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After years of neglect, the study of ideational variables has recently moved back to
the forefront of the political science agenda.! This shift in attention has been, in part,
a reaction to the external world: the collapse of Communism and the post-cold-war
resurgence of cultural identity and ethnic conflict have eclipsed old questions while
raising new {or, rather, even older) ones. At the same time, however, many political
scientists have grown dissatisfied with the inability of nonideational theories to
account satisfactorily for a wide range of political phenomena. The juxtaposition of
new questions and unsatisfactory old answers, especially in comparative politics and
international relations, has driven a search for new ways to analyze and understand
political phenomena. Yet, despite this rise in interest, so far studies of ideational
variables add up to less than the sum of their parts. Many interesting ones have been
written, but generalizable links among their findings remain sparse and thin. Four
recent books show the richness, diversity, and promise of the current wave of
ideational scholarship, while also suggesting where it needs to go next if its promise
is ever to be fulfilled.

Ronald Inglehart’s Modernization and Post-Modernization updates and expands
his previous work on cultural change. In the latest study emerging from the world
values surveys he documents a gradual but powerful cultural shift that has reshaped
economic and political development across the globe, His book should also intrigue
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comparativists for its resuscitation of long-maligned modernization theory. As
Inglehart agues:

Economic development, cultural change and political change go together in coherent
and even, to some extent, predictable patterns. This is a controversial claim. It implies
that some trajectories of socioeconomic change are more likely than others—and con-
sequently, that certain changes are foreseeable. Once a society has embarked on indus-
trialization, for example, a whole syndrome of related changes. . .are likely to occur.2

The bock offers comparativists an immense amount of interesting data and a clear and
well-documented argument for the impact of cutture on political and economic life,

Meanwhile, The Culture of National Security, edited by Peter Katzenstein, repre-
sents an ambitious attempt to analyze the formation and impact of identity in inter-
national politics. Its individual essays range widely from purely theoretical ones to
treatments of subjects as diverse as the construction of humanitarian norms, the for-
mation of strategy in Maoist China, and the effect of identity on Middle Eastern
alliance patterns. The final section of the book even includes a chapter critical of the
book’s premises and findings. Beyond the substantive contributions of the individual
authors and the extensive debate about the nature and the advantages and disadvan-
tages of fully integrating ideational scholarship into the study of world politics, The
Cuiture of National Security should interest comparativists as a broad and ambitious
attempt to apply the insights and tools of sociological and constructivist scholarship
to the analysis of concrete political questions.

David Laitin's Identity in Formation explores how and why identities emerge.
Why have some but not all Russian speakers in the former Soviet Union chosen to
adopt the languages of their host countries?* However, his book differs dramatically
from Katzenstein's in approach and methodology. It draws on the insights of game
and rational choice theory in addition to in-depth historical analysis. Among many
other virtues, it provides comparativists with the means to judge the relative contri-
butions of different methodologies in answering questions about the intersection of
ideas and politics.

Kathleen McNamara’s The Currency of Ideas, finally, investigates Europe’s
bumpy path to European Monetary Union. The book provides a sophisticated analy-
sis of the trials and tribulations of monetary coordination and eventual unification in
Europe and stresses the importance of the neoliberal ideational consensus that
emerged in the mid 1970s. Like the others, McNamara sees ideas as being crucial
variables in political life, but she carefully weighs their impact against other (materi-
al} factors that affect the behavior of European states and leaders. Comparativists
will appreciate the careful reconstruction of the historical record of European mone-
tary integration as well as the interweaving of ideational variables into a more tradi-
tional narrative of economic change and institutional and structural constraints.
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In their analyses of ideational phenomena, these four books draw on a wide range
of traditions, including rational cheice, constructivism, historical institutionalism,
and sociology, and employ very different methodological tools, including quantita-
tive analysis, game theory, and historical narrative and qualitative analysis. They also
explore the impact and relevance of several related variables (ideas, norms, culture,
identity) that are rarely clearly differentiated or conceptualized. Examination of the
books together reveals both the connections and the gaps in current studies of
ideational variables.

In particular, studies of ideational variables concern themselves with three dis-
tinct theoretical questions. First, how do new ideas rise to political prominence, and
why do individuals or groups trade old beliefs for new ones? Second, how do ideas
become embedded in organizations, patterns of discourse, and collective identities,
thereby taking on a life of their own separate from the original conditions that gave
rise to them? Third, how do ideational variables influence political behavior? What
specific causal pathways connect ideational variables to particular political out-
comes? This review article will explore these questions. Using illustrations from the
four books it will show where substantial headway has been made and where work is
still needed. Finally, it will assess the irnplications of the recent ideational renais-
sance for the discipline as a whole,

Why and How Da Particular Ideas Become Politically Significant?

Theories that use ideas, norms, or culture to explain political outcomes necessarily
entail what the entertainment world calls a backstory: previous events that gave rise
to the ideas and then placed them in a position to influence politics. Political scien-
tists must be able to explain the backstory, why some of the innumerable ideas in cir-
culation achieve prominence in the political realm at particular moments and others
do not. Since no true intellectual vacuum ever exists, what is really at issue here is
ideational change, how individuals, groups, or societies exchange old ideas for new
ones.

This topic has received comparatively little systematic or theoretical attention, for
two reasons. First, many scholars interested in ideational variables have been so con-
cerned to have them considered seriously as independent variables, disputing materi-
alists who see ideational factors primarily as epiphenomenal, that they have been
hesitant to explore the ways ideas are themselves affected by other factors. Some
seem to feel that exploring how ideas function as dependent variables would amount
to a concession. However, ideas, norms, and culture can be both dependent and inde-
pendent variables. Neither role need be considered dominant in the abstract; scholars
should simply differentiate between them and investigate which is appropriate to the
project at hand.
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Second, a status quo bias is built into much work in this area. Usually, ideas,
norms, and culture are viewed as preexisting parts of the landscape, and the focus
has been on how they influence political outcomes. This task is certainly critical, but
a comprehensive research program can not afford to take ideas, norms, and culture
as given without investigating how political actors produce them. Such an imbalance
has led, moreover, to an overemphasis on continuities in political life. Most work in
the field discusses how relatively static ideas, norms, or cultural attributes produce
stable patterns of behavior over time.* This kind of work has been quite successfirl in
helping us understand why political actors often remain stubbornly attached to tradi-
tional behavioral or decision-making patterns even when confronted with powerful
{material) incentives to change course. Yet political life is not always stable, and
ideational scholars must be able to account for both continuity and change. If they
can not, they will be open to the charge that other kinds of variables offer the
answers to crucial questions.’

The four books under review make a welcome contribution to this problem.
Echeing the findings of previous work in this area, they agree that processes of
ideational change are rooted in dissatisfaction with or a recognition of the inadequa-
¢y of existing belief structures or behavioral patterns. Dissatisfaction can stem either
from an exogenous shock that forces a rapid reconsideration of traditional ideational
frameworks or from gradual yet increasing disillusionment and the slow delegit-
imization of existing beliefs, Both can serve to open up a political space into which
new ideas can be inserted. For example, in The Currency of Ideas McNamara echoes
the conclusions of previous scholars working on inteliectual and policy shifts such as
Peter Hall and Marc Trachtenberg.6 She argues that in the case of EU monetary poli-
cy “experience with macroeconomic policy failure in the aftermath of the first oil
crisis spurred a search for alternatives to traditional Keynesian policies. The sense of
crisig that accompanied the policy failures weakened postwar political and societal
arrangements, creating the space for a new conception of the role of government in
the macroeconomy.”™’

Identity in Formation follows a structurally similar trajectory. Laitin also begins
with an external shock—the collapse of Communism—that created a radical crisis
of identity for the Russian speakers in the non-Russian republics of the former
Soviet Union, “Would they return t¢ a ‘homeland’ many of them had never
seen?...Would they become loyal citizens of the new republics but maintain a
Russian identity?...Would a new identity form, not quite Russian, but not titular
either? Would these Russians move along a path that leads, for their children if not
for them, to assimilation with the titular identity?”8 For Laitin a political {or identity)
space opened up when the structures that had shaped cultural and linguistic alle-
giance for Russian speakers disappeared with the fall of the Soviet Union.

However, a crisis or shock is not necessary to open up a political space. Inglehart,
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for example, argues that a cultural shift has occurred as rising generations have taken
their postmaterialist beliefs with them during their social and political ascent. In his
view, belief structures give way as a result of the mobilization or rise to power of
new social or political groups. Political spaces often open up, we can conclude,
because of changing material conditions. Economic problems or developments, a
shift in power relations or political structures, or the rise of new social groups can
force a reconsideration of existing beliefs.

Once a political space has been created, which new ideas will fill it? Both the
nature of different ideas that vie for prominence and the dynamics of power strug-
gles within elites and society at large are important, New ideas do not achieve politi-
cal prominence on their own but must be championed by carriers or entrepreneurs,
individuals or groups capable of persuading others to reconsider the ways they think
and act. These individuals and groups, in turn, advocate new beliefs or concepts if
they can help them achieve their goals or legitimize their interests (material or other-
wise).

There are two perspectives on the benefits ideas provide their carriers. Many
Marxists, rational choice theorists, and realists view ideas as weapons, embraced and
deployed by political actors to justify and further self-interested agendas. From this
perspective political actors adopt new ideas if they promise an edge in the battles of
the day. The story told by Laitin in Identity in Formation is a good approximation of
this dynamic. Viewing political actors as rational and strategic, Laitin argues that
identity formation is shaped by cultural entrepreneurs who “peddle” particular iden-
tities depending on the “payoff structures™ associated with each. “Identities from this
point of view are adopted, or constructed, according to how well they serve individ-
ual purposes and reconstructed to take advantage of new opportunities.®

Others have stressed the notion of ideas as “road maps” that help guide political
actors through confused and uncertain periods.!® From this perspective political
actors might adopt new ideas if they seem better able than old ones to guide actors
through difficult or rapidly changing situations. The Currency of Ideas, for example,
fits well into this framework and adds the metaphor of ideas as “flashlights™ to the
lexicon. McNamara argues that monetarism appealed to elites who were looking for
some way to understand and respond to confusing economic problems.

In order to understand why some ideas rise to prominence but others do not,
scholars should also explore the factors that can give ideas wide political resonance.
Some relate to the carrier, whose resources, power, and political longevity can enable
an idea to get a better, longer, or more respectful hearing. For example, McNamara
argues that the embrace of monetarism by Germany—FEurope’s most powerful and
seemingly economically successful nation—was critical to its eventual widespread
acceptance. Moreover, Germany not only championed monetarism but also did well
by it. This “success with a pragmatic version of monetarist policy...provided policy
makers [elsewhere} with a powerful example to emulate.™!1
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Yet powerful and well-placed individuals and groups often advocate new ideas
without their achieving wider political resonance. In addition to the characteristics of
the carrier, the fit or articulation between the idea and the environment from which it
emerges deserves attention. Some ideas will correspond to the needs or contours of
particular situations better than others, leading to their selection over competitors. So
Inglehart adopts what one might call a functionalist perspective on ideational or cul-
tural change; he argues that “certain characteristics survive and spread because they
have functional advantages in a given environment.”!2 In his view postmaterialism is
the belief structure of rich, industrial nations, because in poor backward ones such
beliefs would contradict economic imperatives and endanger development. Another
perspective stresses the responsiveness of ideas to particular problems. McNamara,
for example, argues that the wide acceptance of monetarism was at least partially
due to its ability to explain and provide solutions to Europe’s economic crisis.
“Monetarist theory, whose advocates made a compeiling case for curing the ills of
stagflation, provided a template and legitimizing framework for a new economic
strategy....[Monetarism] provided an alternative policy prescription at a time of great
uncertainty about the workings of global and domestic economies.”13

Even such major theoretical innovations as monetarism and Keynesianism did not
achieve influence everywhere and every time they might have been perceived as
appropriate, They were influential only in particular countries at particular moments.
It is therefore also necessary to examine how ideas fit in with other aspects of an
environment, As Kathryn Sikkink has written; “New ideas do not enter an ideologi-
cal vacuum. They are inserted into a political space already occupied by historically
formed ideologies. Whether or not consolidation occurs often depends on the degree
to which the new model fits with existing ideologies.”'* Or on how the new model
fits with existing institutional structures. Peter Hall, for example, has argued that
Keynesian ideas were more likely to get a hearing in countries where economists
were policy oriented and had close contact with politicians. He concludes: “If the
Keynesian case demonstrates that ideas have a real power in the political world, it
also confirms that they do not acquire political force independently of the constella-
tion of institutions and interests already present there.”!% Despite the hopes of many
intellectuals, the intrinsic attractiveness of ideas plays only a limited role in their
chances of gaining wide political resonance. (One could even say that ideas can
make history, but not just as they please, and only under circumstances found, given,
and transmitted.)

In sum, to understand ideational change it is necessary to focus on the reasons
why ideas are discredited, new ideas are advocated by important carriers, and some
ideas and not others achieve public resonance. Within this basic framework many
puzzles or ambiguities remain. Ideational scholars should strive to find ways to iden-
tify in advance the conditions under which change is likely to occur. When has the
process of delegitimization, for example, proceeded to a point where ideational or
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cultural change is likely or even necessary? When are exogenous shocks likely to
force leaders and publics to reconsider long held beliefs? What characteristics enable
some carriers to convince people to abandon old beliefs and adopt new ones? The
long-term goal in this area should be to develop a framework to predict when the
“formative moments” in history will occur, to understand when political spaces will
open up and the possibilities for ideational or cultural shifts will arise.!® Ideational
scholars should also try to develop more sophisticated analyses of fit or articulation.
What characteristics of a situation are important in determining how easy or difficult
the assimilation of new ideas will be? How do ideational factors (for example, the
internal structure and logic of ideas, preexisting ideational and cultural frameworks),
institutional factors (for example, the organizational context within which ideas
emerge), and material factors (for example, the power and interests of different polit-
ical actors) interact to shape the likelihood that a broad public will adopt new ideas?

The books examined here advance our understanding of these processes and
roundly reject the view that ideas rise to prominence through some sort of natural,
invisible selection process based on their intellectual merits. They should help schol-
ars develop more sophisticated, generalizable, and fundamentally political under-
standings of the processes that determine why some but not other ideas rise to
prominence at particular times, that is, why ideational change occurs. They confirm
that such an understanding requires a focus on the interaction between ideational and
material factors as well as investigation of the histories of particular countries or
groups. In addition, since at this stage of analysis agency—the ability of individuals
and groups to reshape their environments—plays a crucial role, the careful attention
paid by McNamara and Laitin in particular to the actions, resources, and inclinations
of particular political actors is very welcome.

Why and How Do Some Ideas Remain Significant Over Time? The Process of
Institutionalization

An idea can rise to prominence, influence political life in some way, and then disap-
pear, However, some of the most impottant ideas—and notms and culture by defini-
tion—exert a continuing influence on politics for extended pertods of time.!? The
second branch of ideational analysis, accordingly, asks why some ideas and not oth-
ers remain politically powerful. How do particular ideas become transformed into
widely held norms and certain beliefs become entrenched in particular groups or
societies, thus taking on the status of cultural attributes?

These theoretical questions are some of the most interesting ones facing social
scientists today. They are also of immense practical importance, since only by
addressing them directly will we be able to aveid the “council of despair” implied by
studies of culture, that cultural attributes are permanently and almost genetically
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linked to particular populations.’® A crucial component of the ideational research
program must therefore be the study of how and why ideas come to be associated
aver the long term with particular actors and are able to exert an extended impact
over political life. It should reveal not least where the associations and impact of
ideas could be manipulated or even changed.

Furthermore, there is no reason to believe that the same factors are responsible
for an idea’s emergence and longevity. How an idea rises to political prominence
does not necessarily reveal anything about how it might entrench itself as a durable
factor in political life. Consequently, if the first part of the ideational research pro-
gram is to study change, the second part must be to study persistence. Really being
investigated here is the process of institutionalization, how ideas become embedded
in organizations, patterns of discourse, and collective identitics and manage to out-
last the original conditions that gave rise to them. Once institutionalized, ideas can
separate from the factors that helped bring them to prominence and act as truly inde-
pendent variables. This type of analysis might therefore usefully be seen as a linking
or intermediate stage in the ideational research program. In the first type of analysis
scholars take ideas essentially as dependent variables and investigate how a wide
range of factors influences their rise to prominence. To show how ideas, norms, and
culture exert a powerful independent effect on outcomes we need sophisticated inter-
mediate analyses of how ideas separate from the conditions that shape their emer-
gence, become institutionalized, and come to play an extended role of their own in
political life.

Social scientists have used two main approaches in studying the institutionaliza-
tion of ideas and the formation of norms and culture. One focuses on how ideational
variables become embedded in organizations like bureaucracies and political parties,
tangible institutions that might have their own buildings. The other focuses on how
ideas become embedded in social norms, patterns of discourse, and coliective identi-
ties, intangible institutions characterized by intersubjective understandings or shared
belief systems. In general, the first approach has been favored by political scientists,
and the second by sociologists, although historical institutionalist and constructivist
political scientists employ this second approach, too. Beth Kier’s chapter in the book
edited by Katzenstein, for example, examines the impact of particular beliefs on mil-
itary organizations in interwar France and Britain. She notes that “few institutions
devote as many resources to the assimilation of their members as does the military.
The emphasis on ceremony and tradition, the development of a common language
and espirit de corps, testify to the strength of the military’s organizational culture.”1%
Kier argues that these cultures shaped the way in which each country’s military orga-
nizations and bureaucracies developed, which in turn determined the type of military
doctrines each viewed as desirable and feasible.

The process by which ideational variables become embedded in patterns of dis-
course, social norms, and collective identities is especially difficult to trace and
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therefore to theorize about, particularly for political scientists, who often feel
uncomfortable studying subjects they can not see, hear, or touch. In the opinion of
most sociologists who work with these types of variables, “institutionalization”
occurs when beliefs and ideas have become accepted or instinctual parts of the social
world and hence are experienced as “natural” or as part of “objective” reality.20
Several of the authors reviewed here provide excellent explanations and documenta-
tion of this process. Inglehart, for example, sees institutionalization as a natural
component of the aging process. Drawing on a large body of research that argues
that beliefs become fixed relatively early in life, he postulates that the prosperity of
the contemporary era should generate a growing number of postmaterialists who will
retain their beliefs even if their external circumstances change. Laitin, in contrast,
argues that cultural entrepreneurs “seek to induce a cascade toward a new equilibri-
um, and if they are successful, the change wiil be thought of as natural, or
inevitable.”2! Once a certain number of people are convinced to adopt a new lan-
guage or identity, it becomes increasingly difficult for others to resist making the
same change. At some point, the change becomes widespread enough to conclude
that a new identity structure has been consolidated.

These two types of processes are not mutually exclusive, of course. For example,
distinct beliefs about politics and economics shaped the institutional structures of the
German and Swedish social democratic parties, as well as their political identities
and self-understandings. Once these institutional structures and identities were in
place, they became very difficult to change because of the incentives for continuity
they generated and the high price the parties would have had to pay for dramatic
course shifts.22

Recent scholarship has generated promising avenues for further research. When
considering the first, or tangible, kind of institutionalization, scholars should focus
on how the carriers of particular ideas use their power and influence to create or
reshape organizations. Most political scientists believe that bureaucracies and politi-
cal parties exert some independent impact on political life. Once we determine that
ideational variables have become embedded in them, we would be able to begin
assessing their influence over political actors and outcomes. Analysis of the second,
or intangible, kind of institutionalization is trickier. Ideational variables are institu-
tionalized when they have become habitual, natural, or instinctive for a particular
community. They are institutionalized once they are no longer thought much about
but are simply accepted or viewed as part of objective reality, How can intanglible
nstitutionalization be documented? One obvious way would be through the type of
long-term survey data exploited by Inglehart and Laitin. Qualitative methods can
also be used. To help determine when institutionalization has occurred, scholars can
track the rise to prominence of particular ideas and continue their analyses into a
period when material conditions change dramatically. If the beliefs or attitudes of
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political actors remain relatively constant past the point where conditions have
changed, then we should be able to say with some confidence that these beliefs or
attitudes can no longer be reduced to the material factors that shaped their emer-
gence and have therefore become institutionalized. When such a longitudinal analy-
sis is not possible, another tactic might be latitudinal, studying the beliefs and atti-
tudes of political actors across a wide variety of contemporaneous contexts. If politi-
cal actors appear to operate according to a coherent set of beliefs and aftitudes in a
range of different areas, even when it contradicts their material interests in some of
them, then it will be easier to argue that the beliefs in question have “staying power”
and can not be reduced to (material} factors found in those different contexts.?3

Even though a basic framework for studying institutionalization exists, many
issues are still enly supetficially understood. As one commentator notes, “if ideas
only become truly influential when they are embedded in social contexts or institu-
tionalized in...key organizations,” then it is imperative that scholars develop sophis-
ticated and generalizable accounts of how institutions emerge, evolve, and become
important and autonomous actors in political life.2? We need more in-depth studies
of how the carriers of ideas shape the formation and evolution of organizations, Do
carriers entrench particular ideas in the structures and practices of organizations by
creating strong incentives/disincentives for particular types of behavior or through
processes of recruitment, propaganda, or education that foster “right thinking” indi-
viduals? Are there concrete empirical indicators of when organizations have been
“captured” or reshaped by ideas? We also need to know more about how and when
norms or other ideational variables become diffused throughout particular communi-
ties. As noted above, Laitin makes use of a “tipping” or “cascade” model to explain
the diffusion of identities and the creation of new “identity equilibria.” In his view,
“such cascades occur because people’s choices about their actions are based on what
they think others are going to do.”25 Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink have
recently suggested a similar life cycle pattern for norm institutionalization; in their
view, international socialization provides the mechanism through which more and
more actors adopt norms. However attractive such models may be, some ambiguities
remain, and scholars using them differ in their views of how they work in practice.
Can we, for example, determine in advance when exactly a tipping point will occur
and norms or identities will cascade throughout a community? Is the tipping point
purely quantitative (for example, when one-third of potential actors accept a norm,
as Finnemore and Sikkink suggest) or does it depend more on the influence of par-
ticular carriers or the nature of the existing system? Moreover, the process by which
socialization occurs remains murky. Are legitimization and persuasion key, and, if
s0, what generalizations can we make about how and when they will succeed? Are
there distinct patterns or processes by which ideas and beliefs become entrenched in
a group, thereby becoming part of its culture? Are there stages of cultural develop-
ment?
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Ultimately, scholars should develop sophisticated and generalizable arguments
about the way ideas become institutionalized and norms and cultures form and per-
sist. Some arguments would not only enrich studies of the influence of ideas but
would also generate important and testable propositions about the manipulability of
norms and culture in political life.

How Do Ideas, Norms, and Culture Affect Political Life?

The third task of an ideational research program must be to investigate the mecha-
nisms through which ideas, norms, and culture influence political life. Many schol-
ars confuse the existence of an idea, norm, or culture with proof that it exerts a
causal impact on political life. Tracing the rise and institutionalization of ideas,
norms, or cultures tells us nothing about their influence on outcomes. Indeed, it is
not even possible to know from the mere existence of norms and contents whether
they are independent or dependent variables. For example, many criticized the
grandfather of cultural analysis, The Civic Culture, because its authors did not estab-
lish a causal connection between beliefs and outcomes. They consequently may have
gotten the causality backward; different political systems may generate different
political views.26

Without an explicit investigation of the mechanisms through which ideas, norms,
and culture influence outcomes we have no way of knowing whether we have uncov-
ered correlation or causality.2? (Such failings, of course, are all too common in stud-
ies using other kinds of variables, as well.) To build convincing arguments about the
political importance of ideas, norms, and culture scholars need to identify the mech-
anisms through which the independent variables influence the dependent ones.
Because ideational variables do not affect outcomes on their own, that is, they
become causally important only by influencing their human hosts, it is particularly
important at this stage of analysis for scholars to delineate clearly the connection
between ideas, norms, and culture and the political actors embodying them.2® To
uncover the impact of ideas, norms, and culture it is necessary to delve into ques-
tions about potlitical behavior.

Political behavior is a product both of actors’ motivations, interests, and prefer-
ences and of the constraints and opportunities of their environment.2* Ideational
analysis can contribute to understanding both. The growing insistence that motiva-
tions, interests, and preferences be analyzed and problematized rather than assumed
or posited is one of the most important contributions that ideational scholarship has
made. As Katzenstein notes in his introduction, the standard investigation of political
behavior involves, “first, [the] specification of a set of constraints. Then comes the
stipulation of a set of actors who are assumed to have certain kinds of interests.
Finally, the behavior of the actors is observed, and that behavior is related to the con-
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straining conditions in which these actors, with their assumed interests, find them-
selves ™ While not entirely illegitimate in all cases, this perspective nevertheless
leaves important questions unanswered and yields an impoverished understanding of
political life. Aaron Wildavsky put it well when he wrote that, “although it is emi-
nently reasonable to study how people try to get what they want through political
activity, it is also unreasonable to neglect the study of what people want and why”3!

Several of the authors under review confront these issues directly. Katzenstein
opens The Culture of National Security by stating that “state interests do not exist to
be *discovered’ by self-interested rational actors. Interests are constructed through a
process of social interaction. *Defining’ not ‘defending’ the national interest is what
this bock seeks to understand.”2 Many of his contributors focus explicitly on how
these “constructed” interests and identities shape the behavior of states and political
actors. Similarly, one of the main purposes of Modernization and Post-
Madernization is to show that postmaterialism helps determine the goals people
strive to achieve in their personal and political lives, while The Currency of Ideas
highlights how neoliberalism reshaped the priorities of political elites and the hence
the behavior of European nations.33

Many scholars have found that ideas can influence political behavior even if polit-
ical actors have not internalized or do not believe in them.34 In such cases ideational
variables work indirectly; they influence the translation of interests into outcomes by
shaping the incentive structures associated with different courses of action. For
example, many international norms exert their influence not by reshaping the identi-
ties or interests of actors but by shaping the environment within which they operate.
Even if actors do not believe in particular norms, they might abide by them if non-
compliance carries a high cost.

Sometimes it is difficult to distinguish between internally and externally generat-
ed constraints. Dana Eyre and Mark Suchman in their examination of the prolifera-
tion of conventional weapons in the book edited by Katzenstein argue that states
adopt large standing armies, not because they need them, but because they are seen
as critical components of “stateness.” However, it is unclear if states or elites believe
that without a large standing army they will not have a true state or that without it
they will not be taken seriously by others. Similarly, Richard Price and Nina
Tannenwald analyze the chemical weapons taboo but leave unclear whether states
refrain from adopting chemical weapons because they think they are truly heinous
and should not play a role in modern warfare or fear that development of them
would elicit punishment from other actors. Ideas might be at wotk in bath cases, but
for theoretical and practical reasons it is crucial to distinguish between them. In the
former, norms have been internalized; in the latter, actors engage in strategic calcu-
lation. It should not be excessively difficult to devise tests to differentiate between
these two cases. The most obvious way would be to find an example where sanctions
for violating norms are removed. If an actor continues to adhere to a norm even
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when breaking with it would entail no consequences, then internalization may have
occurred.3s

For example, in the German and Swedish social democratic parties between the
world wars particular ideas became entrenched in their identities and organizational
structures and profoundly influenced their behavior and decision making. In some
cases leaders internalized these ideas; they expressed them in their writings and
speeches and stuck with them over long periods of time, even when they were
offered extremely attractive alternatives and/or faced strong incentives to shift
course, Other leaders, however, remained attached to ideas not because they truly
believed in them, but rather because they lacked alternatives and/or believed that the
costs of abandoning traditional party beliefs would be high. 3¢

In essence, therefore, ideational scholarship can contribute to our understanding
of political behavior in at least two critical ways. First, it can encourage us to prob-
lematize the motivations, interests, and preferences of actors and to investigate the
ways in which they shape actors’ behavior. Second, it can expand our understanding
of the ways in which the characteristics of different environments can shape decision
making. In both of these areas much remains to be done. Future work must continue
to investigate carefully how particular ideational variables are linked to particular
outcomes through particular causal pathways or mechanisms. This approach is the
only sure-fire way to convince the discipline that ideational scholarship has some-
thing unique and important to offer. Furthermore, causal investigations of the impact
of ideas, norms, and culture on political life would be strengthened if researchers
could establish ciearly and in advance what they expect to find if ideational variables
indeed influence outcomes. Not only must ideational variables be clearly connected
to decisions or behavior; those decisions or behavior must also represent a relatively
small set of the theoretically possible outcomes. Ideas or culture must be not only
consistent with some outcomes, but also inconsistent with others. This approach will
ensure falsifiability and enable the researcher to construct counterfactual arguments
that show how political outcomes would be different if ideas, norms, or culture were
removed from the picture, a powerful toel in assessing the validity of different causal
hypotheses.3?

Comparative analysis will also be useful. Ideally, scholars would find a set of
cases in which the outcomes to be explained vary and the relevant political actors are
matched in everything except the ideas or cultural beliefs they hold. (It would thus
be possible to control for all other potential independent variables.) Of course, it is
almost impossible to find such cases in the real world. The wisest substitute would
be to construct the best possible comparisons and discuss frankly their drawbacks
and alternative explanations. The comparative method, like counterfactual analysis,
helps uncover the most important factors shaping political outcomes and is particu-
larly good at eliminating variables from the pool of potential causes.38

Finally, researchers testing ideational explanations can dig into the details of
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political decision making with the technique of process tracing. As many scholars
have argued, cutcomes may be described without probing the nature of the processes
from which they emerged, but “if one wishes to probe the ‘why' questions...then
analysis [of these processes] is certainly necessary.”3% Process tracing opens up
rather than brackets decision making; it looks closely at the way decisions are made
and the factors that influence the participants. It involves reconstructing actors” moti-
vations, as well as their definitions and evaluations of situations; it “seeks to estab-
lish the ways in which the actor’s beliefs influenced his receptivity to and assessment
of incoming information about the situation, his definitions of the situation, his iden-
tification and evaluation of options, as well as, finally, his choice of a course of
action.”¥ This type of analysis should provide insight into which factors influence
political behavior and how they do so.

Conclusions

Research involving ideational variables holds out the promise of explaining much
that is puzzling and significant in politics. In addition, it has the potential to bring
together scholars working in different subfields and within different methodological
traditions. The authors under review here, for example, include students of compara-
tive politics, international security, and international political economy, working
within the historical institutionalist, sociological, constructivist, and rational choice
traditions. By thinking clearly and focusing on how ideas rise to prominence,
become institationalized, and influence political behavior, the ideational research
program can enrich and extend the insights of a wide range of scholars and help
answer many questions slighted by the dominant theories in the discipline.

Scholars working within the historical institutionalist research agenda, for exam-
ple, agree that examination of political behavior in isolation from its context often
results in an incorrect or misleading picture of political processes and outcomes. Yet
in trying to move beyond this basic insight they run into problems and ambiguities.
How do new institutions form? What motivates political actors in institutionalist
analysis if not the factors identified by other theories?4! Ideational scholarship can
help answer these questions.

The rational choice research agenda, meanwhile, is plagued by its own lacunae.
While some rational choice scholars have focused on the roles played by ideational
variables, they have tended to view ideas as “focal points” or “road maps,” that is, as
functional devices that help to reduce search costs or facilitate cooperation. Ideas do
not drive preferences or take on a “life of their own.” 42 Few rational choice scholars
are prepared to go further.4 Such reluctance has generated methodological difficul-
ties and led to a striking imbalance in studies that use rational choice theory. They
now feature increasingly sophisticated models of strategic interactions predicated on

244



Sheri Berman

shallow and narrow conceptions of actors’ preferences and interests. As one scholar
has noted, without a theory of the origins of interests, rational choice scholars are
forced to “deduce preferences from behavior: the dependent variable is thus used to
explain the independent, which in turn is reused to explain the same dependent vari-
able”#

Laitin’s book grapples directly with these issues while remaining within the ratio-
nal choice framework. Others scholars should follow his lead. Yet by focusing pri-
marily on identity as a dependent variable he leaves the reader somewhat in the dark
about the potential independent impact of identity on behavior. His rational choice
framework explains behavior very well when actors face strong incentives to form
new identities; at such times their choices will be directly shaped by the constraints
and opportunities afforded by their environments. But when identities are stable and
no actor has clear or powerful incentives to try to change the equilibrium, Laitin
notes, identities seem “natural” and must therefore shape political behavior in some
fundamental way probably below conscious strategic decision making. Are rational
choice frameworks or game thecretic models the best tools te understand politics
when rote, instinctual, or “forced” behavior rather than rational or strategic choice is
the subject to be explained?

To be fair to Laitin, he confronts these questions head-on. All comparativists
should read his book. Nevertheless, he was not entirely convincing in demonstrating
the general usefulness of joining cultural and rational choice scholarship (or of sub-
merging cultural into rational choice scholarship). For example, the incentives and
disincentives most actors face are much less clear and stark than those faced by
Laitin’s subjects after the collapse of the Soviet Union. How useful will Laitin’s
“rational choice framework of the tipping game™ be in sitvations without the clear
and powerful incentives described in Identity in Formation? Ultimately, many com-
parativists may find Latin’s more traditional historical and qualitative analysis of the
different Russian-speaking communities more useful and widely applicable. These
sections of Identity in Formation are compelling and provide much of the detail and
evidence that support the larger theoretical analysis.

Finally, although the rigor of rational choice analyses like Laitin’s can be a breath
of fresh air in the ideational field, the price paid for it can be quite high. Laitin, for
example, uses language choice as a proxy for identity since the former is easy to
“monitor and measure.” The concreteness and quantifiability of language choice as a
dependent variable indeed have several advantages. “There is the methodological
point that the wider the scope of a topic, the harder it is to pin down the details. By
taking up a single aspect of culture (under the assumption that language, religion,
dress, cuisine, and family patterns are all interrelated), we can see rates and degrees
of assimilatory behavior.” 45 But the reduction of identity to language has important
disadvantages as well. Perhaps most obvious, it is not clear whether these variables
are in fact tightly linked or truly substitutable. To the extent that language is not a

245



Comparative Politics  January 2001

good proxy for identity, the generalizability of Laitin’s arguments and models will
also be greatly diminished.4¢

There are also drawbacks in going too far in the other direction. Katzenstein, for
example, sets out to problematize state identity and interests and investigate their
impact on behavior. Most of the contributors to his book work within the sociologi-
cal and constructivist traditions and therefore offer rich and expansive definitions of
their central concepts. Yet the reader searches in vain for clear and consistent usage
of key variables, not to mention clear hypotheses about how they might influence
particular outcomes. All would profit if a joint interest in ideational variables helped
foster dialogue that could lead rational choice and game theoretic scholars to think
more broadly and to develop richer and more realistic pictures of political life, while
at the same time lead sociological and constructivist scholars to think more clearly
and concretely and develop more testable and falsifiable arguments about political
life,

The books by Inglehart and McNamara are in some ways a happy medium. They
avoid the narrowness of some rational choice and game theoretic analyses but also
the fuzziness of many constructivist and sociological studies. Both begin with clear-
Iy delineated questions that can be answered with standard quantitative or qualitative
analysis. Both clearly explicate the ideational variables under investigation and put
forward clear hypotheses about how they affect political behavior. Although
Modernization and Post-Modernization and The Currency of Ideas lack the theoreti-
cal ambition of Katzenstein’s and Laitin’s books, they might ultimately contribute
just as much by showing that traditional methods and approaches can explain the
impact of ideas on politics.

In short, ideational scholarship holds out the promise of filling in many of the
gaps and answering many of the questions either ignored or bracketed by other theo-
ries. By focusing on how ideas rise to prominence, how norms and cultures form,
how identities and interests are constructed, and how all influence political behavior,
ideational scholarship can enrich and extend the insights of a wide range of scholars.
Furthermore, ideational scholarship holds out the promise of helping political scien-
tists steer a course between overly structural and overly agency-centered accounts of
political life. Many influential social science theories focus so heavily on the impor-
tance of structural factors that political actors and their choices drop out of the pic-
ture entirely. Other scholars posit a world without objective constraints on behavior,
where powerful or clever political actors are able to manipulate any situation in
accordance with their interests or desires. [deational accounts can create a dynamic
continuum between these two extremes. They can focus on both how political actors
respond to their environments and how their choices help create them. But to realize
the promise of ideational scholarship, it is necessary to link the areas of analysis dis-
cussed above—when and how ideas, norms, and culture shape the behavior of politi-
cal actors, and political actors shape ideas, norms, and culture.
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