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Structures Do Not Come with an Instruction
Sheet: Interests, Ideas, and Progress in
Political Science
By Mark Blyth

This article questions the centrality of interest-based explanation in political science. Through an examination of the “turn to
ideas” undertaken in the past decade by rationalist and nonrationalist scholars in both comparative politics and international rela-
tions, it seeks to make three points. First, interests are far from the unproblematic and ever-ready explanatory instruments we
assume them to be. Second, the ideational turn of historical institutionalism and constructivist international relations theory
marks a substantive theoretical shift in the field precisely because it problematizes notions of action that take interest as given.
Third, such scholarship emerged from, and in reaction to, the inherent limits of rationalist treatments of interests and ideas. That
it did so suggests that progress in the discipline may be more dialectic—rather than linear or paradigmatic—than we realize.

D uring the 1990s, political science seemed to embrace one
paradigm more than any other: rational choice theory.
Indeed, by the end of the decade, some leading rational

choice theorists argued that their perspective had effectively
replaced most other theories. One scholar asserted that very few
of the old nonrationalist perspectives would “have lasting influ-
ence,” since “if the arguments turn out to be true, it will be
because of their author’s intuitions and luck” rather than good
theory.1 Another argued that “area studies” could best serve as
empirical data for the work of formal theorists.2

The point of this article is not to rebut expansive rational
choice claims with equally expansive nonrationalist ones. To do
so would merely add to the cacophony of opinions surrounding
rational choice theory rather than tell us anything substantively
interesting. Instead, I analyze the recent turn to ideas in compar-
ative politics and international relations as a reaction to some
inherent limits within rational choice scholarship, particularly its
conception of change and its theory of interests. 

The reasons for this ideational turn are multifarious, but two
factors stand out. The first is a facilitating condition: internal
changes in the social sciences are often precipitated by external,
real-world events.3 Much of this may be “guilt by association”
rather than direct linkage; but either way, a connection exists. For
example, the actual failure of modernization projects in the 1960s
certainly contributed to the perceived crisis of modernization 
theory during the 1970s.4 Similarly, the failure of Keynesian insti-
tutions in the 1970s helped delegitimate Keynesian ideas in the
1980s.5 It is hardly surprising, then, that unexpected changes of
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the 1990s—a peaceful end to the Cold War, resurgent interethnic
conflict, the rise of international terrorism—called into question
the hegemonic frameworks of the day.6

These frameworks—neorealism and neoliberal institutional-
ism in international relations, and rational choice institutional-
ism in comparative politics—were rightly or wrongly seen by
some as having been overtaken by events.7 Of course, other
approaches were no better at predicting such changes. But being
“actively hegemonic” during moments of change opened win-
dows of opportunity for emergent challengers emphasizing the
ideational rather than the rational or the material.8

A second and more theoretically consequential set of reasons
for this shift to ideas has to do with the “biases” inherent in any
theory: what a theory focuses upon and what it misses. In this
case, rational choice’s core concepts—equilibrium, transaction
costs, path-dependence—focused on statics (why things did not
change all that much).9 By the mid-1990s, this static bias had
become more apparent, and its limits more contested.10 In
response to these internal and external challenges, both rational-
ist and nonrationalist research began to focus more explicitly on
explaining political change. 

Reorienting research from the analysis of stasis to that of
change required a search for new causal factors. Concepts such as
ideas, identity, culture, and norms were rediscovered by both
rationalist and nonrationalist scholars. However, this ideational
turn proved to have very different consequences for the two
camps. For rationalists, it was both brief and limiting, but it res-
cued and resuscitated nonrationalist research. 

Given the foregoing, my objectives in this article are threefold.
First, I analyze the theoretical problems that rational choice
research encountered during the 1990s and discuss why some ratio-
nalist scholars began to seek solutions in ideas. Through this new
lens, the notion of structurally determined self-interest—a major
explanatory concept for all political scientists, but particularly for
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rationalists—became problematic. The shift in perspective thus
undermined many of the features that made rational choice theory
distinctive and powerful in the first place. Being more accustomed
to rethinking how interests are formulated, nonrationalists were
better able to develop a new,
albeit diverse, body of theory.
Second, I survey this variegated
research in light of the analytic
problems that gave rise to it, and
discuss its advantages and dis-
advantages vis-à-vis rationalist 
and structuralist formulations.
Third, I argue that this new
wave of ideationalist scholarship
not only marks an important
contribution to theory in its
own right, but also tells us something important about how the dis-
cipline of political science evolves. Genuine theoretical advances are
achieved neither through declarations of hegemony nor through
the blanket rejection of alternatives. They are made when the lim-
its of one theory engender something new. 

The Unexpected Limits of Rationalism
Making stability a problem 
By the early 1990s, two of the main currents in comparative pol-
itics—historical and rational choice institutionalism—each ran
into theoretical problems.11 While historical institutionalists had
made great strides in understanding the sources of policy stasis
and institutional stability, their theories had difficulty in account-
ing for change.12 So these scholars began turning to ideas.13

Rationalists had a different challenge: they needed to more ade-
quately explain stasis, for reasons internal to their models. 

In line with their methodological individualist foundations,
rationalists make agents’ interests the basis of their theories. In
short, what people want drives politics. To elevate such a claim
beyond truism, rationalists add to their model assumptions about
agents’ preferences (the ordering of what people want) and behav-
ior (some postulated function that agents maximize, such as 
“utility”). So far, so good. But as Mancur Olson informed us, left
alone, self-interested maximizing agents will suffer endemic
collective-action problems. And when one adds into the mix
uncertainty over the possible outcomes of actions (multiple equi-
libria), then the set of possible choices facing agents becomes too
complex for stability to occur naturally.14 Indeterminacy, defec-
tion, and a lack of successful collective action seem to be the
unavoidable outcomes of a rationalist world.15 Such a conclusion
pointed to a complex problem for rational choice. Its theory
derived from a model that focused on stasis but predicted inde-
terminacy; and while the real world was always changing, it did
not appear to be nearly as much “in flux” as the theory would pre-
dict. Therefore, because of this internal theoretical problem,
rational choice theorists invoked institutions to explain stability.
Institutions were invoked as instruments that help agents realize
their structurally given interests. They were the glue that made
the social world stick. 

It quickly became apparent, however, that this approach cre-
ated a second-order difficulty. For if supplying institutions was
itself a collective action problem, then it made little sense to
appeal to institutions to provide stability, since institutions, like

other public goods, would be
undersupplied.16 Given this
problem, rational choice theo-
rists needed to search for
another source of stability;
hence, the turn to ideas. 
But rationalism’s individualist
ontology and its understand-
ing of interest meant that the
adoption of ideas threatened
to open a Pandora’s box of
complications. 

A bridge too far?
The exemplar—and to some extent, inventor—of the ideational
agenda in rational choice theory is Douglass North.17

Dissatisfied with the inability of existing rationalist theories to
deal with the issue of institutional emergence, North developed
a theory of institutional supply based on the concepts of trans-
action cost, uncertainty, and ideology. For North, institutions
were still doing the “stabilizing,” but ideologies were deployed to
solve the collective action problems that so complicated their
construction. Basically, North argued that the ideologies indi-
viduals hold cheapen the price of having and acting on one’s
convictions.18 Therefore, by developing and deploying an ideol-
ogy, agents can overcome the collective action problems inherent
in supplying institutions, while still adhering to individualist
microfoundations.

While attractive, North’s adoption of ideas rests upon a para-
dox: for while he argues that ideas make collective action for insti-
tutional supply possible, he also argues that “institutions, by
reducing the price we pay for our convictions, make ideas . . .
important sources of institutional change” (my emphasis).19 In
other words, ideas allow agents to create institutions by overcom-
ing barriers to collective action, while existing institutions make
ideas powerful—by doing the same. This seems contradictory, for
if institutions make ideas “actionable,” then one cannot appeal to
ideas to create institutions.20 Conversely, if ideas create institu-
tions, then one cannot appeal to institutions to explain ideation-
al and thus institutional change. There is, in short, a circularity in
the microfoundations of the model. Appealing to ideas does not
solve the problem of supply, but simply pushes it one step back
on the causal chain.21

Unsatisfied with this attempt to incorporate ideas into a ratio-
nalist framework, North next developed a theory of how indi-
viduals’ “shared mental models” aggregate together through
communication to form ideologies. In this new approach, shared
ideologies are the building blocks that make coherent collective
action and institutional construction possible. This theory, how-
ever, engendered an even more serious problem than the first one
did: it effectively reduced rationality to various individual psy-
chological states. If one admits that each individual has unique
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perceptions of the world, then although one may aggregate these
perceptions into common ideologies through learning, this is a
far cry from any notion of substantive rationality that agents
behave in accordance with their structurally derived interests.
Arguably, the theory constitutes its own undoing.22

To see why this is the case, recall that in rational choice theo-
ry, at least in its “thin” version, agents are assumed to be consis-
tent in their choices and how they make them.23 What people
want is usually posited as structurally given, by virtue of a
hypothesized material interest, with the realization of interests
limited by the payoffs the agent faces (what the agent thinks she
will get) and the informational structure of the environment.24 In
short, preferences are things with which to do the explaining, not
things to be explained. Yet if one takes ideas seriously as causal
elements, as “subjective mental models,” then one must see them
as having an effect on the content of what agents want, and not
just the order of what they want; otherwise, ideas would simply
be the residue of preexisting interests and thus unimportant. 

Yet if acquiring a new idea means changing one’s conception 
of self-interest rather than just reordering one’s preferences, and 
if different agents can hold different mental models regardless of
the similarities of their structural positions, then the hard core of
rationalist theory comes up for grabs.25 One is no longer talking
about ideas as an information surrogate that helps agents realize
their existing interests or as a source of institutional supply.26

Instead, one must admit the possibility, as ideationalist scholars
have increasingly done, that ideas can in fact change an agent’s
interests. 

But then, on a fundamental level, rational choice is no longer
rational choice. When ideas are allowed to give content to inter-
ests, the sparse, elegant, predictive, and parsimonious structure of
rational choice theory becomes compromised since one can no
longer assume transitive preferences, given interests, or a coherent
methodologically individualist ontology.27 The explanatory work
in such a theory necessarily occurs offstage, in the ideas that con-
stitute interests, and these cannot simply be “given” by structural
location or other material factors. 

There’s something about interests . . . 
Rational choice theory encounters this difficulty because of a
conceptual confusion in its notion of interest—that is, conceiv-
ing what agents want apart from the ideas agents have about what
they want. Positing that an agent did something because his or
her interest lay in x over y ignores the fact that the concept of inter-
est presupposes unacknowledged, but important, cognates of
interest, such as wants, beliefs, and desires. As decision theorists
have demonstrated, however, these cognates are not separate from
interests and must be considered as part of the concept itself.28

Interest is therefore a “cluster” concept: one whose intention, or
core meaning, is intimately bound with its extension, or its cog-
nates (such as beliefs and desires). 

Recognizing the cluster composition of interest is important.
For example, to suppose an agent has an interest in achieving out-
come y presupposes that she has a want for y given her beliefs and
desires. However, if interests are constituted by beliefs and desires,
and if agents are confused about what they should want, perhaps

owing to uncertainties over likely future states of the world, then
their interests may be unstable too. Transitivity—and hence, pre-
dictability—goes out the window, since the stability of this cluster
cannot be taken for granted.29 Holding ideas apart from interests,
even analytically, makes little sense. But if rational choice theorists
were to accept such reasoning, then specifying interests, and hence
what people do, would become less about a priori structural deter-
mination and more about the construction of wants as mediated
by beliefs and desires (i.e., ideas).

Consequently, turning to ideas threatened to rob rational
choice theory of its essence: the ability to construct a model based
on a thin notion of rationality that takes preferences as given and
explains outcomes as a function of preexisting interests. After all,
the point of the theory in the first place was to allow the analyst
to do away with culture, psychology, ideology, history, and con-
text, and to concentrate on what really mattered—a materially
specified notion of self-interest as the basis of a predictive theory.30

In sum, if one allows ideas to constitute interests—to determine
the content of preferences and not simply their ordering—then
rational choice theory risks losing what makes it distinctive in the
first place. This is why, after a strong turn toward ideas in the early
1990s, rational choice theorists turned away from them rather
quickly.31

All Change in Comparative Politics and
International Relations?
Ideas and regime change
While rational choice theorists were making their ideational turn,
another group of scholars also turned to ideas, norms, and cul-
ture, in order to extend the explanatory reach of their theories.
Although disparate in their precise theoretical foci and concep-
tual arsenals, what united them all was the desire to challenge the
notion of self-interest so central to rational choice’s success. 

Scholars in comparative politics, particularly those writing in the
historical institutionalist tradition, have contributed much in this
regard.32 For example, Sheri Berman’s book The Social Democratic
Moment exemplifies how comparativists have used ideas to prob-
lematize interests and give better accounts of large-scale historical
change. Berman seeks to explain why, despite having the largest
and most powerful social democratic party in the world at the time,
the interwar German Social Democratic Party (SPD) not only
capitulated before Nazism, but, when in government, did not even
attempt to fight Germany’s economic crisis through remedial poli-
cies. In comparison, the Swedish Social Democrats (SAP),
although a much smaller and weaker party in terms of both size
and parliamentary influence, managed to avoid fascism and laid
the foundations for the world’s most successful and long-lived
experiment in social democracy. The difference between the two
paths taken, argues Berman, was “each party’s long held ideas and
the distinct policy legacies these ideas helped to create.”33

Rather than relying on structurally derived notions of interests,
Berman uses archival data to reconstruct the ideas that constituted
both parties’ interests. She focuses on the “programmatic” beliefs
of party leaders to explain policy choices. Though derived from the
broader ideological context within which agents operate, 

www.apsanet.org 697
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592703000471 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592703000471


Articles Structures Do Not Come with an Instruction Sheet

698 December 2003 Vol. 1/No. 4

“programmatic beliefs provide guidelines for practical activity and
for the formulation of solutions to everyday problems.”34 Such
beliefs are not reducible to a priori interests. Instead, party leaders
are ideational entrepreneurs who actively modify agents’ beliefs
about what their interests are. This does not mean that struc-
tures are irrelevant—far from it—but such structures do not come
with an instruction sheet. There is still plenty of room for agents
to make history apart from their structurally given interests.

The German case provides a robust challenge to any notion of
materially derived self-interest. Berman reminds the reader that a
peculiar thing about the interwar German SPD was its special
relationship to Karl Marx and Marxism. Marx saw revolution
coming first to Germany and anticipated a special role for the
SPD in producing it. After his death, the SPD became a kind of
defender of the faith for Marxism, which made policy innovation
highly problematic. But the Swedes, unencumbered by such an
ideational legacy, were free to interpret Marxism as a statement of
ends rather than means; they reinvented socialism around the
concepts of an inclusive “people’s home” and reflationary macro-
economics, instead of adhering to the doctrines of historical
materialism. When in power, the SAP was able to implement
these ideas and advocate radical policies to stabilize capitalism.
The SPD, the heirs of Marx, could hardly advocate saving capi-
talism, despite being in charge of the Parliament. Because of this
ideational straightjacket, a trade union proposal to adopt com-
pensatory spending measures that could have at least ameliorated
the collapse of the economy was defeated in 1932.35 In 1933,
through ideational inflexibility rather than structural weakness,
the SPD laid the ground for Hitler to come to power. 

One could reject such a reading and model the interwar peri-
od as a game among the SPD, the Communists, and the National
Socialist German Workers’ Party, with the SPD attempting to
maximize the long-term benefits of the collapse of capitalism over
the short-term benefits of stabilization, given the relative proba-
bilities of each. Yet doing so would be to restate the question
rather than answer it.36 The beauty of Berman’s analysis is that it
shows how similarly placed actors, in similarly placed states, with
similar problems, reacted in such utterly different ways. 

Ideas, legitimacy, and distribution
On a more meso level, Hilary Appel seeks to explain why differ-
ent postsocialist economies chose such radically different privati-
zation strategies.37 Given that privatization institutions, once
chosen, have very different distributional effects, rationalist theo-
ries would predict that agents with common interests would
attempt to form coalitions and build institutions in order to
direct the stream of benefits toward themselves. What determines
their success in doing so is their relative bargaining power, which
itself is structurally given. However, viewing interests in this way,
according to Appel, leads to erroneous predictions since such
approaches cannot explain variation across cases. In contrast, an
approach that takes ideology seriously gets it right.

Appel questions the notion of groups having different relative
bargaining power because of structural factors such as asset speci-
ficity or factor position. She argues that while such a position may
give an approximation of groups’ potential interests, it cannot be

used as a basis to predict actual behavior. Doing so, “without
bringing ideology and legitimacy into our analysis, would [allow
us to] realize the bargaining position of . . . groups . . . only post
hoc, namely, with the benefit of knowing how property had in fact
been distributed.”38 Appel argues that a focus on ideology avoids
such circularity since paying attention to the ideological context
of choice gives agents’ interests content. 

To make this case, Appel compares the Czech and Russian pri-
vatizations. While in each country a post hoc analysis could be
constructed, such an approach would identify the wrong actors
and posit nonexistent coalitions. Instead, a focus on ideology
reveals why groups with ostensibly similar material interests could
not form distributional coalitions, even though the groups’ rela-
tive bargaining power should have enabled them to do so. In the
Czech case, the rapid delegitimation of the socialist political order
weakened the prestige of industrial managers and organized labor.
New parties were thus unwilling to ally with these groups, for fear
of being tarred with the same brush as the old regime. For the
same reason, labor and managers were unable to join with the old
Communists. Both sets of actors found themselves devoid of pos-
sible coalition partners, so they had no significant input into the
privatization process, despite their ostensible bargaining power
and materially dictated common interests.39

In Russia, though, the former Communist legislature was not
delegitimated in the transition. Workers and managers could
thereby form coalitions to channel the proceeds of privatization
toward themselves. Like Berman, Appel uses ideology as an
explanatory concept precisely because it goes beyond notions of
given interests. By examining the ideological context of action—
what is perceived as legitimate or not in a given context—Appel
explains why distributive coalitions formed in one state but not
in another.40

Ideas and monetary politics
Bridging international relations and comparative politics is the
central question of why European monetary integration has taken
the form that it has. At first glance, this furrow would seem rather
barren for ideational analysis to plow, since sophisticated ratio-
nalist theories of optimal currency areas and credibility already
seek to explain monetary cooperation. Kathleen McNamara
argues that such a conclusion is not warranted. For McNamara,
ideas that give content to interests are crucial to any understand-
ing of what channeled European monetary cooperation into the
precise institutional forms we see today.41

How would it be possible for states to have preferences over a
set of institutions with which they have no experience? After all,
in rational choice theory, learning is Bayesian; and in a situation
with no prior examples to draw upon, no priors could be ranked.
Rational agents could then have no preference for x over y set of
monetary institutions—hence, the difficulty of choosing mone-
tary institutions.42

Applying this logic to European monetary cooperation,
McNamara asks why cooperation converged on the European
monetary union, a common platform of exchange rate stability
and low inflation. After all, if the agents could have no material-
ly derived preference for such arrangements—and if the 
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arrangements could not be a function of strategic bargaining,
given this lack of prior interests—then where did they come
from? For McNamara, as for Berman and Appel, ideas are critical
explanatory factors. 

McNamara posits a three-step learning model that does not
depend upon any notion of structurally derived interests and sub-
stantive rationality. First, a period of policy failure—the supply
shocks and inflation of the 1970s—threw existing institutions
into doubt. Second, new monetarist ideas about the role of the
state in the economy created a neoliberal consensus that saw fight-
ing inflation as the top policy priority. Third, European policy
elites generalized from the low-inflation and high-employment
experience of postwar Germany, a country whose outcomes were
attributed to having an independent central bank. Ideas drawn
from this exemplar were combined with neoclassical ideas about
credibility; the end result was a period of policy emulation and
innovation in which new institutions of monetary cooperation
were constructed. 

Note that once again the outcomes McNamara seeks to explain
are underdetermined by structural factors and rationalist logics.
For example, if institutions were as rationalists perceived them
(instrumental products designed to help agents realize their inter-
ests), the imprint of those interests should have been present in
the new institutions. Yet neither sectoral nor factoral logics could
indicate which actors were in fact important in the creation of
these new institutions.43 Moreover, neither the complexion of a
state’s governing party (left or right) nor a particular state’s pro-
duction profile could predict support for neoliberal cooperation.
Ideas in this case cannot be mere reflections of underlying inter-
ests. Without attention being paid to the shared ideas that made
up the neoliberal policy consensus, the precise shape of the insti-
tutions that emerged could not be predicted. Once ideas are
taken seriously, such choices can be seen as reasonable and expli-
cable, but they cannot be seen as rational.

Beyond neorealism and neoliberalism
Similar to what was under way in comparative politics at this
time, real-world changes—specifically, the unexpected and peace-
ful end to the Cold War—opened the door to internal theoreti-
cal challenges already issued against the two dominant theories of
IR in the late 1980s: neorealism and neoliberal institutionalism.44

While the end of the Cold War seemed to cast doubt upon the
predictive capacity of neorealism, for neoliberal institutionalists
the problem was different. Because their body of theory had the
same conceptual framework as did the rational institutionalist
school in comparative politics, it was argued that many of 
the issues that IR had to grapple with in the post–Cold War era
(the growth of transnational actors and advocacy networks, the
importance of international organizations, et cetera) only had so
much to do with increasing transparency and information
flows.45

As a result, while rationalist scholarship still flourished, espe-
cially in the international political economy, it began to do so
with new competitors, particularly those who grouped themselves
under the rather heterogeneous rubric of constructivism. Norms,
identity, and culture—instead of ideas or ideologies—are the

weapons of choice for constructivist theorists.46 What unites
them all is a desire to problematize interests as a basic category
and move beyond rationalist explanations. 

Ideas and (national) interests
Peter Katzenstein’s edited volume The Culture of National Security
constitutes a major statement in this new tradition of scholarship.
Rather than use ideas or ideologies as explanatory concepts, the
authors in this book “adhere to the sociological use of such con-
cepts as norms, identity, and culture . . . to characterize the social
factors they are analyzing.”47 The authors argue that the interna-
tional environment’s cultural specificity engenders different iden-
tities among states. Power becomes as much about culture as it is
about structure. Therefore, since “material power and coercion
often derive their causal power from culture,” it makes little sense
to take state interests as given.48 Instead, interests develop from
states’ identities, with materialism playing second fiddle to mean-
ing. In such a world, norms are endowed with causal properties
and are viewed as “collective expectations about the proper behav-
ior for a given identity.”49 Norms can have either constitutive
effects that define who a state is—holder of the balance, lender of
last resort—or regulative effects that define appropriate behavior
given a specific identity.50 Putting it plainly, if all states are not the
same, then who you are will say a lot about how you will proba-
bly act, irrespective of material capabilities. 

For example, Martha Finnemore demonstrates how the norm
of humanitarianism has shaped state interests, and thus state poli-
cies, in ways that rationalist theories would not predict. She asks
why states intervene in areas where there seems to be little or no
material payoff for doing so. Finnemore finds the answer in the
expansion of a regulative norm of humanitarianism. Beginning in
the nineteenth century, the norm of who counted as human (and
who should be protected) expanded from native subjects to extra-
national white Christians, encompassing practically all mankind
by the late twentieth century. This expansion, Finnemore argues,
did not simply constrain state behavior; it enabled state actions in
areas where self-interest arguments would see no basis for action,
by creating the sufficient cultural conditions for such actions. Seen
in this way, interventions in regions where a material payoff is hard
to discern, such as Cambodia and Somalia, becomes far more
explicable as the response to an increasingly powerful regulative
norm of state behavior. As Finnemore puts it: “As shared under-
standings about who is human . . . change, behavior shifts . . . in
ways not correlated with standard conceptions of interests.”51

For other theorists in Katzenstein’s volume, norms and iden-
tity offer more explanatory purchase when deployed as comple-
mentary concepts. For example, Michael N. Barnett argues that
Arab alliance politics in the 1950s and 1960s are best explained
by differing state identities rather than distributional capabilities.
Barnett argues that “inter-Arab politics largely concerns the
debate over the norms that should govern Arab politics . . . [and]
that are directly related to issues of identity.”52 In contrast to what
rationalist and materialist theories would predict, Arab alliance
politics was not based upon who made a good military match
with whom, relative to external threats. Rather, it was based upon
how Arab states garnered domestic legitimacy by appealing to a
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pan-Arab identity that superseded the Western-drawn and inher-
ited boundaries of their nation-states. Yet Arab alliance politics
was not “interests” seeking a justification in pan-Arab “ideology,”
since the deployment of such ideas constrained the courses of
action that the states who wielded these ideas could in fact take.
While appealing to pan-Arabism may have enhanced domestic
legitimacy, it also created norms of engagement as to how Arab
states should act vis-à-vis one another. 

For example, when Iraq and Turkey signed the Baghdad Pact
in 1955, they undermined the domestic legitimacy of the Iraq
government. While such an alliance may have made military
sense, it flew in the face of the norm of pan-Arabism since
alliances outside the pan-Arab core, especially with former colo-
nial powers, were intersubjectively understood as being beyond
the pale. Consequently, while states such as Jordan may have
wished to join this alliance (given that it made military sense), the
fact that it contradicted this norm of appropriate association
undermined any possible accession to the treaty. Indeed, states
such as Jordan and Lebanon were forced into alliances that made
little security sense, but made sense when seen as a response to
Iraq’s violation of the norm. By contesting the normative basis of
the Iraq-Turkey alliance, Egypt positioned itself as the defender of
pan-Arabism; other states, not wishing to antagonize their
domestic populations, were forced to support the Egyptian line.53

In sum, both identity and norms give content to state interests
and direction to state actions. A focus on material factors and
assumptions of self-help and rationality cannot predict who allies
with whom and why.

Ideas and state identities
A related exploration of the role of ideas and norms in world pol-
itics comes from Alexander Wendt. Rather than see ideas as 
giving content to interests, Wendt radically reduces interests 
to ideas. As he puts it, “[T]he meaning of power and the content
of interests are largely a function of ideas.”54 So the main factor
structuring international politics is neither the distribution of
capabilities, as neorealists would have it, nor the informational
imperfections pointed to by neoliberal institutionalists. Rather,
“the distribution of ideas” in the system is paramount.55

Like Barnett and Finnemore, Wendt sees anarchy in the inter-
national system as underdetermining. Anarchy may lead to being
a status quo state or to being a revisionist state. The core insight
here is that all notions of interest rest upon assumptions about
motivation that cannot simply be “read off ” the structural con-
text. As Wendt puts it, “only a small part of what constitutes
interests is actually material. . . . The rest is ideational.” As such,
we have to pay attention, once again, to “how preferences are
constituted.”56

Drawing on the work of cognitive psychologists, Wendt claims
that in order to specify interests, one must previously specify the
beliefs an agent has about what is desirable in the first place. The
need to consider “what is desired” as a sociological construction
rather than as a material given, argues Wendt, lies in political sci-
ence’s continuing acceptance of a dualism discussed earlier: ana-
lysts tend to concentrate on interests while bracketing beliefs and
desires. In this view, “desire is constitutionally unrelated to belief.

Desire is a matter of passion, not cognition; and while beliefs acti-
vate and channel desires, they cannot be desires.” For Wendt,
such a separation leads analysts to argue that if desires are wholly
separate from beliefs, then they can be treated “in rationalist fash-
ion as a means for realizing exogeneously given interests.”57

Yet such a position is problematic, as noted above, since it con-
fuses a distinction in theory between ideas and interests with a
synthetic distinction in the real world. In contrast, Wendt con-
tends that in the real world “we want what we want because of
how we think about it” and not because of any innate properties
of the object desired.58 Seen in this way, the distinction between
interests and ideas about our interests collapses. Wendt writes
that “biology [and structure] matters little. Human nature does
not tell us whether people are good or bad, aggressive or pacific,
even selfish or altruistic. These are all socially contingent, not
materially essential.”59 In light of such an analysis, the contention
that ideas are epiphenomenal to—or, at best, an adjunct to—
materialist explanations seems all the less convincing.60

Ideationalism and constructivism
Unlike rational choice’s turn to ideas, a turn that threatened to
throw the predictive baby out with the reductionist bathwater, the
work of Berman, Appel, and McNamara marks a progressive exten-
sion of earlier historical institutionalist scholarship. In fact, these
scholars have transformed this body of theory. Whereas earlier his-
torical institutionalist analysis saw institutions as sources of agents’
preferences—and therefore as sticky and path-dependent—
ideational institutionalism changes institutions into something
more dualistic. 

This conception of institutions is consonant with that devel-
oped by William Sewell, who sees institutions as composed of
both schemas and resources.61 In this view, ideas (schemas) and
institutions (resources) are mutually supportive and antagonistic.
Agents can instrumentally use ideas to delegitimate, contest, and
refashion existing institutions.62 Yet such institutions, as the out-
come of social action, give meaning to the material environment
in which agents find themselves—and thus give content to what
agents want in the first place.

This interactive effect is seen most powerfully in the work of
Robert Lieberman.63 Like many scholars in the American political
development tradition, Lieberman is interested how institutions
can be seen as sources of political change as well as stability.64 For
Lieberman, “any political . . . outcome is situated within a variety
of . . . institutional and ideological patterns” that together comprise
a political order, and such an order is neither a stable equilibrium
nor a path-dependent set of structures. Rather, the context of polit-
ical action is composed of multiple institutional and ideological
locations that are layered together. These orders can generate fric-
tions for change when their elements embody contradictory logics.
Instead of viewing politics as path-dependent along a single vector,
Lieberman argues that “at any given moment, politics is situated
upon multiple paths.” He continues: “[W]hen these paths are con-
sonant . . . the result may be stability; when they are not . . . the
result will more likely be instability and uncertainty.”65

Lieberman powerfully illustrates the analytic purchase of this
conception of institutional change in his explanation of
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American civil rights politics. He focuses upon how the Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC), a weak
bureaucracy with little enforcement capacity, was created at the
juncture of several institutional and ideological orders as a result
of the civil rights struggle. Friction among these orders (the
imperatives of electoral politics, the demands of the civil rights
movement, the contradiction between color-blind liberalism and
race-conscious affirmative action ideas) built up to produce an
outcome (strong enforcement of color-conscious policies by the
EEOC) that neither institutional nor ideational approaches
could predict on their own.66

In international relations, constructivist scholars who use
identity, norms, and culture as explanatory variables have simi-
larly challenged many of the basic assumptions of rationalist the-
ory. However, given their disparate conceptual arsenal, a ques-
tion remains as to how these new concepts fit together. Do they
add explanatory value, or do they simply label the same concepts
with different words? I argue that these concepts—norms, iden-
tities, and culture—do in fact fit rather well together, but are
nonetheless different in kind from the concepts deployed by
comparativists.

In the work of such theorists, one can view culture, norms,
and identities as operating on different levels of analysis.
However, whereas traditional international relations theory tends
to prioritize one level at the expense of others, in a constructivist
framework the interaction across levels becomes all important.
For example, if norms operate on the meso level of analysis, 
culture can be seen as its macro correlate. Culture can be con-
ceptualized as being composed of multiple competing norms and
identities that set the evaluative and cognitive standards of world
politics as a whole. Evaluative standards of behavior are governed
by the norms of the system, while cognitive standards are the
rules by which actors are recognized as such.67 Thus, specific
norms are a function of, and embedded in, particular cultures.
Following this logic, state identity refers to the micro level of the-
ory, to the socially constructed interests of states defined by this
wider normative (meso) and cultural (macro) context. Within
this framework, scholars have developed a research agenda that
offers a fundamentally different way of viewing world politics
from that offered by rationalist accounts.68

These concepts are, however, not simply the international rela-
tions analogues of those developed by ideationalists in compara-
tive politics, since the two sets of concepts refer to different
worlds, both theoretically and empirically. But what they do share
is striking: a focus on how agents’ interests are specified and how
nonmaterial factors constitute those interests. That these two
bodies of scholarship appeared at the same time and voiced essen-
tially similar concerns tells us something about how the discipline
evolves—a point I now turn to in conclusion. 

Interests, Ideas, and Progress in 
Political Science
Plus ça change, or evolution, in political science?
In this article, I have argued that, like the world around it, polit-
ical science is undergoing another round of change. The domi-

nant theory of our discipline, rational choice, built its justified
reputation on being able to explain statics with concepts such as
equilibrium, information, veto points, and path-dependence. Yet
it did so with a theory that predicted a world where stability was
hard to maintain. Indeed, some of the most successful applica-
tions of rational choice theory in political science were so
impressive because they made the discipline think about how
achieving stability was a problem. Olson explained why collec-
tive action does not happen easily, Robert Bates explained why
Africa failed to develop, and Douglass North and Robert
Thomas explained why growth is so difficult to achieve.69 All of
these analyses, milestones though they are, focus on statics rather
than dynamics. Change is not explained easily within such
frameworks.

Yet events inside and outside the discipline in the past decade
have made the search for adequate models of change all the more
pressing; and in an effort to be responsive—while paradoxically
addressing internal theoretical problems concerning stability—
some rationalists turned to ideas. But the cost of doing this was to
threaten the hard core of rational choice theory itself, given inter-
ests, thin rationality, prediction, and generalizability. In turning
toward ideas to explain stability, rational choice began to
encounter its own limits. That this is the case should not be a sur-
prise, for something similar has occurred in political science before. 

At the moment victory was declared in the behavioral revolu-
tion, real-world changes and internal theoretical developments
together signaled the limits of the behavioralist framework.70 Its
central concepts of positivism, pluralism, and modernization
were called into question. Consequently, the field splintered into
a variety of approaches, one of which was rational choice theory.71

Analogous to what we saw at the end of the behavioral revolution,
some of the most innovative works in contemporary political sci-
ence are not being developed within what is arguably the main-
stream disciplinary approach. They are instead constructed
because of it and in opposition to it.

One area of growth lies in the turn to ideas by nonrationalist
scholars. The fact that these works have appeared at a time when
rational choice’s claims are so hotly contested, and that they have
done so in direct opposition to its basic tenets, is significant. It
suggests that progress in political science is perhaps dialectic
rather than paradigmatic. Without the very real and important
advances that rational choice theory made, and therefore the
problems it left unattended, new scholarship that seeks to
advance beyond it could not have come into being. Whether or
not such scholarship on ideas does in fact constitute an advance
beyond rational choice theory is obviously contentious, but I
have made a case here for why it does. 

The limits of ideational explanations
Legitimate methodological concerns remain in this nonrational-
ist turn to ideas. Such scholarship does not come with the elegant
tool kit that rational choice offers, and some scholars may be jus-
tifiably wary about trading in what they have for an uncertain
future.72 Indeed, while the scholarship reviewed in this article is
interesting precisely because it is willing to tackle the issues with
which rational choice has problems, there is a price to be paid in
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generalizability, conceptual clarity, and rigor. However, stark
opposition and all-or-nothing alternatives need not be the choice
facing the discipline. 

As the scholarship reviewed here demonstrates, ideas give con-
tent to preferences and thus make action explicable, but they
need not be conceptualized in this way. Ideas can also been seen
as power resources used by self-interested actors or as weapons in
political struggles that help agents achieve their ends. Such an
approach obviously is compatible with rational choice and is of
great theoretical importance.73 It would be a mistake, though, to
limit ideas to such a role and to assign analytical priority to struc-
turally given interests as a matter of course. The work of compar-
ativists shows what would be lost to us in terms of explanatory
power if we did limit ideas in this way, while IR constructivists
demonstrate that the price paid for ignoring such factors may be
to foreclose entire research agendas.

Nonetheless, rationalists may object that my analysis of the
evolution of political science draws all-too-dark distinctions. After
all, some rationalist scholars have attempted to apply “thick”
notions of rationality to political problems that get at exactly the
same issues as the approaches used by ideational theorists. But
such a response is fundamentally unconvincing. Regarding thick
rationalist approaches: the point of rational choice theory was to
do away with the need to posit unobservables as causes, so bring-
ing them back in merely expands the theory beyond its own epis-
temological limits and robs it of its distinctiveness. As Wendt
points out, “[A] key assumption of the traditional rationalist
model is that beliefs have no motivational force on their own; they
merely describe the world.”74 While one can indeed treat ideas as
instruments, they are also much more than that. Ideas are not
simply surrogates for information, nor are they shortcuts to struc-
tures that are somehow lodged between the ears. Ideas are power-
ful because they are intersubjective. They constitute our interests.
They do not simply alter our strategies, and they do not come
with an instruction sheet.75

Critics of my approach may note that thick versions of ration-
ality need not posit egoism as an assumption; altruism would do
just as well, and rationality can be bounded as well as instrumen-
tal.76 Yet such responses run into their own problems. Just as peo-
ple are never always selfish, they are never always altruistic. The
point, then, is to understand how and why different behaviors
pertain, which unavoidably assumes that interests are something
to be explained and not something with which to do the explain-
ing. Positing alternative motivations a priori keeps the concept of
a given self-interest intact by simply substituting one preference
function for another, thereby making anything and everything
consistent with a rationality assumption. But the works under
discussion here show both how productive it can be to do away
with such an assumption and how limiting it is to maintain strict
methodological individualist foundations. 

Some may also argue that I overstate what rationalists in fact
claim. In practice, no rationalists assert that models of strategic
calculation based upon preexisting preferences always provide
useful explanations of politics. Rather, most would argue that
such models sometimes provide useful explanations of politics.
This more moderate stance runs into the problem that Donald

Green and Ian Shapiro, and Gerardo Munck, have called “seg-
mented universalism,” in which the restriction of a theory to
particular domains “where it is sometimes useful” weakens its
distinctive claims to superior generalizability and scope.77

Moreover, if the point of a theory is to abstract from context,
then such abstractions can offer no guide as to where the appro-
priate context for such a theory is. 

This is not to say that models of strategic calculation based
upon preexisting preferences never provide useful explanations of
politics; they do. But surely it costs the discipline as a whole to
specify one approach as intrinsically better than another before
even asking what the research question is, especially when a pri-
ori domain specification is such a difficult task. Taking ideas seri-
ously does not mean abandoning social science; it means accept-
ing that the limits of one set of theories open up space for others
to move forward and enrich the discipline. 

I am not suggesting that we embrace a naive, “the best theory
eventually wins out” notion of progress.78 However, the field
evolves when we discover the limits of what has gone before.
Exploring those absences is path-dependent and uneven, not lin-
ear and progressive. All theories have their biases, and political
science as a field may well swing from one theoretical support to
another. It may not be linear progress, but I would suggest that
progress is still being made. 

Rational choice theory is far from finished. Reports of its death
are surely both premature and exaggerated. However, its very suc-
cess has created a situation where it again has to share the field
with other approaches. That this is the case should not be a cause
for concern. For if what happened after the behavioral revolution
is anything to go by, running into intrinsic theoretical limits is
nothing to fear, since this is exactly how political science moves
forward. The literature on ideas, norms, identity, and culture has
given theoretical voice to the limits of existing theories. Such a
development should not be rejected, for it is only through a
dialectic process that the field evolves.
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Notes
1 Geddes 2000, 9. 
2 Bates 1997. 
3 For discussions of this phenomenon, see Mitchell 1991;

Blyth and Varghese 1999; Oren 2003. 
4 See Blyth and Varghese 1999; Kesselman 1973. 
5 Blyth 2002. 
6 This is not to posit a “hubris of the present”—a belief

that the world in the 1990s was more “in flux” than it
was, for example, in the 1970s. Rather, dominant social
scientific theories are always being buffeted by real-world
changes, and the 1990s was no exception. See Oren
2003.

7 For one such criticism, see Kratochwil 1993. For a 
defense of these frameworks, see Wohlforth 1995.

8 As Robert Lieberman put it, “[W]ithout reference to the
ideological nature of these transformations, the new world
of the twenty-first century seems unfathomable and the
pathways by which it arrived incomprehensible.” Lieberman
2002, 697. 

9 Evolutionary game theory arguably did not, but its effect
in the discipline so far has been marginal. 

10 See, for example, Green and Shapiro 1994; Friedman
1996; Blyth 1997.

11 See Hall 1986 and Ostrom 1990.
12 This is not true for one particular branch of historical in-

stitutionalist scholarship: the American political develop-
ment tradition. Theorists within this school have been
very much aware of how instability within and frictions
between institutions produce change. I address this excep-
tion when I discuss Lieberman’s work below. See Orren
and Skowronek 1994; Plotke 1996; Katznelson 1997.

13 See North 1990. I focus primarily on North since his
work is arguably the most theoretically advanced attempt
to incorporate ideas into a rationalist framework. For
other such attempts, see Goldstein and Keohane 1993;
Denzau and North 1994; Weingast 1995; Knight and
North 1997; Bates et al. 1998. 

14 For uncertainty as a problem of complexity, see North
1990.

15 As William Riker put it, within the rational choice ap-
proach, long-run institutional stability does not exist: “If
institutions are congealed tastes and if tastes lack equilib-
ria, then also do institutions, except for short-run events.”
Riker 1980, 445.
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16 See Bates 1988. 
17 See North 1990; Denzau and North 1994.
18 That is, since the demand curve for collective action is

negatively sloped, the cheaper the price of action due to
ideological precommitment, the lower the barriers to col-
lective action, and hence the greater the amount forth-
coming. North 1990.

19 Ibid., 85–6.
20 Unless one has ideas about institutions that would make

ideas possible, but here an agent would have to have
“ideas about ideas,” and so on, into infinite regress. 

21 This paradox is not solved by the argument that once an
institution is in place, it influences which ideas can be 
effective, for this simply posits as nonproblematic what
needs to be explained in the first place: how an institu-
tion got there.

22 Denzau and North 1994. If, as Herbert Simon argues,
substantive rationality is “behavior that can be adjudged
objectively to be optimally adapted to the situation,” then
if one gives up on the structural determination of that
behavior in favor of individual psychology, objective adju-
dication of agents’ preferences, a key rationalist category,
drops out. Herbert Simon, quoted in Keohane 1988, 381.

23 Technically, agents are assumed to have hierarchical and
transitive preferences that are not subject to random 
reversals. See Elster 1986.

24 Though rational choice can posit agents’ interests as a
function of nonmaterial factors, in practice such ap-
proaches were all but nonexistent until rationalism’s
ideational turn. Materialism and rationalism, though not
the same, have an elective affinity since positing structural
determination of interests does solve some basic eviden-
tiary problems. After all, if the point of choice theory is
to get away from positing unobservables as causes, then
materialism is its natural complement. I thank Patrick
Jackson for this observation.

25 On the notion of an inviolable “hard core” of a theory
that should be beyond critique by virtue of its protective
secondary assumptions, see Lakatos and Musgrave 1970.

26 Pace Goldstein and Keohane 1993.
27 If one is a methodological individualist, then agents’ pref-

erences must be assumed to be independent. The idea of
interdependent utility functions—that you can change
what I want by shaping my ideas about what I want—is
not allowed by assumption. To posit such interactive 
effects within a methodological individualist framework is
incoherent. 

28 For elaborations of this theme, see Levi 1986; Davidson
1980; Connolly 1993; Sartori 1984.

29 For example, if a situation is uncertain because possible
outcomes cannot be ranked by probability, then the
agent’s beliefs about those outcomes may be discordant
with his or her desires. The ability to define interests may
similarly be in flux.

30 For major statements of this position, see Friedman 1953;
Popkin 1979; Elster 1986.

31 While in the early 1990s there was a flurry of interest in
ideas by rationalists, pace Goldstein and Keohane 1993,
North 1990, and other works detailed above, rational
choice studies that put ideas front and center have since
been in short supply. The most obvious exception to this
rule actually confirms the point. David Laitin’s work on
identity takes agents’ interests as given and consequently
sees identity as a choice motivated by shifting payoffs.
Since it does not really depart from a rational choice
framework, it is not a study of ideas in the sense developed
here. See Laitin 1998. In contrast, nonrationalist treatments
of ideas, especially research monographs, became quite
commonplace from the mid-1990s on, as detailed below.

32 See Skocpol and Weir 1985; Hall 1989; Hall 1993. 
33 Berman 1998, 7.
34 Ibid., 21.
35 Ibid.
36 Maximization is an assumption, not an explanation. Sim-

ply redescribing a known outcome in terms of assumed
maximization does not demonstrate in any way that the
agents involved actually acted in accordance with such an
assumption. Such an exercise is inherently redescriptive.

37 Appel 2000.
38 Ibid., 523.
39 Ibid.
40 As Patrick Jackson argues, one of the main limitations of
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