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Introduction

In international relations theorising, constructivist theories have been central to the revival of interest in global civil society. This theoretical approach, which developed in international relations in the early 1990s, challenged the central assumptions of the academic discipline of international relations, particularly the research focus on states and power relations. During the Cold War and most of the history of international relations, the research agenda was dominated by rationalist approaches which subordinated morality to the interests of power. The constructivist framework challenges this emphasis on power and seeks to demonstrate that rather than power it is norms and values which shape the behaviour of the majority of states. States may still wield power in terms of military and coercive might but the use of this power is not guided solely by state interests of security and self-protection. Rather, in the constructivist framework, power is constrained and state interests reshaped through international normative structures created by the multiple interactions of states and non-states actors operating in global civil society. 

This chapter focuses on constructivist theory as it relates to empirical studies of global civil society rather than attempting to engage with constructivist thinking per se. The following sections outline briefly the developments leading to a shift away from more traditional international relations concerns of liberal institutionalism and towards transnational networks operating in global civil society, it then considers the explanatory strength of the constructivist approach in this area and finally raises some of the limitations.

A New Research Agenda
Until the end of the Cold War, the dominant theoretical perspectives in international relations assumed the nation-state was the key actor and that it acted in the pursuit of pre-given national interests. There were a number of disagreements between commentators and theoreticians, regarding the nature of these interests and whether co-operation or conflict were the predominant means of attaining them, but whichever perspective was followed the assumption was that these ‘self-interested’ interests were themselves pre-given. The main debate in international relations was between neo-realists who focused on the limits of cooperation and the possibility of conflict and the neo-liberals who focused on the possibilities for cooperation and the limits to conflict (for surveys see Keohane, 1986; Nye, 1988; Baldwin, 1993). For both sides states were theorised as rational actors pursing self-interested goals.

These approaches had three core assumptions. Firstly, that states were the key subjects, i.e., the main actors in international relations. Secondly, that the interest of states as rational actors was to maximise their power and influence, by pursuing their self-interests. Thirdly, that in the context of international anarchy, i.e., the lack of a world government, states had to pursue self-help strategies, limiting the nature of international cooperation and making the international sphere one of strategic interaction in which security concerns were paramount. The development of constructivist approaches challenged all three of these core assumptions.  

De-Centring the State
Constructivist theory de-centres both the subject, or active agent, of international relations, the nation-state, and simultaneously the structural constraints of neo-realism. Rather than the structure of anarchy creating states and state interests, in which case the needs of ‘power’ constitute ideas and ideological constructions which further these interests, constructivists assert that understanding international relations in purely structural or ‘instrumental’ or ‘rationalist’ terms is inadequate. The structure of self-guided egoistic state-subjects operating in a world of self-help power politics is questioned. The relationship between the individual state and the society of the international sphere of relations is transformed. Rather than the immutable framework of anarchy creating the conditions of possibility and structural limitations, for state interaction, and state interests, constructivists hold that state interaction creates society. States have mutually-constituted themselves as self-interested power seekers and in so doing have created and reproduced this particular form of international anarchy as a central feature of international political life (see further, Wendt, 1999:246-312).

Alexander Wendt was one of the first influential international relations theorists to take up a constructivist approach (however, see also Kratochwil, 1992; Onuf, 1989 and Katzenstein, 1996). Wendt argues:

…states do not have conceptions of self and other, and thus security interests, apart from or prior to interaction… [Rationalist] claims presuppose a history of interaction in which actors have acquired “selfish” identities and interests; before interaction…they would have no experience upon which to base such definitions of self and other. To assume otherwise is to attribute to states in the state of nature qualities that they can only posses in society (Wendt 1992:401-2).

Wendt is still starting the analysis with nation-states as the subject of international relations, the central actor, but the subject is transformed in two contradictory directions. On the one hand, the state is freed from the structural constraints of neo-realism. As Andrew Linklater argues, constructionist thought highlights the importance of agency at the basis of normative international theorising, as the dominance of norms and values would be impossible without the presupposition that states and other actors have the capacity to overcome structural limitations on ethical action (Linklater, 1998:19). However, the agency which constructivist frameworks give with one hand they take away with the other. The autonomy or subjective agency of the state is ‘hollowed-out’. The subject is no longer a self-determining, self-interested actor but rather is constituted through interaction. It is ‘inter-subjective knowledge’ which constitutes the interest or identity of the subject rather than self-determined or structurally determined interests. It is this inter-subjective focus which distinguishes constructivism from the English School focus on the shared norms of ‘international society’ (see Bull, 1995). Wendt explains the importance of this shift in perspective:

This may all seem very arcane, but there is an important issue at stake: are the foreign policy identities and interests of states exogenous or endogenous to the state system? The former is the answer of an individualistic or undersociologized systemic theory for which rationalism is appropriate; the latter is the answer of a fully socialized systemic theory (Wendt, 1992:402).

Constructivism is a theory of change. Rather than seeing states as having pre-given interests or ‘being exogenously constituted’, i.e., having identities established outside of the international sphere, states and their identities and interests are understood to be constructed through the process of international interaction (Wendt, 1992:392). In Alexander Wendt’s famous phrase ‘anarchy is what state’s make of it’ (Wendt, 1992). If identity and interests are not pre-given but shaped through social interaction, identities and interests can change. For Wendt, the nation-state is still the subject of analysis but the focus has shifted towards the sphere of interaction rather than that of rational interests. Wendt saw this as an extension of neo-liberal theorising, freeing the study of the process of interaction, highlighted in regime theory, from the structuralist framework of fixed identities (Wendt, 1992:393; 417; see also Kratchowil and Ruggie, 1986; Finnemore, 1996a; 1996b; Rugie, 1998; Haas, 1999 and Wendt, 1999:36). Some critics have questioned whether Wendt’s work does in fact break with rationalist approaches (see Smith, 2001:247; Smith, 2000:15), nevertheless, the logic of de-centring the state as the primary subject and prioritising regulative norms, established through interaction and ideas, laid the foundation upon which international relations theories of the importance of global civil society were constructed. Once state actors were seen to intersubjectively constitute their interests and identities the focus shifted to the role of transnational and international network activity in establishing and internalising these new norms. 

Identities and Interests
Writing in the aftermath of the end of the Cold War constructivist theorizing which challenged the structural fixity of neo-liberal and neo-realist thought found a ready audience. As Christian Reus-Smit notes: ‘the end of the Cold War undermined the explanatory pretensions of neo-realists and neoliberals, neither of which had predicted, nor could adequately comprehend, the systematic transformations reshaping the global order’ (Reus-Smit, 2001:216). It appeared that the study of states and state interests could no longer adequately explain international politics. Instead the research focus shifted away from fixed identities and narrow material interests to one which emphasised the power of norms and ideas. As Jack Donnelly argues in his comprehensive study of realist approaches: 

Neorealism…cannot comprehend change. During the Cold War, this theoretical gap seemed acceptable to many. But when the Cold War order collapsed seemingly overnight, even many otherwise sympathetic observers began to look elsewhere – especially because the collapse was intimately tied to ideas…and processes…that were excluded by neorealist structuralism (Donnelly 2000:31).

Wendt argued that it was not just the distribution of power that was important but also the ‘distribution of knowledge’, the intersubjective understandings which constitute the state’s conception of its self and its interests. As an example he states that having a powerful neighbour in the United States means something different to Canada than its does for Cuba or that British missiles would have seemed more of a threat to the Soviet Union than to America (Wendt, 1992:397). It was the interaction between states that shaped their identities and interests. Rather than power it was subjective conceptions that were important. The collapse of the Soviet Union, through implosion rather than military defeat, fundamentally challenged realist perspectives of state interests and the importance of military power and thereby facilitated the revival of more idealist perspectives of change – based on social interaction rather than material interests. As Wendt stated, inversing the rationalist framework: ‘Identities are the basis of interests’(Wendt 1992:398).

Where rationalist approaches were based on the assumption that states pursued (relatively fixed) national interests, constructivist theorists argue that national interests should be seen as flexible and indeterminate. Thomas Risse and Kathryn Sikkink write:

Actors’ interests and preferences are not given outside social interaction or deduced from structural constraints in the international or domestic environment. Social constructivism does not take the interests of actors for granted, but problematizes and relates them to the identities of actors (Risse and Sikkink, 1999:8-9).

As Risse and Sikkink note: ‘This new emphasis has resulted from the empirical failure of approaches emphasizing material structures as the primary determinants of state identities, interests and preferences.’ (Risse and Sikkink, 1999:6) They continue:

We do not mean to ignore material conditions. Rather, the causal relationship between material and ideational factors is at stake. While materialist theories emphasize economic or military conditions or interests as determining the impact of ideas in international and domestic politics, social constructivists emphasize that ideas and communicative processes define in the first place which material factors are perceived as relevant and how they influence understandings of interests, preferences, and political decisions (Risse and Sikkink, 1999:6-7).

In a fluid context where identities and interests are no longer constrained by material divisions, ideas become more important. If identities are not so important then by fiat there is much less of a barrier to a global moral outlook. Constructivists assert that the abstract theorising of a Rawlsian ‘veil of ignorance’ is then not so abstract after all. If ideas are more important than military or economic power then moral agencies and actors such as international NGOs will be able to have a major influence merely through ‘the power of persuasion’ (Korey, 1999). 

The Global as a Constitutive Sphere

Wendt’s view of ideas overcoming structures and material interests was a liberating one for a discipline in a state of crisis, but his narrow confinement of constructive methodology to the traditional field of international relations – the relations between states - was seen to be too restrictive. Instead, other strands of neo-liberalism were drawn upon, particularly the pluralist focus on the growing influence of non-state actors. Once it was established that old-fashioned instrumental politics, based on territorially restricted states, was the outcome of territorially-tied communicative processes, which led to the construction of competing interests, then the addition of non-state actors changed the picture. It was now argued that the growth of non-state actors in international affairs could be constituting a new type of non-instrumental dialogue and discussion where values and norms rather than instrumentality prevailed. The focus of attention on non-state actors tied in with the concerns of civil society theorists which focused on the generation of ideas and norms in the non-governmental sphere (Diamond, 1994; Seligman, 1992; Cohen and Arato, 1992; Keane, 1998).

Rather than Wendt’s focus on the interactions between states, constructivist theory was extended to give a central role to non-state actors. It is at this point that the concept of transnational or global relations comes in, in distinction to international relations, i.e., relations between states. The international sphere is no longer seen as one in which states project their national interests, instead the process is reversed, through participation in international and transnational relations the national interests of states are constituted and reconstituted. 

In this way the end of the Cold War could be held not just to discredit realist approaches but also to provide compelling evidence of the role of non-state actors in the development of state ‘identities’ and interests. As Risse and Ropp argue:

…the turnaround of Soviet foreign policy as an enabling condition for the peaceful revolutions of 1989 resulted at least partly from the fact that the Gorbachev leadership was itself heavily influenced by Western liberal ideas spread through transnational actors and coalitions…the peaceful transformation [in Eastern Europe] was brought about by dissident groups in Poland and Czechoslovakia with the transnational human rights networks empowering and strengthening their claims (Risse and Ropp, 1999:268).

Over the last decade, the growth of international human rights norms is the leading example, held to demonstrate the strength of constructivist approaches: ‘because international human rights norms challenge state rule over society and national sovereignty, any impact on domestic change would be counter-intuitive’ (Risse and Sikkink, 1999:4). The assumption that human rights norms challenge nation-state interests therefore asserts that norm changes can not come solely from state agency but must also stem from the influence of transnational non-state actors. Even where states may use the normative rhetoric, such as human rights concerns, it is the influence of non-state actors in global civil society which serves to prevent these from being used in a purely instrumental way.

Thomas Risse and Kathryn Sikkink argue that the ‘process by which international norms are internalised and implemented domestically can be understood as a process of socialization’ (Risse and Sikkink, 1999:5). One example given by Risse and Sikkink is that of US foreign policy. They argue that the Reagan administration took a principled position in favour of democratisation but used it instrumentally as a vehicle for an aggressive assertion of US interests against left regimes, such as the USSR, Nicaragua and Cuba. However, the US establishment could not use the principled issue purely instrumentally because it was obliged to a minimal consistency and eventually actively encouraged democracy in authoritarian regimes which were loyal allies to the US, such as Chile and Uruguay. US interests changed as the ‘principled issue’ won out over the state’s attempt to use the issue instrumentally (Risse and Sikkink, 1999:10). In this way, constructivist theorists write about the ‘power of principles’ to overcome the instrumentalist purposes behind their initial adoption (Risse and Sikkink, 1999:9).

The articulation of certain principled norms potentially changes the identity of the state itself. In The Power of Human Rights, edited by Risse, Ropp and Sikkink, (1999) the authors analyse ‘the process through which principled ideas (beliefs about right and wrong held by individuals) become norms (collective expectations about proper behaviour for a given identity), which in turn influence the behaviour and domestic structure of states’ (Risse and Sikkink, 1999:7). The constructivist argument is that global civil society plays a powerful role in turning ideas (held by individuals) into norms (collective guidelines) and establishing norms as state practice. International society, rather than inter-state competition is crucial because: ‘While ideas are usually individualistic, norms have an explicit intersubjective quality because they are collective expectations. The very idea of “proper” behaviour presupposes a community able to pass judgments on appropriateness.’(Risse and Sikkink, 1999:7)

The constructivist ‘turn’ in international relations fundamentally lays open the previous assumptions of the discipline. The relationship between power and morality is inversed; no longer does Carr’s dictum hold true that: ‘Theories of international morality are…the product of dominant nations or groups of nations.’(Carr, 2001:74) In today’s globalised world, with the emergence of transnational linkages, committed transnational ethical campaigners are held to be capable of changing the identity, and thereby the interests, of leading states. What is crucial to this thesis is the socially constructed identity of the state actor rather than the alleged structural constraints, where ideas are understood to be merely reflection of pre-given material interests:

What I am depends to a large degree on who I am. Identities then define the range of interests of actors considered as both possible and appropriate. Identities also provide a measure of inclusion and exclusion by defining a social “we” and delineating the boundaries against the “others”(Risse and Sikkink, 1999:9).

The non-instrumentalist assumptions made for global civil society rest heavily on the constructivist framework that assumes a connection between moral or ethical discourse and a power to shape identities and interests:

Moral discourses in particular not only challenge and seek justifications of norms, they also entail identity-related arguments. What I find morally appropriate depends to some degree on who I am and how I see myself… The logic of discursive behaviour and of processes of argumentation and persuasion rather than instrumental bargaining and the exchange of fixed interests prevails when actors develop collective understandings that form part of their identities and lead them to determine their interests… People become convinced and persuaded to change their instrumental interests, or to see their interests in new ways, following the principled ideas (Risse and Sikkink, 1999:13-14).

The constitution of an international community ‘able to pass judgments on appropriateness’ and therefore establish principled international norms does not depend on free floating norms and ideas but the impact of ‘transnationally operating non-state actors’, specifically the impact of ‘principled-issue’ or ‘transnational advocacy networks’ which diffuse ‘principled ideas’ and new ‘international norms’ (Risse and Sikkink, 1999:4). Rather than states and inter-state arrangements being key to international change it is the action and linkages of non-state actors:

…the diffusion of international norms in the human rights area crucially depends on the establishment and the sustainability of networks among domestic and transnational actors…these advocacy networks serve three purposes… They put norm-violating states on the international agenda in terms of moral consciousness-raising… They empower and legitimate the claims of domestic opposition groups against norm-violating governments… They challenge norm-violating governments by creating a transnational structure pressuring such regimes simultaneously “from above” and “from below” (Risse and Sikkink, 1999:5).

Where power and instrumentality are acknowledged to dominate the world of traditional inter-state politics, ‘the power of principles’ is king in the extended international sphere of global civil society where identity creation is driven by developing international norms and values (Risse and Sikkink, 1999:9). Constructivist theorists posit the existence of a virtuous circle whereby global interconnectedness establishes a new sphere or new space for non-instrumental politics which potentially transforms the actors engaged in it. As Martha Finnemore states: 

[S]tates are embedded in dense networks of transnational and international social relations that shape their perceptions of the world and their role in that world. States are socialized to want certain things by the international society in which they and the people in them live (Finnemore, 1996a:2).

This new sphere, which includes both states and non-state actors engaged in communicative action, is often termed global civil society. For leading global civil society theorist, Mary Kaldor, global civil society is a less a definition of which organisations or institutions are included or excluded but ‘the global process through which individuals debate, influence and negotiate’ with centres of power (Kaldor, 2003:79). The presumptions of constructivist constructions of global civil society turn those of rationalism on their head. Rather than self-interested and self-directed subjects, states now become bearers of international values and socialised by international society. An instrumentalist power-seeking government, institution, association or individual engaging in norm-orientated debate in the global civic space will eventually emerge with a new and better identity and broader, less exclusive view of their ‘interests’.

The Explanatory Framework of Constructivism
The area where most theoretical analysis has been undertaken to substantiate constructivist claims about the nature of global civil society has been in the impact of new international norms in changing policy in non-Western states. Network theory has been one of the most important developments in linking change in state policy to the activity of non-state actors in global civil society. Keck and Sikkink argue: ‘network theory links the constructivist belief that international identities are constructed to empirical research tracing the paths through which this process occurs’ (Keck and Sikkink, 1998:214-5). Network theory builds on the work of theorists, like Paul Wapner, who have emphasised the new nature of non-state campaigning groups, seeing them not as traditional lobby or pressure groups, organised around changing state policies, but as ‘political actors in their own right’ (Wapner, 1995:312). He argues:

[T]he best way to think about transnational activist societal efforts is through the concept of “world civic politics.” When activists work to change conditions without directly pressurising states, their activities take place in the civil dimension of world collective life or what is sometimes called global civil society (Wapner, 1995:312).

Rather than pressurising the state through traditional means, new social movements and activist networks rely on the power of information and ideas. They are engaged with transnational society beyond the boundaries of the state as well as lobbying states (see further Melucci, 1985; Habermas, 1981; Offe, 1987).

The’ Boomerang’ approach
Probably the most cited example of constructivist explanations is the boomerang theory where non-state actors are credited with achieving change through mobilising international pressure. Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink in their path-breaking work Activists beyond Borders (1998) argue that the shift to international concerns with human rights practices can be explained by studying the emergence of transnational advocacy networks which instigated and sustained this international value shift (Keck and Sikkink, 1998:ix). According to these writers: ‘The new networks have depended on the creation of a new kind of global public (or civil society), which grew as a cultural legacy of the 1960s.’(Keck and Sikkink, 1998:14)

According to Keck and Sikkink, transnational advocacy campaigns have shifted the balance between states and individuals in need of support through the ‘redistribution of knowledge’:

[I]n a world where the voices of states have predominated, networks open channels for bringing alternative visions and information into international debate. Political scientists have tended to ignore such nongovernmental actors because they are not “powerful” in the classic sense of the term. At the core of the network activity is the production, exchange, and strategic use of information… When they succeed, advocacy networks are among the most important sources of new ideas, norms, and identities in the international system (Keck and Sikkink 1998:x).

Keck and Sikkink argue that the space for alternative voices to be heard provided by transnational networks challenges the domination and control of states. The ‘boomerang process’ occurs through these non-state channels of information: ‘Voices that are suppressed in their own societies may find that networks can project and amplify their concerns into an international arena, which in turn can echo back into their own countries’(Keck and Sikkink, 1998:x). This boomerang effect blurs the boundaries tying nation-states and their citizens as these citizens can now join transnational networks which give them a voice and capacity to alter state policy. As Ann Florini asserts: 

For a large number of people whose governments are less than fully democratic (or less than fully responsive to the needs of those citizens unable to make large campaign donations), transnational civil society may provide the only meaningful way to participate in decisionmaking (Florini, 2001:39).

Keck and Sikkink emphasise the non-rationalist aspect of transnational advocacy networks, the key agents of global civil society:

Advocacy captures what is unique about these transnational networks: they are organized to promote causes, principled ideas, and norms, and they often involve individuals advocating policy changes that cannot be easily linked to a rationalist understanding of their “interests”(Keck and Sikkink, 1998:9).

They also stress the importance of the strategic use of information in mobilising international allies which can bring pressure on their states from outside. They term this ‘leverage politics’ and argue: ‘By leveraging more powerful institutions, weak groups gain influence far beyond their ability to influence state practices directly’(Keck and Sikkink, 1998:23). The most important international allies are, of course, other states. In diagrammatic shorthand they describe the boomerang pattern: ‘State A blocks redress to organizations within it; they activate network, whose members pressure their own states and (if relevant) a third-party organization, which in turn pressure State A’(Keck and Sikkink, 1998:13). As Risse outlines, the constructivist thesis is focused on the development and implantation of international norms. The relationship of global civil society to state power is an ambivalent one though, and relies on some states to impose norms on other states: ‘transnational civil society needs the cooperation of states and national governments. To create robust and specific human rights standards [and]…also needs states for the effective improvement of human rights conditions on the ground’ (Risse, 2000:205)

Clearly the constructivist analysis does not ignore the role played by states in international change. In fact, the role of the Western state is central to the success of the work of non-state actors. ‘Bypassing the state’ and mobilising in the international arena only works if other states or international institutions are willing to take up the call. The new space which is created and the new possibilities depend as much, if not more, on the activity of states than they do on non-state actors. The key to the success of the boomerang is the relative power of the states involved in the equation. Power is crucial to the success of principled-issue campaigns, as Keck and Sikkink state: ‘The human rights issue became negotiable because governments or financial institutions connected human rights practices to military and economic aid, or to bilateral diplomatic relations’(Keck and Sikkink, 1998:23). Ideas and values may be necessary but they are no means sufficient:

In the United States, human rights groups got leverage by providing policy-makers with information that convinced them to cut off military and economic aid. To make the issue negotiable, NGOs first had to raise its profile or salience, using information and symbolic politics. The more powerful members of the network had to link cooperation to something else of value: money, trade, or prestige (Keck and Sikkink, 1998:23).

The imbalance of power would appear to be essential to the ‘boomerang’ theoretical approach. American citizens concerned about the death penalty, for example, would probably have little success persuading principled-issue networks to get governments to cut off military and economic links. This would appear to be a one-way process which can only work where target states are ‘sensitive to leverage’ and dependent on economic or military assistance (Keck and Sikkink, 1998:29; see also Burgerman, 1998). The ‘boomerang’ can only work against non-Western states. As Chetan Kumar notes the ‘right circumstances’ for the likely success of global civil activism in effecting the removal of ‘nasty dictatorships’ necessarily include ‘a specific interest on the part of a major power capable of using force’ (Kumar, 2000:136). As Martin Shaw argues: ‘the activists of globalist organisations, such as human rights, humanitarian and development agencies, make a reality of global civil society, by bringing the most exposed victims among the world’s population into contact with more resourceful groups in the West’ (Shaw, 1994b:655). However, rather than emphasise the power side of the equation, constructivists choose to emphasise the role of global civic actors. Some, such as Susan Burgerman, explicitly shift the focus away from states, she argues:

The research program on transnational issue networks is designed to capture the increasingly complex webs of nonstate actors who participate in other people’s politics without resorting to the power base of either their own government or that of the target state (Bugerman 1998:908).

The implication is that this intervention ‘in other people’s politics’ is not based on power but morality, the power that some states wield over others merely demonstrates the influence of network activists in lobbying states other than their own. The implicit assumption appears to be that because some states are more moral than others small groups which are too weak to influence their own states can influence other (more morally aware) states and persuade these states to ‘leverage’ their own one. The boomerang perspective assumes firstly, that it is principled non-state actors that set the agenda and, secondly, that they can do this because the states with the most leverage are also the most open to moral appeals. Burgerman terms network activists ‘moral entrepreneurs’ to highlight the fact that their strength and influence stem from the content of their ideas rather than the political or economic weight of their supporters (Burgerman, 1998:909).

Keck and Sikkink argue that ‘perhaps the best example’ of transnational advocacy politics was the ability of the human rights network to use the human rights provisions of the 1975 Helsinki Accords to pressure the Soviet Union and the governments of Eastern Europe to reform (Keck and Sikkink, 1998:24). The weakness of East European dissident groups and state restrictions on political activity meant that they were forced to rely on external institutions to legitimise them and strengthen them domestically. As Kaldor notes, the turning point in the creation of the current concept of global civil society was the 1975 Helsinki Accords which established the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE), later formalised as an organisation, the OSCE, under whose auspices the domestic policies of East European states came under international monitoring arrangements. The Helsinki Accords established a process whereby in exchange for recognition and economic aid from the West, East European states were pressurised on human rights questions. This process encouraged the formation of small dissident groups of intellectuals such as Charter 77 in Czechoslovakia, KOR (the defence of workers) in Poland and the Democratic Opposition in Hungary (Kaldor, 2003:54-55).  

However, this example could also be read to demonstrate the centrality of state action, and many would argue the instrumental rational interests of Western states in pressing for ‘regime change’. The mechanisms set up under the CSCE were a direct reflection of Cold War rivalries. For example, the human rights monitoring forum, the Human Dimension Mechanism was used overwhelmingly by Western states against Eastern Bloc states, with only one example where intra-bloc concerns were raised (see Chandler, 1999:62-3). Human rights concerns would appear to have been used instrumentally by Western powers, in fact, this process continued in the OSCE’s double-standards of intervention in East European states over minority rights, while ignoring concerns of recognition of minorities in Western states (see Heraclides, 1992; Barcz, 1992; Zaagman and Zaal, 1994). While there may have been a concurrence of interests between powerful groups of Western states and weak opposition groups in Eastern Europe, there seems little evidence that the Western states involved went through any change in their ‘identities’ and their interests seemed relatively fixed. 

The Limits of Constructivism

The empirical focus of constructivism is on why non-Western states follow the principled-issue agenda but there is a prior assumption that the ‘principled-issue’ agenda is established by non-state actors rather than states. The key empirical evidence which constructivists use to justify the argument of the influence of global civil society is the increase in numbers of NGOs and campaign groups in parallel with the shift in foreign policy and development of ethical norms in international relations. John Keane scathingly describes this methodological approach as the ‘numerical theory of global politics’, whereby a quantitative model, derived from counting up the number of non-state institutions and rates of growth is alleged to demonstrate their influence (Keane, 2003:95). We learn from the statistics that the linkages between international NGOs has increased 35 per cent from 1990 to 2000 and that while there were 13,000 international NGOs in existence in 1981, there were 23,000 in 1991 and 47,000 in 2001 (Anheier, Glasius and Kaldor, 2001a:5; Anheier and Themudo, 2002:194-5). One study of global civil society provides 90 pages of statistical tables charting the growth, density and participation in global civil society (Anheier, Glasius and Kaldor, 2001b:231-322).

Since 1989, the collapse of traditional foreign policy concerns which shaped international institutions around the Cold War has led to a new language and new methods of doing international relations. Mary Kaldor notes that states and international institutions are ‘more receptive to individuals and citizen groups outside the corridors of power’ (Kaldor, 2003:79). This is undoubtedly the case. However, the correlation between NGOs and non-state actors’ international engagement with states and international institutions and specific policy-changes is hard to quantify (Burgerman, 1998:913-4; Keck and Sikkink, 1998:202; Forsythe, 2000:168-78). Firstly, it is difficult to establish criteria for which policy-success can be measured, for example at the level of statements, written policy or substantial outcome changes. Secondly, as with all cases of lobby groups or interest campaigns it is difficult to specify their impact in a particular foreign policy case, bearing in mind the wide range of interests and concerns government policy needs to take account of, let alone to generalise from a particular case (Hubert, 1998). The constructivist approach generally uses empirical case studies rather than the study of overall policy changes but even in a particular case study multiple factors are at play in the development of government policy, let alone the success or failure of its implementation. For example, commonly referred to interests in US politics such as the ‘tobacco lobby’, the ‘Israeli lobby’ or the ‘China lobby’ have all seen their influence wax and wane in different periods with no obvious connection to their own campaigning (Forsythe, 2000:173).

In the early 1990s, few NGO analysts saw the increasing links between NGOs and states and international institutions as part of a shift towards a more ethical, normative agenda. While constructivist theory gives primary importance to non-state actors many empirical studies suggest that the impact of NGOs and non-state actors on the policy choices of international institutions and Western states is minimal. Until recently, NGO activists rarely saw themselves as occupying positions of power or influence and NGO-based analysts were often bemused by the idea that they could be dictating terms in the relationship and counselled against the exaggeration of their success and influence (Hulme and Edwards, 1995; 1997). 

In fact, there was concern that the NGOs were being incorporated and losing their distinctive moral authority under the late 1980s ‘neo-liberal agenda’. Leading authorities saw the shift towards the voluntary sector as potentially problematic and one which could see NGOs lose their moral legitimacy, derived from their independence and connections with those most in need, and become tools of international financial institutions promoting the ‘new policy agenda’ (Edwards and Hulme, 1995; 1996; Clayton, 1996). For many commentators, neo-liberalism and structural adjustment policies were creating a welfare crisis that necessitated further Western engagement in welfare through non-state agencies in the late 1980s and early 1990s (de Waal, 1997:49-64; Van Rooy and Robinson, 1998). 

Much of the critical work on global civil society argued that institutions imposing the neo-liberal agenda promoted civil society as an apolitical form of welfare administration independent of and opposed to the state. This process undermined state authority and contributed to a ‘crisis of governance’ in many non-Western states (de Waal, 1997:55; Duffield, 1996; 2001; Onishi, 2002; White, 1999:319). The global civil society realm was one of regulation, ‘of stability rather than struggle, of service provision rather than advocacy, of trust and responsibility rather than emancipation’ (Kaldor, 2003:22; see also the excellent analysis in Hearn, 2000). Critical analysts, such as John Clark, argued that official agency funding had resulted in the ‘puppetisation’ of NGOs (Clark, 1991). However, in the late-1990s, the shift away from a narrow emphasis on economic development and towards more comprehensive forms of external regulation highlighting poverty reduction and social capital, the ‘post-Washington consensus’, led some theorists to see that NGOs could potentially have a limiting effect on international financial institutions (Edwards, 2001:2; Brown and Fox, 2001). 

The empirical studies suggest that the vast majority of NGOs have to operate on the terms of states and international institutions and that where there is engagement in policy-making this is on highly unequal and selective terms (see for example, Scholte, 2001; Lister, 2000; Najam, 1996; Hudock, 1999). Paul Cammack’s work on the World Bank concludes that the bank has created a set of discursive devices and channels of consultation which aim to promote local input, ‘country ownership’ in the bank’s terminology, from developing countries, but which are, in reality, highly coercive (Cammack, 2002). The World Banks’ own internal publications make clear the hierarchy involved, stating that ‘consultations’ with civil society should not be confused with ‘negotiations’ or with ‘a shared control over outcomes’ (World Bank, 2000:8) The fact that the World Bank is actively involved in establishing NGOs and community-based organisations (CBOs) in order to assist in pushing through its projects, that Western government are increasingly using NGOs as conduits for overseas aid and development funds, and that non-Western governments are setting up their own NGOs to access these funds, suggests that if any empirical correlation exists between NGOs and power hierarchies it is just as likely to be a positive one (Alkire et al, 2001:4; 29; Tusie and Tuozzo, 2001:112; White, 1999:313; Economist, 2000).

Traditional political theorising would suggest that NGO lobby groups would have less influence on state policy-making that that of traditional interest groups such as mass membership organisations, like trade unions, or business interests (Forsythe, 2000:169). As Mary Kaldor notes: ‘The weakness of both “new” social movements and NGOs is that although they have widespread moral authority, they are largely composed of an educated minority and they lack the capacity for popular mobilization’ (Kaldor, 2003:100). Without a large or concentrated membership, which could threaten the electoral chances of political candidates or the financial resources to affect party financial contributions, it would seem that small groups of NGO lobbyists are in a weak position either to influence the policy of their own government or that of foreign governments. 

However, constructivist case studies nearly always correlate the numbers and activities of non-state actors with the success of certain policies which have been lobbied for. It is easy to do case studies which retrospectively study a certain policy adoption, for example, the Ottawa land mines treaty, but even then few analysts focus on the role played by governments or actually study the impact and implementation of their select example (for a useful study of the landmines campaign see Scott, 2001; also Florini, 2001:34). The focus is on the success stories and history is then read backwards to substantiate how global civil society works, for example, how the environmental lobbyists managed to influence the World Bank over certain projects in the developing world, rather than why they failed to influence US policy and prevent the US rejection of the Koyoto accords, or how the human rights movement managed to influence US foreign policy on Latin America, rather than how they failed to influence it regarding Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Indonesia. Figures and estimations for the success of global civil society vary widely, but few would argue that success goes beyond selective concerns and issues. 

The advocates of a constructivist approach argue that the selective approach to the empirical information is implicitly valid because they are identifying an emerging context in which decision-making takes place. For critical theorists, anxious to accentuate the positive and ‘encourage confidence’ in popular initiatives, a one-sidedness in analysis is not problematic. Richard Falk, for example, argues: ‘In this spirit, an emphasis is placed on positing the reality of “global civil society” and of accentuating transnational extensions of democratic and non-violent forms of governance’(Falk, 1995:44) However, there is a danger that the normative theorising of critical theorists can undermine the pretence to objectivity and ‘explanation’ of constructivists. Ronen Palen, for example, argues that the claims of constructivists are inevitably exaggerated by their normative aspirations:

[Constructivism] effectively conflates a methodology with a theory… general theories of interactionist order cannot provide an explanation for the specificity of an order… Theirs is a phlegmatic society – a harmonious society based on laws and norms… [W]hy are there variations in social constructions?... When…constructivism…is used as a theory of international relations, it exorci[ses] any form of social critique from the narrative. It tells us that while neorealists think that world politics are ‘mean and nasty’, in fact it is not (Palan, 2000:592-3).

Attempting to force the empirical facts into the constructivist framework has meant that an increasingly flexible methodology is often employed. Starting from the assumption that new social movements and ‘principled-issue’ NGOs are shaping the moral and political agenda means that traditional methods of doing and theorising politics come under question (see, for example, Wapner, 1995:318-20). The lack of clear material influence of NGOs is held to demonstrate that it is their ideas which are crucial and that the methods of influencing state policy must be much more mediated. As Wapner notes: ‘one must focus on the political action per se of these organizations and trace its world significance and interpret its meaning independently of the argument about relative causal weight’ (Wapner, 1995:320).  Walker similarly argues that: ‘It is futile to gauge the importance of social movements without considering the possibility that it is precisely the criteria of significance by which they are to be judged that may be in contention’(Walker, 1994:672). The increasingly ‘post-modern’ methodological approach has led to an exaggeration of the power and influence of global civic actors and a downplaying of power relations. In the words of Colás:

Such primarily descriptive accounts tend to conflate the self-proclaimed aspirations and objectives of international social movements with their actual impact, thereby falling into the trap of an excessively subjectivist and therefore one-sided view of the…international social world (Colás, 2002:65).

Conclusion
In international relations theorising the case for the existence of global civil society is still an open one. The constructivist framework puts the strongest case for the influence and power of non-state actors, operating through the distribution of information and their skills as ‘moral entrepreneurs’ and thereby capable of influencing and changing the policies, interests and even the ‘identities’ of nation states. There is little doubt that the international agenda has been transformed since the end of the Cold War and that non-state actors have become increasingly involved in policy-making at the state and inter-state level. However, to date constructivist approaches to global civil society seem to be driven more by a normative desire to support the ‘principled-issues’ advocated by non-state actors than by any clear analysis of the complex relationship between state and non-state actors (see further Chandler, forthcoming).
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