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Endogenizing Corporate Identities: The
Next Step in Constructivist IR Theory

LARS-ERIK CEDERMAN and CHRISTOPHER DAASE
Government Department, Harvard University, USA and Brussels School of

International Studies, University of Kent at Canterbury, UK

In recent years, constructivists in International Relations have been
attempting to ‘seize the middle ground’ between positivist objectivism
and postmodernist relativism. Yet, while useful in rendering the
approach more palatable to mainstream researchers, these efforts risk
leading to premature ontological closure. We therefore propose that
constructivist research be extended to a ‘sociational’ research agenda.
Based on Georg Simmel’s process theory of Vergesellschaftung, it joins
contemporary constructivists on the epistemological middle ground
while liberating itself from some of their ontological restrictions. The
sociational perspective endogenizes the actors’ corporate identities as a
way to trace ‘entity processes’ such as the creation and dissolution of
actors as well as boundary change. Such an analytical shift makes it
possible to imagine, and thus also to analyze, past, present and even
future worlds constituted by co-evolving social formations, such as
nations, ethnic groups, supranational organizations and states. We
show how sociational analysis complements and surpasses conventional
explanations of cooperation and conflict as applied to the democratic
peace and ethnic conflict.

KEY WORDS ♦ constructivism ♦ identity ♦ IR theory ♦ Simmel ♦
sociation ♦ sociology

Introduction

Now that constructivism has established itself in International Relations, a
debate has emerged among constructivists about their paradigm’s outer
boundaries. This boundary-drawing exercise serves to demarcate constructiv-
ist research from epistemological relativism and to render constructivism
more readily applicable to empirical research.1 Moderate constructivists have
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contributed greatly to opening the IR research agenda. Rather than focusing
merely on behavior and interests, scholars as a result now routinely analyze
identities and cultural factors. From this perspective, the attempt at ‘seizing
the middle ground’ makes a lot of sense (Adler, 1997).

Yet, in the process of rendering their version of constructivism more
manageable and to distance themselves from postmodernist approaches,
‘moderate’ constructivists such as Wendt (1999) may have jettisoned too
much ontological baggage from the theoretical agenda. Despite their efforts
to endogenize the social identities of states and other actors, these scholars
agree with rationalists in treating the very existence and spatio-temporal
extension, i.e. the corporate identities, of the actors as fixed and pre-social
entities.

We argue that this analytical position imposes restrictions on our
theoretical repertoire. As a way of extending constructivist theorizing in IR,
we turn to Georg Simmel’s sociational framework.2 While joining moderate
constructivism on the epistemological middle ground, sociational con-
structivism avoids its ontological restrictions by problematizing the actors’
corporate identities, rather than just in terms of their social roles.

Most importantly, sociational analysis offers an account of processes
involving the appearance and disappearance of political actors as well as
boundary transformations. But the endogenization of corporate identities
also elucidates other, less profound processes. In this article we apply a
sociational framework to the familiar problem of cooperation and conflict in
the international system. Without proper endogenization of states’ corporate
identities, Kant’s peace plan will be little more than a domestic-level effect.
A sociational perspective, by contrast, accounts for the emergence and
survival of democratic security communities against a backdrop of conquest
and other types of geopolitical turbulence. Moreover, without a sociational
perspective on nationalist conflicts, these phenomena will continue to be
equated with a mere absence of trust within a world populated by fixed
states. The sociational approach opens the door to a more comprehensive
analysis of nationalist violence as an integrated part of more fundamental
processes driven by the tension between states and nations.

International Relations Theory as Problem-driven
Endogenization

Whereas conventional classifications of theoretical debates in IR pit one level
of analysis against another, we view theory development as a pragmatic quest
for successively increased endogenization. The more theorists problematize
aspects of social reality, the more they perceive it to be constructed.
Endogenization stands for problematization of theoretical entities as
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dependent variables, as opposed to their exogenization as assumptions,
parameters or independent variables.3

Endogenization is not an end in itself and may sometimes even be more
of an obstacle than an advantage. The process of relaxing assumptions makes
it difficult to anchor research problems in a tractable framework of analysis.
By definition entailing more ‘moving parts’, endogenization exacerbates
theoretical complexity. This certainly makes the task of theory-building and
theory-evaluation harder. Yet, unlike Waltz (1979), who prioritizes parsi-
mony at any cost, we follow contemporary philosophy of science in claiming
that simplicity and elegance have to be weighed against other scientific
objectives. For example, it would be absurd always to seek simplicity at the
expense of explanatory scope, heuristic understanding and empirical accu-
racy (Miller, 1987).

This article introduces a problem-driven evaluation of the comparative
advantages of sociational constructivism in relation to other types of
constructivism and mainstream approaches. In order to do that, this section
considers problematization of three classes of theoretical entities. First, there
is interaction, which comprises patterns of conflictual and cooperative
behavior between given actors. We further employ Wendt’s (1994) dichot-
omization of social and corporate identities, to distinguish two other
candidates for endogenization. Drawing on Mead’s (1962) distinction
between ‘I’ and ‘me’, Wendt defines corporate identities as ‘the intrinsic,
self-organizing qualities that constitute actor individuality’, and social
identities as the ‘sets of meanings that an actor attributes to itself while
taking the perspective of others, that is, as a social object’ (Wendt, 1994:
385). Applied to human beings, corporate identities define their ‘body and
experience of consciousness’ and social ones their ‘social role structure of
shared understandings and expectations’ (Wendt, 1994).

With respect to collective actors, social identity captures the group’s
defining characteristics (type identity) or the members’ collective conception
of the group’s mission or role within a given social setting. Corporate
identity at this level constitutes a group’s very existence and its extension in
time and space. As pointed out by Wendt (1999: 225) a group’s ‘body’
invariably has material manifestations, such as the individual members
themselves, border posts, offices buildings, etc. but the corporate existence
also hinges on intangible factors. Some notion of group consciousness
would typically have to constitute the group’s ‘collective mind’. Complex
social organizations also require codified membership criteria and organiza-
tion principles, as exemplified by constitutions and legal principles such as
sovereignty.4

In abstract terms, the difference between social and corporate identities
corresponds closely to Abbott’s (1988: 172) distinction between ‘variable-
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based science’ and ‘the central subject/event model’. Whereas the former
assumes that the ‘social world consists of fixed entities (the units of analysis)
that have attributes (the variables)’, as for example social identities, the latter
rejects the limiting assumption of fixed entities with attributes by endogeniz-
ing the corporate identities of the units (see also Abbott, 1992, 1997).

Unlike social identities, then, corporate identities are configurations rather
than mere properties of otherwise given actors. As such, they can undergo
‘entity processes’ with respect to both their existence and extent. While
existential entity processes include creation and destruction of specific
historical actors, such transformations can also be analyzed with respect to
the emergence or disappearance of actor types, as in Gilpin’s notion of
systems change (Gilpin, 1981). Boundary-defining processes, by contrast,
always refer to specific actor configurations, and feature both merger and
division (Abbott, 1988, 1995).

A few examples may help clarify these abstractions. Whereas states’ social
identities include being a small or a great power, friend or foe, a Western or
a non-Western state, etc., their corporate identities are constituted by their
territory, legal frameworks and other institutions. Nations also have both
social and corporate identities. Their social identities derive from scripts
linked to their founding myths or to some other nation. For instance, the
Polish nation was mythologized as Messiah. By contrast, the Canadian
national identity to a large extent consists in not being associated with the
United States. Finally, nations’ and ethnic groups’ corporate identities define
the boundaries and membership criteria of the people belonging to them.
Mergers and splits of ethnic groups, for example, do not have to alter these
actors’ relational conceptions, but, by definition, do change their corporate
identities (Horowitz, 1975).

This conceptualization featuring ‘levels of social construction’ (Wendt,

Figure 1
Successive Endogenization in IR Theory

Theoretical
entity to be
endogenized
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Neoliberalism

Social
Constructivism

Sociational
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Social identities 3 5
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1999: 244) helps us describe how the quest for theoretical generalization in
IR proceeds in three steps (see Figure 1). Neorealism and neoliberalism can
be seen as attempts to problematize interstate behavior as a non-trivial
systemic feature, thus endogenizing interaction (box 1). Not satisfied with
this level of abstraction, social constructivists climb to the next rung of the
endogenization ladder in their insistence that neither the role they play (box
3), nor interstate behavior (box 2), can be explained without problematizing
social identities. Sociational constructivism, finally, goes even further by
including corporate identities in the set of problematic concepts. Without
this step, it is impossible to explain the emergence or change of the actors
themselves (box 6). Moreover, sociational theories may also deepen
explanations of social identities (box 5) and interaction (box 4).

This step-wise logic strongly resembles the taxonomic perspective adopted
in Jepperson et al. (1996: 41) theoretical overview:

First, environments might affect only the behavior of actors. Second, they
might affect the contingent properties of actors (identities, interests, and
capabilities). Finally environments might affect the existence of actors alto-
gether. For example, in the case of individual beings, the third effect concerns
their bodies, the second whether these bodies become cashiers or corporate
raiders, and the first whether or not the cashiers go on strike. Theories that call
attention to lower-order construction effects may or may not stress higher
ones.

While their own version of constructivism is limited to a problematization of
the two first aspects, the existential perspective corresponds to the socia-
tional approach of this article.

The first analytical shift can be dealt with quickly since it is by now familiar
ground. In his well-known reformulation of realist theory, Waltz (1979)
took issue with ‘reductionist’ thinking that explains interaction as a direct
consequence of actors’ characteristics at the individual or state levels. Instead
of such straightforward extrapolations, neorealists employ rationalistic
models and metaphors to illustrate the ‘security dilemma’, according to
which anarchy alone suffices to provoke conflict despite comparatively
benign actor preferences (e.g. Jervis, 1978). Though disagreeing with
neorealism’s pessimistic predictions about interstate behavior, neoliberals
similarly distance themselves from second-image accounts by making
anarchy their analytical starting point (e.g. Oye, 1986).

As a second step of endogenization, constructivism aims at breaking the
neorealist and neoliberal dominance in IR theory. Instead of postulating the
primacy of physical security under anarchy, constructivists typically problem-
atize actors’ social identities and role complexes. This theoretical move
enables these scholars to cover the development of trust that transcends
security dilemmas (Wendt, 1992, 1994; Adler and Barnett, 1996; Jepperson
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et al., 1996; Adler, 1997; Checkel, 1998; Hopf, 1998). Moreover, social
constructivists argue that, despite their willingness to rely on domestic-level
explanations, neoliberals also tacitly adhere to a reified approach to
agency.

Taking issue with postmodern solipsism, however, these scholars typically
refrain from endogenizing corporate identity:

Like rationalists, modern constructivists have been largely content to take as
‘exogenously given’ that they were dealing with some kind of actor, be it a
state, transnational social movement, international organization or whatever.
As such, the constructivist concern with identity-formation has typically
focused on the construction of variation within a given actor class (type or role
identities), rather than explaining how organizational actors come into being
in the first place (corporate identities). (Fearon and Wendt, 2002: 63)

Indeed, the overwhelming majority of rationalists and constructivists
leave corporate identities untouched. We believe that this key assumption
derives directly from an underlying tendency to anthropomorphize collective
actors. Especially explicit in rationalistic accounts, this theoretical strategy
draws on social contract theory (Lessnoff, 1990) by transferring its logic
from the individual level to the interstate system (Beitz, 1979):

Like seventeenth- and eighteenth-century social contract reasoning, rational
action theory taken to this extreme makes the existence of social institutions
problematic but leaves the existence of individuals unexamined, as though
those individuals were never socially constituted. This then poses the insoluble
problem of trying to explain the creation of social institutions . . . as the
product of the action of individuals imagined to exist externally to those
institutions. (Calhoun, 1991: 61; see also Meyer et al., 1987: 18)

The anarchy problematique in IR theory differs very little from the
Hobbesian dilemma except that the main protagonists are states and not
individuals. Though most social constructivists adopt a more sanguine view
on order without a contract than do neorealists, their very framing of this
question also presupposes a ‘state of nature’ as the analytical starting point,
for states, like individuals, are assumed to exist ‘prior to interaction’ (Wendt,
1999: 234, 244, 328; see also Mercer, 1995).

To his credit, Wendt belongs to the few theorists who have rendered this
analytical shift explicit. Using the metaphorical formula ‘States are people
too’, Wendt (1999: 215–23) defends his anthropomorphic perspective
against individualist objections.5 In his view, anthropomorphization ‘is not
merely an analytical convenience, but essential to predicting and explaining
[the state’s] behavior, just as folk psychology is essential to explaining
human behavior’ (Wendt, 1999: 21).6

Rejecting this position, we argue that anthropomorphic notions of agency
are not always necessary or desirable and that in their absence, the analysis
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does not have to degenerate to postmodernist relativism. To drive home this
point, we turn to Simmel’s sociational theory.

The Principles of Sociational Constructivism

As opposed to Durkheim’s structuralist invocation of ‘social facts’, Georg
Simmel proposed a dynamic framework of sociation (Vergesellschaftung) that
closes the loop between agency and interaction. Instead of privileging either
actor or structure as the ontological starting point, his notion of sociation
traces the production and reproduction of both actors and structures.7 In
Helle’s (1988: 106) words — ‘In society, a formative process leads to the
emergence and change of social constructs; and the living reality, which
forms the process, is the dynamic of interaction.’ Thus, seen from a
sociational perspective, society is not a static structure, but rather an
emerging entity generated and constituted by an ongoing process, which
Simmel labels sociation. Sociation, then, is the result of interaction
(Wechselwirkung), that is the coming together, and apart, of both social and
corporate identities.

In other words, Simmel’s main idea is to explore both social and corporate
identity-formation as an integrated part of interactive processes generating,
and generated by, individual actors. If society, in its most general sense as a
large group, is defined as ‘the psychological interaction among individual
human beings’ (Simmel, 1911: 9), then the process linking individuals
together both as products and members of society is called sociation (cf.
Simmel, [1908] 1992: 16).8 This latter term should not be reserved only for
large and permanent groups. In fact, sociation appears everywhere in human
interaction — ‘Sociation continuously emerges and ceases and emerges
again. Even where its eternal flux and pulsation are not sufficiently strong to
form organizations proper, they link individuals together’ (Simmel, 1911:
9–10).

Interaction processes in Simmel’s sociology can be of many types,
including exchange, conflict and domination, all depending on the specific
situation. For example, Simmel’s well-known conflict hypothesis states that,
far from always being exclusively disintegrating, conflictual interactions
between two groups of individuals often trigger a sociational dynamic. This
not only strengthens the internal cohesion of pre-existing groups, or creates
group consciousness where it did not exist prior to conflict. It also creates
boundaries between the conflicting parties while connecting them as parts of
a social configuration (Simmel, [1908] 1955).

According to Simmel, it makes little sense to postulate a ‘state of nature’
or an analytical phase ‘prior to interaction’. Rather, the sociational approach
problematizes the generation and regeneration of both individual and
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collective corporate identities as an ongoing process. Faced with the dynamic
nature of world history, sociational theory must inquire into ‘the processes
— those which take place, ultimately, in the individuals themselves — that
condition the existence of the individuals in society. It investigates these
processes, not as antecedent causes of this result, but as part of the synthesis
to which we give the inclusive name of “society”’ (Simmel, 1908: 8).

Together with his contemporaries Weber and Durkheim, Simmel aspired
to analyze the modern social world, especially the momentous revolutions
that the Western world underwent during the 19th century (Nisbet, 1993).
As opposed to Weber’s individualism and Durkheim’s structuralism, how-
ever, Simmel’s relational epistemology and flexible ontology enabled him to
ask three fundamental questions that eluded the other sociologists — how
can macro-level groups such as states and nations exist at all despite (i) the
large number of people involved, (ii) their long duration and (iii) their vast
spatial extension?

(i) Cohesion Through Intersubjective Categorization

To Simmel, intersubjective communication poses a fundamental puzzle. In
his famous essay ‘How is Society Possible?’, Simmel (1908) presupposes that
all personal communication is subject to certain cognitive distortions. These
should not be seen as mere ‘misperceptions’; instead, they constitute a
fundamental fact of life that prevents us from fully assuming the role of
others. Consequently, all social actors are forced to rely on certain
generalizations and their mutual relations are determined by varying degrees
of incompleteness:

Whatever the cause of this incompleteness, its consequence is a generalization
of the psychological picture that we have of another, a generalization that
results in a blurring of contours which adds a relation to other pictures to the
uniqueness of this one. We conceive of each man — and this is a fact which has
a specific effect upon our practical behavior toward him — as being the human
type which is suggested by his individuality. We think of him in terms not only
of his singularity but also in terms of a general category (Simmel, 1908: 10,
emphasis added)

Because of the inherent cognitive limitations of the human mind and the
logistical constraints implied by personal communications, categorical classi-
fication takes on more importance the larger the group becomes. But there
is always a personal residual that escapes categorization even in large,
impersonal groups:

Every member of a group which is held together by some common occupation
or interest sees every other member not just empirically, but on the basis of an
aprioric principle which the group imposes on every one of its participants.
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Among officers, church members, employees, scholars, or members of a family,
every member regards the other with the unquestioned assumption that he is
a member of ‘my group’. (p. 11)

The introduction of a qualitatively distinct, abstract way to conceptualize
actors makes it possible to study the balance between the individuality and
collective conformity without prejudging the ‘groupness’ of social entities
(Brubaker, 1998). Modern social theory has revived this theme through the
concept ‘catnet’ (White, 1992; Emirbayer and Goodwin, 1994). Bringing
together the principles of category and network into one concept, this
notion follows Simmel in emphasizing that social cohesion depends not only
on direct relations in networks, but also on culture represented as categories.
Differently put, all organizations can be classified as to how much ‘catness’
and how much ‘netness’ they feature. Whereas an informal friendship
network scores high in terms of netness its catness is rather low. The reverse
holds for a national community, since the categorical similarity of national
belonging holds people together without there being any direct personal
network links (Tilly, 1978: 63).

Categorical action at the collective level differs fundamentally from
personal interaction because when applied to groups, it features individuals’
‘acting on the basis of a categorization of self and others at a social, more
“inclusive” or “higher order” level of abstraction than that involved in the
categorization of people as distinct, individual persons’ (Turner, 1987: 2). It
is impossible to say whether categorization leads to more or less cooperative
interactions in general. In some cases, abstractly role-playing individuals are
prone to behave in a more conflictual manner since the constraints on
interpersonal behavior usually dampen aggression (e.g. Milgram, 1974). In
other cases, categorical representation of agency opens up new opportunities
for cooperation. For example, collective action problems trapping individ-
uals may find their solution in culturally defined coalitions (Calhoun,
1991).

Although the exact effect of categorization cannot be predicted in the
abstract, it can be suggested that symbolic framing of actions and actors is
capable of altering strategic settings abruptly. This is particularly true for
transformations of previously interpersonal interaction contexts into cate-
gorical exchanges. New actors can thus be born or disappear ‘overnight’
without accompanying change in the cultural ‘raw material’, which is
typically quite stable. What matters, rather, are ‘imagined communities’
(Anderson, 1991) based on politically relevant categories rather than all
cultural traits — ‘The features that are taken into account are not the sum of
“objective” differences, but only those which the actors themselves regard as
significant’ (Barth, 1969: 14). This enables political entrepreneurs to
manipulate the cultural details required by political identification. By
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endogenizing categorical corporate identities, sociational theory allows the
analyst to investigate how much room there is for collective individuality,
which in turn is likely to have considerable repercussions for the modes of
interaction.

(ii) Duration Through Inter-generational Transmission Mechanisms

If mass-based intersubjective communication appears puzzling, then the
interlinking of successive generations within large-scale organizations seems
at least as problematic. To illustrate, it is truly astonishing that the Catholic
Church has survived a couple of millennia and that the corporate identities
of the old West European nations can be traced back several centuries.

In everyday situations, humans routinely reify groups and therefore take
their persistence for granted. Yet, like individuals, these macro entities also
undergo inter-generational entity processes (Abbott, 1992). The reason why
individual members fail to perceive these processes has to do with their
groups’ involving too many people, their (usually) evolving too slowly and,
most importantly, their taking on a timeless, law-like, reified flavor (Simmel,
1908: 556). Thus, the cognitive difficulty of grasping the logic of these
macro processes stems from the relatively fast turnover of individual
members compared to the duration of the collective.

Once having endogenized the temporal persistence of collective corporate
identities, Simmel asks: ‘What particular types . . . of indirect or direct
interactions are at play when one talks of the self-preservation of a social
group?’ (Simmel, 1908: 559). In response, he proposes a series of general
mechanisms that serve the essential function of group maintenance. First,
many sociational forms simply depend on their spatial delimitation. Serving
as a paradigmatic example, the state typically uses its territorial boundaries to
define group membership. The problem of duration is thus solved by
spatialization of succession, in that every newly born individual within
certain boundaries, belongs to the group in question. In world politics, it is
of course primarily the territorial state that relies on these principles through
the citizenship criterion of jus solis (Brubaker, 1992).

Second, other groups hold together based on the biological or social
transmission from one generation to another. Here the non-simultaneous
overlapping of the generations guarantees continuity despite high rates of
turnover. Nevertheless, the assimilation rate limits the speed of change that
can be tolerated without loss of corporate identity. Primary socialization
through kinship offers an obvious illustration of this second type of
mechanism (see Calhoun, 1997).

Third, there are purely cognitively defined notions of group consciousness
without any direct anchoring in the physical world. Ethnic communities
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based on putative descent illustrate this possibility (Weber, 1962). Submis-
sion to an abstract ideological principle, such as socialism or nationalism, is
another case in point. Instead of reifying the concept of social contract,
Simmel analyzes the severe logistical difficulties confronting democratically
and otherwise voluntarily organized groups. Again categorization plays a
crucial role in providing bonds among people most of whom have never met
and will never be able to meet, in this case because of long distances
(Gilbert, 1989).

In very general terms, Simmel’s three sets of mechanisms account for the
maintenance of large-scale groups over time. How do they affect the chances
of cooperation and conflict in International Relations? Whereas much has
been written about the evolution of strategies and norms over time,
especially in iterated games that generate cooperative outcomes, few IR
theorists have been able to trace the evolution of actors with any precision.
Mostly, evolutionary arguments have been invoked to justify the rationality
assumption, with cursory references to ‘stabilizing’ selection mechanisms
(e.g. Waltz, 1979; though see Kahler, 1999).9

By contrast, a sociational perspective can show exactly how turnover
affects behavioral patterns. Although it can be safely assumed that Darwinian
selection in highly competitive environments weeds out unconditionally
cooperative members, this is not the only possible outcome in less
competitive settings (Spruyt, 1994). Alternative organizational forms have
existed side by side for long periods. Indeed, rationalistic post-hoc justifica-
tions fail to trace the actual unfolding of such processes in the presence of
massive path-dependence (Arthur, 1994; March and Olsen, 1998). The
main problem with conventional evolutionary arguments in IR is that they
usually adopt too short a time perspective, thus losing sight of the
evolutionary dynamic. As Elias (1978: 20) suggests, ‘certain social trans-
formations can only be achieved, if at all, by long and sustained development
spanning several generations’. But such a broad analytical sweep requires
that corporate identities be endogenized because, with few exceptions,
political units do not remain constant over long periods of world-historical
time and it cannot be excluded that such changes influence the patterns of
cooperation and conflict.

Apart from the direct influence of transmission mechanisms on inter-
action, some interaction patterns originate as side-effects from the desire to
create, uphold, destroy, and transform corporate identities as history
unfolds. In these cases, self-reproduction typically deflects behavior in
directions that deviates from what would otherwise be expected from
entirely secure actors. Meyer et al. (1987: 23) remind us that ‘the common
notion that the actor performs the action is only a half-truth — at the
institutional level, action also creates the actor’.

Cederman and Daase: Endogenizing Corporate Identities

15

 at University of Cambridge on October 6, 2011ejt.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ejt.sagepub.com/


There can hardly be any doubt that these temporal mechanisms are crucial
for interaction processes, seen from a macro-historical vantage point. But the
picture would remain hopelessly incomplete without the spatial dimension.

(iii) Embodiment Through Boundary Formation

In the spatial realm, sociational theory also helps to overcome formidable
cognitive obstacles. In the modern world, territories with their sharply
marked borders seem fixed. As opposed to this reifying tendency, Simmel
(1908: 688) considers spatial mappings to be socially constructed — ‘It is
not space, but the mental linking and summarizing of its parts that is of
social consequence.’ Sociation, therefore, may or may not be spatially
represented. Whereas the territorially defined state corresponds to the
former case, the global market exemplifies the latter possibility. Moreover, it
follows that territorial exclusivity, such as that imposed by sovereignty, also
often needs to be treated as an emergent feature. This also means that
sociational theory must endogenize the boundaries themselves, because ‘the
boundary is not a spatial fact with social implications, but rather a
sociological fact that forms spatially’ (Simmel, 1908: 697).

Given the social aspect of space, the question, then, is how large groups
succeed in holding together over vast territories. As in his analysis of
temporal transmission processes, Simmel uncovers generic connecting
mechanisms. Depending on whether they operate internally or externally,
these can be divided into two large categories of space-transcending
processes. Inside their boundaries, highly developed groups promote unity
over large distances through an objectified and standardized culture, as
represented by language, law and lifestyles. According to Simmel (1908:
756), three mechanisms help produce such unity, namely institutions,
written communication and internal migration. The external dimension
comprises both the movement of people across boundaries, for example
confronting sedentary groups with immigrants and foreigners, and inter-
group conflict featuring at least two groups as wholes.

The latter case evokes the aforementioned conflict hypothesis. The
sociational logic becomes clear once one realizes the sociological significance
not only for ‘the reciprocal relations of the parties to it, but for the inner
structure of each party itself ’ (Simmel, [1908] 1955: 87). It would be a
mistake to follow Coser (1964) in viewing Simmel’s conflict theory as a
mere behavioral hypothesis involving exogenous actors (for a cogent
critique, see Sylvan and Glassner, 1985). As we have seen, the whole point
of Simmel’s project is to problematize corporate identities as emergent
features of human interaction processes, rather than focusing on interaction
among fixed actors.
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Further underlining the centrality of endogenization, Simmel distin-
guishes between cases in which the cohesion of an already existing group
increases as it enters into an antagonistic relationship with another group,
and those cases where there was no preexisting group consciousness before
conflictual interaction — ‘Conflict may not only heighten the concentration
of an existing unit, radically eliminating all elements which might blur the
distinctness of its boundaries against the enemy; it may also bring persons
and groups together which have otherwise nothing to do with each other’
(Simmel, [1908] 1955: 98–9).

Once formed through conflict, groups sometimes dissipate as soon as the
external threat disappears. In keeping with his anti-individualist philosophy,
however, Simmel rejects a mechanical interpretation of groups as aggregates
always serving purely instrumental purposes, such as is the case with the
neorealist view of international institutions (e.g. Mearsheimer, 1994/95).
Simmel notes that in many cases of state-formation, ‘it is characteristic that
the unity, while it originates in conflict and for purposes of conflict,
maintains itself beyond the period of struggle. It comes to have additional
interests and associative forces which no longer have any relation to the
initial militant purpose’ (Simmel, [1908] 1955: 101). In many ways
anticipating the unification of the West during the Cold War, Simmel
suggests that,

. . . the synthetic strength of a common opposition may be determined, not by
the number of shared points of interest, but by the duration and intensity of
the unification. In this case, it is especially favorable to the unification if instead
of an actual fight with the enemy, there is a permanent threat by him (p. 104)
. . .

This is a case of a peculiar type: a certain distance between the elements to be
united, on the one hand, and the point and interest uniting them, on the
other, is a particularly favorable constellation for unification, notably in large
groups. (Simmel, [1908] 1955: 105)

These observations about the spatial mapping of sociational processes
show that these processes do not have to respect the state’s territorial
anchoring, nor its mutual exclusivity.

Although territorial considerations have remained curiously absent in
mainstream IR theory, some theorists have revived the interest in spatial
analysis. Abbott (1997: 1152), for one, has attempted to resuscitate the
interest in Simmel’s intellectual heirs in the Chicago School of sociology,
according to which ‘one cannot understand social life without under-
standing the arrangements of particular social actors in particular social time
and places’. Contemporary social theory, anthropology and geography have
also contributed to bringing the focus on socially constructed boundaries
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back in to the social sciences (e.g. Giddens, 1979; Sahlins, 1989; Paasi,
1996; Agnew, 1998).

More concretely, spatial representation has important implications for the
way that international interactions develop. First of all, space seldom enters
the analysis in systems constituted by a small number of actors — in a strictly
bipolar system local and global interaction amounts to the same thing. The
situation in complex systems that are populated by a large number of actors
is quite different, however. There the interaction topology becomes crucial
(Cohen et al. 2001). In particular, complexity theory indicates that the
chances of cooperation may be greatly enhanced by local clustering. The
basic idea is that if cooperating actors are allowed to cluster together their
chances of mustering collective defense are accordingly enhanced (Axelrod,
1984: Chp. 8). But spatial interdependencies also account for the diffusion
of conflict through contagion, so as in the discussion of temporal mecha-
nisms, all we can say in general is that, in many cases, the inherently
territorial layout makes a difference for cooperation in world politics.10

This implies that ignoring space in complex interaction systems is neither
a neutral nor a realistic assumption.11 Ultimately, the actual territorial
mapping of corporate identities influences the patterns of cooperation and
conflict. This becomes especially noticeable if actor types are associated with
incompatible spatial representations — ‘The danger posed by the hereditary
organization to the state lies precisely in the indifference of its logic to spatial
relations’ (Simmel, [1908] 1992: 771, authors’ trans.).

But space is not merely a passive arena in which interactions take place.
Simmel’s conflict hypothesis shows that actors often try to improve their
position by devising strategies that completely reconfigure the interaction
topology, including reconstructing boundaries and the set of legitimate
actors. These options remain outside the scope of rationalist analysis, which
focuses on self-strengthening through internal and external balancing, and
conventional constructivism, which considers the transformation of roles
and attitudes, but not of boundaries.

Illustrating the Sociational Aspects of Interaction in
World Politics

In this section, we demonstrate the advantages of applying the concept of
sociation as a way to explain cooperative and conflictual interaction
processes. Obviously, endogenization of corporate identities may serve the
direct purpose of explaining these directly. Explanations of why international
actors emerge and vanish is a legitimate aim in its own right. By reframing
what has usually been conceived of as primarily behavioral phenomena as
processes involving changes in corporate identities, however, we select two

European Journal of International Relations 9(1)

18

 at University of Cambridge on October 6, 2011ejt.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ejt.sagepub.com/


cases to illustrate how to surpass conventional rationalistic and constructivist
approaches on their own ‘home turf’. Before turning to nationalist conflict,
we sketch how sociational theory can be applied to the pattern of
cooperation among democracies.

‘The Democratic Peace is What States Make of It’

A majority of IR scholars accept the claim that democratic states hardly ever
fight each other. Yet, although this stylized fact has attracted much
attention, it remains ‘an empirical regularity in search of a theory’ (Hopf,
1998: 191). Hoping to solve the puzzle, social constructivists have recently
proposed a reconceptualization of the democratic peace as a Deutschian
security community (Adler and Barnett, 1996). This conceptual shift traces
the role of democracy in the reconfiguration of states’ social identities while
keeping the states’ corporate identities constant. By relaxing this assump-
tion, a sociational approach to the democratic peace offers an even more
versatile interpretation of the phenomenon.

Based on the same logic as Figure 1, Figure 2 compares different levels of
endogenization in the democratic-peace literature. The evolution of con-
temporary liberal thought in IR starts with the attempt to improve on
classical liberalism. Whereas the latter theories typically assume that there is
something about the internal structure of liberal democracies that makes
them more peaceful than other states, ‘dyadic liberalism’ rejects a reduction-
ist explanatory scope by locating the causal nexus at the interaction level
(box 1). Going beyond this conceptualization, social constructivists typically
introduce the notion of a democratic security community generating inter-
democratic trust (box 3) to account for the emergence of cooperation among
democracies (box 2). Finally, in order to explain such cooperative patterns
(box 4), sociational theorists insist on problematizing the boundaries of both
states and security communities (box 6) as a complement to treating the
latter as attitudinal properties of otherwise given actors (box 5).

In the following we will briefly survey the three main theoretical shifts
starting with the interaction-based liberalism. Following Doyle’s (1983)
‘rediscovery’ of Kant’s peace conjecture, quantitative scholars have been able
to establish the democratic peace as an ‘empirical law’ (Levy, 1988). As
opposed to the monadic argument that democracies are inherently more
peaceful, the dyadic hypothesis asserts that democratic states do not fight
each other, but remains agnostic regarding these states’ general conflict
propensity (see review in Chan, 1997).

Although there is strong evidence for the existence of a separate
democratic peace, the precise causal mechanisms continue to elude research-
ers. One problem afflicting most quantitative studies is that conventional

Cederman and Daase: Endogenizing Corporate Identities

19

 at University of Cambridge on October 6, 2011ejt.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ejt.sagepub.com/


dyadic theory exogenizes perceptions of democracy by skipping over the
crucial link of mutual recognition. This is a serious oversight, because in the
absence of intersubjective trust and understanding, the democratic peace
fails to operate, as illustrated by Anglo-American relations in the early 19th
century (Owen, 1994).

This is where social constructivism enters the picture. While keeping the
state system fixed, these theorists reinterpret the democratic peace as a stable
and mutually reinforcing constellation of pacific social identities that Wendt
(1999: Ch. 6) refers to as a ‘Kantian culture’. Similarly, Risse-Kappen (1995b)
argues that the neoliberals’ normative argument should be put on a con-
structivist footing. In his view, ‘enmity as well as friendship in the inter-
national system neither results from some inherent features of the
international distribution of power, as realists would assume, nor from the
domestic structure of states as such, as . . . liberals argue. Rather it is socially
constructed’ (p. 503).

The notion of pluralist security community of Deutsch et al. (1957)
constitutes an important stepping stone in constructivist theory-building.
Although Deutsch did not limit his concept to democratic regimes, a good
case can be made for democracy playing a crucial role in the development of
peaceful norms (Eberwein, 1995; Risse-Kappen, 1996). Conceptually,
security communities have the advantage of incorporating the normative
aspect of the democratic peace (box 3), as opposed to treating it as a merely
behavioral absence of violence (Adler and Barnett, 1996; Adler, 1997;
Wendt, 1999: Ch. 6).

Despite the relative scarcity of work along these lines, it is already clear

Figure 2
Comparing Liberal Theories of Peace and Cooperation
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that social-constructivist explanations provide a deeper understanding of the
causes generating the democratic peace. Most obviously, purely instrumental
renderings of the phenomenon fail to convince since war has become
unthinkable among modern democracies. After all, the reasons preventing
the US from invading Canada have nothing to do with cost–benefit
analysis.

Given the promise of social constructivist explanations, it may seem
premature to reach for the next step of the endogenization ladder.
Nevertheless, we contend that explicit problematization of the corporate
identities of states and democratic security communities will prove necessary
for gaining a complete understanding of the democratic peace as a slowly
developing spatio-temporal process.

In its original Kantian (1970a, 1970b) formulation, the democratic peace
should not be seen as a constant law but as a macro-historical process
unfolding since the late 18th century (Huntley, 1996; Cederman, 2001a).
As such, it cannot easily be disentangled from the process of state-formation.
But if that is true, social constructivism based on the ‘essential actors’ fails to
represent, let alone explain, changes of state boundaries generated by
integration and disintegration processes. Such constructivism can explain
socialization processes within a given state framework, such as Germany’s
and Japan’s democratization after World War II, but more fundamental
transformations, including cases of conquest and the world wars themselves,
remain outside the purvey of the theory. Moreover, because conventional
constructivist analysis reduces security communities to abstract properties,
such as friendship and trust, their very spatio-temporal extension remains
out of grasp. Ultimately the success of the democratic peace hinges on the
operation of existential and boundary-related entity processes that deter-
mine the growth (and possible disappearance) of democratic states and their
security communities.

It is true that conventional social constructivist theory captures the effect
of category-dependent strategies quite well. For example, Wendt (1992:
397) observes that ‘states act differently toward enemies than they do
toward friends because enemies are threatening and friends are not’. Once
the attention turns to the actual spatio-temporal mechanisms that imple-
ment categorical categorization, however, sociational theory becomes indis-
pensable. Kant’s (1970b) own peace plan outlines the contours of such a
macro-historical process theory. Kant conjectured explicitly the ecological
conditions under which a successful spread of democracy would occur.
Among the central propositions, we find the idea that the democratic
security community might crystallize and grow around a strong democratic
state (or a republic to use Kant’s own terminology):
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For if fortune directs that a powerful and enlightened people can make itself a
republic, which by its nature must be inclined to perpetual peace, this gives a
fulcrum to the federation with other states so that they may adhere to it and
thus secure freedom under the idea of the law of nations. By more and more
such associations, the federation may be gradually extended. (Kant, 1970b:
103)

In addition, such an internally peaceful (con)federation would not survive if
it were to adopt a pacifist stance in its external interactions. Rather, he
expected that these states ‘will protect one another against external
aggression while refraining from interference in one another’s internal
disagreements’ (Kant, 1970c: 165).

About two centuries later, Deutsch and his collaborators (1957) similarly
observed that security communities often owe their existence to the early
emergence of a democratic regional hegemon — ‘Contrary to the “balance
of power” theory, security-communities seem to develop most frequently
around cores of strength’ (p. 28). Thus, the Deutschian concept of security
community is more than a dimension-less variable measuring trust and
friendship. Its spatio-temporal extension, including its territorial boundaries,
plays a key role in determining its success. It would be hard to account for
the long-term survival of the democratic peace without the sociational
emphasis on geographic and tag-based clustering (Cederman, 2001b).
Indeed, empirical evidence confirms that democracies have a tendency to
cluster together (Gleditsch and Ward, 2000).

At the same time, a macro-historical perspective forces the analyst to
factor in the evolution of states. Assuming that democratic states could not
be absorbed and conquered, as they were by Hitler’s Germany, biases the
analysis unduly in a liberal direction. To the extent that democracies are
more efficient war-fighters, however, the possibility of conquest may actually
work in their favor in the longer run. According to Kant’s (1970a) famous
dialectical hypothesis, democracies are more effective war-fighters than
authoritarian regimes. This implies that an increase in warfare will help
democratic states increase their share of the international system, which in
turn undermines war as an institution.

In sum, while social constructivism helps to shift the interpretation of the
democratic peace as a purely behavioral phenomenon, it fails to lay the
foundation of a comprehensive process explanation. Wendtian constructiv-
ism makes it both too easy and too hard to analyze the potential for liberal
cooperation in the international system: too easy because essentialized
cooperators are not exposed to the challenges of conquest; and too hard
because they obscure potential cooperation-enhancing mechanisms by
ontological fiat rather than based on theoretical or empirical arguments.
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‘Nations and States Made War; War Made Nations and States’

Our second illustration features a comparison of approaches to nationalist
conflict. Nationalist strife, or what is usually referred to as ‘ethnic conflict’,
has assumed a central role as arguably one of the most serious threats to
post-Cold War security.12 It is thus not surprising that IR scholars have
attempted to make sense of what appears to be a litany of unfathomable
irrationality and cruelty. Paralleling the graphical display of the previous
debate, Figure 3 compares the levels of endogenization in explanations of
nationalist conflict (the lowest row). The middle row corresponds to role
complexes characterized by mistrust. Finally, the very boundaries and
existence of states and nations tap the sociational dimension.

Again we trace the development of theorizing as a succession of
endogenization efforts. Whereas rationalistic theorists have striven to
overcome ‘primordialist’ concepts of ethnic violence (box 1), social con-
structivists argue that conflict (box 2) cannot be understood without an
account of how security communities break down (box 3). Finally, in their
explanations of nationalist conflict (box 4), sociational analysts assert that
both states and national communities should be theorized in their entirety
(box 6) rather than as a mere bundle of norms associated with fixed actors
(box 5).

Journalistic analyses of nationalist conflict often interpret violence as an
expression of ‘ancient hatred’. Such accounts suggest that hostility suddenly
flares up due to long suppressed hatreds. In the former Yugoslavia and
Soviet Union, ‘ancient-hatred’ theory claims that the communist systems’
collapse unfettered age-old animosity between well-defined, pre-existing
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ethnic groups. With few exceptions, academic specialists believe that this
approach to nationalism is fundamentally misleading (see e.g. Hardin, 1995:
9, 147–50).

Neorealist scholars have leveled powerful critique against the ‘ancient-
hatred’ conception of ethnic conflict (see especially Posen, 1993). Rejecting
group-based hatred as a necessary condition for violence, they endogenize
conflictual interactions by transplanting the logic of the interstate version of
the security dilemma to an ethnic setting (box 1). Rational-choice theorists
have further elaborated this scenario by interpreting ethnic conflict as a
Pareto-inferior outcome of an ethnic collective-choice dilemma (Hardin,
1995; Fearon, 1998). Whether explicitly rationalist or not, these studies rely
on an underlying philosophical outlook derived from Hobbesian social
contract theory that rules out trust in the absence of state enforcement.
Inter-ethnic fear, rather than genuine hatred, drives the conflictual spiral,
with war as a tragic but logical endpoint. Moreover, the ethnic groups
themselves are treated as undifferentiated, given units. Except for the tacit
role change, plugging in ethnic groups in lieu of states, this scenario fits
comfortably into a purely neorealist framework.

Unsatisfied with such accounts, Lapid and Kratochwil (1996: 115) claim
that Posen’s explanation ‘brings to the fore “primordial” (that is, original
and unchangeable) loyalties, blithely neglecting both the role of the
Yugoslav state in constructing these identities and the cynical rewriting of
history that is taking place to fit present political purposes.’ Does contempo-
rary IR constructivism rectify this shortcoming? It is not easy to answer this
question, because, so far, very few social constructivists have accepted the
challenge.

Far from the main focus of his analysis, Wendt’s approach to nationalism
fails to account for ethnic and nationalist groups as corporate identities. In
Wendt’s (1994: 387) words, ‘nationalism may be in part “primordial” and
thus inherent in societies’ self-conception as distinct groups’. In the light of
these limitations, one is inclined to agree with Pasic’s (1996: 89) critique —
‘Even though an abundance of theorizing on nationalism and other societal
factors has taken place, Wendt’s justifications for their general dismissal
propagates the mainstream understanding that these levels of analysis are
systematically exogenous, empirical/historical, or simply unnecessary for
theory.’ The freezing of corporate identities, as well as the lack of
differentiation of actor types, together block progress in analyzing nation-
alism. The hesitation to engage in sociational analysis ‘induces the imagina-
tion of static actors and the stubborn maintenance of tenuous boundaries
(state/society, domestic/international) set by the field of international
relations’ (Pasic, 1996: 89).

A sociational approach to nationalist conflict promises to circumvent these
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conceptual hurdles. To see this, it is useful to return again to the conceptual
dimensions covered in the previous section. Categorical identities play a
central role in nationalism. In close agreement with Simmel’s emphasis on
such identities, Ernest Gellner asserts that, in contrast to pre-modern society
which was based on direct interpersonal relationships, the large scale of the
nation requires abstract categorization — ‘In modern societies, culture does
not so much underline structure: rather it replaces it’ (Gellner, 1964: 155;
see also Gellner, 1983; Anderson, 1991; Calhoun, 1991). As opposed to
illiterate peasants, modern citizens need to possess a modular commu-
nicative capacity that can only be acquired through formal education in a
high language.

Thus, modern national identities should not be confused with pre-
modern, ethnic cores — ‘Nationalism is not the awakening of nations to self-
consciousness: it invents nations where they do not exist — but it does need
some pre-existing differentiating marks to work on, even if . . . these are
purely negative’ (Gellner, 1964: 168). This fundamental constructivist point
shows that there is no simple one-to-one correspondence between ancient,
cultural groups and modern political identities (Calhoun, 1997: 48).

To some extent, conventional constructivist analysis helps to account for
this shift of framings. What is less clear, however, is how to explain the
spatio-temporal mechanisms responsible for the creation, maintenance and
dissipation of national identities and state organizations. In many particularly
turbulent cases, mere endogenization of nations within an exogenous state
framework does not suffice because nation-building co-evolves with state
formation (Hintze, 1975). In fact, most constructivist theories of nation-
alism analyze the emergence of national consciousness and its political
repercussions within a given state framework (Cederman, 2002a).

In situations characterized by drastic boundary transformations, in
contrast, it makes little sense to talk about the ‘domestic’ and ‘international’
realms. Under such conditions, what was literary ‘inside’ yesterday becomes
‘outside’ tomorrow and vice versa (Walker, 1992). It has even been
suggested that Yugoslavia in the 1980s should be theorized as a system of
‘international relations’ (Ramet, 1992). Theoretical schemata and dis-
ciplinary categorizations that ‘hard-wire’ the internal–external distinction
into units of analysis and causal explanations, rule out change of territorial
and national boundaries by assumption.

In fact, ethnic conflicts typically feature both national communities and
states as the main protagonists, and it is the interaction between these actor
types that drives the conflictual dynamics (see Daase, 1999). To illustrate the
highly problematic nature of the domestic–foreign boundary, we turn to
Brubaker (1995), who combines insights from social theory with careful
empirical work in his recent studies of East European nationalism (see also
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Weiner, 1971). Instead of placing immutable ethnic groups in a rigid state
framework, he singles out a trio made up of ‘national minorities, nationaliz-
ing states, and external national homelands’. On this view, conflict is
triggered by nationalizing states’ attempt to impose their own narrow
definition of cultural identity on reluctant minorities, which are supported
by their kin’s homeland state. As an illustration of this irredentist constella-
tion, Brubaker (1995: 120) contends that ‘while the Slovenian issue was
indeed dyadic, the Croatian conflict was, from the beginning, fundamentally
triadic, involving a tension-fraught dynamic interplay between an incipient
national minority (Serbs in Croatia), an incipient nationalizing state
(Croatia), and an incipient external national homeland (Serbia)’.

Efforts to recast this triangular interaction as a bilateral conflict inevitably
lead to serious distortions — ‘Construing [the Croat drive for autonomy
and independence] as a secessionist movement, the dyadic view obscures the
extent to which it was also, and inseparably, a nationalizing movement’
(p. 121). Such cases of ‘competing nationalization’ are hard to square with
the security-dilemma logic of Posen and Fearon, not merely because of its
dyadic actor typology, but also due to the conflict-seeking preferences on
both sides. In the Yugoslav case, both Serb and Croatian elites preferred
conflict as a way to reconfigure the ethno-political map.

Most dramatically, ‘ethnocidal gerrymandering’ features authoritarian
power-holders threatened by sudden democratization, and unsurprisingly
represented some of the worst human-rights abuses since World War II. In
Rwanda, the Kigali government’s meticulously planned genocide served to
reshape the nation by simply murdering the Tutsi ethnic group and the
entire political opposition whether Tutsi or Hutu (Prunier, 1995). Indeed,
even in the most extreme cases, there is a perversely ‘constructive’ aspect of
violence that can be exploited by ruthless leaders — ‘Genocide, after all, is an
exercise in community building. . . . Killing Tutsis was a political tradition in
postcolonial Rwanda. It brought people together’ (Gourevitch, 1998:
95–6).

Likewise, Milosevic’s notorious decision in 1990–1 to combine national-
ization of his own federation with its territorial ‘amputation’ in order to
vindicate the principle of ethnic nationalism thus securing his grasp of power
(Gagnon, 1998). Despite the ensuing warfare, these priorities suited the late
Croatian president Tudjman as well. Thus, explanations that reify state and
national boundaries cannot provide an accurate description of these
strategies. More ominously, treating groups’ corporate identities as if they
were unproblematic even risks playing into the hands of the perpetrators of
genocide by retroactively legitimizing their preferred group boundaries
(Lapid and Kratochwil, 1996; Gagnon, 1998).
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In general, a sociational perspective that refrains from freezing corporate
identities allows the analyst to capture real actors’ efforts to create and
reshape political space, most notably states and nations’ boundaries. To
uncover systematically the specific mechanisms responsible for such pro-
cesses lies beyond the scope of this article. Suffice it to say that mass media,
education, language policy and deliberate campaigns of violence are often
used by state actors to alter and move national boundaries, and in some cases
even to create new national communities. Common to these processes is
that identities do not merely change in terms of their cultural content but
also with respect to membership.

Conclusion

In this article, we have argued that sociational theory usefully widens the
constructivist research agenda. To illustrate its promise, we have highlighted
the ‘value added’ of this approach compared to rationalist and conventional
constructivist perspectives in two specific research problems centering on
interaction. Nevertheless, our advocacy of the neo-Simmelian approach
should not be interpreted as a wholesale endorsement. Though in many
senses the most general of all IR perspectives, sociational constructivism
does not ‘subsume’ other paradigms across the board.

It is thus appropriate to close this article by saying a few words about the
general conditions under which sociational theory is likely to bear fruit. In
our two illustrations we have concentrated exclusively on cases where
explanation of interaction patterns requires sociational contextualization. In
addition, the endogenization of social identities may have to be seen as a
side-effect of sociational processes. Finally, if change of corporate identities is
at stake, there is no substitute for sociational theory. As a rule, the more
profound and turbulent the change, the more useful the Simmelian
approach becomes. We expect it to be indispensable in accounting for
‘systems change’, since macro-historical processes entail the change and
maintenance of not only specific corporate identities, but also generic actor
types (Gilpin, 1981).

Indeed, the analyst should think twice before resorting to all-out
endogenization. Where corporate identities can safely be assumed to remain
constant, sociational constructivism could lead to analytical ‘overstretch’.
Because of its high explanatory ambitions, the Simmelian approach neces-
sarily involves more ‘moving parts’, thus necessitating more extensive
empirical coverage than do less general perspectives. Still, it would be a
mistake to avoid such research questions because of their difficulty. To do so
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implies succumbing to ‘method-driven’ research (Abbott, 1988; Shapiro
and Wendt, 1992).

Yet, avoiding method-driven thinking does not mean that anything goes.
Rather, it entails tailoring and adapting one’s research methods to the
substantive problem at hand. A complete discussion on methods suitable for
sociational theorizing would require another article. However, it is clear that
our illustrations underscore the need to complement the conventional
methodological toolbox with more context-sensitive methods, whether
drawn from historical sociology (e.g. Skocpol, 1984; Griffin and Linden,
1999), ‘narrative positivism’ (e.g. Abbott, 1992) or computational model-
ing (e.g. Axelrod, 1997; Cederman, 2002b).

Finally, it should be emphasized that the sociational theory-building
venture does not end with Simmel. On the contrary, it is alive and well in
sociology and social theory. A new wave of work combining historical
sociology with IR theory provides powerful concepts for sociational
theorizing in world politics (Hobden and Hobson, 2002). In addition,
sociational constructivism in IR has much to learn from more recent work in
the Simmelian process tradition, including the Chicago School of sociology
(Abbott, 1997), Elias’ ([1939] 1982) process theory, Giddens’s (1979)
structuration theory, and the relational approach of Emirbayer (1997) to
name a few prominent sources of inspiration. In view of the relevance of
these scholars’ ideas and the ubiquity of corporate identity change in the
international system, it is hard to see how IR constructivists could avoid
taking the sociational plunge.
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1. For examples of empirical applications, see the essays in Katzenstein (1996), and
further references in Adler (1997), Checkel (1998) and Hopf (1998). See
Guzzini (2000), Guzzini and Leander (2001) and Kratochwil (2000) for more
radical, epistemological critiques of mainstream constructivism.
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2. Sociation is Wolff’s (1950: lxiii) translation of the German term Verge-
sellschaftung.

3. We use the language of dependent and independent variables without implying
any one-shot, unidirectional scheme of explanation that excludes causal feed-
back.

4. More recently, Wendt (1999: 224–33) proposed two additional conceptual
categories, namely ‘type’ and ‘collective’ identities. For the purposes of this
article, we treat both type and role identities as sub-classes of social identities.
Moreover, we refrain from singling out collective identities as a separate,
mutually exclusive category since both role and corporate identities can be
thought of in both individual and collective terms.

5. Wendt’s heavy reliance on Mead’s social theory also explains his tendency to
exogenize corporate identities. It is well known that Meadian identity theory
focuses on the ‘me’ while leaving the ‘I’ under-theorized (Charon, 1998: 93–5;
see also Tenbruck, 1985).

6. By ceding this much ontological ground, Wendt has in effect withdrawn from
his earlier position on the agent–structure problem (Wendt, 1987). In his recent
book, Wendt (1999: 155–6) clarifies this shift from the notion of ‘mutual
constitution’ to ‘supervenience’.

7. Since our main point is ontological, we will not let Simmel’s epistemology,
which anticipates contemporary constructivism (e.g. Adler, 1997; Wendt,
1999), detain us here (see Simmel, [1890] 1989, but also Helle, 1988; Boudon,
1989).

8. Note that the English translation of Gesellschaft as society often brings with it
state-centric assumptions (Lapid and Kratochwil, 1996). Moreover, Simmel’s
emphasis on society/Gesellschaft should not be seen as being incompatible with
community/Gemeinschaft. In Simmel’s terminology, the latter can be seen as a
special case of the former. Drawing on Tönnies’ (1957) distinction between
society and community, Weber’s (1962) dichotomization of Vergesellschaftung
and Vergemeinschaftung, however, treats them as separate and dichotomous.

9. Wendt (1999) expands on Waltz’s dichotomy of socialization and evolution by
distinguishing between social and natural evolution. Yet, because of its
adherence to the ‘essentialist state’, the Wendtian framework is as unable to
theorize changing corporate identities as Waltz.

10. Of course, diffusion is not unique to sociational theory. Yet, most conventional
treatments of diffusion attempt to study spatial auto-correlation locally within
very strict bounds (e.g. Siverson and Starr, 1990).

11. The absence of a territorial dimension could bias outcomes toward conflict,
because if all actors are able to interact with each other regardless of distance, the
clustering mechanism cannot operate. Despite the arguably space-transcending
effects of nuclear weapons and globalization, distance-related constraints retain
a crucial influence on interaction in world politics (Collins, 1986: Ch. 7).

12. Despite its general theoretical importance (see Cederman, 2002a), the differ-
ence between ethnic groups and nations is not crucial here and so we will refer
to nationalist and ethnic conflict synonymously.
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