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Chapter 9: Social constructivism 

 Neorealism and neoliberal institutionalism dominated international relations theory in the 

1980s. 

 Both theories ascribed to materialism and individualism. 

 Various scholars critical of neorealism and neoliberalism drew from critical and sociological 

theory to demonstrate the effects of ideas and norms on world politics. 

 The end of the cold war created an intellectual space for scholars to challenge existing 

theories of international politics. 

 Constructivists are concerned with human consciousness and knowledge, treat ideas as 

structural factors that influence how actors interpret the world, consider the dynamic 

relationship between ideas and material forces as a consequence of how actors interpret 

their material reality, are interested in how agents produce structures and how structures 

produce agents, and focus on the practices that are situated between agents and structures. 

 Regulative and constitutive norms shape what actors do, but only constitutive norms shape 

states as actors, the identity of states and what counts as legitimate behaviour. 

 Normative structures shape how state and non-state actors understand themselves and the 

world: their beliefs, their practices, their sense of right and wrong, and their notions of 

legitimacy. 

 Although the meanings that actors bring to their activities are shaped by the underlying 

culture, meanings are not always fixed and the fixing of meaning is a central feature of 

politics. 

 Social construction denaturalizes what is taken for granted, asks questions about the origins 

of what is now accepted as a fact of life, and considers the alternative pathways that might 

have produced, and can produce, alternative worlds. 

 Power is not only the ability of one actor to get another actor to do what they would not do 

otherwise, but also the production of identities, interests, and meanings that limit the ability 

of actors to control their fate. 

 The recognition that the world is socially constructed means that constructivists can 

investigate global change and transformation. 

 Diffusion is a key issue in any study of global change, captured by the concern with 

institutional isomorphism and the life cycle of norms. 

 Although diffusion sometimes occurs because of the view that a given model is superior, 

frequently actors adopt a model either because of external pressures or because of its 

symbolic legitimacy. 

 Institutional isomorphism and the internationalization of norms raise issues of growing 

homogeneity in world politics, a deepening international community, and socialization 

processes. 

 


