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are clear and specific, rather than ambiguous and complex,® and those that have been
around for awhile, surviving numerous challenges, are more likely to be effective.?
Institutionalistsin sociology have also argued that norms making universalisticclaims
about what is good for all people in all places (such as many Western norms) have
more expansive potential than localized and particularistic normative frameworks
like those in Bali described by Clifford Geertz.8

Arguments about which substantive normative claims will be more influential in
world politics have varied widely. Work by sociology’s institutionalists suggests that
norms about issues congruent with capitalism and liberalism will be particularly
powerful, but this formulation is too vague to be useful. Many norms (some of them
conflicting) are congruent with liberalism and capitalism, but only a subset of such
norms have powerful transnational effects. John Boli and George Thomas have re-
fined this observation somewhat and argue that five principles are central to world
culture: universalism, individualism, voluntaristic authority, rational progress, and
world citizenship. By implication they suggest that norms underpinned by these prin-
ciples will be more successful internationally3® Both James Lee Ray and Neta Craw-
ford have argued in a similar vein that there is a long-term trend toward humanizing
the “other,” or ‘““moral progress,” that helps to explain both the end of slavery and
the end of colonization and could predict the demise of international war in the
future.”® Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink have advanced more specific claims.
They argue that norms involving (1) bodily integrity and prevention of bodily harm
for vulnerable or “‘innocent” groups, especially when a short causal chain exists
between cause and effect, and (2) legal equality of opportunity are particularly effec-
tive transnationally and cross-culturally’! Norm entrepreneurs must speak to aspects
of belief systems or life worlds that transcend a specific cultural or political context.
Although notions of bodily harm are culturally interpreted, Keck and Sikkink argue,
they also resonate with basic ideas of human dignity common to most cultures. The
notion that norms about equality and protecting vulnerable groups from bodily harm
will have more transnational resonance than other norms explains why norm cam-
paigns around slavery and women’s suffrage succeeded while a similar, powerful
temperance campaign organized by many of the same people failed to reach a critical
mass or tipping point. It might also explain why norms against drinking or smoking
suddenly became more powerful when the effects on vulnerable or innocent bystand-
ers of secondhand smoke or fetal alcohol syndrome became more widely known.

Arguments that the substantive content of a norm determines whether it will be
successful imply that norm evolution has a clear direction if not a final endpoint and
suggest that proponents of such arguments support some notion of “historical effi-
ciency.” It moves these norms researchers out of the “‘history-dependentinstitution-
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alism” box that James March and Johan Olsen discuss in this issue into some version
of “functional institutionalism.” Not all researchers accept functional arguments,
however. In his work on the chemical weapons taboo, Richard Price rejects argu-
ments about the intrinsic characteristics of the issue, arguing instead that chemical
weapons are not any more terrible than other weapons, and yet they are the only
weapons that have been the subject of such a prohibition”? Martha Finnemore has
also emphasized contradictions among dominant global norms as a barrier to any sort
of teleological argument about their effects.3 Price’s recent work on the prohibition
of land mines, however, suggests that transnational norm entrepreneurs have success-
fully used graphic images of bodily harm as a means of mobilizing a powerful trans-
national campaign against these weapons.* The speed with which the ban on land
mines moved from norm emergence to a norm cascade reinforces the idea that norms
prohibiting bodily harm to innocent bystanders are among those most likely to find
transnational support.

ADJACENCY CLAIMS OR PATH DEPENDENCE. The relationship of new normative claims
to existing norms may also influence the likeliness of their influence. This is most
clearly true for norms within international law, since the power or persuasiveness of a
normative claim in law is explicitly tied to the “fit” of that claim within existing
normative frameworks (discussed later). Robert Sugden makes a similar argument
that “because prominence is largely a matter of common experience . . . the conven-
tions that are best able to spread are those that are most susceptible to analogy. Thus
we should find family relationships among conventions.”? Political scientists also
make arguments about adjacency, precedent, and fit. Price argues that the association
of chemical weapons with poison, which had already been prohibited, was important
for sustaining the prohibition on chemical weapons.?® Yet, as Price and others recog-
nize, the meanings of any particular norm and the linkages between existing norms
and emergent norms are often not obvious and must be actively constructed by pro-
ponents of new norms. Activists work hard to frame their issues in ways that make
persuasive connections between existing norms and emergent norms. Opponents of
female genital mutilation made little headway, for example, when the practice was
called ““female circumcision,” because male circumcision is often a positively valued
practice. However, when they replaced the term circumcision with mutilation and
campaigned under the banner of “violence against women,” the issue resonated
much more strongly, and the campaign gained adherents. These activists clearly rec-
ognized the power of adjacency claims and actively worked to situate their issue in
such a way as to make it more difficult to dismiss by tying it to the better-established
body of human rights norms.*’
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WORLD TIME—CONTEXT. World historical events such as wars or major depressions in
the international system can lead to a search for new ideas and norms.?® Ideas and
norms most associated with the losing side of a war or perceived to have caused an
economic failure should be at particular risk of being discredited, opening the field
for alternatives.”” This kind of explanation would suggest that the end of the Cold
War would be such a period of major normative growth and consolidation, based on
the principles of the winning coalition in the “‘war.”

Notions of “world time” are also present in the arguments of those who see the
current period of globalizationas one that promotes dramatic expansion of new norms
and creates new opportunities for norm entrepreneurs. Although norms have always
been a part of international life, changes in communication and transportation tech-
nologies and increasing global interdependence have led to increased connectedness
and, in a way, are leading to the homogenization of global norms. Although there is
still inadequate information to make a conclusive argument, we suggest as an addi-
tional hypothesis that the speed of normative change has accelerated substantially in
the later part of the twentieth century. If we compare the case of women’s suffrage,
where norm emergence took eighty years and the norm cascade another forty, to the
issue of violence against women, which moved from norm emergence to cascade in
less than twenty years, it appears that the speed of normative change is accelerating.
The expansion of international organization (especially with the UN) is contributing
to this acceleration process by providing more opportunities to address and negotiate
on a broad range of normative issues.

Norms, Rationality, and Strategic Social Construction

The extensive body of empirical research on norms reveals an intimate relationship
between norms and rationality. However, there is little good theoretical treatment
of this relationship, partly because scholars have tended to counterpose norms
to rationality in IR. The opposition of constructivist and ‘“‘rationalist” arguments
that has become widespread in the discipline implies that the issues construc-
tivists study (norms, identities) are not rational and, similarly, that “‘rationalists”
cannot or do not treat norms or identities in their research programs.'® However,
recent theoretical work in rational choice and empirical work on norm entrepreneurs
make it abundantly clear that this fault line is untenable both empirically and theoreti-
cally.

Rational choice theorists have been working on problems related to norm-based
behavior for more that two decades now and have begun working on identity prob-
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lems as well.!%! The fact that rational choice methods have been appropriated in the
past by those with a material ontology has tended to obscure the fact that nothing
aboutrational choice requires such an ontology. The utilities of actors could be speci-
fied as social or ideational as easily as they can be material. By making different
assumptions about social relationships and ideational values, rational choice theo-
rists provide interesting insights into the kinds of normative patterns that may de-
velop and be stable. For example, B. Douglas Bernheim ascribes to actors concern
about status and the opinions of others and shows how different patterns of social
conformity result, including customs, fads, and subcultures.!®® Sugden examines the
evolution of social conventions and shows how some Nash equilibria are evolution-
arily stable in iterated games, whereas others are not, thus yielding certain kinds of
social conventions. His analysis, however, finds a large role for “‘common experi-
ence” in determining the ‘“‘focal points” around which particular conventions will
emerge, an argument dovetailing nicely with constructivistarguments about the ways
in which social structure and normative context shape the actions of agents and,
again, suggesting the need for more theorizing about the connection between strate-
gic choice and normative context.!9

Similarly, empirical research on transnational norm entrepreneurs makes it abun-
dantly clear that these actors are extremely rational and, indeed, very sophisticatedin
their means—ends calculations about how to achieve their goals.!* They engage in
something we would call “strategic social construction”: these actors are making
detailed means—ends calculations to maximize their utilities, but the utilities they
want to maximize involve changing the other players’ utility function in ways that
reflect the normative commitments of the norm entrepreneurs. The first half of the
process fits nicely in a rational game-theoretic framework. The second half does not.
This suggests that instead of opposing instrumental rationality and social construc-
tion we need to find some way to link those processes theoretically.

Following Sugden, the editors of this volume make the important observation that
what game theorists have called ‘“‘common knowledge” provides an opening for
conversation between rational choice scholars and constructivists, and they further
suggest a two-stage division of labor between the frameworks: “Constructivists seek
to understand how preferences are formed and knowledge generated, prior to the
exercise of instrumental rationality.” !9 Although this suggested division of labor
captures one possible interaction of the two approaches, it does not exhaust the mul-
tiple ways in which norms and rationality interact. Specifically, this division ignores
precisely what the empirical studies reveal—namely, that instrumental rationality
and strategic interaction play a significant role in highly politicized social construc-
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tion of norms, preferences, identities, and common knowledge by norm entrepre-
neurs in world politics. It ignores the “‘strategic” character of social construction.
One of the consistent features of the empirical research reviewed here is that the
common knowledge (or what constructivists would call intersubjective understand-
ings) informing actors’ calculations is not static nor is it just “out there” accreted by
history and experience in some automatic way like the prominence of Grand Central
Station (in Schelling’s account) or driving on the left side of the road (in Sugden’s
account).'® In many of the most politically salient strategic interactions, it is pre-
cisely the changing contours of common knowledge that are the object of the game,
at least for some sets of players. Common knowledge about who is a political partici-
pant (suffrage), what the rules of war are, and even who is a person (slavery) has been
created by strategic actors in highly contested processes that are central to our under-
standing of politics.

We realize that simply pointing out the complexity of this relationship between
norms and rationality is not helpful by itself. We also understand that bracketing
segments of a complex process like this one can be a useful way to understand a
larger whole. After all, constructivists frequently bracket structure, then agency, to
understand their mutual constitution. Our point is simply that processes of social
construction and strategic bargaining are deeply intertwined, and pending a better
theoretical treatment of this relationship we suggest that, at a minimum, a staged
analysis of the relationship between rationality and social context could run either
way: one could model rational choice as producing social knowledge as easily as one
could model social context as a background for rational choice, depending on the
empirical question being researched.

Rationality plays a role in virtually all research on norms. Even the institutionalists
in sociology, whose work is perhaps most analytically distinct from rational choice,
give rationality pride of place in the Weberian world culture that drives behavior and
emphasize the ways in which rational action is prescribed and celebrated in that
culture.'”” However, although all these research programs recognize rationality and
link norms to rational behavior in important ways, they disagree strongly about the
nature of that link. Our point is not that all scholars agree about how to research
norms. They do not. Rather, our pointis that the fights are not about (or should not be
about) whether rationality plays a role in norm-based behavior. The fights are about
the nature of the link between rationality and norm-based behavior. By unpacking
that connection between rationality and norms we can see more clearly the issues at
stake in contemporary research and understand better some of the debates driving it.
Four issues stand out and create broad lines of cleavage and debate among scholars:
materialism, utilitarianism, choice, and persuasion.
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One problem with claims in empirical work that norms are a cause of behavior is
that, in fact, such claims do not really tell us very much. There are lots of possible
reasons to conform to a norm, and scholars disagree about the motivations they
impute to actors in their analyses.'® One set of disagreements involves the prefer-
ences we impute to actors and whether norm-based behavior can be explained by
preferences that are entirely material. Certainly, some norm conformance may be
driven by material self-interest. Neoliberal institutionalistsand regimes scholars have
been investigating norms flowing from this type of motivation for many years.!%
More recently, however, scholars have begun debating the adequacy of an entirely
materialist ontology and have emphasized nonmaterial and even other-regarding pref-
erences in their analyses of norm-based behavior. Note, however, that there are no
obvious methodological consequences to this particular debate over the specification
of preferences, since rational choice can specify a utility function that includes reli-
gious, ideological, or altruistic concerns, just as more interpretivist accounts could
focus on material rather than social facts. Note, too, that frequently heard arguments
about whether behavior is norm-based or interest-based miss the point that norm
conformance can often be self-interested, depending on how one specifies interests
and the nature of the norm.

Another debate among those studying norms that does, by contrast, have profound
methodological and theoretical consequences involves the behaviorallogic that schol-
ars believe drives norm-conforming behavior. The behavioral logic underlying the
economistic and rational choice approaches to norm analysis is utility maximization.
Actors construct and conform to norms because norms help them get what they want.
An alternative approach to understanding norm conformance is what March and
Olsen call the “logic of appropriateness,” in which actors internalize roles and rules
as scripts to which they conform, not for instrumental reasons—to get what they
want—but because they understand the behavior to be good, desirable, and appropri-
ate. Habit, duty, sense of obligation and responsibility as well as principled belief
may all be powerful motivators for people and underpin significant episodes of world
politics.!°

The debate over behavioral logics is the focus of both Ruggie’s and March and
Olsen’s articles in this issue and does not require extended treatment here. As those
articles make abundantly clear, which logic one invokes to explain behavior has
significant methodological and theoretical consequences. Most obviously, the two
logics lead one to different sides of the structure-agent debate that has been bubbling
through the field for some time. The utilitarian and instrumental approach is entirely
agent-driven. It is compatible with rational choice and methodological individual-
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ism, which, in turn, have long-standing relationships with realism and liberalism in
the field of IR. The logic of appropriateness, however, necessarily has a structure-
driven component. What channels and directs behavior in this view are components
of social structure—norms of behavior, social institutions, and the values, roles, and
rules they embody. Under a logic of appropriateness, notions of duty, responsibility,
identity, and obligation (all social constructions) may drive behavior as well as self-
interest and gain. Theoretically, this logic focuses attention on social construction
processes that are not well explained by IR theories in their contemporary incarna-
tions and has led scholars back into political theory writings dealing with the geneal-
ogy of morality (Price on Nietzsche), the social construction of rationality (Michael
Barnett and Finnemore on Weber), the politics of communication and argumentation
(Crawford and Thomas Risse on Aristotle and Habermas), symbolic interaction and
the “‘presentation of self”” (Wendt on Meade and Barnett on Goffman), and the ori-
gins of individualism and humanitarianism in liberal thought. Methodologically, this
group has invoked different kinds of structuration, process tracing, text analysis, and
verstehen. Unfortunately, debate in the field on this issue has not been over which
logic applies to what kinds of actors under what circumstances. Rather, the debate
has been over whether a “logic of appropriateness” exists at all or whether one can
adequately capture all politically salient normative effects with a utilitarian and instru-
mental approach.

A third issue on which there is disagreement and, we think, some misunderstand-
ing, is the role of choice and its converse, determinism, in norm-based behavior. For
rational choice scholars, actors conform to norms (not surprisingly) out of choice;
choices may be constrained, at times highly constrained, but the focus of the analysis
is on the choice. Other researchers, however, focus almost exclusively on the way
norms are ‘‘internalized” in actors, which raises important issues about the locus of
causality in norms arguments. When norms become internalized in actors, actors are
no longer choosing to conform to them in any meaningful way. For institutionalists
in sociology, many norms, including some of the most powerful ones, have been so
internalized that we no long think seriously about alternative behaviors. In this view,
actors no longer think seriously about whether ““the state” is the best or most efficient
form of political organization (it almost certainly is not). They just set up more and
more states to the exclusion of other political forms. They no longer think seriously
about whether international institutions are the best way to solve international prob-
lems (again, a mixed bag). They just set up more and more international institu-
tions.!!! Institutionalists might argue that “choice” is not a particularly robust ana-
lytic tool, since much of the most basic human behavior is not chosen in any
meaningful sense. Rather, it is supplied to agents by the larger social and cultural
environment. Social structure, not agent choice, institutionalistswould argue, is where
the real explanatory action lies.

In this understanding, norm conformance driven by a logic of appropriateness
starts to look deterministic. Yet, as we survey the norms research that emphasizes
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appropriateness logic in IR, very little of it looks deterministic. Indeed, most of it
emphasizes the highly contingent and contested nature of normative change and
normative influence. We see two reasons for this. First, IR scholars applying a logic
of appropriateness in their analysis have never been imperialistic in their claims. The
argument has never been that other logics of action do not ever drive behavior; the
argument has been that appropriateness is a powerful and important motor of politi-
cal behavior worthy of investigation. Second, and more important, even within a
logic of appropriateness there is often substantial room for agent choice. Actors may
face varied and conflicting rules and norms all making claims for different courses of
action. Indeed, most significant political choices are significant and difficult pre-
cisely because they involve two or more conflicting claims for action on a decision
maker. Actors must choose which rules or norms to follow and which obligations to
meet at the expense of others in a given situation, and doing so may involve sophisti-
cated reasoning processes. These processes, however, involve a different kind of
reasoning than that of utility maximization. Actors may ask themselves, “What kind
of situation is this?”” and ‘““What am I supposed to do now?” rather than “How do I
get what I want?” Actors often must choose between very different duties, obliga-
tions, rights, and responsibilities with huge social consequences, but understanding
the choice depends on an understanding, not of utility maximization, but of social
norms and rules that structure that choice.!?

A final issue that separates different approaches to norms research is whether and
how they treat persuasion. Persuasion is central to most of the empirical case studies
about normative influence and change. It is the mission of norm entrepreneurs: they
seek to change the utility functions of other players to reflect some new normative
commitment. Persuasion is the process by which agent action becomes social struc-
ture, ideas become norms, and the subjective becomes the intersubjective. It is essen-
tial to much of the process tracing that scholars are currently doing, yet we have no
good way of treating it theoretically. Rational choice can model the ways in which
transfers of information may change actor strategies, but changes in underlying pref-
erences cannot be endogenized. Institutionalistsin sociology can talk about applying
cultural models of action to new situations and the consequent unfolding or elaborat-
ing of global culture, but the process by which some models appear compelling and
others do not, why some cultural innovations are persuasive and others are not, is not
well explained. These approaches thus gloss over this problem in different ways, but
persuasion is central to politics of all kinds, and we need a good theoretical apparatus
for understanding it.

Looking to other disciplines, we see two types of arguments about persuasion that
might be useful in political science: one structural and logical, the other psychologi-
cal and affective. International legal scholars draw on a complex structure of rules to
craft arguments about and adjudicate among competing normative claims. The per-
suasiveness of a normative claim in law is explicitly tied to the “fit” of that claim
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within existing normative frameworks; legal arguments are persuasive when they are
grounded in precedent, and there are complex rules about the creation of precedent—
such as which judgments trump which and how the accretion of judgments is to be
aggregated over time. Since normative contestation in law is so explicit and well
documented, and since much of contemporary norm politics in the world has a strong
legal component, we believe an examination of legal mechanisms for norm selection
and dissemination will be instructive for IR scholars.!!3

Approaches in psychology emphasize very different factors in bringing about per-
suasion. In these arguments both cognition and affect work synergistically to produce
changes in attitudes, beliefs, and preferences. Most of this work stresses communica-
tive processes that happen through argumentation, but, unlike the legal approach,
logic alone does not dictate the result, since appeals to emotion may well be used to
strengthen or undermine logical extensions of norms.'" German IR scholars, for
example, are beginning to apply Habermas’s theory of communicative action (which
requires empathy) as a means of understanding persuasion, accommodation, and
arrival at mutual understandings in international politics.!!?

Debates over these four issues—materialism, utilitarianism, choice, and persua-
sion—will continue to shape the ways we understand normative influence and norma-
tive change in world politics. Our concern here has not been to settle these debates,
but to clarify what, exactly, is being debated and what the stakes of the debates are.
These are not debates about rationality, although rationality certainly plays a role in
all of them. The debates also do not divide norms researchers into two tidy camps.
Researchers may marry ideational ontologies with rational choice;!'® they may exam-
ine reasoned choice among conflicting ““appropriate” behaviors;!!” they may exam-
ine highly instrumental and strategic interactions designed to construct new stan-
dards of appropriateness, as most studies of norm entrepreneurs do;!'8 and they may
generally find themselves cross-cut in ways that are refreshing and, we hope, stimu-
late new kinds of conversations.

Conclusions

The “return” to norms holds immense promise for shaking up the IR research agenda
and opening up exciting new avenues for inquiry—and not just because it offers new
(or previously forgotten) subject matter to study. More interesting, to our minds, is
the way norms research opens up conversations with theoretical traditions that IR
scholars have ignored in recent decades. The evaluative and prescriptive character of
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norms opens the way for a long-overdue conversation with political theory and eth-
ics. For decades now IR research has been divorced from political theory on the
grounds (implicitly, if not explicitly, articulated) that what *“is’’ in the world and what
“ought to be” are very different and must be kept separate, both intellectually and in
policy. However, contemporary empirical research on norms is aimed precisely at
showing how the “ought” becomes the “is.” Empirical research documents again
and again how people’s ideas about what is good and what ““should be” in the world
become translated into political reality. People with principled commitments have
made significant changes in the political landscape: slavery as a legal institution of
property rights has been abolished everywhere on the planet for the first time in
human history; women, more than half the world’s population, have full formal po-
litical participation in most states of the world; and though war continues to be a
horrible human practice, there is no doubt that it is less horrible as a result of efforts
by humanitarians to curb the most awful weapons and practices. At the same time,
principled commitments and notions of what ‘““should be” have fueled xenophobic
nationalism, fascism, and ethnic cleansing. Understanding where these ‘‘oughtness”
claims come from, how they are related to one another, which ones will be powerful,
and what their implications are for world politics is vital, but it is an inquiry that can
only be undertaken at the nexus of political theory and IR.

Similar connections exist between norms research and other fields of study. Inter-
national law, like philosophy and ethics, has been ignored by IR scholars for decades,
yet customary international law is norms, and empirical research in IR is, again,
demonstrating that these legal norms have powerful behavioral effects. Legal norms
are also bound up inextricably with the workings of international institutions, which
have been a central focus of virtually all types of IR research in recent years. Further,
these legal norms are structured and channel behavior in ways that create precisely
the types of patterns political scientists seek to explain. Understanding which norms
will become law (“‘soft”” law as well as “hard” law) and how, exactly, compliance
with those laws comes about would seem, again, to be a crucial topic of inquiry that
lies at the nexus of law and IR.

Microfoundations for norm-based behavior might be improved by paying more
attention to studies in psychology, particularly work on the roles of affect, empathy,
conformity, and esteem. Like law and philosophy, affect and empathy have been
swept under the carpet in recent decades. Ideational phenomena have been treated as
“information,” which reduces uncertainty or provides new strategies to maximize
utilities. The result is politics without passion or principles, which is hardly the poli-
tics of the world in which we live. Emotions can be politically dangerous and unde-
sirable in politics; hate, after all, is affect, too. But to pretend that affect and empathy
do not exist is to miss fundamental dynamics of political life, and we have tried to
suggest how attempts in psychology to wrestle with these issues may be helpful.

Finally, we have tried to show how norms research cross-cuts our own discipline
in ways that are refreshing and stimulate new conversations. Contrary to what we
perceived to be the popular impression, rationality is not the issue that divides IR
scholars. Rational choice theorists can and do have a great deal to say about ide-
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ational phenomena and how norms work, just as empirical studies of social construc-
tion and norm emergence repeatedly reveal highly rational strategic interaction. Schol-
ars are divided, however, about the role that choice plays in norm-based behavior,
about what motivates choice, and about the role persuasion plays in normative pro-
cesses and how to treat it. No school of thought in the discipline is entirely comfort-
able with its answers to these questions at the moment. We believe this is a good state
of affairs, one that will encourage scholars to venture beyond narrow methodological
commitments to think more broadly about these issues.



