Realism versus Strategic Culture: Competition and collaboration?

Abstract
This paper takes as its starting point the suggestion by post-constructivists working in the field of strategic culture that a possibility of theoretic cross-fertilization now exists between strategic culturalists and realists. Indeed, recent neoclassical realist writings indicate that there is currently a move away from the more abstract theorizing of Waltzian neo-realism. In order to conduct detailed foreign policy analysis, these authors have included an increasing array of intervening variables including non-material factors. The paper argues that much can be gained from examination of the alternative explanations of state behavior provided by strategic culture and neo-classical realism. Yet the benefits of competitive collaboration depend upon the particular conception of strategic culture under consideration. The paper identifies four main conceptions of strategic culture and examines the type of collaboration with neo-classical realism that is possible for each one. 
Introduction
For more than a decade now, there has been a resurgence of interest in strategic culture and the potential insights it offers in explaining state behavior.
 The range of countries, subjects of interest and quality of analyzes have been impressive. Many of these writers are seeking to develop a richer account of the international environment than the one derived from Waltzian neo-realism. They seek to accomplish this by emphasizing the domestic cultural context in influencing strategic outcomes. Rather than interpreting behavior solely as a result of constraints and opportunities imposed by the material environment, strategic culture analysts wish to reassert the importance of cultural, ideational and normative influences on the motivations of states and their leaders. 


Although initially it appeared that the focus of its research ruled out research collaboration with realism, recent additions to both sides call for a re-evaluation of this assumption.
 Post-constructivist strategic culturalists emphasize the importance of power and interests as the constitutive elements of identity to the extent that ‘nonmaterial power and interests become the very core of identity itself’.
 For these scholars the emphasis is on language power so that ‘the imagery of power politics does not recede at all; it just occurs on a discursive plane’. As a result, it has been argued that ‘this emphasis on power and interest suggests that realists, who emphasize preceisely these same concepts though in a material form, may have much to talk about with scholars who conceptualize identity along post-constructivist lines’.

At the same time, recent neoclassical realist writings indicate that there is currently a move away from the more abstract theorizing of Waltzian neo-realism. Although the latter provides a parsimonious account of the general pattern of behavior to be expected of states at the international level, it does not attempt to explain the actual policies adopted by states in any particular historical period.
 More recent writings have thus sought to provide a richer account of the way in which states have reacted to the international environment in which they find themselves. In so doing, they have included various intervening variables while still maintaining the structure of the international system as the main determinant. This approach differs sufficiently from Waltzian neo-realism for one writer to label it ‘neoclassical realism’.

There have thus been important additions to both strategic culture and realism. Such changes may provide a possibility for both sides to engage in competitive research collaboration. If both strategic culture and neo-classical realism were to adopt a common methodology, such as process tracing it might be possible to compare their research results and judge which has the greatest explanatory potential, when, where and why. It should be made clear at this point that the author is not arguing for a marriage between strategic culture and neo-classical realism. Clearly, neo-classical realism still views material conditions as the main factor influencing outcomes with culture and other factors assigned to an intervening role. Whereas for most strategic culturalists culture is not merely ‘a superstructure on a material base’ but is a determining factor in its own right.
 However, the interest in detailed foreign policy analysis by neo-classical realists provides an opportunity for both sides to evaluate their differing claims, generalizations and explanations. Such collaboration may yield invaluable insights and new avenues of exploration in practical foreign policy analysis.
For example, there is an obvious need at the moment to understand China’s behavior on the world stage. Recent analysis by one strategic culturalist found some signs that there is greater acceptance of multilateralism and international norms by China, although the author adds that it is not clear whether this is but a temporary expedient.
 Others argue that China has chosen a neo-Bismarckian policy combining ‘a subtle realpolitik effort at developing national capabilities and cultivating international partners (one designed to avoid the provocative consequences of a straightforward hegemonic or balancing strategy) with a level of international economic and diplomatic engagement designed to maximise the benefits of interdependence (one designed to avoid the vulnerability consequences of bandwagoning or the opportunity costs of isolationism)’.
 With regard to such different explanations of state behavior, the adoption of a common methodology would at the very least identify the different weightings that each side has given to different explanatory factors and such collaboration would inevitably prompt further research to improve our understanding of state behaviour by identifying weaknesses in both schools evidence and argumentation.
Yet, it is clear that the research objectives of strategic culture scholars vary considerably. Some view strategic culture as simply an intervening variable while others argue that ‘ideas operate “all the way down” to actually shape actors and action in world politics’, so that culture is viewed as constitutive of state identity and behavior.
 At the same time, although many of these scholars (though not all) have adopted process tracing as their methodology, their research objectives vary considerably. Some share realism’s objective of establishing nomothetic generalizations that identify correlations of causal factors either across different cases or different time periods, albeit with the caveat that these are ‘contingent generalizations’. Others, however, place greater emphasis upon agency and therefore do not seek to establish law-like generalizations that can be applied to other cases. In other words, these scholars do engage in causal theorizing, but rather than adopt a generalizing strategy they follow ‘a particularizing one, in which the researcher explains an event by detailing the sequence of happenings leading up to it’.
 Clearly, then, cooperative research with neoclassical realism will be more fruitful for some strategic culture scholars than others. This paper therefore identifies four conceptions of strategic culture. In so doing, the paper identifies those conceptions for which a competitive collaboration with neoclassical realism would be most productive.
The Neoclassical Turn

In recent years, one group of scholars labelled ‘neoclassical realists’ have moved away from the more abstract theorizing associated with Waltzian neo-realism toward more detailed explanations of state behaviour. They agree with Waltz that states will balance against a more powerful state either ‘by building up their own capabilities (internal balancing) or by aggregating their capabilities with other states in alliances (external balancing)’.
 But they also seek to include several intervening variables, for example, the efficiency/inefficiency of the state’s bureaucratic apparatus, the perception and misperception of policymakers, interest groups and elite consensus.
 This has echoes of Morgenthau’s emphasis on the various domestic elements that affect foreign policy.
 Neoclassical realists argue that ‘the scope and ambition of a country’s foreign policy is driven first and foremost by its place in the international system and specifically by its relative material power capabilities’. But significantly they also argue ‘that the impact of such power capabilities on foreign policy is indirect and complex, because systemic pressures must be translated through intervening variables at the unit level’.

For example, Randall Schweller attempts to explain why states sometimes underbalance i.e. why they fail to adequately balance against an accumulation of power. In so doing, Schweller explicitly seeks to develop ‘a domestic politics model to explain why threatened states often fail to adjust in a prudent way to dangerous changes in their strategic environment’.
 In other words, Schweller includes unit level analyzes in order to explain anomalous state behavior that runs counter to neo-realist predictions.  The study concludes that underbalancing may be explained by the fact that states are often constrained by a range of domestic political considerations (intervening variables), which include ‘elite consensus, government or regime vulnerability, social cohesion, and elite cohesion’.
 Whether a state balances or underbalances will depend upon the preferences of its decision makers, which at any given time will be influenced by both domestic and international concerns. 

Thomas Christensen, on the other hand, examines the way in which state leaders, in order to mobilise their populations in favour of further military expenditure, use international crises instrumentally. He thus seeks to draw a causal link ‘between shifts in the international balance of power, leaders’ creation of long-term grand strategies to address those shifts, the domestic political difficulties in mobilizing the public behind those strategies, and the manipulation of ideological crusades and short-term conflicts in order to gain support for long-term grand strategies’.
 In later studies focusing on contemporary East Asia, Christensen argues that when assessing the regional security dilemma simply estimating material capabilities is not enough. One needs to taken into account the ‘historical legacies and ethnic hatred’ that are still apparent within the region.
 Furthermore, he argues that China’s behavior towards the United States will not only be influenced by its relative capabilities, but also by its ‘perceptual biases’ towards the United States.

Aaron Friedberg’s study of the United States’ build up of its capabilities during the Cold War bears striking similarities to some of the writings on strategic culture. Friedberg argues that despite the strong international pressures for the United States to develop into a highly centralized and more militaristic state, or ‘Garrison State’, it did not do so. This may be explained by a combination of factors including: the principle of the separation of powers; interest groups (particularly) private business; and anti-statist ideas that were prevalent in American society at that time.
 It is the latter factor that brings Friedberg’s analysis very close to that of strategic culturalists, particularly when he argues that those groups that opposed the further centralisation of the state possessed an advantage over their opponents because ‘American history gives them ready access to evocative slogans and potent symbols that ease the task of rallying support…they easily can, and invariably do, invoke the names and words of the Founders in support of their positions’.

These writers are thus attempting, in one way or another to bring the second level of analysis, the state, back into realist theory while maintaining that the primary influence upon state behavior is still to be found in the structure of the international system. But in addition, several of these writers also emphasize the importance of the beliefs and perceptions of state leaders and how this influences their behavior. Possible misreading of the political situation may lead to errors of judgement. Schweller, for example, argues that one of the reasons that Stalin agreed to the Nazi-Soviet pact in 1939 was because he mistakenly viewed the balance of power as tripolar rather than bipolar.
  William Wohlforth explains many of the disputes that arose during the Cold War between the two protagonists as an outcome of both sides misreading their own power capabilities and the balance of power that existed at any given time because, ‘[P]erceptions are always seeking to catch up to what in retrospect seems to have been the “real” distribution of power’.
 
In order to provide a solid analysis of foreign policy, these writers have thus included several intervening variables that not only include state attributes but also beliefs perceptions, historical legacies and culture. However, the anarchic international system and the configuration of power remain the main explanatory factors of international outcomes. This differs for many of those that wish to emphasise the importance of strategic culture. Yet, it does create the possibility of collaborative research where together the two schools identify certain repetitive patterns of state behavior deemed worthy of study. By then establishing their different sets of causal variables/intervening variables correlated to these outcomes, the two sides can engage in comparative empirical research to establish why their accounts differ and which provides the best fit to the evidence available.
Competing Conceptions of Strategic Culture
Previously, neo-realists roundly criticized strategic culture arguing that it is unable to explain the long-term behavior of states and, at best, offers only supplementary explanations.
  Desch suggests that part of the reason why cultural theorizing will not supplant realist theories is that it typically involves a selection of cases that ‘do not provide crucial tests that enable us to distinguish which theories are better’.
 For neo-realists of this ilk, cultural variables are viewed as unable to ‘provide much additional explanatory power’, rather than supplanting neo-realism, strategic culture is relegated to merely supplementing structural explanations.

However, those adopting a cultural approach argue that, to fully understand and explain state behavior, a state’s strategic culture – ‘collectively held, interlocking beliefs and assumptions related to political-military affairs’ need to be examined. This is because strategic culture is seen, by some, to determine and, by others, to at least heavily influence ‘strategic behavior by shaping the preferences, perceptions, and beliefs of a given nation’s citizens. It predisposes each state to certain strategic choices, in keeping with unique, deep-rooted cultural assumptions that vary from state to state’.
 

In competing with realism, several of these authors have made a distinction between critical and conventional constructivism.
 The latter is said to form the basis of a research program that, in Lakatosian terms, is progressive and can provide alternative and better explanations of international events than Waltzian neo-realism can. These authors therefore claim that strategic culture can explain ‘new puzzles in world politics that are unaccounted for by realism’.

But such a proposal may assume greater coherency within the strategic culture school of research than actually exists currently. The approach is only one of several possible options. For example, it has become common to speak of successive ‘waves’ of strategic culture scholarship. For example, Alastair Ian Johnston identified three waves of strategic culture research: the first relating to cultural analysis of United States-Soviet Union relations in the late 1970’s; the second associated with writing on the instrumentality of culture in the 1980’s; and the third pertaining to a more eclectic discussion of organizational and societal cultural analysis.
 Subsequent attempts to chronicle the evolution of strategic culture research have offered variations on Johnston’s original thesis.
 However, rather than adopting a temporal approach, this paper develops four conceptions of strategic culture. This does not imply that these other alternatives are not valid, nor does it imply the existence of only four conceptions. Rather, the division has been adopted in order to highlight the ramifications for those seeking to pursue a strategic culture research program and possibility of engagement with neoclassical realism.

This paper identifies four core conceptions of strategic culture: epiphenomenal strategic culture; a conventional constructivist conception; a post-constructivist conception and an interpretive conception.  Of these, the first two conceptions provide similar methodological grounds for competitive collaboration with neo-classical realism. Both attempt to establish nomothetic generalizations by identifying repetitive patterns of state behavior and identify causal variables/intervening variables responsible for such regularities. It is therefore possible that a research project could be established with neo-classical realists in which the reasons for their differing explanations for patterns of state behavior could be compared in order to determine which best fits the outcomes examined. However, the latter two conceptions, the post-constructivists and interpretivists, may provide solid empirical information from their rich historical case studies but their research objectives differ considerably from that of realism. These two conceptions do not seek to establish law-like generalizations from their work. Apart from a case by case basis, it is therefore difficult to envisage enough common ground between themselves and neo-classical realists for a collaborative research project to be established.
Epiphenomenal Strategic Culture

These analysts seek to identify the preferred military options that states adopt to achieve particular objectives.
 To accomplish this, the cultural aspects dealt with are limited to those concerned with strategy rather than encompassing culture in its wider sense. This approach can be seen in the following passage from one of the originators of strategic culture research: 

Differences in Soviet and American strategy probably cannot be explained by broad differences between traditional Russian and Western cultures or between Leninist and liberal political cultures. Culture in this sense did not figure in the author’s original argument about Soviet strategic culture….the term ‘culture’ was used to suggest that, once a distinctive approach to strategy takes hold, it tends to persist despite changes in the circumstances that gave rise to it, through processes of socialization and institutionalization and through the role of strategic concepts in legitimating these social arrangements.
 

Strategy is here taken to mean military strategy, which focuses on ‘the ways in which military power may be used to achieve political objectives’.
 

What also distinguishes writers of this conception of strategic culture is that many were not explicitly challenging neo-realism or realism (the dominant theory at the time the above passage was written). Rather, these analysts treated strategic culture as an intervening variable only. Neo-realism offers a long-term prediction based on the perennial patterns of inter-state behavior. The theory posits that the anarchic structure of the international system conditions inter-state relations and that conflict is an enduring possibility. In the absence of any supranational authority to ensure peace, states have no option but to adopt self-help strategies. According to the classical formulation presented in the writings of Kenneth Waltz, there are two means available to achieve this.
 States can seek to attain greater security by either, ‘internal efforts (moves to increase economic capability, to increase military strength, to develop clever strategies) and external efforts (moves to strengthen and enlarge one’s own alliance or weaken and shrink an opposing one)’.
 This, Waltz argues, is why the balance of power between states is a recurring pattern of their inter-active behavior and that it happens because the international environment generates the conditions for such behavior. As Waltz characterizes it, ‘Balance-of Power politics prevail where ever two, and only two, requirements are met: that the order be anarchic and that it be populated by units wishing to survive’.

Some writers on strategic culture have sought to provide supplementary explanations of short term behavior that deviate from neo-realism’s prediction of the long-term competitive behavior of states.
 Snyder, for example, considered culture to be:

a residual label that is affixed to ‘explain’ outcomes that cannot be explained in any more concrete way. Thus, culture, including strategic culture, is an explanation to be used only when all else fails. In principle, differences in military strategy across states might be explained solely in terms of objective differences in the structure of their external or internal circumstances, without regard to subjective cultural differences.
 

Hence, the underlying assumption of neo-realism, that states are egoistic power/security maximizers is not challenged.   

Waltz similarly does not seek to refute the argument that variables such as strategic culture have an impact on international outcomes when theorizing the international arena. An example of this can be found in the following passage where he encapsulates the nature of an environment where power is a cause of international outcomes but not the only one: 

To identify power with control is to assert that only power is needed in order to get one’s way. That is obviously false, else what would there be for political and military strategists to do? To use power is to apply one’s capabilities in an attempt to change someone else’s behavior in certain ways. Whether A, in applying its capabilities, gains the wanted compliance of B depends on A’s capabilities and strategy, on B’s capabilities and counterstrategy, and on all of these factors as they are affected by the situation in hand. Power is one cause among others, from which it cannot be isolated.

Thus, the theory postulates that the relative power distribution between states heavily influences international outcomes but the road to success is paved with many obstructions. Good strategy will ensure that objectives are attained while poor strategy will lead to the ineffective execution of a state’s power. If a state continues to adopt such strategies, then, like inefficient companies in a free market, their power and influence will diminish. It is also assumed that strategies that fail to attain a state’s objectives will, in all probability, evolve or be abandoned. Epiphenomenal strategic culture does not therefore necessarily contradict the assumptions underpinning neo-realism. Waltz warns against what he regards as overly simplistic definitions of power and it is apparent from his discussion that in the application of power, strategy will be an important determinant of its effectiveness. Moreover, strategy can be influenced by a variety of factors. 

However, epiphenomenal strategic culture does challenge the ahistorical and acultural assumptions of rationality posited in game theory put forward by, among others, Thomas Schelling. The key challenge is directed at the assumption that there is ‘a single, universal strategic rationality, which will be adopted by “any player who had his wits about him”’.
 By way of qualification, Schelling did explain that his theory could only be an approximation to reality and that it requires a ‘common interest between the adversaries’. It also assumes ‘a “rational” value-maximizing mode of behavior’, and that ‘each participant’s “best” choice of action’ depended ‘on what he expects the other to do’.
 

In the 1970s, Snyder warned of the dangers of assuming that the rationality guiding strategic nuclear thinking in the United States would also be mirrored by the Soviet Union. Thus, he considered that the adoption of a policy of ‘flexible response’ by the United States was a risky strategy because he believed the Soviet Union ‘rejected the notion of self-restraint in deploying counterforce weapons in the interest of stability’.

There were analysts in the United States and elsewhere who subsequently challenged Schelling’s assumptions concerning rational strategic behavior in the context of the Soviet Union. Some questioned the assumption of common interest by arguing that while the objective of US’ nuclear policy was to avoid all out nuclear war the Soviet attitude was more pragmatic. Rather than choices depending on expectations of what the other side might do, the Soviet military had consistently favored highly offensive, in contrast to defensive, strategies. This had practical implications as it was said to have created a ‘cult of the offensive’.
 Similarly, others argued that instead of attempting to replicate the United States’ force posture, the geography of the former Soviet Union meant that the army traditionally constituted the main component of the Soviet military forces. Less emphasis was placed on the role of the Soviet navy, which was viewed as fulfilling a supporting role. Although this situation changed with the advent of the Sea-Launched Ballistic Missile in the 1960s, a system which was seen as providing an assured second-strike nuclear deterrent capability, land based forces did not lose their primary position.
 Another challenge stemmed from those who questioned the assumption of a value-maximizing form of behavior by examining the competition for economic resources and the adoption of certain strategies in order to increase the military’s budget.
 Many of the writings located in this conception might thus be regarded as well suited to demonstrating the way that the strategic culture of a country can produce a sub-optimal outcome when attempting to achieve the objectives identified by Waltz.  

The Conventional Constructivists’ Conception

These analysts, as well as those above, use empirical cases combined with causal theorizing to produce explanations of particular identifiable behavioral patterns.
 What distinguishes the second conception from the first is its adoption of a constructivist approach.
 In contrast to those writers who regard culture and norms as having only an epiphenomenal effect on state behavior, they argue that ‘cultural environments affect not only the incentives for different kinds of state behavior but also the basic character of states – what we call state “identity”’.
 Equally, constructivism may encompass those who advocate ‘positivism’, interpretivism and critical theorizing and it may be more accurate to refer to this group of writers as adopting a conventional constructivist approach.
 This would then embrace those who believe that ‘ideas are not merely rules or ‘road maps’ for action, but rather’ that ‘ideas operate “all the way down” to actually shape actors and action in world politics’ and yet are ‘positively positivist’ and ‘normatively neutral’.
 

In other words, these strategic culturalists combine causal theorizing with empirical validation to produce explanations of particular patterns of behavior.
 In so doing, they ‘endorse the core beliefs of epistemological realism’ and their explanations ‘establish the phenomenon it explains as something that was to be expected in the circumstances where it occurred’. This is achieved either through ‘a generalizing strategy, according to which researchers treat the event to be explained as an instance of a certain type of event’ or through ‘a particularizing one, in which the researcher explains an event by detailing the sequence of happenings leading up to it’.
  Yet, at the same time, these analysts take the view that:
identities constitute interests and actions. Neo-realists and neoliberals consciously bracket questions of interest formation, treating preferences as exogenously determined givens that exist prior to social interaction. Constructivists, on the other hand, argue that understanding how interests are constituted is the key to explaining a wide range of international phenomena that rationalists have either misunderstood or ignored.
 

Neo-realists are often identified as sharing the same rationalistic model of human behavior, which assumes that states’ interests and identities are ‘exogenous to interaction’: that is, they are assumed as a priori givens. In contrast, the social constructivist approach considers that, ‘identities and interests are endogenous to interaction’.
 By viewing state interactions in this way, constructivism places greater emphasis on the way, for example, processes of cooperation can actually alter the way we perceive others and what we deem to be in our interest (that is, a state’s identity and interest can evolve through interaction with other states). Many constructivists are therefore critical of the way neo-realists assume that states have certain self-interested identities. Unlike those adopting an epiphenomenal conception of strategic culture, this second conception does not assume that states are egoistic power/security maximizers. As a result, state identities, interests and behavior are open to investigation.

Research of this kind raises the possibility that state behavior may change over time and while the anarchic realm of international relations presents a formidable obstacle, it is not viewed as an inescapable straightjacket. Alexander Wendt, for example, argues there is nothing intrinsic within the anarchical structure of the international environment to produce the security dilemma and the self-help behavior exhibited by states. His ‘Anarchy is what states make of it’ claim has subsequently generated a wave of alternative theorizing to neo-realism. This has sought to understand the way states behave by focusing on the historical processes that have influenced us as subjects. 

Wendt considers that our perception of others as potential threats is not part of a naturally given order as all identities, both of others and our own, have been socially constructed. So while there are many valid reasons, from historical experiences such as war and disadvantageous cooperation, for states to have acquired certain identities and for some to act seemingly perennially in a self-help manner, this is not pre-ordained by some unseen force. This has implications not only for our understanding of anarchy, but also for the prospects of cooperation between antagonistic states that are seemingly locked in an enduring security dilemma. As Wendt has classically characterized it: 

Security dilemmas are not given by anarchy or nature. Of course, once institutionalized such a dilemma may be hard to change…, but the point remains: identities and interests are constituted by collective meanings that are always in process.
 

According to this view, there is nothing intrinsic within the properties of anarchy to pre-suppose that states will act in a self-help manner by adopting power politics as their main guideline. Rather, the condition we find ourselves in today is due, Wendt says, to ‘process, not structure’.

In contrast to those pursuing research within the first conception of strategic culture who hold that ‘(N)orms and social structures at most constrain the choices and behavior of self-interested states’, this conception regards culture as actually constituting ‘actor identities and interests and do not simply regulate behavior…Norms are no longer a superstructure on a material base; rather, they help to create and define that base’.

Consequently, those adopting a constructivist approach are willing to consider other aspects of state policy, not just those relating to military factors, which may be influenced by culture. This can involve an attempt both to widen the notion of strategy and security beyond military matters, and to investigate how such concerns are influenced by culture. Rather than confining their study to military strategic matters (that is, the ‘threat and use of force’), a number of authors have enlarged their research to embrace political culture and its impact on state behavior in general.
 

Whether a state employs military force or threatens it, rather than applying diplomacy or economic incentives to achieve objectives in ‘interstate political affairs’ might thus depend on its strategic preferences.
 Moreover, those objectives may not necessarily accord with the security/power maximization behavior predicted by neo-realism. An example of this is Peter Katzenstein and Nobuo Okawara’s account of Japan, which highlights the way norms were institutionalized in that state after the Second World War leading to a new foreign policy. The behavior of Japan, they argue, ‘[R]ather than following the logic of realist doctrine’ is best explained by domestic structures which embed ‘military security concerns in broader economic and political notions’.
 This does not accord with Waltz’s prediction that states will use all the resources at their disposal to maximize their security. According to Katzenstein, Japan’s leaders have consciously opted for an economic rather than a military option favoring ‘influence abroad through markets’, despite their being capable of pursuing both. 
  

Similarly, John Duffield indicates that the specific political culture within Germany since 1945 has engendered a pre-disposition for multilateral cooperation with its European partners. Despite the end of the Cold War, he argues, Germany continues to seek cooperative alliances and it ‘has continued to emphasize the use of nonmilitary means wherever possible, if not exclusively, to promote security’.
 Such writers, rather than interpreting behavior solely as a result of constraints and opportunities imposed by the material environment, a principal assumption of neo-realist thought, emphasize the way the interests of states vary depending on the domestic cultural context. As Thomas Berger argues, ‘the German and Japanese defense debates of the 1950s revolved around much more fundamental questions of national identity, the definition of the national interest and of the kind of political, economic, and social systems that the two nations should adopt’.
 The examples of Germany and Japan therefore give weight to the potential importance of going beyond the regulatory aspects of culture to examine the way culture constitutes identity, but this conception is not confined to these two cases.

Post-Constructivism
This school of thought shares much with the constructivist school, particularly its emphasis on the socially constructed nature of identities and how such identities constitute interests and actions. However, these writers highlight a general weakness associated with constructivism – its over reliance on inter-subjective knowledge and understandings.  Constructivism is very good, for example, at explaining stable periods of order (both international and national) through its examination of shared knowledge, understanding, expectations and norms. However, post-constructivists argue that it ‘leaves no analytical leverage for thinking about how international identities may form or persist during international crises’.
The very nature of crises means that, more often than not, mutual understandings, expectations and shared norms collapse. This creates critical lacunae in our understanding of international relations because some of the most important watersheds in international relations have arisen from the ashes of crises.
In addressing this problem, these scholars place far greater emphasis upon agency, power and interests than most constructivist accounts of international politics, to the extent that this approach has been described as a ‘power politics of identity’. 
 Strategic culture is viewed as a multi-faceted resource with actors deploying various articulations in order to render their actions both intelligible and legitimate both to them selves and to those they seek to influence. Identity is thus seen as being ‘constituted of power and interests; that is, of language-power and actors’ interests’. Actors are said to deploy certain narratives or rhetoric in order to either reconfirm or change the boundaries of what is deemed to be politically acceptable and what is not. Such a legitimation process ‘constructs spheres within which certain actions can be performed, and it cordons off others as falling beyond the pale’.
 However, rather than assuming that this will lead to relatively stable inter-subjective knowledge and understandings, these authors seek to emphasise the way in which actors need to continually confirm these boundaries by deploying the cultural resources at their disposal.

In order to demonstrate this deployment of cultural resources and the resulting policy outcomes these authors have conducted detailed empirical case studies in order to establish the causes of given political outcomes. David Campbell’s earlier work on the Cold War reflects this general approach. Campbell argued that the United States articulation of the Soviet Union as a clear and present danger had as much to do with the preservation of order and the suppression of domestic challenges within the United States as it did with the Soviet Union as an actual military threat.  Invoking the notion of a Soviet threat helped to constitute the identity of the ‘imagined community’ of the American nation by emphasising distinctions between ‘inside/outside’, ‘domestic/foreign’, ‘us/them’.
 Similarly, Iver Neumann has examined the way in which both positive and negative images of Europe have been used throughout modern history by Russian intellectuals to both define Europe and to define Russianness. One perspective has never quite extinguished the other with the state playing an important role in which view dominates at any one point, depending upon whether the elite have sought to promote further integration or to distance themselves from westernising influences.


More recently, others have examined the rhetorical strategies used by state leaders in order to influence political outcomes. As mentioned above, many of these writings tend to focus on historical watersheds, such as, German reconstruction after the Second World War and the inclusion of the FRG into the Western sphere in 1947/8; the Suez Crisis; and the Cuban missile crisis. In order to facilitate the integration of the FRG into the Western alliance, it is argued that the United States used the notion of a Western civilization of which Germany was deemed to be historically a member. By deploying such a rhetorical strategy, the FRG came to be seen as a legitimate member of the Western alliance just a few years after it had been its mortal enemy. Similarly, the Suez Crisis was viewed as not just a threat to the Special Relationship but as potentially destabilizing the Western alliance by threatening ‘a domino effect for the narrative and identity of the West’. As a result, it is claimed that immediately following their disagreement over Suez, both the United States and the United Kingdom actively engaged in trying to re-establish the Special Relationship through references to history, common culture and the ties of language. In doing so, they deployed several generic strategies, including: ‘fastening’ (re-asserting a shared identity by deploying common rhetorical usages, such as, the Special Relationship); ‘terror’ (by forcing a re-definition of common understandings, interpretations etc.); ‘exile’ (to force the opponent to exclude the usage of certain interpretations of events, rhetoric or definitions).
 
In engaging in these empirical studies, the post-constructivists in a similar fashion to the conventional constructivists, employ process-tracing. However, they do not view the generation of law like generalizations – even contingent ones – as viable for their approach. They do engage in solid empirical analysis in order to establish the causes of political outcomes, viewing causality as a ‘concatenation of causal mechanisms: the contingent coming-together of processes and patterns of social action in such a way as to generate outcomes’.
 However, the emphasis is upon agency and a given actor’s instrumental use of certain narratives and rhetoric that resonate with certain elements of his/her culture. As a result, reasons are viewed as ‘causes (of social outcomes, not of individual decisions) because they participate in a socially significant process of negotiating and (re)drawing boundaries, simultaneously giving rise to both actions and the actors that carry them out’.
 Moreover, these writers seek to avoid essentialist notions of culture emphasizing instead the highly contingent nature of culture and the central and continual role played by individuals in articulating/changing a particular understanding of a culture at any given time. As such, they argue that, ‘[T]here is no such thing as a stable social arrangement, really. Instead there are patterns of social actions that tend to either sustain or to transform a pre-existing pattern, and do so at every individual moment’.

These writers have argued that their emphasis on power and interests in the constitution of identity bears some resemblance to realists’ emphasis on material power and state behavior. This opens up the interesting possibility of comparing two very different explanations of state behavior, one materialist and one idealist. One account would examine how ‘power is mediated through material means and impels state action by playing on states’ exogenously given physical or material interests, whereas on the postconstructivist account, power is mediated through the language that expresses ideas and impels state action by playing on states’ endogenously constituted subjective (Self) interest’.
 
However, such possible comparisons will be limited by the very nature of the research that this group of scholars wishes to undertake.  Although they do regard ideas as causes and that the deployment of cultural resources and argumentation can be traced back and linked given outcomes, their emphasis on the contingency of this process leads them to eschew any attempt at generating law-like generalizations and identifying causal variables across different case-studies. In other words, these scholars engage in causal theorizing, but rather than adopt a generalizing strategy they follow ‘a particularizing one, in which the researcher explains an event by detailing the sequence of happenings leading up to it’.
 Unlike the conventional constructivists who do seek to derive certain generalizations (albeit contingent) from their work, post-constructivists argue that the contingent nature of social arrangements ‘means abandoning the conventional, neopositivist definition of causality as a systematic correlation between factors across states’.
 As a result of this emphasis on agency and contingency, the possibilities of establishing a collaborative research project would be limited to comparisons of individual case-studies rather than a full cross-comparison of case studies using their different causal models. 
The Interpretive Conception

In contrast to the conceptions identified above, others view culture as being akin to ideas: that is, they operate at many different levels and in a complex, intersecting and overlapping fashion.
 The task is therefore not about:   

making predictions or explaining the role of culture as an independent causal variable for state behavior, but instead address different types of questions based on different ontological assumptions, and for which different methods and answers are appropriate.

Those advocating an interpretive conception view the search for falsifiable generalized statements as a flawed enterprise because of both the sui generis nature of culture and the inappropriateness of causal theorizing when examining the social world. These researchers adopt a hermeneutic or interpretive methodology and submerge themselves within a culture in order to understand the internal order of life forms.
 This hermeneutic exercise involves:

knowing what the agent or agents themselves know, and apply, in the constitution of their activities. It is being able (in principle) to “go on” – mutual knowledge shared by participants and social-scientific observers.

This study of other life forms is said to require us to ‘extend our conception of intelligibility as to make it possible for us to see what intelligibility amounts to in the life of the society we are investigating’.

Clifford Geertz, reacting against what he viewed as the inappropriate application of the scientific method to the social world called for research that is ‘not an experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning’.
 In contrast to the other two conceptions, which seek to develop causal theorizing and produce explanations of particular identifiable behavioral patterns, this conception involves an understanding and reproduction of the ‘minds of actors’ and thereby the aim is to engage with another form of life.
 

Some of the early work carried out on the relationship between the Soviet Union and the United States was concerned with how the American weltanschauung differed from the Soviet view of the world. Such studies argued that ‘different political and strategic cultures confront distinctive geostrategic problems through the prisms of their individual historical circumstances, and with unique sets of assets and liabilities, will make somewhat individual choices’.
  During the Cold War failure to take into account each country’s unique strategic culture might lead to critical mistakes by policy-makers, ‘many of the western policy errors of the past forty years could have been avoided if a proper respect had been paid both to the uniqueness and to the plain facts of local Soviet conditions’.
 This work thus involved developing a deep understanding of how each side viewed the world and how they saw their relationship with each other.

These writers therefore adopted a somewhat wider definition of strategic culture, for example, Colin Gray defined American strategic culture as that ‘referring to modes of thought and action with respect to force, derives from perception of the national historical experience, aspiration for self-characterization (e.g., as an American, what am I?, how should I feel, think, and behave?), and from all of the many distinctively American experiences (of geography, political philosophy, of civic culture, and “way of life”) that characterize an American citizen’.
 Such a broad definition has become the subject of a rather heated debate between those adopting a more behavioralist approach, such as Alastair Iain Johnston, who criticizes it for ‘subsuming patterns of behavior …within a definition of strategic culture’, thus highlighting the differences that exist between strategic culturalists.

Indeed, the difference between the interpretive conception and the other two is encapsulated in the debate between Colin Gray and Johnston in which Gray argues that ‘strategic culture provides a context for understanding, rather than explanatory causality for behavior’.
 As Stuart Poore has observed, a key difference between the two analysts is that, for Gray, culture is ‘everywhere and within everyone’. Therefore it does not make sense to treat it as one causal variable of many – ‘culture is literally everywhere: it is too pervasive, yet elusive, for its influence to be isolated for rigorous assessment’.
  Rather, strategic culture should be, ‘conceived as a context out there that surrounds, and gives meaning to, strategic behavior, as the total warp and woof of matters strategic that are thoroughly woven together, or as both.’

Such an interpretive conception is more interested in establishing what Geertz has called ‘thick description’, which he feels would allow the researcher to develop a fuller understanding of other cultures. Poore has also commented that, following Gray:

Strategic culturalists should now be urged to generate more empirical research into particular strategic cultural cases through the use of thick description. In doing so, many new insights can be gained into cases where previously rationalist materialist explanations have exerted an over-bearing dominance.
 

Potentially a better label would be ‘thick account’ because Geertz accepts that any description will be an interpretation of a culture rather than an exact replica of how a particular cultural grouping sees the world, leading to an improved understanding of what meaning certain actions have for the actors involved.
 Geertz therefore recognizes what Anthony Giddens has labeled the double hermeneutic problem associated with such social research. In endeavoring to understand ‘what the agent or agents themselves know, and apply, in the constitution of their activities’ the social observer is also involved in the ‘active constitution and reconstitution of frames of meaning whereby they organize their experience’. 
 Thus, for Geertz, when researching another culture the observer’s mind does not resemble a tabula rasa, rather the observer begins their research laden with various ideas and theories of the social world. This has parallels with Gray’s qualified support for Poore’s treatment of strategic culture as ‘context all the way down’ when he writes that what is required are, ‘empirically thick studies of societies of interest, always remembering that we must filter what we learn through the distorting lens of our own culture’.
 From this perspective, ‘thick accounts’ of other cultures can never be fully objective: we cannot jump out of our cultural clothing when attempting to understand other cultural groups. 

Given their emphasis on the sui generis nature of culture the generation of nomothetic generalizations (even of a contingent nature) concerning the behavioral patterns of the cultures under study is not an objective of this group of culturalists. However, these scholars have examined the different ways in which cultures have adapted to common external pressures. For example, the diffusion of a dominant culture across several states will not produce identical outcomes; instead each culture will adopt, reject and alter different beliefs and practices of this dominant culture. It is thus possible for these scholars to attempt to understand ‘a country’s historical particularity with its participation in a general movement of history’.
 One can identify similar attempts by interpretive strategic culturalists in their examination of how different states adopted various strategies in response to the advent of the nuclear age.
Consequently, detailed interpretive studies may not only be useful for our understanding of other cultures they also offer support to other forms of case study and to those involved in comparative analysis. At the same time, one caveat this conception raises is that in seeking to identify causal relations we run the risk of over-simplifying the social world. Worse, categories from one case may be applied inappropriately to others. An inadequate knowledge of a given culture may lead to the misinterpretation of the various attributes of value laden words, such as pride, honor, duty; but also security, safety and stability.
 

Variation in Research Objectives
The variety within strategic culture is not necessarily limited to the above four conceptions. However, this classification does serve to demonstrate that strategic culture is best regarded as a general approach to international politics rather than encompassing but one theory. Many of those seeking to challenge realism have sought to develop a research program based upon the conventional constructivist conception. Yet other conceptions are equally valid and, as argued below, will provide insightful research programs in their own right. Just as realism is viewed as ‘a general approach to international politics, not a single theory’, so should strategic culture.

The first two conceptions broadly agree epistemologically and methodologically each seeks to infer causal relations between a given strategic culture and behavior and to develop nomothetic generalizations that can then be tested. However, the first views strategic culture as epiphenomenal whereas the second conception does not.  Epiphenomenal strategic culture would therefore appear best suited to the task, a la Desch, of supplementing neo-realism. Rather than supplanting realism, regulatory strategic culture shows, ‘some promise of supplementing realist theories by explaining lags between structural change and state behavior, accounting for deviant state behavior, and explaining behavior in structurally indeterminate environments’.
 In other words, ideational factors would still be regarded as epiphenomenal, whereas structural constraints should be deemed the primary cause of state behavior. 

On the other hand, the last three conceptions of strategic culture ‘share a basic ontological understanding of international relations’ and they agree that strategic cultures ‘are not epiphenomena of unitary states acting under anarchy and constrained by material power structures’. However, each of the last three conceptions differs in their research objectives.
 The conventional constructivists seek to identify regular patterns of behavior, the possible causal mechanisms behind such patterns and law-like ‘contingent’ generalizations about these patterns of behavior. The post-constructivists, on the other hand, share the objective of identifying the causal mechanisms of an event, but only on a case by case basis. Finally, the interpretive conception treats each culture in a sui generis manner, opting for what they see as a deeper understanding obtained through immersing themselves in the particular culture under investigation.

For the epiphenomenal conception, one may wish to conduct a cross-national study of states that have adopted sub-optimum strategies (in terms of neo-realist predictions of state behavior) and in doing so assess how influential strategic culture was in these cases and why it led to critical failures (i.e. a decline in relative power) in some cases but not others. In the second conception, a comparative approach would need to accomplish two tasks: to offer an explanation that is on par or better than the neo-realist account of events while also offering a comparative account (either across cases or across time) of the similarities and differences between the strategic cultures under study and the similarities and differences in behavioral outcomes that arise as a result. Jeffrey Legro’s work on identifying macro-correlations between the adoption of a norm (in this case against chemical warfare, strategic bombing and submarine warfare) and a state’s preference for a particular use of force is a good example of the use of small n comparisons using historically well informed cases.

One method can unite the first three conceptions of strategic culture and could be pursued by neoclassical realists is process tracing, involving ‘theoretically informed historical research to reconstruct the sequence of events leading to an outcome’.
 This methodology is not atheoretical, but recognizes that the complexity of the social world requires the researcher to examine a combination of several causal factors to explain any particular outcome. In so doing, the researcher traces the decision-making process leading to a particular outcome, but such a method can deal with complex forms of causality that identifies the outcome as flowing from ‘the convergence of several conditions, independent variables or causal chains’.
 The task, is thus for ‘the researcher… to trace the processes that could have generated a strategic outcome in particular case studies’. 

At the same time, researchers adopting such an approach do not assume ‘a political universe characterized by the regularities which might render possible a predictive (albeit probabilistic) science of the political’.
 Rather than endeavor to emulate Waltzian neo-realism in seeking to formulate a predictive theory that can be applied universally to strategic outcomes, many strategic culturalists eschew grand generalizations or covering laws of human behavior. These researchers point ‘to the inherent complexity and contingency (or open-endedness) of processes of change in which human subjects are involved’. 
 Yet, there is a clear distinction here between conventional constructivists and post-constructivists. As pointed out earlier, the latter do not view the generation of law like generalizations – even contingent ones – as viable for their approach. However, do engage in empirical case studies using trace processing in order to establish the possible causes of political outcomes. They view causality as a ‘concatenation of causal mechanisms: the contingent coming-together of processes and patterns of social action in such a way as to generate outcomes’.
 However, their emphasis upon agency and the individual role of each actor in any given event means that each ‘concatenation of causal mechanisms’ is rarely if ever repeated.
On the other hand, the conventional constructivists do seek to establish contingent generalizations concerning patterns of behavior by adopting a method that:-
specifies independent variables, delineates them into the categories for which the researcher will measure the cases and their outcomes, and provides not only hypotheses on how these variables operate individually, but also contingent generalizations on how and under what circumstances they behave in specified conjunctions or configurations to produce effects on specified dependent variables.
This ‘allows for cross-case comparisons/studies which can be integrated with within-case methods to allow structured iterations between theories and cases’.

For example, Richard Price and Christian Reus-Smit investigate the cultural context in which actors operate and thereby gain insights in to what they call ‘contingent generalizations’.
Such generalizations are not necessarily ‘timeless determinants of human social and political life’, they aim ‘not to obscure…cultural and historical particularities’ and the ‘factors they focus upon are not treated as context-free independent variables that may be transferred unproblematically to any and all situations to produce a necessary outcome’.
 Those that wish to limit themselves to making ‘contingent generalizations’ can still consistently claim that ‘ideas, norms, and culture generate structures’ - one can establish causality and generate certain generalizations about such causality without necessarily claiming that culture is immutable.
 
One criticism of the comparative approach is that, in endeavoring to identify commonalities across cases we run the danger of over-simplifying our social world, or worse, applying categories from one case that either do not apply or have a completely different meaning in another case. An inadequate knowledge of a given culture may lead to the misinterpretation of the meaning of language, symbols, actions etc. through comparison with one’s own culture. 
  In addition, further explanation is needed as to how to deal with the thorny question of non-decisions and other non-observables.
 As Andrew Cortell and James Davis have pointed out, ‘[W]hen certain behaviors are ruled out of the range of acceptable alternatives, owing to internalized normative constraints, there may be no outward or observable behavioral traces on which to base empirical analysis’.
 What is left unsaid may be as important as what has been said and non-discursive gestures may be as important as written evidence. For many, such aspects can only be understood through immersing oneself in a culture to the extent that the meanings of both discursive and non-discursive expressions are understood. It was these sorts of questions that initially led writers such as Winch and Geertz to attempt to understand rather than explain various cultures, to try to understand what actors meant by their actions.
 In doing so, they sought to locate such action within the cultural ‘form of life’ that the actor was immersed in.
 It may well be that the fourth conception can therefore enrich the research of those adopting the first two conceptions on a case by case basis.
Conclusion
This article began by pointing out that a new wave of strategic culturalists now emphasize the exercise of power through language to continually set the boundaries of what is deemed politically acceptable/possible. Because of this emphasis on the deployment of power in the discursive field, this group of scholars has argued that discussion with realists may be useful to both sides generating ‘theoretic cross-fertilization between’ the two groups.
 This paper has explored this possibility arguing that the proposal is not as straightforward as it first seems because the research objectives of strategic culture vary according to the conception under consideration. Four conceptions were therefore identified and the possibilities of competitive collaboration with neoclassical realism explored.
As mentioned earlier, the first conception is best suited, a la Desch’s proposal, to explaining time lags in a state’s behavior to changes in the international configuration of power and/or sub-optimal policies when compared to realist predictions. Collaborative work with neo-classical realists could provide interesting insights for both types of researcher. The second conception also seeks to explore causal explanations for regular patterns of state behavior and to generate law like generalizations (albeit ‘contingent’ generalizations) from their work, however culture is viewed as a causal factor in its own right and not simply an intervening variable. It is therefore possible for the conventional constructivists to establish comparative explanatory models either across cases or across time. This conception of strategic culture could therefore establish various models that could then engage in ‘competitive hypothesis testing’ with neo-classical realism.
  The post-constructivists eschew such generalizations for a strategy of focusing on particular case studies and the manner in which actors deploy cultural resources to establish the boundaries of what is deemed legitimate and acceptable and thereby influence political outcomes. Although this group also uses process tracing to engage in causal theorizing, they focus upon investigating the causes that led up to one particular event, rather that endeavoring to establish variables that can be used across cases. The final conception is best suited to individual historical case studies which would be informative in their own right but would also serve to counter any tendencies in the first three conceptions toward over generalization.

At the same time, neoclassical realists have sought to further develop realism by including intervening variables in their analyses. Although they still emphasize that a state’s foreign policy is primarily determined by ‘its place in the international system and specifically by its relative material power capabilities’, they also recognize that the implementation of foreign policy is a complex process involving several intervening variables.
 It is not unusual, therefore, to see references to state bureaucracies, the perception/misperception of policymakers, interest groups, elite cohesion, perceptual biases and even ideas. Some have even suggested that realist theories can only be made determinate in ‘ex post explanation rather than ex ante prediction’ and that there is a need to ‘trace the process through which the posited cause produced (or influenced) the outcome’.
 The shift by neoclassical realists towards richer historical accounts of why states behave the way using process tracing thus echoes part of the methodological approach adopted by many strategic culturalists.
Both realism and strategic culture have therefore further developed their research interests. What is noteworthy for this paper is that this ‘neoclassical turn’ has revealed that some of these writers have acknowledged that other theories may offer equally valid explanations of state behavior and that it may even be possible that neo-classical realism could offer ‘an explanation that may compete with or complement those of other theoretical traditions’.
 Meanwhile those from the strategic cultural approach have argued that ‘few cultural scholars believe that this really is an “either-or” theoretical debate’.
 

Both neo-classical realism and strategic culture should therefore be perceived as competing approaches but with some overlaps existing between them. It may therefore be possible that the neo-classical realists and the so-called ‘epiphenomenal’ strategic culturalists have enough in common to consider the possibility of future competitive collaboration. A debate between neo-classical realists and the conventional constructivists may yield valuable insights into how much importance should be given to structure, intervening and even other independent variables in the contemporary world. The assessment of these competing models would thus help further our understanding of international relations. It may even be possible for both sides to engage in a collaborative research project in which the two sides present their best explanatory models for a particular set of cases.  Furthermore the post-constructivists could provide competitive explanatory causal models against those of neo-classical realism, but on a case by case basis. Explanations based on the deployment of non-material resources could be directly compared to those based more upon material factors thus providing a richer account of international events. In addition, many strategic culturalists have adopted a methodology that emphasizes retrodiction rather prediction, contingent generalizations as opposed to covering laws, and rich historical case studies using process tracing. Such an approach may also therefore appeal to those of a neoclassical realist persuasion that seek to produce policy relevant theories that improve our understanding of the contemporary world in which we live.
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