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Should constructivist research engage empirical debates with other approaches,
especially non-constructivists? Recent calls for ‘eclectic’ and ‘pluralistic’ scholarship seem
to encourage engagement, including across epistemological divides many constructivists
have long perceived with non-constructivists. Yet this literature downplays competition
between approaches, instead emphasizing that they answer different parts of questions.
In seeming to evoke a division of labor, the eclectic turn actually strengthens a sense that
approaches occupy distinct spaces. This article offers a sympathetic corrective to the
eclectic turn, and to common accounts of older epistemological divides. Before eclectic
combinations, empirical work necessarily begins from contrasting accounts on the same
terrain. Only a naïve positivist imagines that meaningful scholarship tests solitary
hypotheses against reality. Today’s scholars vary in how far they move toward more
socially based epistemologies, with constructivists moving furthest – and the further we
move, the more the shape and significance of our accounts depends on contrasts to
others. Thus, all scholars should seek out competing alternatives, especially
constructivists. After making this point, the article unpacks how it has been obscured by
four arguments that limit competition between constructivist claims and alternatives,
concerning constitutiveness, understanding, holistic methodology, and anti-
foundationalism. Each view contains errors that can be corrected without undercutting
the epistemological commitments of its proponents. This clears the way for introducing
more competition into constructivism and into the eclectic turn more generally. All
scholars, including all constructivists, working within their own epistemologies, will do
their best work through contrasts to alternatives across our old divides.
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Should constructivist research engage empirical debates with other
approaches, especially from non-constructivist social science? A recent
wave of calls for ‘eclectic’, ‘post-paradigmatic’, and ‘pluralistic’ scholarship
seems to encourage engagement, including across the epistemological
divides many constructivists have long perceived between ‘explanation’ and
‘understanding’, ‘constitutive’ and ‘causal’ claims, or ‘foundationalist’
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versus ‘anti-foundationalist’ commitments (such as Jackson 2011; Sil and
Katzenstein 2010; Checkel 2013; Jackson and Nexon 2013; Dunne,
Hansen and Wight 2013; Guzzini 2013; Reus-Smit 2013). On closer
inspection, however, the engagement portrayed in the ‘eclectic turn’ has a
curious quality. This literature largely overlooks competition between
approaches (whether constructivist versus non-constructivist or otherwise).
Instead, it emphasizes that they answer different parts of our questions –with
the implication, seemingly, that the approaches mainly exist alongside each
other rather than competing. Overall, as currently phrased, the eclectic turn
ironically strengthens a sense that theoretical approaches occupy distinct
spaces. Especially for the theorists who already had the most reasons to see
themselves in separate space – constructivists – debatewith alternatives seems
less necessary than ever.
This article offers a sympathetic corrective to the eclectic turn, as well as

to common accounts of these older epistemological divides. Its core argu-
ment applies to all approaches, constructivist or non-constructivist: before
eclectic combinations, empirical work necessarily begins with the assertion
of contrasting accounts about the world. Only a naïve positivist imagines
that meaningful scholarship tests solitary hypotheses against reality.
Today’s scholars vary in how far they move from naïve positivism to more
socially based epistemologies, with constructivists moving furthest in these
directions – and the further we move, the more we should see the shape and
significance of our worldly accounts as defined from the outset by contrasts
to other interpretations of the same terrain. At a postmodern extreme, all of
the meaning of scholarly claims derives from positioning vis-à-vis other
accounts. Thus all scholars should be concerned with contrasting their
accounts directly to others – especially constructivists.
After making this broad point, the article unpacks how it has been

obscured by four epistemological arguments that limit competing alter-
natives, each championed by different strands of constructivism.1 The
divide between ‘constitutive’ and ‘causal’ claims is narrowest and most
widespread. It only limits contrasts between certain constructivist claims
and non-constructivist ones, but is invoked even by ‘modern’ con-
structivists who otherwise debate non-constructivists directly (Wendt 1998;
Wendt 1999, 83–88). An older and broader divide separates arguments
about ‘understanding’ and ‘explanation’. Despite much criticism, this
cleavage has gained salience recently, notably with the emerging group of
constructivists who prefer the label ‘interpretivist’ (Hollis and Smith 1990;

1 For discussions of kinds of constructivism, see Adler (1997, 2013), Hopf (1998), Guzzini
(2000), Checkel (2004), Hurd (2008), and Abdelal, Blyth and Parsons (2010).
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Lynch 1999; Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2006; Bevir and Kedar 2008).
A third argument comes from the rising school of Bourdieusan ‘practice
theory’ constructivists, whose holistic methodology counsels against
competing alternatives of all sorts (see Guzzini 2000; Pouliot 2008, 2010;
Mérand 2010; Adler and Pouliot 2011; Adler-Nissen 2012, 2014). The
fourth and deepest divide comes from postmodern or post-structuralist
constructivists, who suggest that any image of empirically competing narra-
tives is epistemologically naïve. Their ‘anti-foundational’ stance rejects any
universally fixed empirical reference points, and theyworry that direct debate
only legitimates non-constructivist dominance (Ashley 1984; Der Derian
1987; Gill 1991; Der Derian and Shapiro 1989; Ashley and Walker 1990;
Walker 1993; Doty 1996a; Weber 1996; Campbell 1998; Edkins 1999;
Weldes 1999; De Goede 2005, 2012; Hansen 2006; Epstein 2008).
The article attempts to persuade all scholars, but especially all these kinds

of constructivists, that these arguments contain errors that we can correct
without undercutting the coherent epistemological commitments of the
scholars who make them. Competing alternatives (including constructivist
vs. non-constructivist ones) should be seen as legitimate and useful within
any of today’s epistemological points of view. To concretize these criticisms
and their implications for research design, I draw illustrations from
empirical work by the modern constructivist Rodney Bruce Hall, the
interpretivist Cecelia Lynch, the Bourdieusan constructivist Vincent
Pouliot, and the post-structuralist constructivist Cynthia Weber.
The article’s conclusion positions this advice within the eclectic turn. The

key point is that competition between alternatives is analytically and practi-
cally prior to eclectic combinations. Combinations only carry meaning if we
first highlight distinct accounts to combine. Moreover, a competing alter-
natives logic provides a broadly persuasive rationale for engagement that
should appeal even to the most extreme theoretical positions. Although
eclectic pleas for semi-engagement imply bets on a substantive middle ground
– suggesting that combined arguments are best – the case for competing
alternatives does not. We do not necessarily engage contrasting accounts to
concede something to rivals. We engage them because they form our refer-
ence points for thought and communication. It may be precisely because we
see them as wrong (or at least different) that they form helpful contrasts. Even
a not-very-eclectic constructivist argument, about profound social construc-
tion, becomes clearer when told concretely against non-constructivist tales.
Importantly, this article’s focus is not meant to suggest that constructivists

stand out for neglecting competing alternatives. Non-constructivists
regularly neglect plausible alternatives (especially constructivist ones) and
need the same advice. Constructivists have just advanced some of the most
sophisticated arguments against competing alternatives, so it is particularly
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important to address them. Again, the argument here applies universally: the
first and most fundamental requisite of any scholarly contribution – from
any sophisticated epistemological stance – is to highlight one tale among the
many that could be told.

Why competing alternatives (especially for constructivists)?

This article’s core argument reflects common wisdom across the social sci-
ences: scholars of all sorts instruct students to ask, ‘What’s an alternative
interpretation?’ As we get into sophisticated epistemological discussions,
however, we encounter reasons to limit that practice. As constructivism
pushes us especially far into those discussions, some of the most salient
arguments against competing alternatives come from constructivists.
Constructivism’s centrality to this discussionmakes it important to define

up front. I employ a minimal definition featuring the one element common
to all strands: a constructivist argument asserts that social constructs matter
for action. That is, constructivist scholarship argues that we cannot access
something we should want to know about action without paying attention
to interpretive social constructs like ideas, norms, practices, identities, or
discourse. Scholars who make such arguments then add a variety of
implications to that core hypothesis – other features they see as definitional
of coherent constructivism – that lead into the arguments we encounter
below. Modern constructivists connect a focus on social constructs with
an interest in constitutiveness; interpretivists argue that it prioritizes
understanding-style inquiry; practice-theory constructivists suggest that it
encourages a holistic methodology; and postmodern or post-structuralist
constructivists insist that it requires anti-foundationalism.
With that definition in mind, consider a simple epistemological case that

competing alternatives are central to all empirical arguments, and especially
fundamental to constructivist ones. Practically all social scientists today
could agree that themeaning and significance of scholarship are substantially
defined against interlocutors’ arguments. A few non-constructivists may
still endorse naïve positivist epistemologies of ‘justificationism’ or ‘naïve
falsificationism’, in which significant claims stand or fall in solitary testing
against empirics.2 Most, however, subscribe to something more like
Lakatos’s view that contributions are made in ‘three-cornered fights’ over
which claims better fit evidence.3 ‘Modern’ constructivists like Alexander
Wendt or Colin Wight place a similar emphasis on empirical arbitration

2 See Lakatos (1970) on the evolution of positivist views.
3 Lakatos (1970, 115); for mainstream discussions, see Elman and Elman (2003).
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between claims – suggesting, basically, that appeals to evidence in a socially
constructed world are problematic but not infinitely so4 – and so pre-
sumably also posit ‘three-cornered fights’.5 Constructivists who espouse
more post-positivist epistemologies, meanwhile, are more skeptical of
autonomy for the ‘evidence’ corner of the fight. This presumably makes
arguments’ meaning and significance even more dependent on specifying
their relationships to the corner(s) of other accounts. As Stefano Guzzini
summarizes the gist of Friedrich Kratochwil’s writings, ‘Theories are not
tested against reality, but against other theories’ (2010, 32).6 Vincent
Pouliot cites analogies from Kratochwil and Ricoeur to courtroom con-
frontations, arguing that ‘it is not reality but academic competition’ that
validates constructivist claims (2007, 378). Once we reach postmodern
views, the communicative interdependence of accounts arguably becomes
complete. To paraphrase the historian Hayden White, narrativization only
makes sense against other narratives (White 1987, 20; Campbell 1998, 37).
Or to cite one of Derrida’s many formulations of this idea, ‘… we can
pronounce not a single destructive proposition which has not already had
to slip into the form, logic, and the implicit postulations of precisely what it
seeks to contest’ (1978, 280).
Thus we might expect almost all social scientists today to agree that

to communicate whatever they want to say about the world, they must
contrast their accounts explicitly to others about the same empirical terrain.
We might expect constructivists to hold this view especially strongly. Beyond
agreement across epistemologies that we need alternatives to formulate our
claims, scholars will disagree about what else we gain from such contrasts.
For non-constructivists and themodern end of the constructivist spectrum, the
additional benefit is validity: displaying as clearly as possible how one account
fits evidence better than others. Toward the postmodern end, the additional
benefit is social influence: clear contrasts to dominant accounts open space for
contestation and change. Median positions might mix the two.
We might also expect constructivists to show special interest in concrete

alternatives for a substantive, ontological reason. Although the expecta-
tions of many non-constructivist theories can be specified in acontextual
ways – like, say, a realist hypothesis that states always balance against

4 Behind this view lie two possible positions. One, associated especially with scientific realists
like Wendt (1999, 110) or Wight (2012, 270), is that the world indeed has some reality
independent from our interpretations of it. The other, expressed well by DavidHoughton (2008),
is that scholars who advance empirical accounts necessarily act like their evidence has
independent supporting value whether or not they think they consult reality.

5 For roughly similar language, Wendt (1999, 37).
6 See notably Kratochwil (2007, 2008).
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power – constructivists’ empirical claims always concern the role of social
constructs in a concrete context. Whether constructivists privilege
communication, validity, or social influence as reasons to entertain alter-
natives, then, such engagement is necessarily drawn into contrasting claims
about a particular context. It means telling concretely contrasting stories
about someone somewhere.
Does constructivist research reflect these expectations, featuring empiri-

cally contrasting accounts? Often it does. Yet advice from prominent con-
structivists includes four arguments that limit or reject such practices. Those
about constitutiveness and understanding limit engagement with certain
alternatives – non-constructivist ones. Those about holisticmethodology and
anti-foundationalism can seem to reject the whole notion of competing
alternatives. Addressing these arguments in order of the degree to which they
question competing alternatives, I show that none justifies ignoring our
underlying epistemological dependence on contrasting accounts. All con-
structivists will do their best scholarship, as they define it, if they contrast
their accounts empirically to alternatives, including non-constructivist ones.

Constitutiveness

The distinction between causal and constitutive inquiry is the most widely
evoked impediment to competition between constructivists and non-
constructivists, appealing to modern and postmodern constructivists alike.
I agree that constitutiveness is fundamental to constructivism, but offer
two arguments why it should not deter contrasts to non-constructivist
alternatives. First, paralleling points from Eric Grynaviski (2012), I show
that constitutive and causal inquiry can usually be phrased to pose the same
kinds of questions. More profoundly, I show that scholarly debates sur-
rounding constitutive social constructs always evoke contrasting causal
accounts of the events and processes that led to certain actions.
The most widely cited account of constitutiveness comes from Wendt

(1998, 1999). The causal ‘why?’ questions posed by traditional social
science concern the way something came about, whereas constitutive
‘how?’ or ‘what’ questions concern the properties or capacities of entities.
Constructivists are especially interested in the latter questions, though
Wendt offers examples across disciplines:

How is it possible for Luxembourg to survive in an anarchic world next
door to Great Powers like France and Germany? How is it possible for a
gas to have a temperature? …. What are comets made of? (Wendt
1998, 105).
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Wendt notes that ‘how’ or ‘what’ questions may be descriptive precursors
to explanation –what the methodological orthodoxy of King, Keohane and
Verba (KKV) calls ‘descriptive inference’ (1994, 37) – but argues that
constitutive claims surpass ‘mere description’. As philosopher Richard
Cummins (1983) observes, some natural-science theories do not meet
classic Humean requisites of causal argument: independence between cause
and effect, temporal sequence, and constant conjunction. The double-helix
model of DNA is not a ‘transition theory’ of causality, but a static ‘property
theory’. These are testable claims about properties and capacities; they
could be wrong, and the world would be different if they were. Allowing
that scholars may disagree on the semantics, Wendt cites philosophers who
note that property theories are routinely called ‘explanatory’ in many
disciplines (Haugeland 1978). He thus identifies a category called ‘con-
stitutive explanation’:

If we want to explain how a master can sell his slave then we need to
invoke the structure of shared understandings existing between master
and slave, and in the wider society …. This social structure does not
merely describe the rights of the master; it explains them, since without it
those rights by definition could not exist … These explanations are not
causal. It’s not as if the social structure of slavery exists independently of
the master’s right to sell his slave and causes that right to come into being.
Rather, the master’s right is conceptually or logically dependent on the
structure of slavery, such that when the latter comes into being so does the
former by definition (Wendt 1998, 113).

The larger point of Wendt’s ‘constitutive explanation’ label is clearly that
constitutive claims can be so important for conceptualizing action that they
influence causal-explanatory theorizing. His immediate claim, though, is
that we can make theoretical contributions in either realm: ‘Answering
constitutive questions is an important end in itself, even if it is later tied
in to a causal story’ (1999, 86). Echoing famous language about the
explanation/understanding divide (of which more below), he finds that
there are always ‘two stories to tell’ about action (Wendt 1999, 86).
How influential has this advice been? Its image of distinct realms has not

been directly challenged. Some modern constructivists dispute that con-
stitutive argument qualifies as ‘explanation’. David Dessler and John Owen
prefer ‘constitutive analysis’, and Nina Tannenwald proposes ‘explication’
(Dessler and Owen 2005, 599; Tannenwald 2005). Some note that the line
between ‘how/what’ and ‘why’ questions is blurry. In the first book directly
on constructivist research in IR, Audie Klotz and Cecilia Lynch observe,
‘Constructivists should not … preclude the possibility of causal answers to
constitutive questions, or vice versa’ (2007, 15). Overall, I suspect that
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many modern constructivists accept Wendt’s position, but see the terms as
debatable and the constitutive/causal line as tricky territory, reaching
something like Tannenwald’s conclusion: ‘Whether analysis of constitutive
effects is called “explanation” is less important than that scholars are clear
on distinctions between causal and constitutive processes, especially as they
play out in empirical research’ (2005, 41).7

Another indirect challenge comes from champions of critical realism.
Modern constructivists like Milja Kurki, Wight, and Colin Hay draw from
this philosophy of science a broader definition of ‘cause’ that subsumes
‘how’ questions, property-theory claims, and Wendt’s ‘constitutive
explanation’ (Wight 2006; Kurki 2008; Hay and Gofas 2010; also Laffey
and Weldes 2002, 204). As Kurki summarizes, ‘accounts of “constitutive”
meanings, in most contexts, are essentially inseparable from causal claims’
(2008, 236). Yet this view does not necessarily connectWendt’s two realms;
it just reclassifies arguments in both as ‘causal’. Kurki elaborates on another
Wendt suggestion that ‘constitutive explanation’ highlights what Aristotle
called ‘material’ and ‘formal’ causes – as opposed to affecting-and-steering
‘efficient causes’ – and argues that we must recognize that different causes
‘cause in different ways’ (Wendt 2003, 495; Kurki 2008, 218–34). Wight
appears to echo Wendt that ‘there is a valid methodological division of
labor between the explanation of particular acts and events, on the one
hand, and the explanation of the properties of structures on the other’
(2006, 286). But then he finds that a ‘sharp distinction … is untenable’
(Wight 2006, 276, 288). If critical realists clearly reclassify constitutive
explanation as causal, they are less clear about the possibility of competi-
tion across Wendt’s categories.8

A stronger but still indirect challenge comes from interpretivist or post-
modern constructivists. For scholars like Steve Smith or Mark Bevir, the
causal category does not apply to human action, for which only
constitutive-style arguments are valid (Smith 2000; Bevir 2006, 284; see
also Laffey and Weldes 2002). This amounts to strengthening Wendt’s
distinction and relocating it to the natural/social sciences boundary (and is a
restatement of the ‘understanding’ divide that I unpack next).
ThusWendt’s view survives these exchanges: some constitutive claims do

not tread on non-constructivist alternatives. I now offer two arguments and

7 Ruggie (1998, 34) similarly emphasizes the importance of constitutive ‘non-causal
explanations’. The less ‘modern’ Kratochwil (2006, 26), although often critical of Wendt,
endorses his view of constitutiveness.

8 Hay’s (2014) position of ‘as if realism’may come closest, emphasizing that we must specify
the added value of treating causal mechanisms and other ontological entities as ‘real’.
My argument could be seen as elaborating this view.
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a demonstration that constructivists who follow this advice miss opportu-
nities to clarify their own claims.

Questions: translating ‘how’ into ‘why’

Simply put, many (but not all) ‘how possible’ questions are vague ‘why’
questions. Consider Wendt’s examples. ‘How is it possible for a gas to have
a temperature?’ seems like a direct property-theory question. It restates
a ‘what’ question about the properties of gases. ‘How is it possible for
Luxembourg to survive in an anarchic world next door to Great Powers like
France and Germany?’ seems like a ‘why’ question phrased abstractly. Any
plausible answer would imply why Luxembourg did survive; any causal
argument about why it survived would answer the question of possibility.
The difference reflects the specificity of the subject. ‘Luxembourg’ is a
singular case of something. ‘A gas’ is more abstract. When we pose ‘how
possible’ questions about specific cases, they carry implications about why
things happened. ‘Why’ questions slip into static-property claims when
posed about abstractions. Wendt finds it hard to ‘explain why a man can
sell his slave’ in causal terms because he addresses an abstract condition of
possibility. The further we get from explaining specific actions – the more
‘outcomes’ are potentials or general states: that a man could sell his
slave – the more ‘outcomes’merge with definitions and property claims. An
explanation’s causal claims can be no clearer than the effects it explains.
If we rephrased Wendt’s questions specifically – some man did sell

a slave – his substantive point would remain but the problem of inseparability
would not. We could still argue that the seller could not sell the slave without
certain norms, but now we could see the norms in place before the sale.9

Space would open between ideational cause and action-effect. Documenting
ideas or norms separately from their action-effects requires close attention,
but it is hardly impossible. We look at patterns of behavior and written and
spoken utterances to characterize actors’ beliefs and norms. We document
the action: bringing someone to a meeting place, handing them over in
chains, taking pieces of metal in return. Then we debate how much we need
the former to explain the latter.
This specification of effects makes the norms into ‘background causes’ or

‘standing conditions’ for actions (Little 1991, 26). Some man sold his slave
at some point because he and others interpreted their world through norms
of slavery. Had he inhabited other norms – just as, arguably, if he inhabited
another position in geography or markets or organizations – he would have

9 Grynaviski (2012, 839) makes this point about another Wendt example: ‘a language of
promising can exist whether or not I make a specific promise’.
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acted differently. If we ask the right questions, this cause is adequately
separable from its effect in any action. The same is not true in reverse – the
effect cannot exist without the cause – but it need not be. We can separate
slavery norms from any given exercise of them, but the action still makes no
sense without its defining social constructs. That is fine: acts of slave selling
are also ontologically inseparable from ‘brute’ conditions that define them:
availability of people to sell, buyers with something to exchange, a meeting
place, and so on. Social scientists routinely accept such conditions as
background causes. Moreover, in explanatory debates about quotidian
actions (this is any old slave sale),most debate concerns background causes.
Scholars rarely dispute close ‘instigating causes’: the master sold the slave
given immediate needs for labor and money. However, beyond this,
Marxists might locate key background causes in the mode of production
that defined class positions. Realists might privilege background causes in
how the master’s people dominated the slave’s people. Institutionalists
might stress a historical accretion of organizations. Constructivists would
make Wendt’s argument about the presence of certain norms or identities.
These points parallel recent work from Eric Grynaviski (2012) and

Jérémie Cornut (2015), who argue that ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions can
usually be translated more precisely into a single space of ‘contrastive-why’
questions in the form of ‘why p rather than q?’. Grynaviski argues that such
phrasings translate a wide range of scholarship into questions about
‘counterfactual difference-makers’, which he proposes as a broadly accep-
table definition of ‘cause’. He gives the example of the constructivist Jutta
Weldes’s ‘how possible’ question about how American leaders understood
the placement of Soviet missiles in Cuba as hostile and expansionist (Weldes
1999). His translation – ‘Why did the Kennedy administration believe it
had an obvious interest in removing Soviet nuclear weapons from Cuba
rather than believe the missiles were defensive or even stabilizing?’ – high-
lights that Weldes’s core goal is to expose a certain counterfactual
difference-maker (Grynavaski 2012, 841). She thinks the difference was
made by non-obvious, socially constructed representations of the USSR, the
United States, their leaders, and their intentions.
These moves to recharacterize constitutive and causal questions in shared

terms suggest new possibilities for competition between constructivist and
non-constructivist accounts. They do not quite imply that we can always
make such contrasts, however. We might translate our questions into
‘contrastive-why’ terms, but still find that answers take different ‘property-
theory’ vs. ‘transition-theory’ forms – leading us back into debates that
really are best understood as focused on ‘how’. Philosopher Peter Ylikoski
explores the ‘contrast space’ of debate around constitutive claims – like,
‘This glass is fragile because of its molecular structure’ – and notes that
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some constitutive claims about properties or capacities do not seem to
debate causal claims about transitions:

While at the surface level (Why is this glass fragile?), causal and
constitutive explanation-seeking questions might seem very similar or
even identical, the articulation of the contrast class forces us to be clear
about it. If the contrast space consists of alternative causal capacities,
rather than events (like acquiring causal capacities), we know that the
relevant explanatory facts are about constitution. Events and properties
are not easily conceived as alternative values of the same variable
(Ylikoski 2013, 289).

Ylikoski’s (2013, 280) example of the molecular structure of glass is
persuasive as a constitutive claim that ‘does not focus on earlier events’. Its
competing alternatives, then, are other constitutive claims, not causal ones.
It exists in an epistemological space that does not directly debate causal
theories.
Yet Ylikoski’s language of ‘contrast space’, anchoring arguments in a

social arena of theoretical debate, hints that these relationships vary across
disciplines. This leads to another line of argument – and a stronger one. In
debates over human action, what contrast space of ‘answers’ surrounds
constructivists’ constitutive claims? It turns out that constitutive claims
always (and even primarily) evoke alternative accounts of earlier events
and transitional processes. In the social sciences, there is no distinct
epistemological realm for constitutive contributions.10

Answers: constructivists’ constitutive claims as transition-theory
claims

Although the ‘contrast space’ around some constitutive claims may not
include causal theories, any social-science claim that ‘This actor/action is
constituted by norm or idea X’ implies ‘transition theory’ claims that make
certain non-constructivist claims wrong (or, from a more post-positivistic
stance, at least different). The reason reflects the alternatives constructivists
face in their context. Non-constructivists do not claim that people hold no
ideas or perceive no norms (which is simply absurd). They argue that
apparent ‘ideas’ or ‘norms’ are derivations of roughly objectively rational
reactions to salient conditions, perhaps with symbolic flourishes. Their claim,
in other words, is not that actors have no interpretations, but that the inter-
pretations are not socially constructed. Our main debates over constitutive
social constructs are thus not about static patterns but about the events and

10 With the caveats in footnote 11.
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processes that generate them. Constitutive claims about a glass’s fragility,
meanwhile, do not face such challenges about the nature of molecular
structure, and so are not driven into historical debates over earlier events.
The common example of sovereignty helps make the point. At first

glance, IR theorists might perceive major debate over the static shape of
sovereignty norms. A key constructivist claim is that the meaning of
sovereignty varies historically (Bartelson 1995; Biersteker andWeber 1996;
Hall 1999; Biersteker 2002). One strong example is Rodney Bruce Hall’s
(1999) display of European periods with ‘dynastic’, ‘territorial’, and
‘national’ principles of sovereignty. He documents variation in sovereignty
norms to contradict realist claims about invariant rules of international
politics (Waltz 1979). Yet the most salient alternative to Hall’s claims is not
simple realism, but the more nuanced rationalist account of Stephen
Krasner (1999). Krasner accepts that sovereignty conventions operate and
vary in diplomacy but interprets the patterns differently. Leaders ignore
sovereignty norms when they have the power and domestic motivations to
so, invoking such rhetoric opportunistically. Thus sovereignty norms have
no distinct impact and leaders do not employ a ‘logic of appropriateness’
(March and Olsen 1989). Instead, sovereignty conventions are supported,
tolerated, or violated by actors in a ‘logic of consequences’ that reflects their
power and exogenous interests.
Constructivists like Daniel Philpott (2001) retort that breaches of norms

do not invalidate them and that Krasner understates instances of respect of
sovereignty. By these authors’ own account, however, their main debate is
not over the presence of norms. Hall’s occasional co-author Thomas
Biersteker (2002, 162) even writes, ‘Krasner is basically correct, as far as he
goes …. The principle limitation with Krasner’s conceptualization of
sovereignty is that it is essentially a static one’. For any pattern of action
around sovereignty – in one of Hall’s periods – the thrust of constructivist
work is not that theorists like Krasner mischaracterize the shape of social
DNA. It is that they wrongly naturalize the patterns as rational responses to
objectively present conditions. The core debate is about the transitional
processes by which patterns of action originate and change.
This is not to say that static patterns of action and rhetoric are

irrelevant – any claim about sovereignty norms must document them – nor
that they cannot elicit some empirical contrasts. That is, constructivists’
static property-theory claims can and do face static property-theory
alternatives. Again, constructivists argue that Krasner exaggerates the
frequency of breaches of sovereignty norms. Especially, if these authors had
finer-grained evidence, debate about static patterns might be sharpened.
When leaders consider violating sovereignty norms, do they spend much
time evaluating costs and benefits? What range of actions do they actively
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consider? Does their discourse hint at views of legitimacy? Wendt (1999,
289) foregrounds these inside-the-pattern kinds of evidence in an example
about sovereignty norms in the US–Bahamas relationship.
But if contrasts between constructivists’ property-theory claims and other

static pattern claims sustain some debate, the core dispute concerns tran-
sitional processes. This is especially true because even ‘appropriate-looking’
or ‘consequential-looking’ patterns allow for multiple interpretations. Non-
constructivists can argue that seemingly norm-guided behavior displays
long-term reactions to objective conditions. Actors might identify over-
arching interests and rarely revisit them, as I do not recalculate which store
is cheapest every time I shop. They may adopt legitimacy rhetoric as a
rationalization, as I append reasons why I like a store after choosing it on
price and location. Conversely, constructivists often present instrumentality
as socially constructed. This is true of Wendt’s work, the Bahamas example
notwithstanding. His main criticism of realist theory is not that realism
wrongly describes an arena of anarchy; it is that anarchy is socially con-
structed. Such moves are even more common from constructivists in eco-
nomic sociology. They often argue that cost–benefit analysis in economistic
terms reflects the spread of certain norms and ideas (Polanyi 1944; Gran-
ovetter 1985; Powell and DiMaggio 1991). Within market norms, they
suggest, we see actors who adopt rhetorics of financial valuation and indi-
vidualism. Such norms create lots of Margaret Thatchers, just as anarchy
norms in geopolitics create many Henry Kissingers. As a
by-product these norms generate Gary Beckers or John Mearsheimers who
craft naturalized theories about such behavior. Constructivists object that
these theorists miss the process of social construction behind these actions.
The main debate concerns why people got into the pattern (or why it is
sustained) – not, primarily, ‘how’ the pattern looks or ‘what’ it consists of.11

Demonstrating the costs of missing contrasts

To communicate constitutive claims about social construction, then, it is
always helpful to highlight contrasts to non-constructivist alternatives

11 Further epistemological questions do exist that I cannot address here. I have argued that
constitutive claims are drawn into debates over transitional processes, but I have not addressed
how we detail processes of social construction. In so doing, epistemological disputes might arise
over what counts as a legitimate causal-explanatory process, perhaps over issues like contingency
or the status of mental states as causes. Rather than fully sharing an epistemological space, then,
constructivist and non-constructivist accounts might just ‘entrain’ contrastable accounts on
partly distinct epistemological terms, or (if differences were wider) might just be ‘translatable’
into each others’ spaces. I welcome exploration of these issues – but I expect we can resolve them
to maintain that such contrasts are legitimate and help to clarify any constitutive claim.
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(where evidence permits). To concretize the implications for research,
consider examples from Hall’s work. In one project, he seeks to ‘demon-
strate the constitutive effects of discursive strategies’ in the Asian financial
crisis, showing how American, IMF, and Korean leaders blamed crony
capitalism for the crisis and so generated pressure for liberalization (Hall
2003, 71). His Wendt-based discussion aims to show that ‘The structures
constituted by these social meanings recreate and reconstitute the present
and future conditions for strategic action’ (Hall 2003, 73). Richly resear-
ched empirics trace how, in the face of capital flight and falling currencies,
US Treasury Secretary Lawrence Summers, IMF personnel, and Korean
President Kim Dae-Jung redescribed Korea’s previous policies as
misguided, corrupt, and bound to produce a crisis. Some such arguments
went to remarkable extremes, like when Kim told the press in 1998, ‘In the
past, the Government colluded with businesses and controlled the financial
institutions, ruining the national economy’ (Hall 2003, 90). Whatever we
can say about Korean practices before 1997, it is questionable that they
‘ruined’ an economy that pulled millions from poverty into wealth in one
generation. Yet if Hall compellingly documents neoliberal discourse, he
does not clearly highlight a tale of social construction. He remarks that US
leaders took this discursive line because previous Korean practices were
both ‘anathema to neoliberal discourse’ and ‘inimical to Western business
interests’ (Hall 2003, 79). He cautions, ‘I do not argue that these
institutional effects [Kim’s liberalizing moves, like opening firms to foreign
ownership] were the effects of discourse alone’ (Hall 2003, 94, original
emphasis), acknowledging rather direct pressures from IMF conditionality
and credit markets. These reasonable admissions leave us wondering: how
much is Hall’s argument different from one in which Summer’s or Kim’s
discourses are rationalizations of otherwise-motivated policy positions
rather than constitutive of them?12Where should we see social construction
in this story?
The point is not that Hall could not answer such skepticism. The point is

that he could, but that he does not focus on doing so, and that Wendtian
constitutiveness appears to authorize this choice. Without specifying how
his account differs from an alternative that rejects constitutive discourse,
Hall cannot identify where he sees constitutiveness. His book-length
treatment of sovereignty is stronger on this score, sometimes engaging
alternatives directly, but even sympathetic reviewers echo the same
complaint: we often lose sight of Hall’s claims owing to erratic attention to

12 Hall (2003, 99) observes that these actors’ investments in discursive reconstructions
suggest that they recognize discourse as important, but goes no further.
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alternatives (Bukovansky 2000; Philpott 2001, 322; Nexon 2005). These
reviewers’ criticisms, like my own, are not motivated by doubts about
Hall’s approach or a desire for more concessions to non-constructivists.
They just want to know what he is saying.
The target here is the ‘two stories to tell’ account of constitutiveness,

moreover, not Hall’s substantive arguments. Importantly, Hall’s lacunae
serve to illustrate the point even if his neglect of alternatives does not flow
simply from Wendtian views of constitutiveness. His attention to
alternatives may well be hampered by article-length constraints in his
Asian-crisis piece or accessible historical evidence on sovereignty. Whatever
his reasons, the issue here is that common views of constitutiveness appear
to recommend practices that preserve ambiguity at the heart of work like
Hall’s. When we miss the direct ‘transition theory’ implications of
constitutive claims about action, we invite constructivists to overlook
contrasts in their scholarly context. They miss chances to explore con-
cretely, for themselves and for their audience, what tale they tell.

Understanding

Even if we accepted that constructivists’ constitutive claims always evoke
causal alternatives, we might still see hold that the arguments con-
structivists and non-constructivists offer about transitional processes fall
into ‘understanding’ and ‘explanation’ categories that bypass each other. In
IR, Martin Hollis and Steve Smith are best known for arguing that ‘there
are always and inevitably two stories to be told’ (Hollis and Smith 1990,
210, their emphasis) in social inquiry: explanation sets actions in patterns of
regularities, whereas understanding accesses how people perceive and
interpret. A stronger version argues that human action features no
automatic regularities, so only understanding-style work is valid in the
human sciences (Winch 1958; Taylor 1971; Bevir and Kedar 2008). Like
with constitutiveness, I agree that understanding is basic to constructivism,
but I think these views mischaracterize the contrast space to constructivists’
claims. Rather than bypassing understandings, most non-constructivist
work offers alternative accounts of actors’ understandings. As these
contrasts always exist around constructivist arguments, making them
empirically explicit is always possible and useful for communicative clarity.
More than with constitutiveness, others have already mounted this

challenge. Critical realists’ efforts to redefine causality stress that this divide
depends on an obsolete Humean definition of ‘explanation’. An updated
definition folds ‘understanding’ claims into the same space as most non-
constructivist work. This section’s additional contributions reflect two
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features of how critical realists phrase this argument. First, perhaps because
it has been couched within elaborate calls to critical-realist philosophy, it
seems not to have reached some constructivists. As we see below, the divide
has become more salient recently, not less, especially among a group of
‘interpretivists’ who seem unlikely to adopt the whole critical realist
package. Second, as noted above, though critical realists construct a shared
space for constructivist and non-constructivist work, they give little
attention to competing alternatives within it. This section fills these gaps.
I summarize in a relatively simple way how a move to post-Humean
explanation erases the explanation/understanding divide. Then I consider
research from Cecilia Lynch, a high-profile IR interpretivist and co-author
of a book on constructivist research methods, to show how these scholars
too can profit from contrasts to non-constructivist accounts.
Consider, then, common positions about ‘understanding’. The vocabu-

lary comes fromWeber, who argued that ‘the specific task of… sciences of
action’ is ‘the interpretation of action in terms of its subjective meaning’
(Weber 1958 [1922], 8). He thought the natural sciences were built on
explanation, which he defined in Humean terms: situating an action in
predictable patterns of what follows what. Adequate ‘causal interpreta-
tions’ of action, though, additionally require an interpretive account of
actors’ understandings. Later scholars altered Weber’s distinction in two
ways. Hollis and Smith recast explanation and understanding not as two
components of ‘causal interpretations’ but as two separate stories, ‘each
persuasive but not readily combined’ (1990, V–VI).13 They portray a
division of labor between constructivists offering understandings and
non-constructivists setting actions in patterns. Peter Winch (1958) and
Charles Taylor (1971), meanwhile, became citations for the view that only
understandings apply to action.14 Regularity-style explanation is invalid
because people interpret and choose rather than reacting automatically to
external conditions. Constructivists studying thinking beings do not
overlap with non-constructivists studying falling apples.
Consider next recent evocations of these views. In her excellent survey of

IR treatments of causality, Kurki shows that these arguments arise on the
edges of modern constructivism and are pervasive among more post-
positivist constructivists. Some modernish or median figures like John
Ruggie or Nicholas Onuf take something like the Hollis/Smith position,
retaining openness to classic causal claims, but justifying their focus on
constitutive logics partly by stressing that a search for regularities cannot

13 See Wight (2006, 274) on ambiguities in Hollis and Smith’s views.
14 Wight (2006, 273) notes that Winch later regretted his Humean definitions.
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tell us much about action (see Kurki 2008, 124–44). More post-positivistic
scholars like Kratochwil, Richard Ashley, RobWalker, or David Campbell
take the Winch/Taylor position, rejecting causal-explanatory thinking that
they portray in Humean terms. More recently, the Winch/Taylor pre-
sentation informed the consolidation of an ‘interpretivist’ subgroup.
Claiming the explicit allegiance of some IR figures like Lynch, but mostly
outside of IR, this work takes understanding as its point of departure.
Dvora Yanow and Peregrine Schwartz-Shea’s volume on interpretivist
methods contrasts their ‘internal’ arguments to ‘external’ logic in ‘the
method of the natural and physical sciences’ (2006, 10). Mark Bevir,
a philosophy-of-science specialist in the group, nuances that they ‘insist the
human sciences are explanatory but distinguish the narrative form of
explanation from the strictly causal form found in natural science’ (Bevir
and Rhodes 2003, 42; Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2006, XII). Elsewhere he
elaborates that this ‘strictly causal form’ is ‘physicalist’ Humean explana-
tion wherein action operates ‘just as gravity causes apples to fall’ (Bevir
1999, 174–87; see also Bevir and Kedar 2008). Another inspiration in these
directions is Bent Flyvbjerg, who rejects a search for predictive if–then
relationships that presume ‘dead objects’ rather than ‘self-referential
humans’ (Flyvbjerg 2001, 32; see also Schram and Caterino 2006).
What is the trouble with these positions? As part of their advocacy of

critical realism, Wight and especially Kurki offer learned arguments that
constructivist and non-constructivist claims should be understood as shar-
ing causal territory (Kurki 2006, 2008; Wight 2006; also Bhaskar 1987;
Patomaki and Wight 2000; Hay 2004). Yet, we can reach the same prac-
tical conclusion for our research – that we can and should recognize these
claims as potential empirical competitors – by a shorter path that more
scholars may be willing to follow. Like with constitutiveness, we walk this
path by recognizing two things about the non-constructivist ‘contrast
space’ to claims about understanding.
First, although most non-constructivists indeed seek regularities, most

are open to the post-Humean notion that valid explanations cannot bypass
processes or mechanisms.15 Consider the non-constructivist orthodoxy of
KKV’s Designing Social Inquiry. It invokes a Humean-regularity view of
explanation that seeks ‘average causal effects’ across many cases, and even
holds that ‘We can define a causal effect without understanding all the
causal mechanisms involved …’ (KKV 1994, 77, 86). Yet KKV’s overall

15 Kurki (2008, 197) makes this point, as does John Gerring (2010). For overviews of post-
Humean views that dominate the philosophy of causality in recent decades, see Elster (1983),
Little (1991), Hedstrom and Swedberg (1998), Brady and Collier (2004), Brady (2008), and
Goertz and Mahoney (2012).
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position, while rather confused, appears to be that we measure average
causal effects with correlations, but that valid ‘explanations’ should include
traceable processes. They note twice on one page that ‘any coherent
account of causality needs to specify how the effects are exerted’ (KKV
1994, 84). This is not a call to speculate; they want evidence for processes.
They dislike inductive behavioralism and posit the decidedly post-Humean
goal of ‘making inferences that go beyond the particular observations
collected’ (KKV 1994, 8). They break with the ‘useful prediction’ mode of
theorizing – best stated byMilton Friedman (1953), and sometimes invoked
in formal modeling – in which unrealistic models generate useful predic-
tions. Such modeling may clarify our thinking, write KKV, but unrealistic
models are ‘not of much empirical value’ (1994, 106). They endorse
process tracing as contributing to causal inference (KKV 1994, 224–28).16

Most tellingly, Keohane and many of his students publish work that bases
causal-explanatory claims mainly on process-tracing evidence (e.g. Keohane
1984; Moravcsik 1998). Overall, as John Gerring notes, ‘The near total
absence of opposition to the current movement toward mechanisms’ in
political science suggests that few true Humeans remain with us (Gerring
2010, 1503; see also Kurki 2006, 197). Some incorrigibles remain
(e.g. Beck 2006), but at the very least, almost all of their arguments suggest
mechanisms, and KKV seem to tell us to try to trace them.
Second, the processes or mechanisms that most non-constructivists could

offer for their theories clearly pass through actors’ understandings. Most
non-constructivist work invokes images of objectively rational actors. As
John Ferejohn remarks, an explanation built around rationality ‘obviously
has an embedded interpretive perspective’.17 Many KKV-style rationalists
may seem not to take this seriously, despite aspiring to ‘specify how the
effects are exerted’, as they also tend to hold that strong evidence for
rational choice is impossible (as Elster (1986, 12–16) explains best).
However, the most common non-constructivist position is that such
accounts can rely on partial evidence: if they display patterns of action that
correlate to salient constraints and incentives, some evidence of roughly
rational-looking decision-making supports a plausible mechanism
connecting the two (Fiorina 1995; Levi 1997). Constructivists may rarely

16 They admittedly present process tracing as one way to ‘increase the number of observa-
tions’ (KKV 1994, 228); but see how Gerring (2007, 172–85) squares this with post-Humean
views. Despite ambiguities, KKV call for tracing processes and do so themselves.

17 Ferejohn 2002, 227. He seems to question this elsewhere Ferejohn (2004) in contrasting
‘external’ explanations to ‘internal’ and ostensibly non-explanatory ideational work. However,
then he argues that rational-choice work has both ‘external’ and ‘internal’ components. Wight
(2006, 262) makes my same basic observation.
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find such evidence remotely convincing, but that is precisely the point: their
objection is that rationalists’ process claims are unpersuasive, not that they
make no such claims.Most non-constructivists are not explaining action ‘as
gravity causes apples to fall’. They propose mechanisms by which people
interpret or decide and generally maintain that these mechanisms are partly
demonstrable in process-tracing. Certainly their interpretive claims are
thin; the point of invoking rationality is to simplify perception and decision-
making to a generalizable minimum. For constructivists, though, the
correct objection is not that such arguments bypass claims about processes
by which actors actually arrive at action. It is that they are wrong about
these processes.18

In sum, any interpretivist understanding-style claim faces non-constructivist
alternatives that actors’ perceptions and decision-making are roughly
objectively rational.19 Any interpretivist claim can be clarified by contrasts
to such alternatives (evidence permitting). To see these potential benefits
concretely, Lynch’s work is helpful. Her ‘interpretivist approach to inter-
war peace movements’ departs from the observation that ‘the focus of
interpretivism on understanding and meaning differs from the emphasis
of logical positivism on explanation through generalizable patterns or
covering laws’ (1999, 10). She adds, however, that ‘Interpretivists do not
shy away from articulating well-developed, coherent understandings that
improve on past explanations’ – noting that interpretivists do not share a
postmodern reluctance to champion particular accounts (Lynch 1999).20

Her book departs from direct criticisms of realist and liberal arguments that
interwar peace advocates either had no effect on state policies or nudged
governments dysfunctionally toward appeasement in the 1930s. Lynch
argues instead that peace groups acted ‘in extremely important ways’,
most crucially in ‘legitimizing norms that underlay global international
organization and hence the construction of the United Nations’ (1999, 19).
Once an interpretivist approach highlights the ways in which social groups
contest and legitimize political change, she suggests, we will tell the
UN story differently.

18 Or, in more post-positivistic terms, they are different from constructivists’ claims about
processes of action. Note that for some non-constructivists and for some constructivists these
processes might not be described well as ‘understandings’. Psychological theories or practice-
theory claims about habit, for example, may bypass conscious understandings. They would not
bypass claims about processes by which actors arrive at actions, however, so my argument
applies to them. I thank a reviewer for this point.

19 The caveats in footnote 11 apply here as well.
20 Her book on constructivist research methods – co-authored with the more modern-style

constructivist Audie Klotz – stresses that ‘debate over alternative interpretations is the basis for
scholarly dialogue’ (Klotz and Lynch 2007, 107).
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As Lynch constructs her account, though, the notion that interpretivism
occupies separate terrain from other accounts prevails over articulating
improvements or even distinctiveness vis-à-vis their stories. She shifts
away from trying to show that peace movements had any particular rela-
tionship to policies of appeasement or building international organizations,
arguing:

[Policy influence] is precisely the type of impact that is extremely difficult
to determine in monocausal ways for security issues and … results in
misleading narratives … Because it ignores the legitimization and delegi-
timization of norms, an exclusive focus on policy also overlooks move-
ments’ influence on society. My interpretivist approach to social
movements does not, however, ignore movements’ role in policy debates.
In fact, I trace debates on policy empirically to understand the movements’
normative claims and demands, changes in governments’ interests, and the
degree to which discourses used by the movements and governments dif-
fered, evolved, and converged (Lynch 1999, 29).

Here the goal has changed: tracing how discourses converged is different
from arguing that one influenced the other. Rather than elaborating how
peace groups were ‘extremely important’, the book shifts to documenting
contestation that other accounts have disregarded. This sometimes seems
suggestive of certain relationships, like when she shows that peace groups
pressured politicians into supporting a ‘World Court’ in the 1930s (Lynch
1999, 136–9). However, glimpses of influence are exceptional in an
account that concentrates on displaying discourse from peace groups and
some policy-makers. Late in the book, she cuts back her criticism of a
conventional, elite-focused narrative of US policy-making to say simply
that it is ‘insightful’ but ‘… still overlooks the role of social contestation and
debate in legitimizing norms underpinning the agenda of global interna-
tional organization’ (Lynch 1999, 207). Much like Hall’s study of Korea,
she shows us intriguing discourse, but not its role in the UN story. To reach
her own announced goals, she would need to say how this discourse
generates a distinctive tale.
Like with Hall, I strongly suspect that Lynch’s rich research could answer

this objection in powerful ways. Moreover, like with Hall, shortcomings of
her account are not my real target. No matter how she fashioned her
research design, some of its silences seem authorized by the Hollis/Smith
and Winch/Taylor advice that constructivists cannot debate non-
constructivist alternatives. This guidance is simply wrong that most non-
constructivists are indifferent to how actors understand action. As with
constitutiveness, the main cost is that constructivists fail to use alternatives
to shape their own claims.
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Holistic methodology

A third argument that encourages constructivists to minimize competing
alternatives is a form of holism. Unlike the preceding notions that
constructivist claims occupy separate space from non-constructivist ones,
this one posits their inextricable interdependence. As any sophisticated
theory recognizes deep interplay between ideational and non-ideational
conditions, runs this view, we must avoid cartoonish clashes that strain out
dynamics too starkly. The complexity of a socially constructed world
makes it misleading to entertain competing alternatives.
The most notable champion of this position was Bourdieu.21 He thought

his ‘structural constructivist’ approach implied a holistic methodology,
disliking competition between analytically distinct accounts so strongly
that a former student summarized his opus under the heading, ‘The Refusal
of Theoretical Alternatives’ (Pinto 1999, 98; also Calhoun et al. 1993, 2).
Especially important to Bourdieu was that we avoid separating ideational
and non-ideational dynamics. He theorized action as structured by
practices: ‘strategies of action’ that people learn to employ within the ‘fields’
of action they inhabit (Bourdieu 1977, 1990, 1992; also Swidler 1986).
A key reason to focus on practices, he suggested, was to capture interrelated
ideational and material aspects of action. Practices are evolving amalgams
of socially constructed interpretations and strategic responses to material
conditions. For Bourdieu, an advantage of focusing on these amalgams is
that they are more concrete, visible, and proximate to action than
traditional focuses of cultural sociology like values, ideas, or norms.
Bourdieusan practice theory thus presents itself as both more theoretically
rich and more methodologically tractable than other conceptions of social
construction, replacing a false straining out of ideational and material
dynamics with more direct study of action.
This stance has recently become prominent in IR and political science

with the rise of Bourdieusan constructivism.22 Emmanuel Adler led the
way, together with younger scholars like Vincent Pouliot (2010), Frédéric
Mérand (2010), and Rebecca Adler-Nissen (2012, 2014). In the
most prominent statement, Adler and Pouliot (2011, 12) present their
approach under the heading, ‘Overcoming dichotomies in social theory’.
They echo Bourdieu’s critiques of competition, stressing the simultaneously
‘material/meaningful, structural/agential, reflexive/background, and
stability/change attributes of practice’ (Adler and Pouliot 2012, 17).

21 For discussions, see DiMaggio (1979), Brubaker (1985), Hellmann (2003), Hellmann
(2009), and Kratochwil (2012).

22 Other echoes are in Flyvbjerg (2001) (see Schram 2006, 9) and Bevir and Kedar (2008).
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Practices are the ‘“gluon” of IR’, ‘the ontological core concept that
amalgamates the constitutive parts of social international life’ (Adler and
Pouliot 2012, 10). Downplaying any ‘bracketing’ of these relationships
(which ‘can only take us some distance in understanding world politics’),
they describe practices as a ‘conceptual focal point’ around which many
approaches can ‘cluster’ to pursue the goal of ‘cross-fertilization – the
engine of social scientific refinement’ (Adler and Pouliot 2012, 4, 11, 15).
They accept ‘a healthy dose of competition’, but then hold that ‘pigeon-
holing’ arguments into less holistic claims is ‘untenable from a practice
perspective’ (Adler and Pouliot 2012, 10, 11, 17).
What is the problem with this guidance for constructivist research? In

substantive terms of conceptualizing social constructs and action, practice
theory’s promise cannot be denied: the ‘practice turn’ revolutionized cul-
tural sociology decades ago (see Swidler 1986). I expect that its insights will
become increasingly prominent in IR as well. But readers will have already
perceived objections to the methodological move that accompanies Bour-
dieusan constructivism. Even if a focus on practices helps us construct
substantive arguments that bridge or bust entrenched dichotomies, we can
still only communicate those substantive merits in contrast to other
accounts on the same terrain.
Consider the example of Pouliot’s book on Russian–NATO relations. He

aims ‘to demonstrate that in order to understand interstate pacification, our
theories need to be attentive to the logic of practicality on the ground of
diplomacy’ (2010, 6). He portrays Russian–NATO relations in the early
1990s as resembling a security community of ‘self-evident diplomacy’, with
reflexes of consultation (Pouliot 2010, 1). Then, he argues, NATO’s
decisions to enlarge eastward provoked Russian reactions that shifted the
relationship into distrust. The Russians expected to be treated as privileged
partners within a Western security community. Westerners, meanwhile,
thought that Russian decline and democratization made it a ‘normal’
country that should be welcomed but not accorded special vetoes over the
region. Pouliot interprets the shift through Bourdieu’s concept of
‘hysteresis’, which proposes that change comes when ‘dispositions are out
of phase and practices are objectively ill-adapted to present conditions
because they are objectively adjusted to conditions that no longer obtain’
(Pouliot 2010, 48). Western leaders failed to see that Russians could not
adjust their diplomatic practices so rapidly to their declining position,
leading to missteps whose bitter fruit we harvest today.
As ‘hysteresis’ suggests, Pouliot does claim some ability to parse out

theoretical dynamics empirically. He shows us ‘present conditions’ that are
roughly what other scholars call material and institutional conditions,
and argues that Russian practices diverged from them, presumably for
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ideational reasons. What he does not do is suggest another interpretation of
these events. He touches on other approaches ‘less as alternative explana-
tions than as pieces of a larger puzzle’, noting that realism, Marxism, and
other approaches relate to parts of his account (Pouliot 2010, 257). As a
result, although sympathetic reviewers find Pouliot’s theorizing promising,
they are unsure what he argues empirically. For Ted Hopf, whose own
work draws on Bourdieu, ‘The evidence Pouliot presents certainly supports
his narrative of events, but absent a more systematic consideration of
alternative accounts, it is very hard to know whether other approaches
might have written the same story’ (Hopf 2011, 773; see also Ringmar
2014, 9). Another reviewer regrets that ‘it is not clear what added value the
almost exclusive focus on Bourdieusian concepts brings to Pouliot’s story’
(Forsberg 2012, 171).23

Fortunately, much other scholarship decouples the substantive promise
of Bourdieusan constructivism from holistic methodology. Hopf provides
one example in IR. He builds on Bourdieu and American pragmatists to
theorize a ‘logic of habit’ in international relations, and is not shy about
hypothesizing distinctive expectations for IR if such dynamics are operating
(Hopf 2010). More broadly, Bourdieu was a major inspiration for the
‘practice turn’ in cultural sociology, and also for sociological institutional-
ism in organizational sociology. In both subfields scholars routinely present
arguments that highlight material and ideational elements of practices,
‘bracket’ sophisticated interplays of structure and agency, and explain both
stability and change in direct contrast to non-constructivist alternatives.24

In my view, the sharpest formulation of distinctive narrativization along
these lines comes from sociologist Richard Biernacki, who suggests that the
key challenge is to show ‘that culture [or ideas, norms, discourse, etc.]
exercised an influence of its own but not completely by itself’.25 That is, an
analysis with Bourdieusan-style ambitions must highlight distinctive
aspects of action that flow from social constructs, whereas also tracing how
other conditions affect the story. This can only be done in empirical contrast
to non-constructivist alternatives, as Biernacki (1999) develops in a brilliant
critique of major works in cultural history.
Thus I am confident that Pouliot, like other well-grounded researchers

working in the Bourdieusan tradition, could structure his analysis of
Russian–NATO relations to make a distinctive contribution. Practice

23 Ringmar (2014) makes a parallel criticism of Adler and Pouliot.
24 For examples, see the empirical chapters in Powell and DiMaggio (1991), or practice-based

studies surveyed in Biggart and Beamish (2003).
25 For examples of failures to do so, including from Bourdieu, see Biernacki (1995, 1–36).
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theorists will realize their substantive promise if they reverse Bourdieu’s
methodological logic: the more complex our theorization of action, the
more we need competing alternatives to highlight differences from
narrower accounts we have bridged or combined.

Anti-foundationalism

The deepest argument that divorces non-constructivist alternatives from
constructivist research portrays an epistemological divide between
‘foundationalist’, ‘essentialist’, or ‘empiricist’ views on the one hand and
‘anti-foundationalism’ on the other. Most post-positivist, ‘radical’, or
‘postmodern’ constructivists espouse anti-foundationalism, which rejects
any ‘correspondence theory’ view in which we can make truth claims that
correspond to reality. At first glance, this stance might seem to make it
pointless to set up empirically competing alternatives. The core idea is that
empirics cannot ultimately arbitrate anything. It also implies that the
empirical accounts of ‘foundationalist’ scholars may be hopelessly narrow,
unwilling as they are to question their own interpretive context. Moreover,
to dignify these arguments with debate reproduces the social context that
empowered such narrow-mindedness. Richard Price and Christian
Reus-Smit nicely summarize how this logic lies behind the ‘the general
reticence, and at times explicit refusal, of [many radical constructivists] to
cast their substantive claims about world politics in relation to alternative
accounts …’:

To weigh one explanation or interpretation against another is thought to
imply that one or the other ultimately constitutes the single, true causal
explanation of the empirical world, when in fact it is impossible to
establish an Archimedean point from which to judge alternative inter-
pretations; any attempt to establish such a point merely empowers a
particular social and political standpoint … By confronting alternative
arguments and interpretations head on, therefore, constructivists pur-
portedly risk violating the epistemological posture of much critical theory
and abandoning the politics of resistance embraced by more ‘committed’
postmodern critical theorists (Price and Reus-Smit 1998, 275–6).

The ‘explicit refusals’ Price and Reus-Smit mention come from major
postmodern thinkers like Richard Ashley, R.B.J. Walker, and David
Campbell. Ashley and Walker champion dissident thought in IR that
questions foundationalist ‘sovereign’ views and discourses, both among
political actors and among academic observers, whereas arguing that we
should not advance equally overconfident interpretations to replace them.
‘Ambiguity and uncertainty’, they stress, ‘are not here regarded as sources
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of fear in themselves’ (Ashley andWalker 1990, 263). Campbell too aims to
question and deconstruct without insisting on a new narrative. Invoking
literary critic Susan Sontag’s essay ‘Against Interpretation’, he characterizes
his goal as ‘to show how something is what it is rather than what it means
…’ (Campbell 1998, 5, original emphasis). The more common position that
Price and Reus-Smit call a ‘general reticence’ to entertain alternatives is
visible in postmodern or post-structuralist work from scholars like James
Der Derian 1987, Roxanne Doty (1996a), Jenny Edkins (1999), Cynthia
Weber (1996), Jutta Weldes, or Maja Zehfuss (2002). They make no bones
about offering extensive empirical characterizations of discourses.
Moreover, at the level of the actors they study, they pay careful attention to
the contrasting rhetorics that people employ in politics. At the level of their
own discussion, however – between academics – they seem not to see value
in contrasting their accounts to others.
As the tone of the citation above implies, Price and Reus-Smit precede me

in arguing that more engagement could be legitimate and useful for
postmodernist or post-structuralist constructivists. This section builds on
their points, and some from Ole Waever and Douglas Houghton, but takes
them in a new (if compatible) direction. These calls for engagement between
radical or postmodern constructivists and other scholars stress the
possibility for engagement. To the extent that they give reasons to exploit
this possibility, they suggest benefits of shared insights and synthesis.
I argue that the communicative value of contrasting accounts sustains a
more forceful case.
Why, then, might ‘radical’ constructivists wish to engage other scholars’

empirical claims? Unlike with constitutiveness or understanding, I do not
think that the anti-foundationalist position mischaracterizes basic rela-
tionships between kinds of arguments. The oversight here is more like the
way in which Bourdieusan constructivists miss how alternatives help their
own project. In my view, postmodern constructivists need not alter any of
their coherent positions to see that alternatives, including non-
constructivist ones, can help them reach their own goals. Such practices
make sense within their epistemology.
A first step in this direction, emphasized by Price and Reus-Smit and also

Houghton, is to observe that postmodern and post-structuralist
constructivists clearly make concrete empirical claims. Even those who
explicitly refuse to champion a new narrative still advance empirical char-
acterizations. Walker’s seminal postmodern retort to Robert Keohane in
1989 had no problem asserting that certain explanations of early modern
politics were ‘implausible’ or ‘inadequate’ alongside several other broad
empirical claims. Campbell offers a particular perspective on the Bosnian
tragedy, as is best highlighted by Lene Hansen’s moderately different
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post-structuralist account (of which more below) (see Hansen 2006,
217–20). Der Derian, Weber, Weldes, Doty, or Zehfuss obviously aspire to
highlight something specific in empirics. This is unsurprising from a post-
modern or post-structuralist point of view: ‘As Nietzsche pointed out long
ago’, write Price and Reus-Smit, ‘we cannot help putting forth truth claims
about the world’ ( (1998, 272). We may add the caveat that our claims
correspond to no truth, however tentative, but still any empirical work
draws its audience’s attention to certain narratives. Houghton makes the
stronger version of this argument that the truth status of our claims ‘has no
real impact on what we do as scholars when we look at the world “out
there”’ (2008, 45).26 He may overstate the irrelevance of epistemological
differences, but his core point is hard to reject: whether we qualify our
narratives as True, tentatively valid, plausible, or simply provocative, we
draw attention to certain empirical characterizations.
A second step is to observe that postmodern constructivists should not

object to locating their empirical claims in a shared space with non-
constructivist ones. Waever develops an argument along these lines under
the heading of ‘the postmodern solution to the problem of incommensur-
ability’ (1996, 170). Post-structuralists in particular should be skeptical
that claims made from one perspective simply cannot speak to those from
another:

Poststructuralists argue that all meaning systems are open-ended systems
of signs referring to signs referring to signs. No concept can therefore have
an ultimate, unequivocal meaning. The image of closed paradigms or any
other closed culture assumes that a closed sign system has been achieved
which gives a stable and ultimate meaning to its participants. This would
be possible within French structuralism, but exactly not in post-structur-
alism, the main difference between the two being that structuralism is a
theory of signs, poststructuralism a critique of the sign; structuralism
investigates how social phenomena can be explained by stable and per-
vasive meaning systems, poststructuralism shows how all meaning sys-
tems are precarious, self-defeating and only strive for closure without ever
succeeding (Waever 1996, 171).

He effectively concludes that post-structuralists stand between deep
incommensurability and easy, positivist-style commensurability (wherein
meanings are unproblematic). In this epistemological territory, different
perspectives rest on disconnected meanings but are not entirely impene-
trable to each other. To make a similar point more broadly, it seems
clear that post-structuralist and postmodern constructivists should be

26 Guzzini (2010, 32) makes a similar argument.
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considerably more comfortable entertaining empirical claims from non-
constructivists than the reverse. After all, it is the positivist or modern side
that characterizes their own claims as scientific and those of postmodernists
as not. From the postmodern side, all empirical claims share the status of
politically competing narratives. Realist claims (for example) may rest on
assumptions that a postmodern constructivist rejects profoundly, but the
deeper postmodern point is that realist claims are not actually epistemolo-
gically different from their own. Both represent political agendas.
A third crucial step is to explain what postmodern or post-structuralist

scholars gain from such engagement. Even if they can legitimately make
empirical claims that engage non-constructivists, why do so? Why contrast
an argument like Cynthia Weber’s account of ‘simulated sovereignty’, for
example, to a narrow narrative based in realism? Why further legitimize
realism in so doing? Price and Reus-Smit suggest that self-reflective scholars
should entertain alternatives out of ecumenical recognition of their possible
substantive merit: ‘All accounts of the world are partial, whether they be
rationalist or constructivist, and the best that can be claimed on behalf of
either is that they illuminate aspects of an event or phenomena that are
required for an adequate understanding of the explanandum in question’
(1998, 280).27 This seems plausible to me, but it may not to radical
constructivists: they might question that the middle ground is best, or
whether realism or any other orthodox theory is anything more than a
waste of time. More compelling is an emphasis on the communicative value
of competing alternatives.
That answer is foreshadowed by the argument of the previous section,

which applies still more obviously to anti-foundationalists.28 In a fully
social post-positivistic epistemology, shorn of any correspondence theory
of truth, it is especially ironic to offer a solitary empirical account without
explicit attention to the social space of claims around it. To do so seems to
imply a special methodological enlightenment akin to a naïve positivist’s
faith in methods: if only we use the mind-opening tools of Foucault,
Derrida, or Baudrillard, we can directly penetrate empirics and commu-
nicate about them in new, provocative, critical ways. Far more coherent for
anti-foundationalists is to hold that our attempts to communicate anything
about fundamentally contested empirics derive their shape and significance
from relationships to other ways of narrating the same stories. We may
indeed risk partly legitimizing dominant accounts in engaging them, but

27 Reus-Smit (2013) other recent work similarly favors ‘eclectic’ cross-fertilization.
28 Many Bourdieusan constructivists describe themselves as anti-foundationalists as well

(e.g. Pouliot 2004), but the far-more-than-rumpmaterialism present in Bourdieu’s ownwork and
much related scholarship does not fit this description.
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this risk is unavoidable for those seeking to open minds. To mount a
challenge to dominant views, we cannot simply flee in a lifeboat of free-
floating interpretations.
To concretize this criticism, consider the prominent example of Weber’s

sovereignty book. Starting from a paraphrase of R.B.J. Walker that
resembles Rodney Bruce Hall’s core claim –‘what counts and/or functions
as sovereign is not the same in all times and places’ (Weber 1996, 2–3) –
Weber asks, ‘… how do practices of theorists and diplomats stabilize the
meaning of sovereignty and, by default, write the state?’ In accounts of
interventions under the Concert of Europe and the American administra-
tion of Woodrow Wilson, she employs a Foucauldian approach of a ‘logic
of representation’, asking what actors represented about sovereignty over
time. Then for accounts of interventions under Ronald Reagan and George
H.W. Bush, she argues that the ‘referent’ for sovereignty became so
ambiguous that wemust invoke Baudrillard’s ‘logic of simulation’, in which
representation is impossible and actors substitute ‘signs of the real for the
real itself’ (Weber 1996). Each case takes the form of a dense empirical
account and a discussion of what Foucauldian or Baudrillardian narratives
reveal about it. Doty’s review in the American Political Science
Review stresses Weber’s empirical credentials: ‘All too often, critical
approaches such as Weber’s have been judged as capable of offering only
negative and destructive critiques, with no positive contributions based
upon concrete historical and empirical research. Simulating Sovereignty
should put to rest such critiques’ (1996b, 237).
Yet if Weber is clearly empirical, it is harder to see how she is con-

structivist. In the Concert of Europe cases, she stresses that claims about
sovereignty and intervention reflected distinct dynastic and nationalist
logics. Monarchs generally attributed sovereignty to the monarch and so
often presented cross-border interventions to preserve monarchs as
legitimate. Revolutionaries rejected such interventions as violations of
sovereignty they rooted in the people. Wilson later championed the
nationalist logic and claimed, in rather tortured rhetoric, that his inter-
ventions against regimes in Mexico and Bolshevik Russia (and ostensibly
for their ‘peoples’) maintained ‘scrupulous respect for [their] sovereignty’.29

As nicely as Weber’s accounts highlight these changing and non-obvious
invocations of sovereignty, they are not controversial. No scholar would
disagree that these actors said these things. The meaningful debates concern
how to interpret them: are state leaders simply pursuing security with

29 This phrase justified the Pershing expedition’s pursuit of Pancho Villa intoMexico in 1916,
but was echoed in many ways across both cases (Weber 1996, 67).
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flexible justifications? Are monarchs and revolutionaries rationalizing class
positioning? Are revolutionaries animated by the ideas of the Enlight-
enment? To what degree is Wilson a champion of self-determination or just
an apologist for the demands of US business? Weber’s interpretive sections
offer no interpretation, simply reasserting that multiple discursive positions
were at work. On the Concert of Europe, she even offers the Krasneresque
conclusion that the Concert was ‘never more than the formalization of a
military alliance against France’ (1996, 60). On Wilson, she just qualifies
his discourse as a ‘political strategy which … worked to silence or
defer questions about how ‘selves’ or ‘identities’ were produced…’ (Weber
1996, 91). On Reagan and Bush, where her framework shifts from Foucault
to Baudrillard, the conclusion just seems to be that ‘sovereignty’ and
‘intervention’ are invoked so vacuously that ‘They no longer produce
meaning’ (Weber 1996, 121). Except for some rather nihilistic language
about the last cases, these accounts would not trouble a realist, Marxist,
liberal, or any other kind of scholar.
One last time, let me stress that my criticism is driven by optimism for

Weber’s approach. I strongly suspect that she has distinctive things to say
about these cases. In some other post-structuralist work, we find hints of
this potential. Lene Hansen’s methodologically explicit discursive account
of the Bosnian war ends with a concrete differentiation between her own
narrative and that of David Campbell, clarifying both books in the process
(Hansen 2006, 217–20). Hansen does not extend this contrast to other
serious scholarly claims about Bosnia, and her four chapters of methodo-
logical advice omit any mention of contrasting accounts – but she none-
theless hints that such contrasts can be appropriate and useful within anti-
foundationalist commitments.30Without them, a project likeWeber’s is left
floating without reference points. The real cost of this move, once again, is
for these scholars’ own agenda. They fail to use their social context to give
shape to meaningful tales for themselves.

Conclusion: contrasting accounts and eclectic ones

This article has argued that constructivists have basic epistemological
reasons to contrast their accounts empirically to others, including
non-constructivist alternatives, and that the main views that limit or deny
that practice crumble under scrutiny. Constitutiveness is basic to
constructivism, but constitutive claims about action always confront

30 Hansen considers policy-focused work by Robert Kaplan and Samuel Huntington as
contrasting discourses, but recognizes only Campbell as another careful academic observer
studying her case.
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competing causal claims about why people ended up taking these actions.
‘Internal’ understandings are fundamental to constructivism, but
non-constructivists also make competing (if often crude) ‘internal’ claims
about processes of action. Holistic methodology arises from a constructivist
sensitivity to complex and contingent dynamics of action, but complex
arguments take shape by relying more (not less) on contrasts to alternatives.
Anti-foundationalism portrays social inquiry in profoundly different terms
from non-constructivists’ epistemologies, but also implies that con-
structivist accounts derive much (or all) of their meaning and potential for
social influence from positioning vis-à-vis dominant scholarship.
To conclude, let me contrast this case for competing alternatives to the

‘eclectic turn’, which has come principally from constructivists. Often
informed partly by American pragmatist philosophy, which mixes an anti-
foundationalist rejection of universal truths with a practical focus on ‘what
works’ to solve meaningful problems in a given context, these arguments
advise scholars to downplay epistemological divides and seek ‘middle-range’
engagement across approaches. The highest profile version is Rudra Sil and
Peter Katzenstein’s ‘analytic eclecticism’: ‘an intellectual stance that supports
efforts to complement, engage, and selectively utilize theoretical constructs
embedded in contending research traditions to build complex arguments that
bear on substantive problems of interest …’ (Sil and Katzenstein 2010,
411).31 IR theorists of all sorts have joined this chorus. On the positivist side,
David Lake argues that rather than grand-theoretic confrontations, ‘We
would all be better off … focusing on achieving progress within each
approach that addresses important real-world problems’ (2013, 568). Jeffrey
Checkel describes such views as common today in traditional American IR,
noting an ‘explosion of interest in bridge building’ since the mid-1990s
(2013, 221). More post-positivist IR theorists like Patrick Jackson and
Daniel Nexon champion a very broad and deep pluralism (Jackson 2011;
Jackson and Nexon 2013). Christian Reus-Smit (2013) and Stefano Guzzini
(2013) also espouse a broader eclecticism that extends across epistemologies
and includes normatively focused scholarship as well.
From this article’s perspective, this literature gives strikingly little

attention to competing accounts. These scholars justify engagement almost
entirely in combinatory rather than competitive terms. Even their invoca-
tions of pluralism lack the competitive connotation the term usually carries.
In their hands, it becomes either a logic of ‘live and let live’ – or ‘disengaged
pluralism’, as Timothy Dunne, Hansen, andWight term Lake’s position – or
a synonym for cooperation, as in Checkel’s (2013, 224) ‘theoretical

31 See also Hellmann 2009.
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pluralism’: ‘an explicit effort to utilize insights and variables from two or
more theoretical approaches to make better sense of a real-world problem’.
Dunne, Hansen, and Wight (2013, 417) espouse an ‘integrative pluralism’,
with ‘researchers from multiple perspectives engaging in the practice of
pluralism through engagement with alternative positions where their con-
cerns and research interests overlap’. Jackson suggests an ‘engaged plural-
ism’ that sounds slightly more contrastive, featuring ‘conversations that
unfold without necessarily resulting in either agreement or stalemate, but
instead produce ever-finer differentiations and specifications brought on by
the difficult intellectual labor of translation’ (2011, 207; see also Suganami’s
critique (2013)). Yet, the thrust of his book on the philosophy of social
science converges on Lake’s ‘disengaged pluralism’, portraying approaches
operating in separate conceptual spaces. Moreover, with Nexon, he lauds
Pouliot’s alternative-free work as showing ‘precisely what vibrant interna-
tional theorizing puts on the table: it provides new ways of interpreting the
world, and the opportunity to debate those understandings’ (Jackson and
Nexon 2013, 557).
I am nonetheless hopeful that these scholars will read this article as com-

patible with their views. Their routes to eclecticism or pluralism generally
depart from ontological open-mindedness (many things could be happening
in our world) and from epistemological humility (we may gain insights from
many perspectives). An emphasis on competing alternatives departs instead
from a need for communicative clarity – but that need is especially pressing in
a world where many things could be happening and which many perspec-
tives claim to illuminate. Far from being incompatible, these points make
sense together. We must engage empirically competing alternatives at the
beginning and end of any eclectic effort. If we want a combined argument to
deepen our understandings rather than just pulverizing them, we must first
contrast our multiple narrative threads to each other to highlight their dis-
tinct content as best we can. Then, once we knit these threads into a multi-
part argument, we must contrast it to other (presumably simpler) narratives
to communicate the distinctiveness of eclecticism.
At the same time, this message may appeal to scholars who are skeptical

of eclecticism. Strongly committed constructivists, like the most convinced
members of any school, may not agree that many things could be happen-
ing. They may bet that it is ‘ideas all the way down’ (Wendt 1999, 92). Nor
may they feel humble about their epistemological views. Whereas such
theorists might ignore arguments for eclecticism that depart from
middle-ground bets, they should still acknowledge that they can only tell
meaningful stories about a deeply socially constructed world if they relate
them to other scholars’ stories on the same topics. This point underscores
that an emphasis on empirically contrasting accounts is ultimately the single
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most basic element of all empirical inquiry in the social sciences, from its
modern to postmodern extremes. Whether our stories are aggressive or
humble, parsimonious or complex, True or socially provocative, they only
take meaningful shape in contrast to other tales.
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