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Constructivism
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Introduction
As theoretical perspectives, realism and liberalism have always dominated the systematic study of international relations.  They will surely continue to do so, because they reflect, indeed project, two basic attitudes about the way things are in this world.  Realists are pessimists who generally believe that the human condition is defined by struggle and conflict; we can only hope to make the best of a bad situation.  Liberals are optimists who believe that human nature is not irredeemably bad; we know or can learn how to cooperate and thus to change the human condition for the better.  In both cases, a taken-for granted attitude, or mood, relieves the student—even the life-long student international relations—of the need to engage in philosophical speculation.  



There are always skeptics who doubt that things are ever this simple.  Yet international relations, so fraught with danger and possibility in the aftermath of World War Two seems not to have attracted many congenitally sceptical students.  In the 1970s and 80s, sceptics with attitude challenged conventional certitudes about knowledge and its uses, and they did so throughout the many disciplines making up the humanities and social sciences in contemporary universities.  They ransacked philosophy and critical social theory for support, underwrote social movements challenging the status quo, and heckled their more conventional colleagues.  The rise of feminist, critical and post-structuralist theory in the 1980s is a direct result of their impact on the study of international relations.  
Constructivism came to the field even later, as readers will guess from this chapter´s position at the end of Part 1.  The term constructivism made its appearance in 1989 in my book, World of Our Making (Onuf 1989), and quickly came into general use after Alexander Wendt adopted it in his exceptionally influential essay, `Anarchy Is What States Make of It´ (1992).  Wendt´s `The Agent-Structure Problem in International Relations´ (1987) and Friedrich Kratochwil´s Rules, Norms, and Decisions (1989) were also influential in those early years.  Together these materials are now widely cited as constructivism´s foundational texts.  They exhibit a sceptical attitude toward liberalism and realism reflected in the general claim that ‘social construction’ (core concept and catchword) is at once a process and a condition affecting what we can safely say about states and their relations.  Even if such a claim is less radical than the sorts of claims that post-structuralists and some ferminists had been announcing, constructivism’s foundational texts turned to philosophy for support.
1989 was, of course, the year the Cold War came to an end.  That event cost realism quite some credibility, lead to a resurgence of liberalism and prompted an interest in constructivism.  The next few years saw the publication of The Culture of National Security, which Peter Katzenstein edited (1996), John Ruggie´s Constructing the World Polity (1998) and, most notably Wendt´s Social Theory of International Politics (1999), all taken to be constructivist in thrust.  Even before that first, remarkable decade ended, prominent journals featured overviews of constructivism (Adler 1997, Hopf 1998; also see Adler 2002).  
Since then, there have been efforts to identify constructivist precursors as far back as Thucydides (Lebow 2001) and to develop affinities between constructivism and, for example, feminist theory (Locher and Prügl 2001), the English School (Reus-Smit 2002), historical sociology (Barnett 2002) and political realism (Barkin 2003, 2010).  There have also been calls for scholars to get on with the study of substantive issues and problems from a constructivist perspective, and a handbook on constructivist research strategies (Klotz and Lynch 2007) to help them do so.  Aside from Maja Zehfuss´s post-structuralist critique of Wendt, Kratochwil and myself (2002), no one after the first decade (1989-1999) has systematically developed or reconsidered constructivism from the ground up.  Some of my colleagues may consider this a good thing – enough navel gazing, enough `meta-theory´.  I do not. 
Deep Differences

Everyone looks at the world from some point of view suffused by what I have been calling attitude.  Everyone’s attitude implies or reveals a philosophical stance.  If pressed, even realists and liberals take a stand on basic philosophical issues.  Some examples:  Outside my window, I see a tree; it is really there, and the window is really here, and so am I.  The truth is what we say it is; the world is what we make of it.  We can know nothing for sure – not even right and wrong.  
Boxes 1, 2 and 3 sketch the philosophical stances most pertinent to International Relations.  Realists on matter of politics tend to be philosophical realists.  So do liberals.  Insofar as they all accept the goals and procedures of modern science (the goal is more, and more exact, knowledge about the world and its contents; such knowledge is cumulative, at least in principle; we can develop instruments and procedures to enhance our access to the world; we should try to keep our goals from compromising our procedures and influencing what they tell us), they are positivists.  So indeed are many self-described constructivists.  They differ not at all from many realists and liberals in relaxing the demands of science in the face of social complexity and notorious procedural difficulties (just for example, in recording events, gauging intentions, measuring influence).  
_____

Box 1    Philosophical stances:  Realism and Positivism
Assumptions:    There exists an inclusive whole, or world, consisting of related things (objects and events).  One of the objects in this world is myself, a conscious being who believes, knows or realizes (take your pick) that conscious beings make sense of the world – or at least some of the world´s things and their relations – through our sensory and cognitive faculties (the five senses, a `sense´ of space, time and cause, memory, an ability to put things together and take them apart).
Philosophical Realism is a time-honoured stance in Western philosophy.  Realists believe the world we experience through our senses is directly related to the way the world really is; sensing and making sense correspond, at least in principle.  We can devise procedures and instruments for improving this correspondence in practice.  We can tell each other about the world, as experienced, accurately and in detail.  To get along in the world, most people are philosophical realists most of the time.  Among constructivists, Wendt has promoted a variant of philosophical realism called scientific realism.   

Positivism is an overworked term dating back to the early 19th century.  Strict positivists refuse to accept any claim that things and relations not subject to observation really do exist.  More generally positivists start with things, get as close to them as they can without affecting them by doing so, describe their properties as precisely as possible, and infer relations among them, fully aware that those inferences are subject to revision; relations are never directly observable even if we act on their inferred existence with great confidence.  Loosely defined, positivism is the dominant stance in contemporary social science.  
_____
_____

Box 2    Philosophical stances:  Post-positivism
Over time, positivism has inspired resistance along several lines.  These lines of resistance are often pulled together and labelled post-positivist, even though the prefix post inappropriately suggests that positivism has receded in importance.  Thus historicism has always been an alternative stance, in which the observer, standing back from the world, puts inferred relations first and selects evidence in support of these inferences.  Marxism is an obvious example.  Following Marx, critical theorists emphatically deny that we can or should insulate what we value or prefer from what we think we have learned about the world.  Historicists in general doubt that anyone can maintain the so-called fact-value distinction when making general claims about inferred relations.  

Having taken the `linguistic turn´ in 20th century philosophy, many scholars today reject the philosophical realist assumption that human language can transparently represent the world´s contents.  While post-structuralism arose as a specific response to claims that human minds have an invariant structure with universalizable consequences, it has come to be associated with a general repudiation of realism in its many manifestations; everything we think we know is contingent and context-dependent. 
_____
_____
Box 3    Philosophical stances:  Pragmatism and Constructivism
Pragmatism dates from the late 19th century.  As the name suggests, pragmatists prefer not to mire themselves in endless philosophical quarrels about reality and truth.  They are concerned instead with working knowledge and the practical consequences arising from human choices.  They reject the fact-value distinction, since all choices project values onto the (value-laden) contents of the world that we find ourselves in.  Some contemporary pragmatists follow Richard Rorty´s strenuous post-positivism.  Many constructivists, including Kratochwil, have adopted a pragmatist stance.     

Some philosophers and many other scholars use the term constructivism more broadly than I do, in effect using it as a synonym for post-positivism. I use the term to signal my Kantian belief that minds have no direct access to the world beyond.  Whatever we think we know about the world (including our minds) is mediated by and dependent on cognitive faculties, some of which are unique to humanity.  In the act of observing the world, we make its contents—things and relations—what they are; when we do so, the world we make makes us what we are; telling each other what we think about the world makes the world what it is to us all.  Obviously post-positivist, constructivism nevertheless accepts realism and positivism as `real´ for many purposes.
Key Concepts
In light of the above, I would not call constructivism a theory of international relations.  The term theory suggests, at least to many scholars, a positivist ambition to explain, and thereby predict, changes in the relations of carefully specified classes or categories of objects and events.  Constructivism is instead a conceptual framework, an ordered ensemble of related concepts, within which we may (attempt to) formulate `scientific´ theories, however difficult this endeavour may be in the face of social complexity.  
We could just as well call constructivism a theoretical framework, and this is what many of us have in mind when we talk about the realist theory of international relations.  I have already called systematic thinking about society social theory; using the term theory in this loose way is convenient and perhaps unavoidable.   As a framework, constructivism purports to encompass social relations generally.  Thus it does not presuppose that international relations differ in kind from everyday social relations or require a conceptually distinctive framework to make sense of international relations.  By implication, constructivism does not provide the study of international relations with a theoretical umbrella and thus a warrant for calling it a discipline.
Consider the following proposition, which many scholars take to be central to constructivism in social theory (thanks most particularly to Giddens 1984):  agents constitute structures; structures constitute agents; both processes operate simultaneously and continuously.  The co-constitution of agents and structures is general – it takes place in social relations of every conceivable kind, including international relations.   Indeed this general process would seem to operate outside human society insofar as many, perhaps all, kinds of living things occupy ecological niches that their life-sustaining activities modify in ways that make their niches life-supporting (Odling-Smee, Laland and Feldman 2003).  Because agency must somehow pertain to human beings (see Box 4), we are warranted in thinking that human society is different in kind and worthy of study in its own terms.
 
The problem with this claim is its abstract formulation.  In hopes of making constructivism more accessible, I once said that `people make society, and society makes people´ (Onuf 1998).  While this much quoted phrase is more concrete, it also points up a much more serious problem, which we can pose as a question.  If people and society make each other what they are, how do they end up not being one and the same, or at least aspects of each other?  To work out a plausible answer (though perhaps not an ultimately satisfying one), we must revisit the abstract concepts of agent and structure.
_____

Box 4    Agency

People have goals (ends, concerns, interests:  let´s treat these terms as generally interchangeable).  We are normally conscious of our goals, capable of articulating and given to changing them, often in response to what other people say about the world and their own goals.  We also have desires (wants, needs) which, if we are conscious of them, may become goals.  We have beliefs, make plans and design things to accord with our goals.  When we act on our goals – seek to achieve them – we are agents.  Other people may act as agents for us.  Society `tells´ us, as agents, in what ways we can or should (cannot, should not) act by assigning us statuses, offices and roles, which are conveyed through and ordered by rules themselves variously made by agents pursuing their own goals (see Box 6).
As agents, we may act collectively after talking to each other about our goals, or coordinate our acts even without prior discussion, to achieve what we believe are common goals.  We may impart our goals to institutions (see box 5).  In doing so, we act not only on our own behalf, but also on behalf of those institutions.  Conversely, institutions typically have rules assigning statuses, offices and roles to people, thereby making those people agents acting on behalf of institutions acting on behalf of those same or indeed some other agents.
_____   
In the study of international relations, the conventional view is to call states agents and to claim that the `system´ of states and their relations has an identifiable structure, even if scholars with much in common (realists, for example) have a difficult time agreeing on the system´s structural features. The extent of this difficulty is masked by a common tendency among realists, which most constructivists have also adopted, to call the system decentralized or anarchic.  Anarchy is said to obtain because the system consists of like units, none of which are capable of setting goals for the system or forcing other units to act in ways that would make such goals achievable.  No one unit, or several units, or institutionalized agent for one or more units, is in a position to rule.  
Realists tend to assume that anarchy is built into the system and therefore logically prior to the states constituting that system.  When Wendt pointed out that anarchy depends on states’ agents acting on the belief that the system is anarchic, thereby making it so, many constructivist saw this process as reversing the logical priority of state and system, agent and structure.  It would be better to say that states and the system of their relations is co-constitutive, as any close examination of the historical record clearly shows.  The gradual emergence of a modern conception of territorial sovereignty over two centuries and recent discussion of its possible erosion illustrate the process of co-constitution in an especially compelling way.       
Whether and to what extent the system makes states what they are, states are agents because states, as institutions, are equipped with goals and designed to act on behalf of people who are themselves agents,.  For convenience, we can overlook the rest of the equation:  states act, as agents, because state agents act on behalf of the state.  When we simply forget the rest of the equation and then treat states as conscious and goal-oriented in their own right, then I believe we need to remind ourselves that this makes sense only if states´ agents themselves believe that states have what amount to `lives` – goals, desires, plans – of their own, and those agents act accordingly.  Often they do, but not always.  
While it may be convenient to talk about states as agents, and to replace a complex relation with an anthropomorphic conceit (but see Wendt 2004 for a defence of this kind of talk), international relations cannot so easily be extricated from the larger set of social relations making states and state agents what they are.  States´ agents have goals, desires, beliefs and plans that do not always accord with goals that agents have granted to the state.  Yet there are any number of agents, not formally acting on behalf of that state, whose acts nevertheless impinge on the state and affect international relations in many ways.  To exclude these agents from consideration – as many realists would – in order to give the study of international relations its own theoretically tractable ´space´ gives too much else away.  To lump these agents together in a global civil society – as many liberals would – and imagine them interacting with state agents also taken together misconstrues the myriad, globe-spanning, variously connected institutional arrangements that are so obvious to so many observers.
Constructivists generally manage to avoid these pitfalls but dig another pit for themselves to fall into.  They seem to believe that agents act on the basis of their identities, and thus that states have identities.  Insofar as identity depends on consciousness about one’s self—one’s faculties and circumstances—it is not at all clear how social collectivities, such as states, could have coherent identities.  To claim that they do, and that they act accordingly, is, in my opinion, to indulge in the anthropomorphic conceit I just mentioned.   Yet the identity is one of the most widely embraced term in the constructivist lexicon. 
_____
Box 5    Structure

The term structure is used freely – and too often loosely – to identify some `thing´ (set of things and relations) which, though not directly accessible to the senses, seems to give the relational properties of coherence and continuity (form) to some set of things that we do have direct access to.  We often hear that systems have (or are) structures so that they may serve some function or purpose.  This is an intelligible way of talking about some features of the world –the hand´s function, the window´s function – but only as a metaphorical extension of the way we talk about human goals.  So many scholars carelessly attribute human agency to features of the world that do not operate the way we do, or according to our design, that I am reluctant to use the term structure at all (also see Onuf 2009).
Instead, whenever I might talk about social structure, I substitute the term institution.  An institution is an ensemble of rules (see Box 6) and resources, which are materials that rules make socially useful.  Some institutions have goals by design and rules assigning agents the statuses, offices and roles enabling them to act on behalf of the institution.  Some institutions consist of informal rules (again, see Box 6), making it harder for observers to agree on their existence and properties.  Taken together, an institution´s rules enable it to function – to work as if some agents had designed it or in some way that agents find useful.  If an institution does not work – if it ceases to mesh with agents´ goals – those agents will act in ways that will change the ensemble of rules that we, as observers, identify as the institution in question.  

_____

You might wonder if co-constitution makes agents and institutions effectively coterminous.  Human beings are agents only insofar as certain rules confer agency on them; institutions exist only because agents act on and through certain rules.  While we may start with rules as a medium of co-constitution, rules end up constituting agents and institutions by making them ensembles of rules:  rules are all there are.  Yet there must be more to social reality (for most constructivists, the only kind of reality there is) than variously arranged ensembles of rules.  

We should remember that people have goals and make choices, even if they can only do so in a world where rules make it possible for them to decide on their goals and choose ways to achieve them.  Yet rules do not this by themselves.  They can only do so when people talk to each other:  if rules are a medium of co-constitution, language is the medium through which rules simultaneously constitute social arrangements and regulate the conduct of agents.  Moreover, language performs these functions directly.  Whenever we speak (write, even gesture to someone else), we contribute to these processes, however slightly in any given instance. 

When we speak, our goal is to have some one else act on what we have said.  If I tell you that speech is performative, you may assent, you may disagree with me, or you may ask me to clarify what I have said.  In every case, you have acted in response to my speech act (a clumsy but conventional way of speaking about the specific utterances that we want someone else to respond to) with another speech act.  If I ask you a question, or if I promise to meet you later, these speech acts will also induce you to respond, though for different reasons than if I assert something about the world.   When agents routinely respond to similar speech acts in similar ways, they begin to believe that they should continue to do so. Norms ensue.  The kinds of norms depend on the properties of the kinds of speech acts giving rise to them.  When agents invoke these norms, or indeed, any rule, language is the medium for rules as a medium of co-constitution.  Even when agents say nothing about the rules, most of what they say is still normatively weighted.  As media, performative speech and rules are inextricably implicated in world-making.    

We speak, others respond, whether by speaking or acting in some other way, the world changes, the rules change, we change.  Even if we affirm what others are saying, we change the way things are by making those things and their relations harder to change.  When we choose to follow a rule, we strengthen it -- we make it more likely that some other agent will also follow the rule.  Affirmative speech acts often accompany rule-following, just as not doing so will often induce agents to justify or excuse their conduct.  

Agents and their rules depend on change that, for the most part, changes little.  Once in place, institutions endure.  Rules constitute conditions of rule (Box 6).  Three kinds of rule patterned on kinds of speech acts and kinds of rules regularize and regulate the distribution of values (Onuf 1989, ch. 6; 1998).  Yet when change comes, it is often lumpy and sticky, if only because agents who benefit the most from rules and rule act to control the way rules change but will not always succeed in doing so.  
Constructivism insists that social construction is a process in which agents and institutions undergo continuous reconstitution.  This is change.  Recognizing, indeed emphasizing this feature of social reality does not make constructivism a theory of change, but it does point inquiry toward the circumstances in which social relations do change unexpectedly.  Or do not change when we might expect them to.

 _____
Box 6    Rules

A pervasive feature of social life, rules are indispensable to constitutive processes because they regulate the conduct of agents -- shape what they do in consistent ways.  To see how rules work, we should be clear about what rules are.  They need not be formal – authoritatively decreed, ceremonially invoked, written down, publicly disseminated or enforced by specified agents -- and there is no necessary relation between form and effect.  When rules are formal, we typically call them legal rules, legal norms, or laws.  When rules are informal, we often follow English-speaking sociologists in calling them norms.  Many constructivists direct their attention to norms, which liberals have always neglected in favour of law and formal institutions.  Of particular interest is the circulation of norms and the way agents assimilate them unawares into beliefs.
No matter how informal a rule is, it must be possible for agents to formulate it – to use language to fix the rule´s content and assess its relevance to conduct in diverse situations. Most rules are informal (and often a challenge for an observer to identify), even if most agents `know´ most of the informal rules that are relevant to their conduct and can formulate them as circumstances require.  Rules never stand alone.  There are rules, not always formal, for making rules and for making them formal.  In practice, large numbers of informal rules augment and qualify any society´s formal rules.
In short, rules establish standards for conduct.  Because agents can weigh consequences and choose to follow any given rule, or not, rules are never the causes of conduct all by themselves. Yet ensembles of rules have the cumulative effect of distributing whatever is of value, including opportunities to make rules and control their content.  These relatively stable arrangements constitute a condition of rule.  
Where there are social relations, including international relations, there are rules simultaneously constituting and regulating those relations, and there is rule, even if no identifiable agents seem to be in a position to rule.  Anarchy is just such a condition of rule.  Calling international relations anarchical does not excuse us—as observers, as constructivists—from trying to specify the kinds of rules, and thus the forms of rule, characterizing the international system in its several hundred year history.  Terms like hierarchy, hegemony and heteronomy are especially suggestive in this context.   
_____
In Practice
 I have called constructivism a philosophical stance, one that translates into a social-theoretical framework guiding systematic inquiry into international relations as a conventionally bounded set of social relations.  As such, it is a scholarly practice—it takes practice and demands discipline.  As we saw, there are other philosophical stances that invite translation into frameworks for inquiry also labelled constructivist but quite unlike the constructivism emphasised here, not to mention the other ´theories´ discussed in this book.  Strictly speaking, stances do not entail or require the particular inclusions, exclusions and emphases that make frameworks for inquiry distinctive, but they point scholars in different directions.  

The challenge is to match our substantive interests -- those features of the world that we think we ´see´ and want to know more about – with frameworks that are (more or less) compatible with our philosophical stances.  As described in these pages, constructivism directs attention to performative speech, rules and rule.  If these tightly related phenomena describe someone´s substantive interests (they do mine), then the match is perfect, and no other framework does as well.  To adapt the editors´ formula for this book, this is the master agenda – the one that situates international relations within social relations.

 If one´s interests lie in what the editors call the traditional agenda, then constructivism may indeed yield to tradition.  But not always:  take security.  A constructivist emphasis on `security: the speech act´ (Wæver 1995) has attracted a good deal of attention.  Nevertheless, talk about security generally points toward other stances, other frameworks.  If instead one is drawn to the editors´ new agenda, then constructivism´s emphasis on rules and how they affect change will always be relevant.  
In the case of global political economy and globalization, liberal, realist, Marxist and feminist frameworks vie for attention.  Constructivism asks us to step back and situate globalization in the larger context of modernity – a move that post-structuralists also favour.  If our concern is global civil society, then positivist constructivism has already established its appeal, as has liberalism generally.  Despite a liberal provenience, global governance is ripe for the constructivist emphasis on rules and rule.  
So indeed are the pressing issues of our time:  climate change, porous borders, high finance, corruption, control of information flows, nuclear proliferation.  The list is endless.  Constructivists are addressing all of these issues, not always as I would have them do so.  They will continue to in ever larger numbers, not by default but by choice.
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