one wants to probe and this, in turn, is to
impose unnecessary limits on one’s capacity to
discern and integrate the deeper structures of
global politics. If, on the other hand, one is gen-
uinely puzzled by why events unfold as they do,
one is committed to always asking why they
occur in one way rather than another and, in so
doing, pressing one’s theoretical impulses as far
as possible.

I do not use the notion of “genuine puzzles”
casually. They are not simply open-ended ques-
tions but refer, rather, to perplexity over specific
and patterned outcomes. To be genuinely puz-
zled about the declining capacity of govern-
ments to govern effectively, for example, one
does not ask, “Why do governments do what
they do?” Rather, one asks, say, “Why are most
governments unable to control inflation?” or
“Why do they alter their alliance commitments
under specified conditions?” Genuine puzzles,
in other words, are not idle, ill-framed, or

impetuous speculations. They encompass speci-
fied dependent variables for which adequate
explanations are lacking. I do not see how one
can begin to think theoretically if one does not
discern recurrent outcomes that evoke one’s
curiosity and puzzlement. Some analysts believe
they are starting down the road to theory when
they start asking what the outcomes are, but
such a line of inquiry leads only to deadends, or
worse, to endless mazes, because one never
knows when one has come upon a relevant out-
come. Genuine puzzles can lead us down cre-
ative paths, however, because they discipline us
to focus on particular patterns.

One cannot teach others to be puzzled.
Again it is very much a matter of whether curios-
ity has been repressed or allowed to flourish at an
early age. It is possible, however, to keep after stu-
dents and colleagues with the simple question,
“What genuinely puzzles you about international
affairs?” Hopefully repetition of the question will
prove to be sufficiently challenging to facilitate a
maximum expression of whatever may be the
curiosity potential students may possess.

To think theoretically one must be constantly
ready to be proven wrong.

Perhaps nothing inhibits the ability to be
intellectually puzzled and playful more than the
tear of being embarrassed by the inaccuracies of
one’s theorizing. Many of us have fragile egos
that are so sensitive to error as to lead us to pre-
fer sticking close to conventional wisdom rather
than risking speculation that may be erroneous.
It is as if our stature as students depends upon
the soundness of our observations.

Fragile egos are not readily bolstered and
some students may never be capable of ventur-
ing forth. In my experience, however, there is
one line of reasoning that some students find
sufficiently persuasive to lessen their fears of
appearing ridiculous. It involves the thought
that our comprehension of international phe-
nomena can be substantially advanced even if
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our theories about them prove to be woefully
wrong. Such progress can occur in two ways.
One is that falsified theory has the virtue of indi-
cating avenues of inquiry which no longer need
be traversed. Doubtless egos are best served by
theoretical breakthroughs but if one presumes
that knowledge is at least partly developed
through a process of elimination, there is some
satisfaction to be gained from having narrowed
the range of inquiry through theory that subse-
quently proves fallacious.

Secondly, unsound theory can facilitate
progress by provoking others into demonstrat-
ing its falsity and attempting to show how and
why it went astray. Indeed, assuming that the
erroneous theory focuses on significant matters,
often the more outrageous the theory is, the
more it is likely to provoke further investigation.
Thus even if one cannot negotiate a theoretical
breakthrough on one’s own, one can serve one’s
ego by the possibility that one’s errors may
sustain the knowledge-building process. This
is surely what one astute analyst had in mind
when he observed, “it is important to err
importantly.”?

Conclusion: Bringing It All Together

Plainly, there is no easy way to evolve the habit
of thinking theoretically. Indeed, if the forego-
ing nine precepts are well founded, it can be
readily argued that theorizing is the hardest of
intellectual tasks. Clearing away the confusion
of day-to-day events and teasing out their
underlying patterns is not merely a matter of
applying one’s mental skills. Sustained, disci-
plined, and uninhibited work is required, and
even then theory can be elusive, puzzles difficult
to identify, details hard to ignore, and probabil-
ities tough to estimate. And the lures and prac-
tices of non-theoretical thinking are always
present, tempting us to forgo the insecurities
and ambiguities of high levels of abstraction in

favor of the comfortable precision available at
low levels.

Yet the payoffs for not yielding to the temp-
tations and persisting to think theoretically are
considerable. There is an exhilaration, an ex-
quisiteness, to be enjoyed in the theoretical
enterprise that virtually defies description. Stim-
ulated by the rarified atmosphere, energized by
the freedom to roam uninhibitedly across di-
verse realms of human experience, one gets
giddy at high levels of abstraction. It is that spe-
cial kind of giddiness that comes from the feel-
ing that one is employing all the resources and
talents at one’s command, moving beyond any-
thing one has done before. And if one should be
so fortunate as actually to achieve a theoretical
breakthrough, then the exhilaration, the excite-
ment, and the sense of accomplishment can
approach the thrill of discovery that Darwin,
Einstein, Freud, and the other great explorers of
underlying order must have experienced at their
moments of breakthrough.

For all the difficulties it entails, then, think-
ing theoretically is, on balance, worth the effort.
And so, therefore, is the effort to teach others to
think thoroughly in this way. The habits of the-
oretical thinking may not always be teachable,
and they may not even be teachable at all; but if
our efforts successfully manage to reach only a
few students, they are worth undertaking. And it
is even conceivable that in trying to teach others
to think theoretically, we may refine and enlarge
our own capacities for comprehending the
underlying order that sustains and alters the
human condition.

Note
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tions (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1969),
p- 93.



