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Abstract
Bounded rationality and practice theory have both become popular theories of action for
major strands of work in constructivist and rationalist International Relations (IR). Based
on this observation, I make two arguments. The first is that although they underpin what
are generally seen as opposed theoretical camps in IR, bounded rationality and practice
theory share two fundamental assumptions. They both accept that how agents process
information and make decisions depends on where they are situated in social space,
and where they stand in historical time. In turn, these shared assumptions imply that
they agree on the existence of a common type of change: change in terms of how groups
of people process information and make decisions over time. My second argument is that
by studying this type of change, it is possible to shed new light on major transformations
of international relations, and that one way of engaging in this type of research is to study
international practitioners’ education over substantial time periods. With these arguments,
this article makes a methodological contribution to the study of change in historical inter-
national relations and charts a practical course for pluralist dialogue in IR.

Keywords: bounded rationality; practice theory; historical change; education; Herbert Simon; Pierre
Bourdieu

Herbert Simon’s bounded rationality and Pierre Bourdieu’s practice theory have
both become pivotal theories of action in International Relations (IR).1 Theories
of action such as these two constitute abstract models of how individuals process
information, make decisions, and behave, applicable to different social contexts

© The Author(s), 2020. Published by Cambridge University Press.

1For recent contributions applying the insights of bounded rationality see Jones 2001; Jones and
Baumgartner 2005; Jupille et al. 2013; Poulsen 2015; Poulsen and Aisbett 2013; Weyland 2006; Weyland
2009. See also the special issue of International Organization (2017) on ‘The Behavioural Revolution’, par-
ticularly Hafner-Burton et al. 2017; Powell 2017. For recent work applying the insights of practice theory
see Berling 2015; Bueger 2015; Cornut 2015; Hansen 2006; Pouliot 2010. The contributions cited above are
all deeply empirical. For good theoretical discussions of both approaches in IR, see e.g. Adler-Nissen 2013;
Adler and Pouliot 2011; Bueger and Gadinger 2014; Keohane 1984, chap. 7; Poulsen 2015.
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and actors.2 They are fundamental to the social sciences because they allow social
scientists to connect the ‘intentions of persons with macrosocial consequences’ and
to ground explanations of change in individuals’ actions.3 They are for this reason
indispensable tools to theorize change within the social world.

In a context where constructivism was long considered to possess no real theory
of action and rationalism’s reliance on a classic expected-utility model had been
heavily criticized,4 Bourdieu’s practice theory and Simon’s bounded rationality
were particularly welcome additions. They allowed constructivists and rationalists
respectively to address a number of shortcomings in their conceptualizations of
action.5 Although far from being the only theories of action in use, the gradual
adoption of these two by numerous scholars of IR sitting in traditionally opposed
theoretical camps make them particularly worthy of attention. And these theories’
opposition to one another in fact predates their import into IR. As Simon and
Bourdieu rose to prominence in the late 1970s, with the former even winning the
so-called ‘Nobel Prize’ in economics, the French sociologist adopted a rather grim
outlook on his American colleague’s efforts, a mere attempt to correct ‘the inadequa-
cies of a paradigm without every really challenging it’.6 In one sense then, their grad-
ual rise and continued opposition within IR is but a new set in a longer game.

In this article, I make two related arguments. The first is that practice theory and
bounded rationality in fact share at least two fundamental characteristics. Bounded
rationality and practice theory both accept that the way in which individuals pro-
cess information and make choices varies in social space in the same time frame,
that is, synchronically. They also accept that information-processing and decision-
making vary in historical time, that is, diachronically. While these two points might
be uncontroversial with regards to practice theory on its own, it is my claim that
they apply equally to bounded rationality that is likely to raise a few eyebrows,
and thus necessitates the most attention. On my reading, bounded rationality is
far more than a minor modification of rational choice theory, as Bourdieu would
have it. By contrast with rational choice theory and its classic expected-utility
model, which assumes that agents always process information about the world
and make decisions in the same way, bounded rationality and practice theory do
not. For both these theories of action, understanding how agents will process infor-
mation about the world and make decisions requires some type of empirical inves-
tigation. In other words, on their own the assumptions of bounded rationality and
practice theory are in fact rather indeterminate. By adopting these theories of
action, rationalists and constructivists have therefore moved much closer to each
other’s positions in ways that have gone oddly unnoticed.

2For example see Alexander 1988; Bourdieu 2000a; Coleman 1990; Habermas 1985; Homans 1964;
Parsons 1937; Simon 1982. The phrase ‘theory of action’ is frequently used in the work of prominent social
scientists. See e.g. Giddens 1979; Coleman 1986; Sewell 1987; Bourdieu 1996.

3Coleman 1986, 1310. For this reason, until the late 1970s, social theorists still lamented orthodox sociol-
ogy’s lack of a good theory of action. See Giddens 1979, 253.

4See respectively Jones 1999, 297; Checkel 1998, 340–42; Fearon and Wendt 2002, 54.
5Before practice theory became as salient as it is now, some even suggested that bounded rationality

might provide a good foundation for constructivist research, particularly to explain change. See Odell
2002, 168.

6Bourdieu 2000b, 12.
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My second argument builds on this first one and proceeds in two steps. To begin
with, I note that an important corollary of my first argument is that bounded
rationality and practice theory – and through them numerous rationalists and con-
structivists – accept a common source of social change, that is, change over time in
terms of how people process information and make decisions. For international
theorists of all stripes, analysing this type of change can provide a crucial insight
into large-scale historical transformations in international relations, by grounding
macro-level changes in micro-level shifts. And yet, there exists almost no work
on this issue, with most scholarship focusing on limited timeframes and exclusively
on the post-1945 period. The subsequent step in the argument consists in identify-
ing a way of addressing this absence. Drawing on scholarship in social theory and
history, I argue that a particularly useful approach to study this type of change
would be to study education, and specifically international practitioners’ education
(e.g. diplomats, lawyers, and military strategists).7 This is because education is one
of the key places where new modes of information-processing and decision-making
originate, are transmitted, and replaced. Crucially, the study of education allows
researchers to examine large groups of individuals across sizeable time periods,
instead of limiting them to spatially and temporally highly specific cases.

With these twin arguments, this article makes three key contributions. First, by
identifying major similarities among two theories of action widely used in IR and
the social sciences, it opens up a space for pluralist dialogue. Rather than seeking
to create a new ‘via media’ or attempting to subsume existing work under a new
meta-theory, this article underlines shared assumptions and thereby identifies a
practical basis for pluralism, a type of work that has arguably been lacking in IR.8

In the context of a fragmentation of IR into a ‘camp structure’,9 this may be one
of the few viable approaches to engage in a discussion across theoretical lines.
Second, this article outlines a path to explore empirically the common theoretical
ground it identifies, namely through the study of international practitioners’ educa-
tion. The study of education has received remarkably little attention in IR, and yet, it
provides an almost unparalleled entry point to study how groups of people learn to
think and behave, and how this shifts over time. Finally, by offering a means of ana-
lysing changes in the way people process information and make decisions over time,
this article makes a methodological contribution to the study of historical inter-
national relations. It does so by identifying a new vantage point from which to
study large-scale historical transformations in international relations, moving away
from the language of norms, values, and identity, towards a more granular examin-
ation of how key groups of international practitioners think and act and how this
shifts over the long term.10

7As I will explain later on, this emphasis on education in processes of social change has already been
suggested by a large number of social theorists (Bourdieu and Passeron 1964, 1970; Foucault 1966,
1993, 1999; Bourdieu 1984, 1989; Elias 2000), as well as by a few international historians (see particularly
Watt 1975, 1983, 1984).

8Rengger notes that the practical question of how to engage in dialogue if, as scholars, we are committed
to pluralism, is frequently neglected. See Rengger 2015, 36.

9Sylvester 2007.
10On the notion of granularity in historical IR, see Bukovansky and Keene forthcoming.
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Before I begin, I want to underline two caveats. First, in IR, debates about com-
peting theories of action largely take the form of a discussion about different ‘logics’
of action. This article will avoid such language. While it arguably helps to clarify the
differences between various ways of thinking about the determinants of individual
action,11 this language has tended to reduce the debate to one between an incredibly
restricted set of highly stylized ‘logics’,12 that is, the logic of consequences, appro-
priateness, arguing, and practicality.13 This limited typology does not adequately
capture theories of action used in IR scholarship and beyond. For instance,
Bourdieu’s practice theory is not captured by any of them; as Vincent Pouliot
explains, the ‘logic of practicality’ he developed is only ‘meant to theorize a more
specific dimension of social action, namely, nonrepresentational practices’.14 As I
will show later in this article, the same point could be made with regards to
bounded rationality, only very partially captured by the logic of consequences.
The rest of this article therefore focuses on theories of action rather than on
these logics. The second caveat is that this article does not dwell on the differences
between practice theory and bounded rationality, nor does it engage in a compari-
son of the totality of Bourdieu and Simon’s theories, or of rationalism and con-
structivism.15 Rather, my aim is to point out two crucial similarities among
theories of action which have become central to rationalism and constructivism
in IR theory, and enjoy a great popularity among an array of social scientific fields.
I then want to explain why this implies that they agree on the existence of a com-
mon type of change in international relations and, in a pluralist spirit, point to a
way of studying this type of change.

With this goal in mind, the article proceeds in three steps. The first two sections
argue that the assumptions of bounded rationality and practice theory necessarily
entail that the way in which people process information and make choices varies
first, in social space within the same time frame (synchronically), and second, in his-
torical time (diachronically). The third section argues that because of these similar-
ities, both theories of action recognize a common source of change in international
relations, and that in order to study it and capitalize on their convergence, scholars
can turn to the study of international practitioners’ education. It uses a brief example
from the history of international relations to make the case. The conclusion sum-
marizes my two core arguments and their broader implications.

Synchronic variation
This section argues that bounded rationality and practice theory both accept that
actors’ information-processing and decision-making varies in social space within

11Though even this is unclear. See Sending 2002.
12Goldmann 2005, 36.
13See March and Olsen 1989, 1998; Pouliot 2008; Risse 2000.
14Pouliot 2008, 259 [fn. 14].
15For a comparison of rationalism and constructivism focusing on the agency side, see Fearon and

Wendt 2002.
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a similar timeframe, that is, synchronically. Bounded rationality is increasingly
popular in IR, though it is not particularly new.16 By and large, the idea of bounded
rationality is dated back to the 1950s, particularly to the work of political scientist
Herbert Simon.17 It is sometimes depicted as a minor amendment of rational
choice theory. Pierre Bourdieu for instance claimed that it was a mere attempt to
correct ‘the inadequacies of a paradigm without ever really challenging it’, while
James March and Johan Olsen lump bounded rationality with rational choice the-
ory under the heading of the ‘logic of consequences’.18 As I explain below, in so far
as bounded rationality accepts that individuals’ information-processing and
decision-making varies in social space, these assessments are somewhat misleading.

The core assumption at the heart of Simon’s idea of bounded rationality is that
seemingly irrational action is not only imputable to imperfect or incomplete infor-
mation, but also to actors’ imperfect processing of information.19 This is because
theories of bounded rationality ‘incorporate constraints on the information-
processing capacities of actors’.20 Thus, theories that locate ‘all the conditions
and constraints in the environment, outside the skin of the rational actor’ are
excluded from the realm of bounded rationality.21 As Robert Keohane puts it,
the ‘source of [actors’] difficulties in calculation lies not merely in the complexity
of the external world, but in their own cognitive limitations’.22 Based on these
insights, all actors are considered ‘satisficers’ rather than utility-maximizers.23

The acceptance of bounded rationality, and of the imperfect processing of informa-
tion as a corollary, implies that social outcomes may in fact be the result of an inef-
ficient use or outright dismissal of information, as opposed to a lack of it.

On its own, the claim that rationality is bounded tells us relatively little. To take
an example, some scholars claim that bounded rationality may either mitigate or
aggravate distributional considerations when choosing to use, select, change, or cre-
ate international institutions.24 Others disagree as to whether rationality becomes
‘more bounded and imperfect as one move[s] from individual choice to organiza-
tional routine’.25 The insights used in the framework of bounded rationality are

16One author for instance notes a marked increase in the number of applications of the theory in the
post-2000 period (Poulsen 2014, 2). See e.g. Allison and Zelikow 1999; Cooley and Spruyt 2009; Elms
2008; Jones 2001; Jones and Baumgartner 2005; Jupille et al. 2013; Odell 2002; Weyland 2006, 2009, 2010.

17Fearon and Wendt 2002, 55; Jones 1999, 299; Jupille et al. 2013, 31; Keohane 1984, chap. 7; Poulsen
2015, 26–27; Simon 1982. Other important figures such as French economist Maurice Allais, also winner of
the ‘Nobel prize’ in economics, contributed to the development of ideas about bounded rationality (Allais
1953). Some also identify the emergence of bounded rationality in IR with Robert Jervis’ article Hypotheses
on Misperception (Jervis 1968), an article that cites Simon only once and does not contain the words
‘bounded rationality’ – observations which should warrant a degree of scepticism regarding this claim.

18Bourdieu 2000b, 12; March and Olsen 1998, 950.
19Fearon and Wendt 2002, 55; Poulsen 2014, 5.
20Simon 1982, 162.
21Ibid. Material factors are almost entirely excluded from Simon’s framework, unless they clearly entail a

new means of processing information (Simon 1998, 254), e.g. a bank’s acquisition of a new powerful com-
puter that allows it to process vast amounts of information.

22Keohane 1984, 111.
23Jupille et al. 2013, 5–6; Keohane 1984, 112–14; Simon 1979, 504.
24Jupille, Mattli, and Snidal 2013, 7.
25Kahler poses the question clearly in Kahler 1998, 931. For two differing views on the issue, see Allison

1971; Bendor and Hammond 1992. In their framework, Jupille et al. appear to think there is a status quo
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indeed rather broad and open-ended, allowing for the explanation of many differ-
ent outcomes. In order to understand how actors process information and make
choices in a given situation, this theory of action requires us to specify how exactly
it is that their rationality is bounded. At the moment there exist two basic ways of
approaching the issue, each entailing different views as to whether information-
processing and decision-making can vary in social space. The first is based on
the insights of Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, while the second draws on
the earlier work of Herbert Simon. Because of the prevalence of the former,26 I
shall spend more time dealing with it and discuss it first.

Although bounded rationality can be traced back to Herbert Simon, a great deal
of contemporary research based on the notion of bounded rationality draws on
work in psychology and behavioural economics, particularly Daniel Kahneman
and Amos Tversky’s insights.27 In fact, scholars such as Hafner-Burton et al.
claim that the ‘origins of the [behavioral] revolution are usually traced to [their]
joint work’.28 The core insight in this strand of work is the notion that individuals
rely on heuristics to process information about the world. These are

‘automatically used shortcuts [that] facilitate the processing of overabundant
information by focusing – and thus limiting – people’s attention and by sup-
plying simple inferential rules that lower computational costs and allow actors
to navigate uncertainty’.29

In other words, heuristics are mental shortcuts that enable individuals to process
information more quickly and efficiently. However, they can also lead people to
misprocess some information or to entirely discard it, when it might in fact be use-
ful. They are thus both constraining and enabling.30 One example is the ‘availability
heuristic’, which refers to ‘people’s tendency to rely excessively on information that
is vivid and easily available’.31 It leads decision makers to either ‘exaggerate or
entirely ignore low-probability, high-impact risks’.32 Heuristics such as this one
are not consciously selected, but rather put into action and adapted to changing
environments.33 Which heuristics to select is something that is learnt over time
by ‘evolutionary and cultural learning’.34

On the face of it, this understanding of bounded rationality does not seem to
easily accommodate the notion that information-processing and decision-making
vary in social space. This is because it thinks in terms of universals; the heuristics

bias in the bounded rationality assumption, i.e. change/creation of institutions less likely to happen than
with synoptic rationality (Jupille et al. 2013, chaps. 1–2). This is not entirely dissimilar from Keohane’s
claim that ‘actors laboring under bounded rationality will value rules of thumb provided by regimes’
(Keohane 1984, 131–32).

26See for instance the emphasis put on their work in Hafner-Burton et al. 2017, S7–S8.
27See particularly Tversky and Kahneman 1974; Kahneman and Tversky 1979.
28Hafner-Burton et al. 2017, S8.
29Weyland 2006, 6.
30Poulsen 2014, 4.
31Poulsen 2014, 4–5; see the original Tversky and Kahneman 1973.
32Poulsen 2014, 5.
33Gigerenzer 2004, 77–78.
34Ibid., 78. These two features are, as I will show later, remarkably similar to Bourdieu’s practice theory.
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it identifies are meant to be common to all humans. For this reason, it is sometimes
said of this type of work that it has identified a ‘laundry list of biases’, but that it
remains unclear when they apply, ‘with what magnitude, and whether they [are]
in fact constant across agents’.35

This universalist orientation has been the object of strong criticism in psych-
ology.36 In a widely-cited study, Henrich et al. note that the work of ‘Tversky,
Kahneman, and their colleagues’ to ‘demonstrate the existence of systematic biases
in decision-making that violate the basic principles of rationality’ tends to general-
ize findings based on geographically and culturally very limited samples.37 Their
issue with this research does not pertain to the use of an unrepresentative sample
to prove the existence of biases, but rather, it concerns the hasty extension of these
findings to ‘people’ in general.38 Based on the observation that ‘Western, and more
specifically American, undergraduates […] form the bulk of the database in the
experimental branches of psychology, cognitive science, and economics, as well
as allied fields’, Henrich et al. argue that we are currently unable to disentangle
those universal aspects of human psychology from the more ‘developmentally, cul-
turally, or environmentally contingent aspects of our psychology’.39 To be clear, the
authors do not go so far as to endorse the more radical thesis that denies the exist-
ence of any shared traits in the psychology of humans across the world.40 But the
conclusion they reach is that psychologists need to carry out a great deal more
empirical work before claims about universal biases of the kind put forth by
Kahneman and Tversky can be properly sustained. And indeed, a number of widely
cited studies from the 1990s made more pointed claims about the importance of
different cultural conceptions of the self for cognition, emotion, and motivation.41

Thus, some of the critiques put forth by psychologists themselves suggest that the
way in which individuals process information and make decisions varies in social
space at a given moment in time. However, Kahneman and Tversky’s scholarship
offers unclear theoretical foundations to account for such variation; it is criticized
precisely for its failure to acknowledge it.

While some see Kahneman and Tversky’s work as ‘both developing and amend-
ing Herbert Simon’s notion of “bounded rationality”’,42 it really only focuses on a
restricted dimension of his theory of action. For Simon, who saw his own research
‘both as psychology and sociology’,43 there are far more potential sources of
bounded rationality. In his view, one could see bounded rationality at work in
the ways in which ‘cultural and educational background influence how people
approach an “ill-defined” policy problem such as “hunger in a country”’.44 By

35Hafner-Burton et al. 2017, S9; Jervis 2017, xxi–xxii.
36Henrich et al. 2010; Gergen 1973; Norenzayan and Heine 2005; Sears 1986; Sue 1999.
37Henrich et al. 2010, 81.
38Kahneman et al. 1982.
39Henrich et al. 2010, 63.
40Ibid., 62.
41See especially Markus and Kitayama 1995; Batja and Frijda 1992. But see also Richard Nisbett et al.’s

more recent work, for instance Nisbett et al. 2001.
42Jervis 2017, xxii.
43Simon 1997, 25.
44Fernandes and Simon 1999; Collet 2009, 422.
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contrast with Kahneman and Tversky, he therefore had no qualms identifying lim-
its to his behavioural findings based on a particular professional or social group, or
more broadly, based on particular societies and eras – within which certain stable
invariant properties of human behaviour might be identified.45 In Simon’s version
of bounded rationality, information-processing and decision-making unequivocally
vary in social space. Although this notion may seem at odds with a view of bounded
rationality that sees it as a minor amendment to rational choice theory, it was at the
core of Simon’s view. This discrepancy between the two strands of scholarship on
bounded rationality may explain why studies in political science that draw from
Kahneman and Tversky ‘rarely cite work in the Simonian tradition’.46

To illustrate the difference between these two versions of bounded rationality
and the way in which they deal with variation in information-processing and
decision-making, let me use a well-received recent study on investment treaties
as a brief example.47 This study seeks to explain why developing countries signed
many bilateral investment treaties in spite of the fact that they provided no mean-
ingful investment benefits, and that information regarding this fact was widely
available. In other words, why did developing countries make an irrational choice
despite the existence of easily available information that should have led them to
avoid such a choice? Although bounded rationality assumes that all actors are
boundedly rational, what the author must explain is the fact that some were particu-
larly bounded, so to speak. His explanation is ‘that the biasing impact of heuristics
is […] greater’ for developing countries than for developed ones.48 This greater
biasing impact of heuristics on developing countries explains why they signed
investment treaties that cost them so dearly in terms of sovereignty and provided
no clear benefits – all this in spite of the existence of abundant information. But
on its own, Kahneman and Tversky’s version of bounded rationality cannot
account for why developing countries in particular were more prone to these bias-
ing heuristics; in other words, they cannot account for spatial variation in terms of
information-processing and decision-making. To do this, the study has to introduce
another, more fundamental, underlying factor: a lack of legal expertise in develop-
ing countries’ bureaucracies as well as high staff turnover, which creates a barrier to
learning.49 The account of boundedness found in this study thus actually puts the
bulk of the explanatory weight not on heuristics, but on the specific kind of knowl-
edge (or lack thereof) of the bureaucracies involved in signing investment treaties.
This is a type of explanation that fits squarely within the purview of Herbert
Simon’s understanding of bounded rationality (on which the author of the study
explicitly relies), rather than within Kahneman and Tversky’s version. This example
thus illustrates the differences between these two versions of bounded rationality
and the greater ease with which Simon’s accounts for variation in space.

To sum up, while bounded rationality as it is understood in work drawing on
Kahneman and Tversky does not easily accommodate the notion that information-

45Simon 1990, 1998; Collet 2009, 422.
46Bendor 2010, 20.
47Poulsen 2015; for parts of this account see also Poulsen 2014.
48Poulsen 2014, 6.
49Poulsen 2014, 6; on these issues see Weyland 2006, 46–47; Busch, Reinhardt, Schaffer 2009.
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processing and decision-making vary in social space at a given time, the Simonian
tradition unequivocally does. By contrast with the former, the latter view frames
boundedness as stemming from a host of different sources that depend on one’s
position in social space, such as being part of a cultural or professional group. It
is not restricted to universal heuristics of the type identified by Kahneman and
Tversky, although it encompasses them as well. The premises of Simon’s version
of bounded rationality are in a profound sense radically different from those of clas-
sic rational choice theory (sometimes also referred to as synoptic rationality) for
which information-processing and decision-making are constant across social
space.

Practice theory, like bounded rationality, accepts that the way in which agents
process information and make decisions varies in social space. In addition, these
two approaches have common views as to the origins of this variation. Practice the-
ory, a somewhat recent import into IR theory,50 is becoming increasingly common-
place as a theoretical reference point.51 Until recently, the practice turn in IR has
been ‘almost equated with Bourdieu’s work’,52 and it remains the most prominent
strand both theoretically and empirically. Because of its central place in IR and its
popularity in sociology and beyond,53 I shall take this instantiation of practice the-
ory as my main object of focus when I use the expression ‘practice theory’ in the
next few pages. This should certainly not be taken as a statement that there are
no other theories of practice, and even less so as a claim that these other theories
are not interesting. This choice is based on the impact that this version of practice
theory has had in IR and in the social sciences more broadly.

At the core of practice theory lies the idea that agents act on the basis of a stock
of practical knowledge they have acquired over time, and that the act of drawing on
this knowledge is often relatively ‘unthought’ or un-reflexive.54 Bourdieu calls this
stock of practical knowledge ‘habitus’, ‘a system of durable, transposable disposi-
tions which integrates all past experiences and functions at every moment as a
matrix of perceptions, appreciation and action, making possible the accomplish-
ment of infinitely differentiated tasks’.55 In one of the most cited statements on

50Adler and Pouliot 2011, 3–4.
51For theoretical and empirical examples see e.g. Adler-Nissen 2013; Adler and Pouliot 2011; Berling

2012, 2015; Bueger and Gadinger 2014; Cornut 2015; Hansen 2006; Leander 2011; Lechner and Frost
2018; Pouliot 2010; Williams 2006.

52Bueger and Gadinger 2014, 22.
53For a non-Bourdieusian and rather different take on practice theory in IR scholars, see Bueger and

Gadinger 2015. Though it would be hopeless to engage in an assessment of the impact of various practice
theories in a footnote, it is worth pointing out that in a survey conducted at the ISA World Congress of
Sociology in 1998 (455 participants out of the ISA’s than 2,785 members), the only ‘practice theorist’
that made it onto the list of most influential sociology books in the 20th century was Pierre Bourdieu.
See http://www.isa-sociology.org/en/about-isa/history-of-isa/books-of-the-xx-century/.

54Cetina et al. 2005, 11–12; Schlag 1998, 69–71. Legal scholar Pierre Schlag uses the notion of
‘unthought’ to refer to a group of concepts, among which one finds Bourdieu’s habitus.

55Bourdieu 2000a, 261. One point to note here is the extent to which Bourdieu, as well as Adler and
Pouliot, stress the practical nature of background knowledge. This often leads to accounts of human behav-
iour criticized long ago by Michel de Certeau for their tendency to depict individuals as living in ‘sweet
ignorance’ [docte ignorance] (Certeau 1990, 82–96). A recent article by Ted Hopf touches on this issue
(see Hopf 2018). Translations from French and German are the author’s.

96 Quentin Bruneau

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1752971920000494 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://www.isa-sociology.org/en/about-isa/history-of-isa/books-of-the-xx-century/
http://www.isa-sociology.org/en/about-isa/history-of-isa/books-of-the-xx-century/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1752971920000494


practice theory in IR, Adler and Pouliot explain that ‘practice rests on background
knowledge’, which ‘precedes practice’.56 According to them, this knowledge is
mainly practical, ‘oriented towards action’, and as a result, should be seen as
being closer to skill ‘than the type of knowledge that can be brandished or repre-
sented, such as norms or ideas’.57 Despite their minor differences, these notions
are very similar.58 Habitus, or background knowledge, is what allows actors to
improvise when they encounter new situations. Their practical sense leads them
to draw on this stock of taken-for-granted knowledge and to apply it to new situa-
tions. Background knowledge thus ‘regulates the range of possible practices without
actually selecting specific practices’.59 This is why Bourdieu thought that the hab-
itus was about ‘improvisation within defined limits’.60 But this improvisation was
always ‘strategic’ for him, a phrase meant to distinguish his theory of action from
rational choice’s utility-maximizing postulate, but to nonetheless hint at a degree
of instrumentalism. As Mérand and Forget note in what is, to my knowledge,
the only remark linking the two theories in IR, this argument is ‘at times, surpris-
ingly, not so different from Herbert Simon’s “bounded rationality”’.61 Indeed, it is
difficult to avoid seeing a parallel between Bourdieu’s notion of strategies and
Simon’s idea of ‘satisficing’.

As with the assumption of bounded rationality, the notion that individuals act
based on their habitus or background knowledge tells us relatively little
about how they will act in any given situation. For this, it is necessary to specify
the content of their habitus, just as we would need to specify the nature of an
individuals’ boundedness. The exact content of any individual’s background
knowledge will depend on her specific social trajectory. This, however, does not
mean that there can be no common features in the background knowledge of
large swathes of people. As Bourdieu explains, an individual’s habitus is only the
‘structural variation’ of a ‘class habitus’, this variation being the result of the
‘singularity of social trajectories’.62 I want to pause here for an instant to make
two points. The first observation to make is that a core tenet of Bourdieu’s practice
theory consists in saying that the content of an individual’s habitus (or background
knowledge) is common to larger social groups.63 Habitus, or background knowl-
edge, is therefore shared. This point is absolutely crucial in the context of inter-
national relations where, to take a key example, the analysis of state action
necessitates an analysis of groups of people such as diplomats. The second and
closely related point I wish to make is that Bourdieu’s reference to class is a little
restrictive analytically speaking. One could very well examine the habitus of
other types of groups, for instance what Weber calls status groups.64 In a different

56Adler and Pouliot 2011, 7–8.
57Ibid., 8.
58In my view, Adler and Pouliot’s concept puts more emphasis on non-representational knowledge than

Bourdieu’s habitus does. In this sense, background knowledge is a narrower concept.
59Steinmetz 2011, 51.
60Bourdieu 2003, 18.
61Mérand and Forget 2013, 100.
62Bourdieu 1980, 101.
63Adler and Pouliot 2011, 9–10, 15.
64Weber 1978, chap. 4.
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vein, in their adaptation of practice theory to IR, Adler and Pouliot make room for a
type of group other than class, namely ‘communities of practice’.65 Although the
nature of these communities is left relatively open, what makes them communities
is that the practitioners they comprise share similar background knowledge. It is the
diffusion of background knowledge among members of these communities that
makes them act similarly and that enables collective practices (e.g. diplomacy).66

To illustrate the proximity of bounded rationality and practice theory in terms of
how they account for spatial variation in information-processing and decision-
making at a given point in time, let me return to the study I used as an example
earlier.67 To restate its subject, this study sought to explain why developing coun-
tries signed a large number of bilateral investment treaties that cost them so dearly
in terms of sovereignty, in spite of abundant information demonstrating the
absence of any clear benefits. The author’s answer was that limited legal expertise
and high staff turnover in bureaucracies involved in signing treaties led to a particu-
larly pronounced ‘availability heuristic’, and thus explain developing countries’
action. A roughly similar explanation can be produced with a practice-theoretic
framework. In this version, the account would centre on the nature of the specific
group of bureaucrats’ habitus. This seemingly self-sabotaging signing of treaties
would be attributed to poor strategic improvisation based on their habitus, namely
a ‘matrix of perceptions, appreciation, and action’,68 which led them to ignore a
type of information that was in fact crucial to the choice they had to make.

To sum up, Bourdieu’s practice theory, like bounded rationality accepts that
individuals’ information-processing and decision-making varies in social space at
any given time. In the framework of practice theory, types of habitus, or back-
ground knowledge, vary in social space, while in the case of bounded rationality,
the content of boundedness does.69 As I explained with regards to Herbert
Simon’s bounded rationality, types of habitus can also be shared by large social
groups (e.g. communities of practice, class, etc.). As in the case of bounded ration-
ality, which holds that heuristics and other types of knowledge are put into action
rather than consciously selected, practice theory’s habitus is also put into action
(‘mis en oeuvre’ in French). In this sense, habit and habitual action are at the
core of both approaches. Finally, in both cases, habit is intimately linked to a pro-
cess of practical learning; which dispositions or practices are used in specific cases
will depend on a long process of learning (see Table 1 for summary).

65Adler and Pouliot 2011, 9–10, 15, 17–19.
66On the differences between communities of practice and the more familiar notion of epistemic com-

munities, see Davis Cross 2013, 146–47.
67Poulsen 2015.
68I am here referring to the longer quote I used above to define the habitus. See Bourdieu 2000a, 261.
69As I explained in the Introduction, this article does not discuss the totality of practice theory and

bounded rationality, it focuses strictly on actors (for a similar kind of comparison, albeit of different the-
ories, see Fearon and Wendt 2002). Were it to go beyond this, one would need to draw attention to the fact
that in the framework of practice theory, it is necessary to understand the position that an individual occu-
pies in a field to specify how she will act. This is equally true for bounded rationality, for which understand-
ing the pay-off structure of a game would be critical.
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Diachronic variation
Beyond synchronic variation, bounded rationality and practice theory both accept
that the ways in which individuals process information and make decisions varies
in time, that is, diachronically. In Herbert Simon’s conception of bounded ration-
ality, the imperfect processing of information changes across time. In other words,
information is imperfectly processed in different ways, in different epochs. In order
to show why this should be so, I shall draw on a famous example from Herbert
Simon’s writings.

In an article published in the late 1990s, Simon engages in an argument about
why economics is and should be a fundamentally historical discipline. After making
the case that in many instances, scholars can relax the assumption of full rationality
in their models and still produce similar results, Simon delves into the key historical
factors to be included in economic explanation, which are inconsistent ‘with the
assumptions of neo-classical theory’ and deal with ‘the fact that human rationality
is bounded’.70 For the purposes of my argument, namely to expose the fact that
variation over time in terms of how people process information and make decisions
is part and parcel of bounded rationality, I shall only deal with the first of these
factors, which is arguably the most important one.71 Central to explaining eco-
nomic change, Simon claims, is an understanding of actors’ changing knowledge
about economics, by which he means two things. The first is that economic doc-
trine changes over time; the way in which economists think about the economy
changes throughout history – hardly a contentious point. The rise and fall of eco-
nomic theories imply that economists will process information about the world dif-
ferently at different points in time. But, Simon explains,

there are, in fact, two histories, more or less parallel: one describing the
changes in economic theory espoused by those who studied the subject, taught
it, and wrote on it, the other describing the changes of knowledge of the par-
ticipants in economic affairs, or in the affairs of governments that regulated
the economy.72

Table 1. Section summary

Bounded rationality Practice theory

What varies
synchronically

Boundedness Habitus/background knowledge

Basis of action Heuristics and other types of
knowledge are put into
action, rather than
consciously selected

Set of practical dispositions and
knowledge are put into
action, rather than
consciously selected

What determines
which dispositions
are put in action

Evolutionary and cultural
learning

Learning (through practice,
education, etc.)

70Simon 1998, 251.
71For the entire list of explanatory factors see Ibid., 251–58.
72Ibid., 252.
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When he speaks about changes in the knowledge of participants in economic
affairs, Simon is quite clearly not referring to changes in information, which he dis-
cusses later in the text.73 To disentangle the two notions, the following analogy is
useful. If an actor’s mind can be represented with a formula, information will only
alter the value of variables, not the formula itself. Knowledge constitutes the for-
mula, namely how the information is processed and what counts as information.
Simon’s point in the quote above is that, in the same way that economists develop
economic theories, all the actors engaged in economic activity, whether consultants
or shopkeepers, devise an understanding of how economic life functions, although
this understanding will often be of a more tacit type than for economists. The ‘eco-
nomics’ of lay economic actors may be influenced by professional theory, as Simon
notes, but ‘will not be identical with it’.74 From this analysis, Simon concludes that
a key task in economic history is ‘to trace the changes in popular economic beliefs
and assess the effects of these changes upon the behaviour of the economy and the
course of state regulation’.75 This research programme resembles nothing short of a
fully-fledged economic sociology. More importantly, and to return to the initial
point, this example neatly showcases how the framework of bounded rationality
accepts that people’s information-processing and decision-making varies over
time, that is, diachronically.

One final point to make regarding Simon’s theory of action is that because of its
historical outlook, it appreciates the discrepancies that might arise between indivi-
duals’ ways of thinking and their concrete environment, over time. Indeed, Herbert
Simon’s conception of bounded rationality was ‘ecological’, in the sense that ration-
ality was for him constituted by ‘the match between mind and environment’.76

Consequently, a mismatch would lead to irrational behaviour and choices.
For practice theory, the habitus of actors is not only dependent on their location

in social space, but also on the historical moment they live in. It was noted in the
previous section that individuals have specific social trajectories. Their habitus (or
background knowledge) is the stock of practical knowledge they accumulate in this
social trajectory. Needless to say, an individual’s social trajectory can hardly stand
outside time.77 Over time, the habitus of individuals and social groups changes as
they come to face new situations and have to improvise, thereby gaining new prac-
tical knowledge. It is thus hard to disagree with sociologist George Steinmetz when
he says that ‘Bourdieu’s main theoretical concepts […] are all inherently histor-
ical’.78 This is equally true for Adler and Pouliot’s notion of background knowledge.
Indeed, for them ‘practices’ symbiotic relationship with background knowledge
suggests a research agenda on ways that tacit and reflexive knowledge combine
in the innovation, evolution, and execution of international practices.79 In other

73Ibid., 253–54.
74Ibid., 252–53. I would even add here the possibility that professional economic theory can be influ-

enced by the ideas of everyday economic actors, which they crystallize into theory.
75Ibid., 253.
76Gigerenzer 2004, 67.
77This is why individuals that are seemingly similarly situated can act rather differently.
78Steinmetz 2011, 46.
79Adler and Pouliot 2011, 24.
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words, from their stance, individuals’ background knowledge morphs over time and
leads to new kinds of practices.

Earlier, I used an example pertaining to Simon’s view of economics to defend
bounded rationality’s acceptance of the historicity of how agents process informa-
tion and make choices. Let me use a related example then to illustrate the similarity
of Bourdieu’s position. In his The Social Structures of the Economy, Bourdieu
explained that he considered the historicization of specifically ‘economic’ disposi-
tions to be a key task of economic sociology:

Everything economic science posits as given… is, in fact, the paradoxical prod-
uct of a long collective history… which can be fully accounted for only by his-
torical analysis […]. Against the ahistorical vision of economics, we must,
then, reconstitute… the genesis of the economic dispositions of economic
agents.80

In other words, Bourdieu is urging social scientists to historicize what has come to
be seen as the a-temporal hallmark of all economic actors, particularly within neo-
classical economics, namely her disposition to introduce economic calculation in all
social relations and to cease to perceive economic transactions ‘as governed by
social or family obligations’.81 Although this historical account of ‘what happened’
may very well need historical verification, Bourdieu’s theoretical point is clear. The
propensity of economic actors to calculate cannot entirely be denied, but it must be
historicized.82 Bourdieu’s position is incredibly similar to the one Herbert Simon
had been developing and expressed almost at the same time.83

Finally, as for bounded rationality, the historicity of the habitus means that indi-
viduals’ practical knowledge may be completely out of tune with the problems they
face. It may have been, at an earlier point in time, adequate, but it is not properly
geared to their new position within a given field. In such cases, these groups will
innovate on the basis of what they do know, but they may very well act in a way
that appears totally odd or even irrational to other actors. This is what Bourdieu
calls ‘hysteresis’.84 For both bounded rationality and practice theory, similar empir-
ical puzzles therefore arise, one example of which is the question of how actors
come to develop ways of processing information and making decisions that are
at odds with their environment.

To sum up, the frameworks of bounded rationality and practice theory both
accept variation over time in terms of how people process information and make

80Bourdieu 2000b, 16–17. Because of Bourdieu’s preference for long sentences, I have had to shorten
what would otherwise have been an extremely long quote.

81Ibid., 17.
82Adler and Pouliot make a strikingly similar point: “Exploring the background knowledge that makes

rationality and strategic practice possible may be one of the ultimate payoffs of an IR practice approach.
From this perspective, the capacity for rational thought and behavior is above all a background capacity;
rationality is ‘located’ not only in people’s heads but also in an evolving backdrop of knowledge” (Adler
and Pouliot 2011, 24).

83Bourdieu’s book The Social Structures of the Economy was published in 2000, while Simon’s article
‘Economics as a Historical Science’ came out in 1998.

84For an example of how this concept might be used in IR, see Neumann and Pouliot 2011.
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decisions. Rationalists and constructivists’ growing reliance on these two theories of
action means that they have come to share at least two major theoretical assump-
tion, which they did not share before. However, this has gone oddly unnoticed. By
moving beyond the identification and comparison of mutually exclusive ‘logics of
action’ and turning instead to the comparison of existing theories of action, the
last two sections have identified common ground for a meaningful pluralist conver-
sation between two major theoretical camps. What remains to be discussed are the
specific implications of this convergence for international theory, as well as the
more practical question of how to make full use of this theoretical convergence.

Why theoretical convergence matters: education and the study of change in
historical international relations
The arguments put forth in the last two sections imply that bounded rationality and
practice theory – and through them a significant number of rationalists and con-
structivists – both accept the existence of a similar type of change, that is, change
in the way people process information and make decisions over time. This kind of
change has received insufficient attention in IR. Within the scholarship on epi-
stemic communities, as well as the budding work on communities of practice,
there are analyses of how different social groups – many of them scientific, as
one scholar notes – process information and make decisions differently.85 This is
equally true of work drawing on bounded rationality. The first section of this article
discussed one such example, in which developed and developing countries, within a
similar timeframe, processed information regarding the value of bilateral invest-
ment treaties differently.86 What is lacking however are contributions that examine
variation in time. The very few existing ones focus on short time periods exclusively
situated in the post-1945 era.87 The dearth of studies examining variation over
broad time periods prior to the second half of the 20th century is arguably one
of the causes of IR’s much-criticized presentist bias, which tends to flatten the
past and hinder efforts to better grasp the distinctiveness of the present.88

Beyond addressing IR’s presentism, one of the most compelling reasons to
engage in the study of agents’ changing ways of thinking and making decisions
over the long-term is that it can deepen our comprehension of large-scale transfor-
mations in international relations. Indeed, studying major historical shifts in the
way groups of people, such as diplomats, lawyers, economists, colonial administra-
tors and military strategists, process information and make choices, can shed new
light on the micro-level mechanisms through which macro-level transformations in
the nature of diplomacy, international law, global economic governance, empires,

85For a recent overview of the IR literature on epistemic communities, see Davis Cross 2013. For a
graphic overview of the breadth of these contributions, see the figure in Dunlop 2012, 231.

86Poulsen 2015.
87See e.g. Vincent Pouliot’s study on NATO-Russia diplomacy and Yoshiko Herrera’s study of regional

economic interests in post-Soviet Russia. They both examine relatively limited time spans (20 years and 3
years, respectively) and focus on the post-1945 period. See Pouliot 2010; Herrera 2004. One exception is
Richard Little’s book chapter on Britain’s response to the Spanish Civil War in Adler & Pouliot’s edited
volume, though it also deals with a very brief timeframe. See Little 2011.

88For a classic version of this critique of presentism see e.g. Ruggie 1993.
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and war, take place.89 To take an example, analysing the evolution of economists’
background knowledge (or boundedness) in the late nineteenth and early 20th cen-
tury could help us understand why the practice of comparing distinct ‘national
economies’ emerged during the interwar period, and led to the development of glo-
bal economic governance as we know it today.90

What is required to engage in this type of research is a means of studying the
origins, transmission, and enshrinement of new ways of processing information
and making choices over time. Practice theorists and proponents of bounded
rationality currently possess clear tools to study living individuals’ background
knowledge and boundedness – notably interviews, ethnography, and in some
cases, experiments on population samples. However, the same cannot be said
about the study of defunct individuals, a problem that research dealing with
major timeframes will inevitably encounter. In what follows, I outline a possible
path through which both scholars relying on bounded rationality and practice the-
ory might approach this task.

My argument is that the study of education constitutes an almost unparalleled
entry point to analyse historical shifts in the boundedness of individuals’ rationality
or in their background knowledge. By implication, it also constitutes an excellent
means of approaching the type of international change I described above.
Broadly speaking, education can be understood as including schools and univer-
sities, but also ‘informal networks of learning and activity’.91 In principle therefore,
studying the content of international practitioners’ education is a fairly open
endeavour, including both professional and quasi-professional types of education.
It need not be exclusively concerned with highly formalized training and could
range anywhere from a structured university curriculum, to practical manuals, or
even a looser form of teaching by competent individuals.

Scholars in neighbouring disciplines already rely on the study of education to
understand social change (or lack thereof). Indeed, some of the central figures
that inspired practice theorists in IR put education at the core of their analysis of
the world, and in some cases, could even be labelled ‘sociologists of education’.92

Pierre Bourdieu himself is perhaps the best such example, not least because one
of his first institutional moves as an academic was to create a ‘Centre for the
Sociology of Education’.93 Bourdieu’s sociological theory was forged in great part
with education in mind, whether it was to draw attention to the role of educational
institutions in creating an artificial scholarly gaze, or to reveal the centrality of edu-
cation in the process of social stratification.94 One could turn to the equally tower-
ing figure of Michel Foucault, no less interested in the role of disciplines in

89Some of these are what the English School has long referred to as the institutions of international soci-
ety. See e.g. Bull 2002.

90On this theme, see the excellent works by Patricia Clavin and Adam Tooze (Tooze 2001; Clavin 2013).
91Lawson and Silver 2013, 1.
92See Adler 2005; Adler and Pouliot 2011; Bueger and Gadinger 2014; Lechner and Frost 2018.
93Bulle 2008, 231.
94See e.g. Bourdieu and Passeron 1964, 1970; Bourdieu 1984, 1989. Inspired by Bourdieu, the work of

Dezalay and Garth (2002) also puts emphasis on the changing educational profile of Latin American elites.
In addition, the classic text on communities of practice identifies education as a core factor in the formation
and maintenance of these communities, an observation which seems to have fallen off the radar after the
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structuring social practices across entire historical epochs. Nearly all of Foucault’s
work is concerned with such questions, which means one could potentially cite
his whole oeuvre to demonstrate this assertion.95 One of the main lights of these
thinkers has thus remained hidden under a bushel after their import into IR.

To find scholarship focusing both on education and the question of change in
international relations, one must however turn not to social scientists, but to histor-
ians. One such example is the work of Donald Cameron Watt. Worried by a ten-
dency to transform historical personalities into ‘coat-hangers or clothes horses’
for attributes and worldviews projected back onto them from the present,96 he con-
sidered the study of education to be one of the crucial ways into groups of indivi-
duals’ actual perceptions and dispositions.97 This is especially true of his later work.
Studying education was one of the means through which he hoped to avoid the ‘sys-
tematic repopulation’ of the past ‘with the mental furniture of the present’.98

Furthermore, Watt was also chiefly interested in diplomats and other ‘elite’ inter-
national practitioners, the ‘Europe of Harrod’s customers’ rather than ‘those of
Woolworth’s’, in his own words.99 However, Watt’s work does not quite put the
type of heavy emphasis on education I am suggesting here.

The scholarship that approaches the type of inquiry I am interested in most
closely is really social and cultural historians’ work on various groups of inter-
national practitioners. Among these historians, some have explicitly framed their
work against Norbert Elias’ understanding of the relation between education and
international relations, as outlined in the Civilizing Process. Instead of emphasizing
the impact of social structures (e.g. courts) on the development of education, indi-
vidual behaviour and affects,100 they have attempted to flip Elias’ argument around,
recasting the ‘system of education and its curriculum as the most important elem-
ent in the process of civilizing’.101 One way of describing the unique feature of this
type of scholarship is that they are histories ‘not of international law and diplomacy,
but of international lawyers and diplomats’.102 They attempt to shed light on key

import of the concept into IR (Wenger 1999, chap. 12). For a sociological perspective that endows educa-
tion with a diminished role in the making of the habitus, see Lahire 2006.

95For excellent illustrations, see Foucault 1966, 1993, 1999. Examples of social scientists and philoso-
phers attributing such an important place to education could almost be multiplied at will. For instance,
Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann argue that, after primary socialization in the family, education is
one of the most important elements of secondary socialization (Berger and Luckmann 1967, 166).
Thomas Kuhn also unsurprisingly refers to education as a key mechanism in the emergence of new para-
digms. He notably points to the importance of the formation of specialized journals, the foundation of spe-
cialists’ societies, and the claim for a special place in the curriculum (Kuhn 1996, 19).

96Watt 1983, 2. It is worth noting that Watt was somewhat exceptional among diplomatic historians of
his generation.

97Watt 1984, 3–4.
98Watt 1983, 2–3.
99Watt 1975, 17.
100See especially Elias 2000, 363–447.
101Jaeger 1985, 7–9; Scaglione 1992. In his study, Jaeger explains that the educational changes he iden-

tifies precede ‘by a century that train of social changes in which Elias locates the birth of the civilizing pro-
cess in the Middle Ages’, an observation that allows him to flip Elias’ argument around.

102Keene 2008, 391; for a similar point see also Bouwsma 1973, 304.
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domains of international relations by examining how their practitioners have chan-
ged over time.103 This is a related but different aim from diplomatic historians’ such
as Watt, who were more concerned with explaining discrete events, a task they
ardently defended against the Annales School. Put differently, these social and cul-
tural historians use the study of education to understand how international rela-
tions are constituted, or in John Ruggie’s words, to understand ‘what makes the
world hang together’.104 In some cases, educational change is not only seen as a
process that transforms international practitioners, but also as one that produces
and empowers new groups of practitioners.105 In my view, the underlying insight
of all these works, namely that education provides an excellent vantage point to
study international change, remains insufficiently exploited in IR.

This methodological point is particularly important with regards to historical
international relations, because it deals with dead people. In these instances,
which constitute most of the data about human existence, no ethnography, inter-
views, or controlled experiments are possible. By contrast, the study of education
is. One of the tasks ahead for scholars interested in understanding how key groups
of international practitioners have historically thought and made decisions is,
accordingly, an enormous historical effort to grasp how the content of their educa-
tion has shifted over time. As I have argued here, this kind of research can shed new
light on large scale transformations in international relations, an issue at the heart
of international theory, and raise new research questions.

As an illustration, it is worth briefly considering the process that led to a major
historical transformation in international relations: the ‘unrestricted mathematical
application’ of the balance of power principle.106 As noted by a number of histor-
ians, the Congress of Vienna (1814/1815) witnessed a ground-breaking diplomatic
innovation, namely the application of clear numerical reasoning to calculate and
uphold the balance of power in Europe.107 More specifically, the value of territories
lost by the French Empire was determined by using quantifiable indicators (mainly
population), in order to redistribute it and maintain a balance among Europe’s
powers – a diplomatic practice that remained fundamental to international politics
for decades.108

With the gradual spread of a new language to describe international politics as
relations between ‘powers’ (Macht or puissance) from the mid-18th century
onwards,109 the institutions teaching future statesmen and diplomats developed a
discipline to measure and compare of the power of states.110 Although it initially
mixed textual descriptions with numbers, it quickly became exclusively

103For interesting social and cultural histories of diplomacy and international law that give pride of place
to practitioners’ education, see Anderson 1993; Koskenniemi 2004; Martines 1968.

104Ruggie 1998.
105See especially Koskenniemi 2004.
106The phrase is from Duchhardt 1976, 174.
107Duchhardt 1976, 174; Klueting 1986, 299–301. Criticizing the notion that balance of power policies

began with Utrecht in 1713, a number of scholars point to this time period instead. See Butterfield 1966;
Lesaffer 2014, 34–35; Reus-Smit 1999, 118. For a different view see Schroeder 1992.

108Klueting 1986, 298–300.
109Keene 2013; Scott 2014.
110Hacking 1984, 18–19; Klueting 1986, 40; for a concise history in English, see Lazarsfeld 1961.
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quantitative. In the Holy Roman Empire, the law professors involved in this aca-
demic endeavour called it Statistik (from the German Staat), an expression thought
to have been coined by Gottfried Achenwall in 1749.111 This term quickly spread
throughout the rest of Europe, as it designated a type of study that was truly innova-
tive.112 For instance, in 1798 British political arithmetician John Sinclair explained
to his readers that

in Germany they were engaged in a species of political inquiry to which they
had given the name of Statistics. By statistical is meant in Germany an inquiry
for the purpose of ascertaining the political strength of a country […].113

By contrast with Statistik, the older British tradition of ‘political arithmetic’ to
which Sinclair belonged seldom engaged in interstate comparison.114 This was
beginning to change however, partly as a result of the war waged against the
French Empire.115 The standard presentation of statistical data typically took the
form of two-dimensional schemata, which had a horizontal dimension, containing
the countries to be compared, and a vertical one, presenting the categories for com-
parison.116 This discipline helped diplomats determine who was a great, middle or
small power, as well as to ascertain the value of territory, and to grasp with more
accuracy the balance of power in the world.

The link from this disciplinary development to the Congress of Vienna and the
mathematical application of the balance of power principle is direct. The men who
acted as its transmission belt had all attended the reformed protestant universities
of the Holy Roman Empire, at the heart of the development of statistics.117 More
specifically, the two key figures of the Statistical Commission of the Congress of
Vienna – the first ever of its kind – Georg Friedrich von Martens and Johann
Gottfried Hoffmann both attended the University of Göttingen’s Faculty of Law,
where the discipline of statistics had truly taken off.118 Prince von Metternich
had himself studied diplomacy and law at the University of Mainz’s ‘newly founded
historical statistical faculty’, and at the University of Strasbourg, where he would
have come into contact with statistical work as well.119 In 1814/1815, these three
men went on to play the leading roles at the Congress of Vienna: Metternich

111Desrosières 2002, 16. At the time, statistics had indeed nothing to do with probability.
112The words statistical (not the noun ‘statistics’) had of course been used in earlier Italian writings such

as those of Girolamo Ghilini and Giovanni Botero. Ghilini, for instance, uses the word ‘statistica’ in a
monograph from 1589, which was an account of the ‘civile, politica, statistica, e militare scienza’
(Kendall 1970, 45). The main difference between the Italian tradition, which was concerned with collecting
‘information more or less systematically on foreign states’, and the German tradition, was in large part that
the latter was far more numerically oriented. For a rare text on the transfer of this type of Italian thought to
German-speaking Europe, see Stolleis 1992.

113Hacking 1990, 16.
114Lazarsfeld 1961, 291.
115Cookson 1983; Perrot and Woolf 1984, 4. The late work of William Playfair is a good example.
116Lazarsfeld 1961, 292.
117Tribe 1988. Statistics was part of the broader discipline of cameralism.
118Keens-Soper 1972, 215; Klüber 1832, 17–23; Klueting 1986, 298–300; Koskenniemi 2008, 193.
119Siemann 2019, 57–61.
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chaired, while von Martens was the general secretary of the statistical commission
and Hoffmann directed its technical work.120 Guided by von Martens and
Hoffmann, the commission imported statistics directly into international relations,
leading to the mathematical application of the balance of power principle. Although
Talleyrand, the French representative, opposed the notion that the value of territory
could be ascertained by the ‘enumeration of souls’ within it as the inhabitants of the
Rhineland were not qualitatively equal to ‘Galician Poles’, the quantitative principle
triumphed.121

The ‘unrestricted mathematical application’ of the balance of power principle in
international relations can thus in great part be traced back to an important shift in
diplomatic education in the second half of the 18th century. Diplomatic education’s
integration of what a number of German professors then called Statistik profoundly
altered diplomatic actors’ background knowledge or, put differently, their bounded-
ness. Over a few decades, diplomats came to think that a new type of information,
in this case statistical data about countries and territory, was relevant to their ana-
lyses of the world and the way in which they took decisions. In short, educational
change led to a diachronic variation in the way diplomats thought and made deci-
sions, thereby altering the nature of peace settlements.

This brief example shows that the study of education offers practice theorists and
scholars relying on bounded rationality a new and relatively untapped method to
analyse the origins, transmission, and enshrinement of new ways of processing
information and making decisions among all sorts of practitioners. In this specific
case, it allows us to historicize what is frequently assumed to be a trans-historical
way of thinking about international relations. Indeed, scholars across a range of dis-
ciplines have long considered the power of states, measured in terms of wealth,
military capabilities, population, and the like, to be a fundamental variable to
understand the dynamics of international relations. The brief example examined
above reveals that European diplomats themselves only began giving serious con-
sideration to this kind of information in the second half of the 18th century, leading
to an important shift in the practice of diplomacy. In so doing, the example illus-
trates the potential pay-off of studying such micro-level changes to shed light on
major transformations in international relations.

Conclusion
As I noted at the outset of this article, within the social sciences, theories of action
are widely perceived to be crucial to explain change. When the set of theories of
action in use in a given field is altered, major implications can therefore follow.
In IR, Herbert Simon’s bounded rationality and Pierre Bourdieu’s practice theory
have become key theories of action for opposed theoretical camps, but there has
been little reflection the implications of this dual import. Bounded rationality con-
tinues to be depicted as a minor amendment to rational choice theory, with both
theories frequently lumped under the heading of the logic of ‘consequences’, and
practice theory remains regularly opposed to these two, under the heading of the

120Klüber 1832, 17–23.
121Nicolson 1946, 146.
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logic of ‘practicality’. By contrast, this article has argued that as theories of action,
bounded rationality and practice theory in fact share two fundamental assumptions.
They both accept that the way in which agents process information and make deci-
sions varies in social space at a given time (synchronically), as well as in historical
time (diachronically). This means that by importing them in the rationalist and
constructivist camps, respectively, scholars have inadvertently brought two of IR’s
major theoretical strands closer together.

A direct implication of the theoretical overlap I identified is that bounded
rationality and practice theory both accept a type of change that remains largely
under-researched in IR, namely long-term change in groups of individuals’
information-processing and decision-making. While a handful of IR studies
examine this type of change over brief time frames in the era after the Second
World War, the longue durée and the period preceding 1945 remain largely under-
researched. To the extent that IR has been repeatedly criticized for its presentism,
the study of this type of change provides a potentially fruitful avenue for research.
My second argument therefore consisted in identifying a means of studying this
type of change, namely through the study of international practitioners’ education.
Although a number of internationally minded social and cultural historians have
followed this path, the insight remains almost untapped in IR. As I sought to
underline through an example about the development of balance of power policies,
education offers researchers an almost unrivalled entry point to observe the emer-
gence, transmission and transformation of new ways of processing information and
making decisions.

By advancing these twin arguments, this article makes three contributions to IR.
First, it reveals the fact that scholars relying on bounded rationality and practice
theory share common theoretical assumptions, as well as empirical tasks. From
the perspective of these two theories of action, determining how different people
process information and make choices at different times is indeed an empirical
question. One cannot properly define the nature of different actors’ background
knowledge, or of their boundedness, without reference to some socially situated
group and historical timeframe. Thus, rather than emphasizing incommensurability
between different logics of action or attempting to create an inchoate theoretical via
media, I sought to map out common ground for a pluralist dialogue, which does
not require anyone to abandon their prior theoretical commitments. As one obser-
ver explains, this practical question of how to engage in dialogue if, as scholars, we
are committed to pluralism, is frequently neglected – a task that appears particu-
larly pressing in the context of IR’s fragmentation into a ‘camp structure’.122

Second, this article identified a relatively straightforward way of analysing the
creation, transmission, and evolution of actors’ boundedness or background knowl-
edge over time. This task, which ought to be at the heart of studies relying on
bounded rationality and practice theory, is typically carried out with the help of
interviews, ethnographies, or even experiments. But these methods are difficult
to apply to the study of historical international relations, which mostly deals
with groups of defunct people. By contrast, the method I identified, namely the
study of education, is particularly well-suited for this task. As a result, it offers a

122See respectively Rengger 2015, 36; Sylvester 2007.
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clear path to take bounded rationality and practice theory into the realm of histor-
ical international relations,123 and to engage with strands of international theory
that have traditionally accorded a large place to questions of historical change.124

Third and finally, the method I outlined here can sharpen our understanding of
major transformations in international relations. More specifically, this type of
study can help us understand the changing ways in which groups of practitioners
such as diplomats, lawyers, and colonial administrators think, thereby shedding
new light on transformations in the nature of diplomacy, international law, imperi-
alism, and the like. The example I used in this article illustrates how a close exam-
ination diplomats’ education could shed new light on the enshrinement of balance
of power thinking within diplomatic circles. By contrast with approaches that focus
on norms, values, and identity to understand change in historical international rela-
tions, this approach shifts the focus towards international practitioners and the
seemingly minor figures that design educational curricula and actually teach
them.125 The ultimate pay-off is thus to put practically-oriented individuals and
their concrete ways of thinking back at the centre of our conceptions of major
transformations in international relations.
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