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After and Beyond Alexander Wendt: Mapping Constructivist
Pathways in International Relations
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This article traces the different paths taken by constructivism in International Relations, from
its emergence as a critical social theory in the 1980s, in response to the third debate between
positivist rationalists and post-positivist reflectivists, to Alexander Wendt's project to seize a
middle ground and to bridge the rationalist-reflectivist epistemological gap. The article, then,
examines the intra-debates among conventional and critical constructivists on Went's project, as
well as the rise of the new constructivism after Wendt left the constructivist research program.
The article explores the Wendtian project's epistemological tensions and demonstrates how such
tensions led to a plurality within constructivism: modernist conventional and postmodernist
critical (reflectivist). It highlights that Wendt's leaving constructivism and his shift to a quantum
approach have not caused constructivism to decline, but instead, it continued to thrive through
the efforts of a new generation of constructivists. The article argues that three main developments
in International Relations over the past twenty years have contributed to its ongoing thriving:
the decline of epistemological polarization among IR theories; the rise of critical realism as a
philosophy of science in International Relations, and the emergence of analytical eclecticism.

Constructivism, Alexander Wendt, Anarchy Is What States Make of It, Social
Construction, Critical Constructivism, New Constructivism.
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Construction of Power Politics," International Organization, vol. 46, no. 2 (1992);
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6  Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999).

7 Stephen Walt, "International Relations: One World, Many Theories,"

Foreign Policy, vol. 110 (1998), p. 38; Stefano Guzzini, "A Reconstruction of

Constructivism in International Relations," European Journal of International

Relations, vol. 6, no. 2 (2000), p. 147.
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Jeffrey Checkel, "The Constructivist Turn in International Relations
Theory," World Politics, vol. 50, no. 2 (1998); Ted Hopf, "The Promise of
Constructivism in International Relations Theory," International Security,
vol. 23, no. 1 (1998); Ruggie; Guzzini; Friedrich Kratochwil, "Constructing
a New Orthodoxy? Wendt's 'Social Theory of International Politics' and
the Constructivist Challenge," Millennium, vol. 29, no. 1 (2000); Martha
Finnemore & Kathryn Sikkink, "Taking Stock: The Constructivist Research
Program in International Relations and Comparative Politics," Annual
Review of Political Science, vol. 4 (2001); Michael Barnett & Raymond
Duvall, "Power in International Politics," International Organization, vol. 59,
no. 1 (2005); David McCourt, "Practice Theory and Relationalism as the
New Constructivism," International Studies Quarterly, vol. 60, no. 3 (2016).
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Nicholas Greenwood Onuf, World of Our Making: Rules and Rule in Social
Theory and International Relations (Columbia: University of South Carolina
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Organization, vol. 52 (1998).
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14 Michal Grahn, "Alexander Wendt & Martha Finnemore Awarded
the Johan Skytte Prize in Political Science," The Johan Skytte Prize, May 25,
2023, accessed on 14/9/2024, at: https://tinyurl.com/5n7pbw97
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