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ABSTRACT

Whether Constructivism is considered a solid paradigm or just an approach in International Relations (IR)
Domain - a verdict which is quite too soon to be reached - it is undoubtedly a well-promising school of
thought in IR. Whether Constructivism has failed to shift the IR agenda from that which older dominant
schools determined or not, it is more than evident that this constitutes a still open question in both
research and academic areas.

In this essay, I refer to the rise and evolution of Constructivism from the 1980s up to date highlighting its
origins and its core principles. Extra attention has been given to its dynamic dialogue with other dominant
schools of IR and Political Science. The dual scope of this essay is to illuminate a great number of
arguments already made both against and in favour of Constructivism, in the wider field of IR Theory and
in the International Security sub-field. I conclude that Constructivism’s power lies in its ‘weaknesses’,
namely its interpretation of world politics through culture and identity, especially in the currently world
instability caused by the global identity crisis and spreading ISIS radical fanaticism.
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Constructivism in IR Theory are Friedrich
Kratochwil (1989), Nicholas Onuf  (1989),
Alexander Wendt (1992, 1999), Peter Katzenstein

THE RISE AND EVOLUTION OF
CONSTRUCTIVISM IN IR

Constructivism in IR is occasionally confronted
as a new approach. In reality, it is an old
methodology with its roots dating back to the
work of the 18" century Italian philosopher
Giambattista  Vico. In recent times,
Constructivism gained popularity after the Cold
War, owing to its ability to generate novel
accounts of world politics and the enduring
insights of sociological and critical theory
(Barnett, 2011: 149). Following the ‘Third Debate’
of the 1980s, the 1990s have experienced an
overwhelming  emergence of a new
‘constructivist’” approach to international
relations theory (Price and Reus-Smit 1998: 259),
when Neo-realism and Neo-liberal
institutionalism dominated IR theory in the USA.
Contemporary esteemed theoreticians of

(1996), Jutta Weldes (1996) and Jeffrey Checkel
(1998, 2003). Mainly Wendt’s seminal academic
work has been synonymous to the new
Constructivist approach, as it came to challenge
the Neo-realism’s and Neo-liberal
institutionalism’s individualism and materialism.
Constructivists’ main critique on Neo-realism
comprises of the fact that the latter misses the
most significant factor of intersubjectively shared
ideas, which shape behavior by constituting the
identities and interests of actors.

Constructivists provide a sociological
perspective on world politics, stressing the
importance of both normative and material
structures, the role of identity in the constitution
of actions, and the mutual constitution of agent
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and structures. As John Ruggie (1998) has
succinctly defined it, “constructivism is about
human consciousness and its role in international
affairs” (Ruggie, 1998: p. 856). Its emphasis on
socially constructed identities and interests of
actors highlights mainly the ideational factors
emanating from human capacity and will. And

although  many would underline that
constructivists have forged these theses into a
sophisticated International Relation theory

through a rapidly increasing body of empirical
research (Price & Reus-Smit 1998: 259, Checkel
1998 & 2003:1), others would lightheartedly

conclude that Constructivists do lack this
empirical wisdom and, consequently, their
theoretical set of  propositions about

international relations forms simply an approach,
or a somewhat philosophical perspective on the
empirical study of IR (Ruggie 1998, Zehfuss 2001,
Jackson and Sorensen 2003). In his 1998 article,
Ruggie (1998) examining the incompatibility
between social constructivism and neo-
utilitarianism admits that even though the
former has not yet accomplished to form a fully-
fledged theory, it should be included in IR field
for a “fuller understanding of the real world of
IR’ (Ruggie, 1998: p. 857).

CONSTRUCTIVISM AND OTHER DOMINANT
SCHOOLS

With its seminal works, especially Wendt's
(1992 1999), Constructivism was regarded as an
immediate assault on Structural Realism or Neo-
Realism, especially an attack on Kenneth Waltz’s
Theory of International Politics, 1979 (Copeland,
2000, p. 187), and on Neo-liberal Institutionalism
(Barnett, 2011: 149). Wendt's constructivist
notion about ‘social structures’ consists of three
elements: shared knowledge, material resources
and practices. Social structures are partially
defined by common aspirations, communications
or knowledge. A ‘security dilemma’ constitutes a
social structure comprising of intersubjective
deliberations, in which states are so suspicious
that are making the worst hypotheses about
other states’ intentions and, therefore, define
their interests in terms of self-help. A ‘security
community’ constitutes a totally different social
structure comprising of shared knowledge,
where the states trust one another for dispute
settlements without resorting to war. This
dependency of social structure on ideas proves
the idealistic perception of structure by
Constructivism. Human relations, international

relations included, consist literally of notions and
ideas, and not of material conditions and powers.

While realists propose the terms of ‘national
interest’, ‘anarchy’ and ‘balance of power’ in a
more materialist perspective of international
world, constructivists consider the international
relations as more complicated and focus their
attention on cultural, institutional and idealistic
elements comprising this complex,
intersubjective world, such as ‘culture’, ‘national
identity’, ‘norms’, ‘rules’. For a constructivist
challenge of the realism’s core term of ‘national
interests’ see, for instance, Jutta Weldes’s (1996)
paper entitled “Constructing National Interests”,
in the European Journal of International Relations
(Weldes, 1996, pp. 275-318). Weldes, drawing
from Wendt's notions and sketching the
production of the US national interest during the
Cuban missile crisis, supports that national
interests are produced in the construction of
representations of international politics through
the dual mechanisms of articulation and
interpellation. These mechanisms contribute to
the creation of common sense, which depends
upon the explicit invocation of an empiricist
epistemology.

Some constructivists, ex positivist social
scientists, refer to ‘mechanisms and procedures
of social construction’ (Finnemore and Sikking
2001: 403). Other constructivists, more
interested in discourse and communication, tend
to realize research as going deeper into the word
of humans, as an elaborate analysis of the
language and conception they use, as the
revelation of their acknowledgements and beliefs
and as the presentation of the way all these affect
and constitute their behavior (Jackson and
Sorensen 2003: 253-8).

The constructivist methodology in IR bears
some significant repercussions. Wendt’s self-help
and power politics are institutions, not
constitutive parts of anarchy. If ‘anarchy is what
states make of it’, then there is nothing inevitable
or unchangeable in international politics.
Nothing is for granted. The present system is a
creation of the states and if states change their
views about what they are, what their interests
are, what they want, the situation will change
accordingly, because this situation is nothing
more than what these states choose and do. The
states would be able to choose to reduce their
dominance, for instance. If something like that
happened, the international anarchy we all know
would not exist anymore. On the contrary, a new
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non-anarchical world would exist, in which
states would be under a global governance.
Maybe the states would create a world, in which
they would act in terms of “the common good”
(Onuf, 1995). This would be a world beyond
national dominance and, at most, beyond our
time.

CONSTRUCTIVISM AND INTERNATIONAL
SECURITY

In an excellent and most intriguing review
article entitled “Violence and the Social
Construction of Ethnic Identity” in International
Organization, Fearon and Laitin (2000) examining
the connection between violence and Social
Construction of Ethnic Identity from the
perspective of individuals -either the elites or
the masses- and from supra-individual
discourses of ethnicity, conclude that both
rationalist and culturalist constructivists share
the same challenges. According to the writers, if
individualists are considered as the agents who
construct ethnic identities, then constructivist
“explanations for ethnic violence tend to merge
with rationalist, strategic analyses. And if
"discursive formations” or cultural systems are
seen as the agents that construct ethnic
identities, then constructivist explanations for
ethnic violence tend to merge with culturalist
accounts” (Fearon and Laitin, 2000: 846).
Consequently, they support that the overall
methodological division between culturalist and
rationalist accounts can be bridged. Furthermore,
Maja Zehfuss (Zehfuss, 2001, p. 56) also points
out that Wendt's (1992) intention is to “build a
bridge” between the Iliberal and the
constructivist tradition and consequently to
position himself between the rationalist and
reflectivist camps.

Similarly, in a radically entitled article
“Thucydides the Constructivist”, in The American
Political Science Review, Richard Ned Lebow
(2001) either reinforcing the critique on realism
or endorsing the linguistic form of structuralism
suggests that Thucydides should be considered a
constructivist and “may have been the original
practitioner of the thicker linguistic version”,
since the latter’s history “examines how language
shapes the identities and conventions in terms of
which interests are defined”. Thucydides takes
the constructivist argument further and implies
that civil society is also what actors make of it.
Moreover, International security and civil order
depend upon recovering the meanings of words

and the conventions they enable. Lebow finally
concludes that Thucydides can be considered
both a realist and a constructivist, since stasis
and omonoia are equal and inherent halves of
human nature (Lebow, 2001, pp. 547-560).

Finally, in the study of national security,
constructivists pay special attention to the
influence and consequences of culture and
national identity on policies and actions of
security. As about deterrence, they are
particularly interested in the role of norms and
taboos, which constrain the use of chemical and
nuclear weapons. And in the study of military
intervention they focus on institutional
interrelations which encourage or discourage,
permit or deter such international actions.
According to Wendt (1992), the essence of
Constructivism lies in “anarchy is what states
make of it” (1992). But in our contemporary,
globalized world comprising mainly by modern
multi-national states, we can realize the
dynamics of such constructivist propositions,
especially if we adopt the non-conventional
thesis that “all politics is international”, as
Brown, Nardin, and Rengger (2002), wisely
underline in the Introduction of a seminal work
entitled International Relations in Political
Thought.

CONCLUSION

Michael Barnet (2011) believes that one of the
four reasons Constructivism has gained
respectability is its dependence on sociological
theory (Barnet, 2001, p. 153). The argument, in
the first place, that Constructivism does not
constitute a solid IR theory or paradigm
presented mainly by eminent proponents of
well-established IR paradigms on the grounds
that it draws from Social Theory is, to my mind,
rather too simplistic and a priory deductive. It
tends to disregard both the enormous impact of
excellent  Constructivist  scholars’  works,
especially Wendt’s, Onuf’s, Kratochwil’s, on the
IR domain and the main Political Thought and IR
schools’ -namely, Realism’s, Liberalism’s or
Pluralism’s and Marxism’s or Structuralism’s-
shortcomings. I maintain that it was exactly
these shortcomings that allowed
Constructivism’s effect to be that great in IR
domain, of course. For instance, as Peter Hugh
correctly underlines in his book Understanding
Global Security, the Marxists of International
Relations are related to but not synonymous with
Marxists of Political Thought, as the former are
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usually ideological Marxists, but not necessarily
so in political practice, as well. Marxist
governments have wusually pursued foreign
policies that are broadly Realist in character
(Hough, 2008, p. 5).

Maja Zehfuss (1984) emphasizing on
Constructivist Onuf”s and Kratochwil’s
preference for language and Wendt's for identity
concludes that there are many Constructivisms in
IR (p. 54). To the same conclusion, have also
come Price and Reus-Smit (1998, p. 288). In the
same vein, Ruggie (1998) speaks for ‘variants of
Constructivism’ (Ruggie, 1998), pp. 880-882).
Thus, as about the argument that Constructivism
lacks homogeneity on the basis that even its
greatest proponents use different terms,
meanings or degrees of emphasis to explain its
methods, I sustain that even this argument is not
scientifically strong enough, as if we always
accepted the established norms and procedures,
then we would eventually reject the evolution of
scientific paradigms of the Kuhnean logic.
Moreover, if we disregarded the multiplicity and
diversity of scientific methods, then all
disciplines would become unbearably monolithic
and eventually inefficient and obsolete.
Continuing this fallacy in the IR domain would
result in arguing the multidisciplinary basis of
the IR as an episteme, in the first place. This
nihilistic path would then lead us to a limited
interpretation of the real world, as the existing IR
paradigms, mainly realism and liberalism, even
with or without reformulation or update of some
sort, as some theorists suggest (Moravcsik 1997;
Legro and Moravcsik 1999; Mearsheimer 2006)
fail to predict and/or even explain new
phenomena of world politics, such as
globalization, the world democratization process,
the transnational Indignant Movement, the
spread of ISIS radical fanaticism plunging the
globe, to name but a few. On the other hand, pro-
Constructivism theorists, such as Finnemore and
Sikking (2001) have talked about “the increasing
influence of international factors, both material
and ideational, on domestic politics around the
globe” and vice-versa (p. 411), and Social
Movement theorists’ awareness that social
movements operate in both a domestic and an
international environment (Barnett, Michael,
2011 pp. 160-2).

I believe that maybe it would be wiser to
acknowledge that with the maturity of time
Constructivism’s variable empirical research and
academic body has substantially expanded, and

therefore, has acquired a hard-gained status in IR
domain (Checkel 1998, 2003). Barkin (2006) has
distinguished an innovative compatibility
between Realism and Constructivism, while
Finnemore and  Sikkink  (2001)  have
acknowledged the mutually beneficial IR
Constructivism’s dialogue with Comparative
Politics; even though the latter have underlined
that “constructivism’s distinctiveness lies in its
theoretical arguments, not its empirical research
strategies” (p. 391), they finally conclude that
there is ample room for ‘promising cross-
fertilization’ (p. 411). Having studied numerous
academic works and scientifically examined
Constructivism’s compatibility and dialogue with
other disciplines (ie. Comparative Politics), I
attain that crosspollinations are mutually
beneficial apart from serving the mere building-
bridges scope.

Laitin (1977, 1986, 1998), also identifying
himself with Rational Choice, considers himself a
Constructivist, as he argues that identities are
socially constructed. The uniting bridge between
constructivism and rational choice lies exactly on
the spot that even though identities are socially
constructed, the actors may finally make rational
choices about the way this construction will be
attained (Finnemore and Sikkink, 2001, p. 410).
And as Friedrich Kratochwil (1996) in an article
entitled “Is the Ship of Culture at Sea or
Returning?” examining the question of culture
and identity as a research focus has put it, “where
the texture of human relations is thinned as
more and more people become rootless,
detached, mobile” (p. 208), I tend to believe that
maybe the Ship of Culture is not at sea but
returning. Constructivism’s power lies in its
‘weaknesses’, namely its interpretation of world
politics through culture and identity.

The IR episteme, as part of the wider Political
Science, is a sociological science. Most
Constructivists’ goal is to create a social science
of International Relations on the basis of the
Constructivist analysis of the intersubjective
reality (Jackson and Sorensen, 2003: 253-8). On
the contrary, Ruggie (1998) notes that social
constructivists reject the pretense that their
study constitutes the totality, or even, the main
part of the social scientific enterprise (p. 856).
The methodological problem with
Constructivism is that it comprises a “split
personality”; by emphasizing on intersubjectivity
places itself in post positivism, thus by putting
stress on the scientific interpretation places itself
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in positivism.

Constructivists agree with positivists that the
accumulation of reliable knowledge about the
world is possible. But contrary to positivists,
constructivists delineate the role of ideas and the
interchange of knowledge about the world.
States constitute one another through their
relations and, in doing so, they also constitute the
international anarchy, which defines their
relations. Anarchy is not a natural condition; it is
a figment of state choices.

For these dynamic concepts, Constructivism
has been brutally attacked. For instance, Adler
(2001) traces four constructivist IR approaches
and proposes a synthesis between pragmatism
and realism in his recommendation of a more
methodology-focused agenda to Constructivism
(p. 95). To my mind, Constructivism being one or
more approaches, has not failed in shifting the IR
agenda from that which older dominant schools
determined and, therefore, has definitely become
one of the leading schools in International
Relations. Especially if someone surpassing the
constructivist critique of logical positivism in IR,
believes in some form of the unity of science, just
as Alexander Wendt and other ex-positivist
constructivists, such as Kratochwil (2000), do.

REFERENCES

Adler, Emmanuel (2001), “Constructivism and
International Relations” in  Walter
Carlsnaes, Thomas Risse and Beth A.
Simmons (eds.), Handbook of International
Relations (2001), London-Thousand Oaks-
New Delhi: Sage Publications, pp. 95-118.

Barkin, J. Samuel (2006), “Realist Constructivism”
in Hans ]. Morgenthau, Politics Among
Nations. The Struggle for Power and Peace,
(revised by Kenneth W. Thompson, W.
David Clinton), 7" ed., New York: Mc Graw-
Hill, pp. 585-601.

Barnett, Michael (2011), “Social Constructivism”
in John Baylis, Steve Smith & Patricia Owens
(eds.), The Globalization of World Politics.
An Introduction to International Relations,
5" ed., Oxford-New York: OUP, pp. 149-165.

Brown, C., Nardin, T. and Rengger, N. (eds)(2002),
“Introduction” in International Relations in
Political Thought, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, pp. 1-9.

Checkel, T. Jeffrey (1998), “The constructivist
turn in international relations theory”,
World Politics, Volume 50, Number 2,

January 1998, pp. 324-348.

Checkel, T. Jeffrey (2003), “Social Constructivisms
in Global and European Politics (A Review
Essay)”, ARENA Working Papers WP 15/03,
pp. 1-27 [Submitted to Review of
International Studies].

Copeland, C. Dale (2000), “The Constructivist
Challenge to Structural Realism. A Review
Essay”, International Security, Vol. 25, No 2
(Autumn, 2000), pp. 187-212.

Fearon, D. James and Latin, D. David (2000),
“Violence and the Social Construction of
Ethnic Identity”, International Organization,
Vol. 54, No 4 (Autumn 2000), pp. 845-877.

Finnemore, Martha, and Sikkink, Kathryn (2001),
“TAKING STOCK: The Constructivist
Research Program in International Relations
and Comparative Politics, Annual Review of
Political Science, 2001, 4: 391-416.

Hough, Peter (2008), Understanding Global
Security, 2" edn, London & New York:
Routledge.

Jackson, R. & Sorensen, G. (2003), Introduction to
International Relations. Theories and
Approaches, 2™ edn., Oxford-New York:
Oxford University Press.

Katzenstein, Peter (ed.) (1996), The Culture of
National Security: Norms and Identity in
World Politics, New York: Columbia
University Press.

Kratochwil, Friedrich (1989), Rules, Norms and
Decision:. On the Conditions of Political and
Legal Reasoning in International Relations
and Domestic Affairs, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Kratochwil, Friedrich (1996), “Is the Ship of
Culture at Sea or Returning?”, in Lapid,
Yosef & Kratochwil, Friedrich (eds.), The
Return of Culture and Identity in IR Theory
(1996), Colorado: Lynne Rienner Publishers,
pp. 201-222.

Kratochwil, Friedrich (2000), “Constructing a
New Orthodoxy? Wendt’s ‘Social Theory of
International Politcs’ and the Constructivist
Challenge”, Millenium - Journal of
International Studies, 2000, 29: 73-101.
Available online at: http://mil.sagepub.com/
content/29/1/73.

Laitin, D. David (1977), Politics, Language and
Thought: The Somali Experience, Chicago
and London: University of Chicago Press.

Laitin, D. David (1986), Hegemony and Culture:

www.ieeca.org/journal 5



Constructivism Has Failed to Shift the IR agenda...

Georgia Giannakarou

Politics and Religious Change among the
Yoruba, Chicago and London: University of
Chicago Press.

Laitin, D. David (1998), Identity in Formation:
The Russian-Speaking Populations in the
Near Abroad, Ithaca and London: Cornell
University Press.

Lebow, Richard Ned (2001), “Thucydides the
Constructivist”, The American Political
Science Review, Vol. 95, No 3 (Sep., 2001),
pp. 547-560.

Legro, W. Jeffrey and Moravcsik, Andrew (1999),
“Is Anybody Still a Realist?”, International
Secutity, Vol. 24, No 2 (Autumn, 1999), pp.
5-55.

Mearsheimer, . John (2006), “Updating Realism
for the Twenty-First Century” in Hans ].
Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations. The
Struggle for Power and Peace, (revised by
Kenneth W. Thompson, W. David Clinton),
7" ed., New York: Mc Graw-Hill, pp.569-
585.

Moravcsik, Andrew (1997), “Taking Preferences
Seriously: A Liberal Theory of International
Politics”, International Organization, Vol. 51,
No. 4 (Autumn, 1997), pp. 513-553.

Onuf, Nicholas Greenwood (1989), World of Our
Making: Rules and Rule in Social Theory and
International Relations. Columbia:
University of South Carolina Press.

Onuf, Nicholas (1995), “Intervention for the
Common Good”, in G. Lyons and M.
Mastanduno (eds.), Beyond Westphalia?,
Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press,
pp. 43-58.

Price, Richard and Reus-Smit, Christian
(1998),“Dangerous Liaisons? Critical
International Theory and Constructivism”,
European Journal of International Relations,
London, Thousand Oaks, CA and New Delhi:
SAGE Publications, Vol. 4(3): 259-294.

Ruggie, John Gerard (1998), “What Makes the
World Hang Together? Neo-Utilitarianism
and the Social Constructivist Challenge”,
International Organization, Vol. 52, No. 4,
International  Organization at  Fifty:
Exploration and Contestation in the Study
of World Politics (Autumn, 1998), pp. 855-
885.

Weldes, Jutta (1996), “Constructing National
Interests”, European Journal of International
Relations, September 1996(2): 275-318.

Wendt, Alexander (1992), “Anarchy Is What

States Make of It", International

Organization, 46: pp. 394-419.

Wendt, Alexander (1999), Social Theory of

International Politics,
Cambridge University Press.

Cambridge:

Zehfuss, Maja (2001), “Constructivism in

International Relations: Wendt, Onuf, and
Kratochwil”, in Karin M. Fierke and Knud
Erik  Jorgensen (eds.), Constructing
International Relations. The Next
Generation, New York: M.E. Sharpe, pp. 54-
75.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Georgia Giannakarou, email:

ggiannakarou@yahoo.com

Mrs. Georgia Giannakarou is a Professor of

Linguistics and an Internationalist. After her
European Civilization Bachelor, she completed
two Master Programs obtaining: a MA Degree in
European and International Studies at the
University of Athens (2011), and a Master of
Studies (MSt) in International Relations at the
University of Cambridge (2013). Her latest MSt
thesis under the title “China as a World
Superpower and the Respect of Human Rights”
focuses on China’s dynamics for rising to
superpower status, while centering on the civil
and political rights condition in China, especially
during the last two Presidencies of Hu Jintao and
Xi Zinping. She is a member and key researcher
of the Hellenic Association of Political Scientists
(HAPSc), as well as of Academy for Strategic
Analyses (ASA).

www.ieeca.org/journal 6





