Constructivism

As in real-world politics, in the study of international relations it has become increasingly fashionable to claim the middle ground.1 One contender for the middle ground is the general research orientation2 or school of thought known as constructivism. Like other schools of thought, constructivism is diverse; only a few central tenets are held in common by all practitioners. It has been proposed that, in contrast to other schools of thought, constructivism holds that ideational factors and structural constraints are more important than material factors and individual agency in determining identities, interests, choices, processes, and/or outcomes. I argue here that while it has been the case that many constructivists focus on ideational factors and structural constraints, this is not an intrinsic quality of constructivism. The theoretical basis of constructivism admits material as well as ideational factors and considers agency and structure to be mutually constituted; some significant mainstream authors who argue for ideational and structural factors implicitly or explicitly also acknowledge the importance of material factors and agents in their empirical work. As such, conventional constructivism truly does represent a middle ground between strictly materialist-individualist rationalist perspectives and strictly ideational-structural reflectivist perspectives. 3

I begin by reviewing the theoretical literature on constructivism in order to identify both the common tenets of constructivism and to identify and label different variants of constructivism. In doing so, I compare the theoretical underpinnings of constructivist and reflectivist perspectives on international relations in order to demonstrate that constructivism occupies the theoretical middle ground between rationalism and reflectivism. I then review some of the relevant empirical literature in order to demonstrate that while many constructivists emphasize ideational and structural factors, significant constructivist work exists that implicitly or explicitly accepts material factors and agents as important. I conclude with a reconciliation of constructivism with other research orientations, demonstrating that other orientations can be considered limiting cases of the constructivist perspective.

What is Constructivism?

Constructivism has been defined in a number of different ways by both proponents and opponents of this general research orientation; here I compare four different formulations. In a highly critical review (Desch 1998), Michael Desch characterizes these “culturalists” as being united in the belief that “…cultural theories, which look to ideational factors, do a much better job of explaining how the world works.” (p.141). Jeff Checkel, in a more balanced review of three constructivist books (Checkel 1998), argues that constructivism is “…not a theory but an approach to social inquiry based on two assumptions: (1) the environment in which agents/states take action is social as well as material; and (2) this setting can provide agents/states with understandings of their interests (it can “constitute” them).” (p.325-6). In the introduction to Exploration and Contestation in the Study of World Politics (Katzenstein, Keohane et al. 1998), Krasner, Keohane, and Katzenstein note that “Constructivist theories, in contrast [to rationalist theories] look to the humanities and sociology for insights into how ‘reality,’ including the interests that partially constitute the identity of actors, is socially constructed.” (p.6). Finally, Emanuel Adler, in a supportive review, defines it as “…the view that the manner in which the material world shapes and is shaped by human action and interaction depends on dynamic normative and epistemic interpretations of the material world.” (p.322).

The importance of the differences between these definitions lies in how these definitions frame constructivist perspectives vis-à-vis other perspectives, which has significant implications for the future development of the constructivist program. Both Desch (a critic) and Katzenstein (a supporter) et al. define constructivism in opposition to realist or rationalist theories respectively. Checkel is less oppositional, but still characterizes constructivism in rationalist terms: agents have interests on which they act; constructivism’s job is to explain the interests, which come from social and material sources. The first problem with defining one general theoretical orientation in opposition to another is that it makes synthesis between the orientations difficult; the definitions offered by Katzenstein et al. and Checkel describe a one-way flow of ideas in which constructivists determine interests and rationalists determine outcomes from them, without closing the loop through seeing how these outcomes can shape interests again.4 Desch is even more oppositional; it is either material or ideational factors that explain how the world works, not both. The second problem with these three definitions is that they implicitly assume a logic of consequences through the use of the term “interests,” excluding the possibility of action based on a logic of appropriateness.5 The third problem is that by defining a program by what it is not rather than by what it is results in lumping together scholars who are united by opposition, rather than by common beliefs. Thus, postmodernists and poststructuralists are thrown in with more conventional constructivists, despite their deep differences over ontology, epistemology, and methodology, which I describe below.

Adler’s definition, while far from clear, overcomes these three problems. A simpler version of Adler’s definition is as follows: humans act and interact with the material world depending on their socially constructed interpretation of that world; in doing so, they shape that material world. By not defining constructivism in opposition to rationalism, he leaves open the possibility for synthesis and two-way interaction with other general theoretical orientations, solving the first problem. The second problem is solved by leaving interests out of the definition, opening up the possibility of different logics of action. Finally, he differentiates constructivism from both rationalist (neoliberal, neorealist) and relativist (interpretive, postmodern, poststructuralist) schools of thought; A rationalist perspective is concerned with the effects of the material world on individuals, and generally does not consider the interpretive social lenses through which actors see that world, while a reflectivist perspective considers the interpretation as the most important aspect, denying the constraints of the material world, or abstracting entirely from it.

Complementary or Competing Constructivisms?

Different flavors of constructivism exist, just as do different varieties of rationalism. Two of the leading constructivist volumes (Katzenstein 1996; Wendt 1999) characterize the literature as sharing 'sociological perspectives,' with constructivism as two of four subsets: the English School (Bull 1977), constructivism (Ruggie 1993), radical constructivism (Ashley 1984), and sociological institutionalism (Meyer, Boli et al. 1997).6 Ruggie himself divides constructivism into three areas (Ruggie 1998): neo-classical constructivism (Katzenstein), postmodernist constructivism (Ashley), and naturalistic constructivism (Wendt). Naturalistic is differentiated from neo-classical due to its doctrine of scientific realism, which holds that non-observables are real, as opposed to being treated “as if” they were real.7 For simplicity, I will refer to neo​classical/naturalistic branches as 'constructivism' or 'conventional constructivism,' and radical/postmodernist constructivism as 'radical constructivism.'8
A contrasting perspective is offered by Checkel and Adler: radical constructivism should be

considered as 'reflectivism,' completely separate from conventional constructivism. Adler takes Wendt’s ontological typology (divided into a dimension of materialism/idealism and a dimension of holism/individualism; Wendt places constructivism into the idealism/holism quadrant) and argues that instead of placing constructivism in the same quadrant, that it should be placed squarely in the middle. Checkel argues similarly that constructivism “has the potential to bridge the still vast divide separating the majority of IR theorists from postmodernists.” (p.327) While Checkel argues that constructivism bridges this divide simply due to the acceptance of causal explanation and science, Adler goes further, arguing that constructivism takes the middle ground on five issues: materialism/idealism, holism/individualism, objectivity/subjectivity of facts, objectivity/relativity in science, and Verstehen as epistemology/reality.

Since Wendt’s 1999 book is the closest that constructivism has to a fully theorized conceptual structure, it is worth comparing Adler’s earlier claims with Wendt’s current position, since Wendt places himself in the ideational/holist category. Wendt argues in chapter 4 that the separation between material and ideational structure is analytical; ultimately there is just one structure (p.190). In the same chapter, he also argues that both holist (emphasizing structure) and individualist (emphasizing agency) effects are important (p.178-184). With his epistemological stance of scientific realism, he stipulates that “the world is independent of the mind and language of individual observers,” (p.51), placing himself in the middle of the objectivity/relativity scientific debate. By emphasizing the role of intersubjective, social facts9 throughout the book, he takes an intermediate position between objective and subjective facts. Thus, although Wendt claims to align himself with postmodern theories, his position is actually a moderate one on Adler’s scales.10 
What, then, is the proper classification of different types of constructivism? Unlike conventional constructivism, sociological institutionalism definitely takes a holist, ideational perspective; yet it has a commitment to scientific rigor and empirics which often outstrip conventional constructivist perspectives. It should rather be seen as a limiting case of conventional constructivism, in which ideational and structural factors are emphasized. The English School is perhaps best seen as a forerunner of constructivism, rather than a current variant. However, there is a deep divide between radical constructivism and conventional constructivism. The ontology, epistemology, and methodology of radical constructivism is limited; all that exists (ontology) and can be known (epistemology) is ideational, and the method of studying it (methodology) is limited to discourse analysis, while conventional constructivism admits to both a material and ideational reality, argues that the unobservable can be known, and accepts a variety of methods for studying reality. Thus, radical theories are sufficiently different as to be classified as reflectivist, instead of as constructivist.

Constructivism in Practice

Although it is clear that constructivism holds the theoretical middle ground, much constructivist work has historically been oriented towards ideational factors and structural perspectives. In this section, I endeavor to show that significant constructivist work exists that accepts material factors and agency as important components of explanations. Rather than attempt a complete literature review, I will survey a few approaches which, while firmly rooted in the constructivist program, construct bridges between ideational and material factors or agents and structures. I focus here on constructivist approaches which either a) account for change through agents, b) describe patterns of weapon use or non-use, or c) account for change or stability as a result of both ideational and material factors.

As I have argued, one of the weaknesses of defining constructivism in opposition to rationalism or realism is the problem of closing the loop between identities, interests, and actions. Recent constructivist work has called for (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998) and has started to acknowledge and emphasize the strategic construction of reality; that is to say, individuals or organizations (agents) arguing for and persuading others that a certain construction of reality is better. These works bring agency back into constructivist work, specifying or identifying ‘norm entrepreneurs.’ Examples include Lynn Eden’s forthcoming work Constructing Destruction (Eden forthcoming), in which the military organizations involved built a particular construction of the effects of nuclear weapons (concentrating on blast effects), only to have a (partial) change due to individual scientists studying the effects of fire. Theo Farrell’s work on the transformation of the IRA to a standing army in Ireland emphasizes the role of one particular general as a norm entrepreneur who convinced the formerly fiercely independent IRA to submit to civilian rule (personal communication). Neta Crawford identifies particular agents who used argument in order to change the framework within which colonialism was justified, leading eventually to the abolition of colonialism (Crawford 2000).

Groups can also be agents; the epistemic community literature provides multiple examples of both individuals and groups arguing for particular interpretations of material reality. For example, the most compelling evidence for the influence of atmospheric scientists independent of providing information in Peter Haas’s article on banning CFCs (Haas 1992) is the shift from the view of ‘waiting until more information is available’ to what was later dubbed the precautionary principle: "if we are to err in designing measures to protect the ozone layer, then let us, conscious of our responsibility to future generations, err on the side of caution." (p.191) By convincing governments that this should be the principle of action, the scientists affected the timing and severity of CFC limits.

On the side of material constraints, the literature on weapons use acknowledges that the material properties of the weapons are important factors in determining use or non-use. Jeff Legro argues that material factors make certain technologies available, while ideational factors (organizational culture) determine the timing of the use of the weapons (Legro 1997). Nina Tannenwald argues that material constraints in the form of deterrence as well as normative constraints are part of the story of non-use of nuclear weapons. Her scholarship (Tannenwald 1999) is also an example of how both logics of consequences and logics of appropriateness operate to produce outcomes: “…norms work through three pathways: force, self-interest, and legitimacy.” (p.462)11 Even Richard Price, who is classified by some as a reflectivist,12 argues that the material efficacy of chemical weapons is important to the chemical weapons taboo (otherwise, the taboo is not a puzzle at all), and that deterrence arguments are indeed valuable in some contexts (Price 1997).

One of constructivism’s strengths is that the dynamic nature of social construction allows for accounts of change in the international system; some of the best accounts include both material and social factors. Here, the work of Ruggie (Ruggie 1982) and Polanyi (Polanyi 1944) demonstrate the flexibility of the constructivist framework in explaining change. Ruggie argues that regime change can only be explained by looking at both (material) power and legitimate

social purpose. He uses this to explain why even after the hegemonic power of the US declined, the regime of embedded liberalism was maintained due to the stickiness of social purpose. Polanyi (who Ruggie cites) explains the collapse of the gold standard after World War I by the fact that the social purpose was no longer commensurate with this regime, and explains change previous to World War I as a dynamic between material changes (advances in technology) and social changes.

The More Bridges, the Better

Constructivist perspectives are sufficiently flexible to bridge holist and individualist explanations and material and social factors. In this section, I argue that constructivist perspectives can form a foundation for a general synthesis for IR scholarship. First, although not all constructivist scholarship bridges these different perspectives, it is fairly straightforward to extend many structural or ideational arguments to encompass material factors or agents. Here, I take the democratic peace as an example of an ideational argument that can be related to material factors. Second, rationalist scholars are beginning to incorporate constructivist arguments into their work, an indication of convergence. Finally, I argue that constructivism, by introducing social theory into IR, has broadened the scope of social inquiry and has formed a common basis for progressive scientific scholarship.

The democratic peace literature, which posits ideational reasons (one rational, one normative) for the peace, already bridges the gap between rationalist and ideationalist explanations in one dimension; indeed, Bruce Russett admits that “The cultural/normative and institutional/structural explanations are not neatly separable.” (p.40) But they could bridge the gap in another dimension, too; Dan Reiter’s work on the democratic peace (personal communication) indicates that democracies win wars more often than other regimes, allowing for a materially based explanation to play a part in explaining this phenomenon.

Not all of the bridging scholarship is occurring on the constructivist side. In the area of weapons procurement, Scott Sagan has compared three different models for nuclear weapons acquisition (realist, organizational, and normative), and found evidence for all three models (Sagan 1997). Recent neoliberal institutionalism has incorporated the normative effects as well as the regulative effects of institutions (Goldstein, Kahler et al. 2000). Steve Krasner’s study of sovereignty considers both logics of appropriateness and logics of consequences in the international system with respect to the concept of sovereignty (Krasner 1999); although he finds that logics of consequence trump logics of appropriateness, both are necessary to explain phenomena related to the concept of sovereignty. Finally, even game theorists have taken some steps towards conceptualizing identity (Fearon 1997) and towards a theory of normative dynamics (O'Neill 1999)

How is this bridging work (now occurring in both directions) possible? The common commitment of conventional constructivism and rationalism to scientific inquiry, as well as the common belief in a material reality which exists independently of perceptions, allows for methodological and epistemological agreement along Adler’s dimension of objectivity/relativity in science. The emphasis in game theory on intersubjective knowledge to determine equilibria allows for agreement along Adler’s dimension of objectivity/subjectivity of facts, also. It is by introducing social theory into international relations, however, that constructivism has widened the debate by making practitioners shift from an individualist, agent-centered approach to an approach which includes more holist, structural elements, including ideational factors as well as material factors.

Thus, constructivism’s middle ground can be seen as unifying the field of international relations around common beliefs in the nature of reality and the scientific enterprise. Existing work can then be seen as limiting cases of a general constructivist orientation: rationalist, materialist work simply adds the limiting assumptions of rational agents and material constraints on those agents, while normative, ideational work adds the assumption of the dominance of structures and ideational constraints. The debate can then shift from the artificial, theoretical level which characterizes much debate between different paradigms to the empirical level: in which particular cases and levels of analysis do these assumptions tend to hold, and when do both sides need to be accounted for?13
In summary, constructivism is not simply about the importance of ideas, nor are social factors considered to be independent of material reality. Constructivism is best defined broadly, taking into account the interaction between material reality and social agents, without limiting or dividing the field based on the social science origins (economics or sociology) of theories or based on the objects of inquiry. Constructivism brings together holist and individualist, material and ideational, and normative and rational explanations under a general framework for social inquiry. Most existing constructivist and rationalist scholarship can be seen as limiting cases of this general framework; bridging work, which fits neatly into neither area, thus is provided a place in social scholarship. The commitment to scientific rigor, highly prized by rationalist scholars, need not be compromised in order to take into account a broader range of factors in explaining social phenomena.
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1 On the rationalist side, see (Goldstein and Keohane 1993); on the constructivist side, see (Adler 1997) and (Checkel 1998).

2 “General theoretical orientations provide heuristics —they suggest relevant variables and causal patterns that provide guidelines for developing specific research programs.”(p.6) (Katzenstein, Keohane et al. 1998) Note that this implicitly assumes a variable-centered, causally oriented philosophy of science; reflectivist approaches such as postmodernism and poststructuralism cannot be general theoretical orientations by this definition. Therefore I use the broader term schools of thought when referring to reflectivism as well as constructivism and rationalism.

3 I do not wish to imply that rationalism and materialism are at all the same; indeed, my point is precisely that they are not intrinsically coupled. However, extreme accounts on the rationalist end tend also to be materialist; likewise, extreme accounts on the postmodern end tend to be ideational.

4 This is a common and very difficult problem which can occur the other direction, too; for example, in the forthcoming special issue of IO, Abbott and Snidal acknowledge that institutions have social effects, but fail to consider the effects that existing institutions have on the agents who set up new institutions.(Abbott and Snidal 2000)

5 The canonical text for the differences between logics of appropriateness and consequences remains (March and Olsen 1989)

6 Wendt uses different terms (World Society instead of sociological insitutionalism, Postmodern IR instead of radical constructivism) and includes a fifth theory, Feminist IR.

7 See Wendt 1999, chapter 2. As Ruggie notes, little empirical work has been done under naturalistic constructivism, so it is unclear what the implications are of the differences between neo-classical constructivism and naturalistic constructivism.

8 Similarly, Ted Hopf differentiates between critical and conventional constructivism (Hopf 1998). Critical constructivism is postmodern, and seeks simply to unmask the power relationships of discourse, while conventional constructivism overlaps in methodology and epistemology with the rationalist school of thought.

9 See (Searle 1995) for the canonical account of social facts.

10 I’m afraid that I can’t comment on his opinion on Verstehen, though.

11 This relates to the problem of defining constructivism as searching for interests: it excludes works that demonstrate a logic of appropriateness.

12 Price’s epistemology is still sufficiently scientific to fit into constructivism rather than reflectivism, due to his admission that falsification is possible (Price 1999): “My conclusions are certainly contingent and subject to revision, amendment, or even refutation…” (p.171)

13 A physics analogy may be appropriate: while there are four forces, at different levels of analysis, some of these forces can be neglected. The strong and weak forces operate only on the level of the nucleus; the electromagnetic force operates everywhere; gravity can be ignored at atomic levels, but dominates electromagnetism at cosmic distances.
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