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Abstract
Ideational variables have frequently been employed in positivist-minded and materialist analyses of state behavior. Almost inevitably, because of these commitments, such studies run into theoretical challenges relating to the use of ideas. In this article, I suggest that integrating ideational factors in positivist and materialist approaches to state behavior requires (1) distinguishing conceptually between interests and ideation as well as between individual beliefs and social ideas, and (2) addressing challenges of operationalization and measurability. To that end, I employ neoclassical realism as a case study. I argue that a re-conceptualization of ideas as externalized individual beliefs employed in political deliberation allows neoclassical realists to focus on how ideas and ideational competition intervene in the transmission belt from materially given interests to foreign policy choice. At the same time, it more clearly operationalizes ideas as identifiable in language and communication. I suggest this re-conceptualization, while consistent with realist paradigmatic assumptions, need not be limited to neoclassical realism. Instead, transposed to different paradigms, it would similarly allow positivist-minded constructivists and institutionalists to avoid a conceptually and methodologically awkward equation of different ideational factors.
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Introduction
The introduction of ideational variables into positivist frameworks of inquiry has routinely posed considerable theoretical and methodological challenges with regards to compatibility. To be sure, ‘strict’ positivists do not consider ideation sufficient or even necessary for the development of scientific accounts of social life, since beliefs and ideas do not lend themselves to public observation.[footnoteRef:1] Those ‘softer’ positivists who do consider ideational variables causally relevant inevitably encounter difficulties of operationalization, measurability and causal circularity when using ideational or cognitive concepts.[footnoteRef:2] Imprecise specifications of different types of ideation and their respective role in the causal process have led to considerable confusion as to the role of ideas in policy formulation within such ‘soft’ positivist accounts.[footnoteRef:3] Correspondingly, these problems are encountered in most if not all paradigms which grant ideas a causal role within a loosely positivist framework, including thin constructivism, (neo)liberal institutionalism, and even some variants of realism.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Mark Neufeld, ‘Interpretation and the ‘Science’ of International Relations’, Review of International Studies 19:1 (1993), p. 41.]  [2:  Robert Grafstein, ‘Behavioralism and the Operationalization of Psychological Variables’, Political Methodology 8:1 (1982), pp. 92–93; Ole Holsti, ‘The ‘Operational Code’ Approach to the Study of Political Leaders: John Foster Dulles’ Philosophical and Instrumental Beliefs’, Canadian Journal of Political Science/Revue Canadienne de Science Politique 3:1 (March 1970), p. 153.]  [3:  Albert S. Yee, ‘The Causal Effects of Ideas on Policies’, International Organization 50:1 (1996), p. 70; Mark Laffey and Jutta Weldes, ‘Beyond Belief: Ideas and Symbolic Technologies in the Study of International Relations’, European Journal of International Relations 3:2 (1997), pp. 193–237.]  [4:  J. Samuel Barkin, ‘Realist Constructivism’, International Studies Review 5:3 (September 2003), p. 326; Robert O. Keohane, ‘Ideas Part-Way Down’, Review of International Studies 26:1 (January 2000), pp. 125–30; Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).] 

In this article, I use one such realist variant, neoclassical realism (NCR), as a case study to investigate the integration of ideation in a (soft) positivist approach to state behavior. More specifically, I discuss if and how NCR can embrace concepts frequently associated with constructivist (and institutionalist) frameworks in a theoretically sound way.[footnoteRef:5] I argue it must uphold the definitional distinction between interests and ideas by ontological necessity. A (re-)conceptualization of ideas as beliefs externalized into political deliberation through language allows neoclassical realists to avoid the equation of different ideational concepts and focus on the role of competing ideas in foreign policy processes.  [5:  Patrick Thaddeus Jackson and Daniel H. Nexon, ‘Constructivist Realism or Realist-Constructivism? ’, International Studies Review 6:2 (2004, p. 338; Barkin, ‘Realist Constructivism’, pp. 338–39; Nathan Alexander Sears, ‘The Neoclassical Realist Research Program: Between Progressive Promise and Degenerative Dangers’, International Politics Reviews 5:1 (May 2017), pp. 21–31. Mouritzen has demonstrated how such a compatibility argument can proceed through different levels of explanation but focuses largely on the structure-agency continuum; Hans Mouritzen, ‘Combining ‘Incompatible’ Foreign Policy Explanations: How a Realist Can Borrow from Constructivism’, Journal of International Relations and Development 20:3 (July 2017), p. 635.] 

Notably, this conceptualization of ideas as variables distinct from yet intricately linked with beliefs and language can similarly be applied in other positivist-oriented frameworks. In fact, NCR serves here as a least likely case of integration with regards to ideational variables because most neoclassical realist analyses are also committed to some form of materialism as well as a loose rationality assumption. This expands on Barkin’s discussion of the three charges against the compatibility of realism with constructivist concepts,[footnoteRef:6] and paves the way towards further reflection on the theoretical assumptions, differences and overlap between IR paradigms, not least in the empirical study of foreign policy.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Barkin, ‘Realist Constructivism’, p. 329.]  [7:  Jennifer Sterling-Folker, ‘Realism and the Constructivist Challenge: Rejecting, Reconstructing, or Rereading’, International Studies Review 4:1 (2002), p. 75; Jackson and Nexon, ‘Constructivist Realism or Realist-Constructivism?’, p. 338.] 

To be theoretically successful, negotiating the integration of ideational factors into a neoclassical realist framework therefore requires grappling with the approach’s ontological and epistemological commitments. One way to do so for neoclassical realists has been to embrace open, reflexive and even interpretivist variants of NCR aligned more closely with classical realist authors.[footnoteRef:8] After all, the use of ideation can be traced in (classical) realist authors, such as Niebuhr, Carr, and Morgenthau, who dwelled on the extent to which moral principles and ideas about appropriate behavior would lend decision-makers the ability to affect courses of action beyond the mechanistic determinism of the international order.[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Knud Erik Jørgensen et al., Reappraising European IR Theoretical Traditions (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), pp. 83–85; Linnéa Gelot and Martin Welz, ‘Pragmatic Eclecticism, Neoclassical Realism and Post-Structuralism: Reconsidering the African Response to the Libyan Crisis of 2011’, Third World Quarterly 39:12 (December 2018), pp. 2334–53; Asle Toje and Barbara Kunz, eds., Neoclassical Realism in European Politics: Bringing Power Back In (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2012).]  [9:  Tarak Barkawi, ‘Strategy as a Vocation: Weber, Morgenthau and Modern Strategic Studies’, Review of International Studies 24 (1998), pp. 159–84; Benjamin Frankel, Roots of Realism (London: Frank Cass, 1996); Philip K. Lawrence, ‘Strategy, the State and the Weberian Legacy’, Review of International Studies 13:4 (1987), pp. 295–310; Hans J. Morgenthau, Scientific Man Versus Power Politics (University of Chicago Press, 1965); Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations, ed. Kenneth W. Thompson and David Clinton, 7th edition (Boston: McGraw-Hill Education, 2005); Michael C. Williams, ‘Why Ideas Matter in International Relations: Hans Morgenthau, Classical Realism, and the Moral Construction of Power Politics’, International Organization 58:4 (October 2004), pp. 633–65; Michael C. Williams, Realism Reconsidered: The Legacy of Hans Morgenthau in International Relations (Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).] 

Another, pursued in this article, is to explicitly examine the incorporation of ideas and beliefs into a framework oriented in its core commitments towards neorealism, i.e. as a positivist, rationalist and materialist theory of state behavior. If the use of ideational factors can work for a thusly defined NCR, it can work elsewhere in principle.[footnoteRef:10] Indeed, providing a theoretical way forward for materialist, rationalist and positivist NCR-variants may also indicate similar venues for other approaches, e.g. more positivist minded variants of (neo)liberalism and constructivism.[footnoteRef:11] Such shared applicability highlights points of convergence and conceptual overlap. It is different, of course, to genuinely bridging paradigmatic approaches, as in contrast to neoclassical realists, thin constructivists view ideas and norms as fundamentally defining the intersubjective, social reality within which actors exist as well as the interests that those actors hold.[footnoteRef:12] Similarly, institutionalists may lend ideas and ideational discourses a more pronounced role in shaping the institutional landscape in which states operate.[footnoteRef:13] [10:  Mouritzen, ‘Combining ‘Incompatible’ Foreign Policy Explanations’, p. 635.]  [11:  Barkin, ‘Realist Constructivism’, pp. 338–39; Sears, ‘The Neoclassical Realist Research Program’, p. 24; Sterling-Folker, ‘Realism and the Constructivist Challenge’, pp. 75–78. Note that this paper employs ‘rationality’ rather than ‘rationalism’ to avoid confusion with rationalism as an epistemological position; Nicolas Guilhot, ‘The Kuhning of Reason: Realism, Rationalism, and Political Decision in IR Theory after Thomas Kuhn’, Review of International Studies 42:1 (January 2016), pp. 3–24.]  [12:  Barkin, ‘Realist Constructivism’, p. 326; Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics.]  [13:  Keohane, ‘Ideas Part-Way Down’, p. 128; Judith Goldstein and Robert O. Keohane, eds., Ideas and Foreign Policy: Beliefs, Institutions, and Political Change (Ithaca/London: Cornell University Press, 1993), p. 16; Mark Blyth, ‘Structures Do Not Come with an Instruction Sheet: Interests, Ideas, and Progress in Political Science’, Perspectives on Politics 1:4 (December 2003), pp. 695–706.] 

At the same time, this article also speaks to the recurrent debate within and outside NCR as to its paradigmatic boundaries. To its proponents, NCR’s use of intervening variables promises a way in which the unit-level specifics of the foreign policy process can be made causally important for state behavior. The initial insight concerns the limitations placed on the state by domestic factors in responding to systemic incentives and constraints, which neoclassical realists introduce as intervening variables. However, the proliferation of these variables has led some authors (including from within the approach) to charge NCR with incoherent, ‘degenerative’ and regressive theorizing that falls outside the boundaries of realism.[footnoteRef:14] It risks producing an ‘identity dilemma’ between either clearly (neo)realist but indeterminate or precise but indistinctive explanations.[footnoteRef:15] Neoclassical realists can address this critique by clarifying how their contributions increase precision yet remain distinct, i.e. committed to assumptions of positivism, rationality and materialism. [14:  Stefano Guzzini, ‘The Enduring Dilemmas of Realism in International Relations’, European Journal of International Relations 10:4 (December 2004), pp. 533–68; Kevin Narizny, ‘On Systemic Paradigms and Domestic Politics: A Critique of the Newest Realism’, International Security 42:2 (November 2017), pp. 155–90; Brian Rathbun, ‘A Rose by Any Other Name: Neoclassical Realism as the Logical and Necessary Extension of Structural Realism’, Security Studies 17:2 (May 2008), pp. 294–321; Shiping Tang, ‘Taking Stock of Neoclassical Realism’, International Studies Review 11 (2009), pp. 799–803; Stephen M. Walt, ‘The Enduring Relevance of the Realist Tradition’, in Political Science: The State of the Discipline, ed. Ira Katznelson and Milner (New York: Norton, 2002); Anders Wivel, ‘Explaining Why State X Made a Certain Move Last Tuesday: The Promise and Limitations of Realist Foreign Policy Analysis’, Journal of International Relations and Development 8:4 (2005), pp. 355–80. ]  [15:  Guzzini, ‘The Enduring Dilemmas of Realism in International Relations’, pp. 535–37.] 

I suggest one such clarification regarding the use of ideas in NCR. Firstly, I argue the root of ideas lies in individual beliefs. individual beliefs help decision-makers appraise the international environment by filling gaps of knowledge about the material world. However, to matter in foreign policy deliberations, individual beliefs must have interpersonal relevance. Secondly, therefore, ideas function deliberatively as externalized beliefs. Decision-makers feed their individually held diagnoses of a respective decisional scenario into foreign policy deliberations, where they argue with and try to persuade other decision-makers. Given a specific context, decision-makers employ ideas to deliberate the implications of a systemic environment for state behavior and make decisions about the costs and benefits of alternative policy sets. I demonstrate that this is consistent with the retention of realist commitments to the causal primacy of materially given interests, to (bounded) rationality, and to ‘soft’ positivism. 
Neoclassical Realism and Intervening Variables
NCR differs from other realisms primarily in the degree to which the translation of systemic conditions into state behavior is explicitly analyzed rather than either simply assumed or treated as a conceptually distinct sphere of inquiry.[footnoteRef:16] This is possible because NCR has a less strict understanding (compared to neorealism) of the constraints systemic conditions impose on state behavior. In neorealist approaches, decision-makers are assumed to perceive systemic conditions, deduce the national interest, and pursue a foreign policy accordingly. Foreign policy choice exists in only two situations: either there are two options that have the same costs and consequences, which makes choice redundant.[footnoteRef:17] Alternatively, decision-makers fail to interpret systemic conditions accurately. [16:  Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: McGraw Hill, 1979), p. 71.]  [17:  Nicholas Kitchen, ‘Ideas of Power and the Power of Ideas: Systematising Neoclassical Realist Theory’, in Neoclassical Realism in European Politics: Bringing Power Back In, ed. Asle Toje and Barbara Kunz (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2012), p. 122.] 

 Indeed, neoclassical realists argue, this is the case more often than not. Systemic conditions ‘merely [set] parameters’ for state behavior.[footnoteRef:18] They are neither specific enough to guide decision-makers to only one possible course of action, nor obvious even to the most adroit observer. The decision-maker’s task is rendered difficult for several reasons: firstly, decision-makers ‘may not necessarily track objective material power trends closely or continuously’.[footnoteRef:19] Also, they may be uncertain which state behavior is appropriate in response to a given scenario.[footnoteRef:20] Finally, decision-makers are limited in their choice by domestic political conditions. [18:  Steven E. Lobell, Norrin M. Ripsman, and Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, eds., Neoclassical Realism, the State, and Foreign Policy, (Cambridge/New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p. 7.]  [19:  Gideon Rose, ‘Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy’, World Politics 51:1 (October 1998), p. 147.]  [20:  Nicholas Kitchen, ‘Systemic Pressures and Domestic Ideas: A Neoclassical Realist Model of Grand Strategy Formation’, Review of International Studies 36:01 (January 2010), p. 120; Wivel, ‘Explaining Why State X Made a Certain Move Last Tuesday’, p. 360.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk517861147]NCR’s core contribution has thus been its attempt ‘to explain variations of foreign policy over time and space’ by supplementing neorealist assumptions on structure and material capabilities with intervening variables mediating the impact of systemic stimuli.[footnoteRef:21] All the while, most neoclassical realists seek to uphold neorealist commitments to materialism (giving pride of place to materially given interests derived from systemic stimuli), positivism and an at least implicit assumption of rationality.[footnoteRef:22] Not least because of this broad argumentative thrust, some authors have argued NCR has developed into the ‘new orthodoxy’ for scholars aligned with realist thought.[footnoteRef:23] However, this breadth has also made some (including from within the approach) criticize NCR because of an eclectic range of intervening variables, degenerative theorizing and unclear commitments to the realist paradigm.[footnoteRef:24] NCR is argued to risk an ‘identity dilemma’ between either clearly realist but indeterminate or precise but indistinctive explanations.[footnoteRef:25] [21:  Wivel, ‘Explaining Why State X Made a Certain Move Last Tuesday’, p. 361.]  [22:  Some neoclassical realists have suggested more interpretative, reflexive, and post-positivist variants; see: Gelot and Welz, ‘Pragmatic Eclecticism, Neoclassical Realism and Post-Structuralism’; also contributions in: Toje and Kunz, Neoclassical Realism in European Politics: Bringing Power Back In.]  [23:  Narizny, ‘On Systemic Paradigms and Domestic Politics’, p. 155; Rathbun, ‘A Rose by Any Other Name’, p. 1.]  [24:  Jeffrey W. Legro and Andrew Moravcsik, ‘Is Anybody Still a Realist?’, International Security 24:2 (1999), pp. 5–55; Narizny, ‘On Systemic Paradigms and Domestic Politics’; Adam Quinn, ‘Kenneth Waltz, Adam Smith and the Limits of Science: Hard Choices for Neoclassical Realism’, International Politics 50:2 (March 2013), pp. 159–82; Nicholas Ross Smith, ‘Can Neoclassical Realism Become a Genuine Theory of International Relations?’, The Journal of Politics 80:2 (February 2018), pp. 742–49; Tang, ‘Taking Stock of Neoclassical Realism’; Walt, ‘The Enduring Relevance of the Realist Tradition.’]  [25:  Guzzini, ‘The Enduring Dilemmas of Realism in International Relations’, p. 536.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk517864473]Some neoclassical realists have (reluctantly) engaged this general critique,[footnoteRef:26] or argued that better explanations and intellectual diversity may well be more important than paradigmatic purity.[footnoteRef:27] Others have attempted to systematize and even unify the approach.[footnoteRef:28] However, this may obscure the theoretical differences between various authors and their analyses, and unnecessarily complicates the framework where it suggests that intervening variables operate cumulatively. Alternatively, yet others have attempted to categorize rather than integrate different approaches. For example, neoclassical realist approaches may be ordered according to the degree to which they deviate from neorealism.[footnoteRef:29] This clarifies that neoclassical realists face different degrees of problems associated with the possible violation of paradigmatic assumptions depending on their objects of study and the variables they employ.  [26:  Thomas J. Christensen and Jack Snyder, ‘Progressive Research on Degenerate Alliances’, The American Political Science Review 91:4 (1997, pp. 919–22.]  [27:  Rathbun, ‘A Rose by Any Other Name’, 295; Keith Smith, ‘Recollecting a Lost Dialogue: Structural Realism Meets Neoclassical Realism’, International Relations, (March 2019), pp. 4–5; also: Randall L. Schweller, ‘The Progressiveness of Neoclassical Realism’, in Progress in International Relations Theory: Appraising the Field, ed. Colin Elman and Miriam Fendius Elman (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2003); Taliaferro in: Peter D. Feaver et al., ‘Brother, Can You Spare a Paradigm? (Or Was Anybody Ever a Realist?)’, International Security 25:1 (2000), pp. 165–193.]  [28:  Norrin M. Ripsman, Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, and Steven E. Lobell, Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), p. 118.]  [29:  Tudor Onea, ‘Putting the ‘Classical’ in Neoclassical Realism: Neoclassical Realist Theories and US Expansion in the Post-Cold War’, International Relations 26:2 (2012), pp. 139–64.] 

[bookmark: _Hlk517861170][bookmark: _Hlk517861199][bookmark: _GoBack]Firstly, then, some neoclassical realists treat intervening variables as incrementally adding explanatory value to neorealism: when systemic variables cannot sufficiently explain state behavior, intervening variables account for the error. This version of NCR becomes a ‘subordinate and subsidiary component’ of neorealism.[footnoteRef:30] Secondly, for other neoclassical realists, the intervening variables work permanently rather than in exceptional cases. Decision-makers always consider systemic conditions in the light of domestic politics and increasingly more so when systemic conditions favor it, e.g. in security-abundant environments.[footnoteRef:31] Along these lines, numerous authors have focused on factors such as institutional constraints, public opinion and media reporting, mobilization capacity, and the extraction of resources.[footnoteRef:32] Most of these variables are (directly or indirectly) measurable and usually grounded in some material fact. They do not, therefore, constitute a major problem for commitments to (soft) positivism or materialism. However, neoclassical realists also investigate the role of ideation in the translation of systemic stimuli into state behavior.[footnoteRef:33] This is wrought with conceptual difficulties: particularly, it remains unclear whether the inclusion of ideational variables upholds the same paradigmatic commitments. [30:  Quinn, ‘Kenneth Waltz, Adam Smith and the Limits of Science’, p. 160.]  [31:  Lobell, Ripsman, and Taliaferro, Neoclassical Realism, the State, and Foreign Policy, pp. 37, 139.]  [32:  Mark R. Brawley, ‘Analytical Liberalism Versus Neo-Classical Realism: Domestic Politics and British Foreign Policy, 1900-1914’, SSRN Scholarly Paper (Rochester, NY: Social Science Research Network, 2009); Thomas J. Christensen, Useful Adversaries: Grand Strategy, Domestic Mobilization, and Sino-American Conflict, 1947-1958 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1996); Lorenzo Cladi and Mark Webber, ‘Italian Foreign Policy in the Post-Cold War Period: A Neoclassical Realist Approach’, European Security 20:2 (2011), pp. 205–219; Steven E. Lobell, The Challenge of Hegemony: Grand Strategy, Trade, and Domestic Politics (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2003); Kevin Marsh, ‘‘Leading from Behind’: Neoclassical Realism and Operation Odyssey Dawn’, Defense and Security Analysis 30:2 (2014), pp. 120–32; Paolo Rosa and Paolo Foradori, ‘Politics Does Not Stop at the ‘Nuclear Edge’: Neoclassical Realism and the Making of China’s Military Doctrine’, Italian Political Science Review 47:3 (November 2017), pp. 359–84.]  [33:  Jonathan D. Caverley, ‘Power and Democratic Weakness: Neoconservatism and Neoclassical Realism’, Millenium Journal of International Studies 38:3 (2010), pp. 593–614; Colin Dueck, ‘Ideas and Alternatives in American Grand Strategy, 2000-2004’, Review of International Studies 30:4 (2004), pp. 511–535; Colin Dueck, Reluctant Crusaders: Power, Culture, and Change in American Grand Strategy (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 2008); Amelia Hadfield-Amkhan, British Foreign Policy, National Identity, and Neoclassical Realism (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2010); Kai He, ‘Explaining United States–China Relations: Neoclassical Realism and the Nexus of Threat–Interest Perceptions’, The Pacific Review 30:2 (March 2017), pp. 133–51; Kitchen, ‘Systemic Pressures and Domestic Ideas’; Kitchen, ‘Ideas of Power and the Power of Ideas: Systematising Neoclassical Realist Theory’; Onea, ‘Putting the ‘Classical’ in Neoclassical Realism: Neoclassical Realist Theories and US Expansion in the Post-Cold War’; Tudor Onea, US Foreign Policy in the Post-Cold War Era (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013); Adam Quinn, US Foreign Policy in Context: National Ideology from the Founders to the Bush Doctrine, Routledge Studies in US Foreign Policy (London/New York: Routledge, 2010); Ripsman, Taliaferro, and Lobell, Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics; Randall L. Schweller, ‘Opposite but Compatible Nationalisms: A Neoclassical Realist Approach to the Future of US–China Relations’, The Chinese Journal of International Politics 11:1 (March 2018), pp. 23–48; Nicholas Ross Smith, ‘The EU under a Realist Scope: Employing a Neoclassical Realist Framework for the Analysis of the EU’s Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement Offer to Ukraine’, International Relations 30:1 (March 2016), pp. 29–48; Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, ‘State Building for Future Wars: Neoclassical Realism and the Resource-Extractive State’, Security Studies 15:3 (2006), pp. 464–495; William Curti Wohlforth, The Elusive Balance: Power and Perceptions During the Cold War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993).] 

Perceptions, Beliefs and Ideas in Neoclassical Realism
In NCR, three different types of variables connected to ideation are employed frequently: perceptions, beliefs, and ideas. The authors usually share a common starting point: that decision-makers start from ‘predispositions that lead [them] to notice certain things and to neglect others’.[footnoteRef:34] In Zakaria, for example, states only expand their interests abroad once ‘decision-makers perceive a relative increase in state power’.[footnoteRef:35] [34:  Rose, ‘Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy’, p. 152.]  [35:  Fareed Zakaria, From Wealth to Power: The Unusual Origins of America’s World Role, Princeton Studies in International History and Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998), p. 34; emphasis added.] 

Focusing on the role of perceptions and/or beliefs introduces a version of ideation inspired by and derived from cognitive approaches in foreign policy analysis and political psychology. It supplements expectations of rational behavior (at least) implicit in neorealism with a more realistic view of information gathering and processing in decision-makers.[footnoteRef:36] In so doing, however, these neoclassical realists do not usually follow up on the origins of perceptions, or on the use of perceptions in decision-making. Where do perceptions originate? How do decision-makers feed their perceptions into foreign policy processes? Instead, aspiring to ‘parsimony’ and generalization, these authors frequently focus on change in perceptions across different decision-makers or cases.[footnoteRef:37]  [36:  Brawley, ‘Analytical Liberalism Versus Neo-Classical Realism’; Stephen B. Dyson, The Blair Identity: Leadership and Foreign Policy (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2009); David M. Edelstein, ‘Managing Uncertainty: Beliefs about Intentions and the Rise of Great Powers’, Security Studies 12:1 (October 2002), pp. 1–40; He, ‘Explaining United States–China Relations’; Steven E. Lobell, ‘Bringing Balancing Back In: Britain’s Targeted Balancing, 1936–1939’, Journal of Strategic Studies 35:6 (2012), pp. 747–773; Kevin Marsh, ‘Managing Relative Decline: A Neoclassical Realist Analysis of the 2012 US Defense Strategic Guidance’, Contemporary Security Policy 33:3 (December 2012), pp. 487–511; Wohlforth, The Elusive Balance; Aaron L. Friedberg, The Weary Titan: Britain and the Experience of Relative Decline, 1895-1905 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010). ]  [37:  Brawley, ‘Analytical Liberalism Versus Neo-Classical Realism’; He, ‘Explaining United States–China Relations’; Lobell, ‘Bringing Balancing Back In’, pp. 153–54; Marsh, ‘Managing Relative Decline: A Neoclassical Realist Analysis of the 2012 US Defense Strategic Guidance’; Zakaria, From Wealth to Power.] 

In turn, beliefs may serve as an individually-anchored cognitive basis for perceptions.[footnoteRef:38] Beliefs are associated with specific individuals, such as prime minister or presidents, and inform how they see the world, process information, and steer foreign policy.[footnoteRef:39] As detailed below, this has conceptual advantages, especially regarding consistency with (bounded) rationality, but also suffers from a major shortcoming: to matter in political processes involving multiple people (e.g. presidents, advisers, experts, generals), beliefs must have some interpersonal effect. [38:  Dyson, The Blair Identity: Leadership and Foreign Policy, p. 16.]  [39:  Dyson, p. 22.] 

By contrast, yet other neoclassical realists focus on social ideas, ideology, culture, and national identity.[footnoteRef:40] Caverley, Dueck, Schweller and K. Smith interrogate paradigms, programs, or worldviews as ideational sets that influence foreign policy and grand strategy.[footnoteRef:41] N.R. Smith suggests the ‘normative power role identity’ of the European Union intervenes in its foreign policy.[footnoteRef:42] Dueck, Kitchen, and Onea suggest strategic cultural paradigms can help explain grand strategy, arguing that ‘ideas have a role in the making of grand strategy because they help specify national interests amidst conditions of uncertainty’.[footnoteRef:43] Ideation thus fills the gap between indeterminate systemic stimuli and concrete policies by narrowing down the range of policy options.[footnoteRef:44]  [40:  Dueck, Reluctant Crusaders; Hadfield-Amkhan, British Foreign Policy, National Identity, and Neoclassical Realism; Randall L. Schweller, Unanswered Threats: Political Constraints on the Balance of Power, Princeton Studies in International History and Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University, 2006); Randall L. Schweller, ‘Unanswered Threats: A Neoclassical Realist Theory of Underbalancing’, International Security 29:2 (2004), pp. 159–201; Jennifer Sterling-Folker, ‘Neoclassical Realism and Identity: Peril despite Profit across the Taiwan Strait’, in Neoclassical Realism, The State, and Foreign Policy, by Steven E. Lobell, Norrin M. Ripsman, and Jeffrey W. Taliaferro (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), pp. 99–138; Christopher Layne, The Peace of Illusions: American Grand Strategy from 1940 to the Present, Cornell Studies in Security Affairs (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2006).]  [41:  Caverley, ‘Power and Democratic Weakness: Neoconservatism and Neoclassical Realism’; Colin Dueck, ‘Neoclassical Realism and the National Interest: Presidents, Domestic Politics, and Major Military Interventions’, in Neoclassical Realism, The State, and Foreign Policy, ed. Steven E. Lobell, Norrin M. Ripsman, and Jeffrey W. Taliaferro (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Schweller, ‘Opposite but Compatible Nationalisms’; Keith Smith, ‘Realist Foreign Policy Analysis with a Twist: The Persian Gulf Security Complex and the Rise and Fall of Dual Containment’, Foreign Policy Analysis 12:3 (2016), pp. 315–33.]  [42:  Smith, ‘The EU under a Realist Scope.’]  [43:  Dueck, ‘Ideas and Alternatives in American Grand Strategy, 2000-2004’, p. 529; Kitchen, ‘Systemic Pressures and Domestic Ideas’; Kitchen, ‘Ideas of Power and the Power of Ideas: Systematising Neoclassical Realist Theory’; Onea, US Foreign Policy in the Post-Cold War Era.]  [44:  Dueck, Reluctant Crusaders, p. 25.] 

These approaches are faced with difficult conceptual questions. For one, employing ideation as a causally influential variable may fundamentally challenge assumptions of materialism because it is not easily anchored in any specific material fact. Two, as internal mental events, can ideas be operationalized in a (soft) positivist framework? Finally, how does the use of ideation fit with a principally rationalist approach to state behavior?
In the following, I suggest amendments that aim at making ideation work in NCR while explicitly upholding paradigmatic commitments to materialism, positivism, and rationality. Firstly, I clarify the difference between materially given interests and ideation, and their interrelation as independent and intervening variables respectively. Secondly, I suggest that the distinction between beliefs and ideas is conceptually necessary, but that the two concepts are also interlinked through a process of externalization. Thirdly, such a re-conceptualization allows ideas to have interpersonal relevance in ideational competition during policy deliberations. It also renders them more easily operationalizable in positivist research. This may suggest a way forward for other (soft) positivist approaches to international politics that seek to integrate causally relevant ideation into their frameworks.
Material Reality, Interests and Ideation
In neorealism, a state’s interests are primarily derived from material reality, i.e. the distribution of capabilities and relative power, in an anarchical system. Opportunities and threats emanating from this environment are grounded in the distribution of material capabilities among the system’s units.[footnoteRef:45] The interplay between units within an anarchic structure provides at the very least a baseline interest in survival, and likely interests in security, power, welfare, prestige and so forth, i.e. ‘the things a state must secure if it is to maintain its place in the balance-of-power’.[footnoteRef:46] These interests can in principle be known as fact.[footnoteRef:47] Any difference in culture, ideology or other ideation matters only at the margins, and can ultimately be reduced to ‘particular expressions’ of material capabilities.[footnoteRef:48] Note that this form of materialism, which most neoclassical realists share,[footnoteRef:49] is not quite the simplistic materialism at times alleged by its (constructivist) critics, i.e. a reduction purely to natural phenomena and technology.[footnoteRef:50] Instead, it acknowledges, even necessitates, social interaction between units in the system.[footnoteRef:51] The decision-maker is tasked with deciphering these interactions, translating them into threats and opportunities for foreign policy, and pursue the state’s interests accordingly. What makes NCR realist is the shared assumption that ultimately, state behaviour is a product of ‘environmental compulsion’.[footnoteRef:52]  [45:  Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 98; Rathbun, ‘A Rose by Any Other Name’, p. 53.]  [46:  Kitchen, ‘Systemic Pressures and Domestic Ideas’, p. 128.]  [47:  Kitchen, 128; Richard C. Snyder et al., Foreign Policy Decision-Making, Revisited (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003), p. 49.]  [48:  Waltz, Theory of International Politics, p. 88; quoted in: Stacie E. Goddard and Daniel H. Nexon, ‘Paradigm Lost? Reassessing Theory of International Politics’, European Journal of International Relations 11:1 (March 2005), p. 39; Rathbun, ‘A Rose by Any Other Name’, p. 299; also: Guzzini, ‘The Enduring Dilemmas of Realism in International Relations’, p. 536.]  [49:  Jackson and Nexon, ‘Constructivist Realism or Realist-Constructivism?’, p. 339; Sears, ‘The Neoclassical Realist Research Program’, p. 24; Anders Wivel, ‘Realism in Foreign Policy Analysis’, in The Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Politics, ed. Robert A. Denemark and Renée Marlin-Bennett (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), p. 10. ]  [50:  Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics, pp. 396–99.]  [51:  Davide Fiammenghi, ‘‘Anarchy Is What States Make of It’: True in a Trivial Sense; Otherwise, Wrong’, International Politics 56:1 (February 2019), pp. 22–23.]  [52:  Joseph M. Parent and Joshua M. Baron, ‘Elder Abuse: How the Moderns Mistreat Classical Realism’, International Studies Review 13:2 (June 2011), p. 201; Jackson and Nexon, ‘Constructivist Realism or Realist-Constructivism?’, p. 335.] 

The accurate appraisal of systemic incentives and constraints, and their translation into state behavior, however, is complex, time-consuming, and fraught with difficulty, especially so under conditions of uncertainty, lack of or ambiguous information and time constraints. It is here that neoclassical realists have argued neorealist explanations are insufficient, and that ideation helps to guide decision-makers towards alternative policy options. Ideation matters because it handles practical problems related to the perception, interpretation and translation of ambiguous external incentives and constraints.[footnoteRef:53]  [53:  John A. Hall, ‘Ideas and the Social Sciences’, in Ideas and Foreign Policy, ed. Judith Goldstein and Robert O. Keohane (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), p. 44.] 

To function as an intervening variable (rather than as independently causal) in NCR, such ideation must follow interests in causal sequence. Neoclassical realists seek to evaluate ‘the causal impact of specific hypothesized independent variables (IVs) and intervening variables (IIVs) on the dependent variables (DVs)’.[footnoteRef:54] The commitments to discernible variables or events (‘both contingent and contiguous’[footnoteRef:55]), and to the independence and temporal priority of cause over effect, rather than constitutive or iterative effects between different variables, means that NCR employs a Humean concept of causality.[footnoteRef:56]  [54:  Ripsman, Taliaferro, and Lobell, Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics, p. 106.]  [55:  Terence Ball, ‘Two Concepts of Coercion’, Theory and Society 5:1 (1978), p. 101.]  [56:  Gary King, Robert O. Keohane, and Sidney Verba, Designing Social Inquiry: Scientific Inference in Qualitative Research (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994).] 

At the same time, beliefs or ideas are not simply ‘free-floating’.[footnoteRef:57] Instead, specific individuals and specific beliefs gravitate towards one another. Some groups of individuals find it in their interest to hold some ideational content rather than another which they then ‘elect’ because of affinity, i.e. ‘a point of coincidence or convergence’.[footnoteRef:58] For Max Weber, such ‘elective affinity’ may describe the relationship between Protestant ideas and capitalism. It may similarly help to understand, for example, the prevalence of beliefs surrounding military technology (e.g. the presumably risk-free nature of drones) and specific US or UK decision-makers.  [57:  Hall, ‘Ideas and the Social Sciences’, 44; A.S. Yee, ‘Thick Rationality and the Missing ‘Brute Fact’: The Limits of Rationalist Incorporations of Norms and Ides’, Journal of Politics 59:4 (1997), p. 1024.]  [58:  Judith Blau, ‘The Toggle Switch of Institutions: Religion and Art in the U.S. in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries’, Social Forces 74:4 (1996), p. 1160; Jonathan Eastwood, ‘The Role of Ideas in Weber’s Theory of Interests’, Critical Review 17:1–2 (2005), p. 91; Richard Swedberg, The Max Weber Dictionary: Key Words and Central Concepts (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2005), p. 121.] 

This relationship between interests and ideational factors is not strictly determining. Rather, it implies a higher likelihood (but not certainty) that people hold beliefs that mirror their interests, or because it is in their interest to do so.[footnoteRef:59] Ideation that corresponds to people’s respective interests is likely to influence their behavior. Since ideation is conceptually different from interests, however, and no direct causality or determinacy is implied, it may still contradict interests or have unintended consequences. In neoclassical realist terms, then, ideation may be erroneous given material facts, even though those beliefs or ideas that run counter to national interests are less likely to gain and sustain support among decision-makers.[footnoteRef:60] Indeed, if decision-makers come to hold ideas that deviate too much from objective reality, i.e. if the state is co-opted by parochial ideation, they risk strategic failure because the system’s material reality persists and punishes continued digression.[footnoteRef:61] [59:  Kitchen, ‘Systemic Pressures and Domestic Ideas’, p. 128; Quinn, US Foreign Policy in Context, p. 23.]  [60:  Schweller, ‘Unanswered Threats’, 2004, p. 199.]  [61:  Rathbun, ‘A Rose by Any Other Name’, pp. 317–18.] 

Beliefs and/or Ideas
Beliefs guide decision-makers in their interpretation of the international system. Beliefs are ‘views or opinions held by political actors that are relatively limited in scope or relate to relatively circumscribed areas of politics’.[footnoteRef:62] Beliefs function as cognitive devices or mental shortcuts which help to order and simplify complex situations, and ‘specify national interests amidst conditions of uncertainty’.[footnoteRef:63] By this understanding, beliefs are cognitive products of the human mind, inherent and internal to the individual. They help individuals fill gaps of knowledge about the material drivers of international politics, so that decision-makers start from ‘predispositions that lead actors to notice certain things and to neglect others’.[footnoteRef:64] They contain information as to the relevance of some material facts over others in specific contexts. They do not alter the primary motives of state behavior but rather make their pursuit less efficient. [62:  Sheri Berman, ‘Ideational Theorizing in the Social Sciences since ‘Policy Paradigms, Social Learning, and the State’’, Governance: An International Journal of Policy, Administration, and Institutions 26:2 (April 2013), p. 223.]  [63:  Dueck, ‘Ideas and Alternatives in American Grand Strategy, 2000-2004’, p. 521.]  [64:  Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception in International Politics (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976), pp. 198–99; Michiel Foulon, ‘Neoclassical Realism: Challengers and Bridging Identities’, International Studies Review 17:4 (December 2015), p. 18; Rose, ‘Neoclassical Realism and Theories of Foreign Policy’, p. 152.] 

Different authors have developed a frequently three-pronged system for classifying different beliefs according to their generality, e.g. 1) specific policy or causal ideas/beliefs,[footnoteRef:65] 2) beliefs that underpin the policy ideas, also ‘paradigms’[footnoteRef:66] or ‘programmatic beliefs’[footnoteRef:67], and 3) philosophical ideas, e.g. ‘public philosophies’,[footnoteRef:68] ‘deep cores’,[footnoteRef:69] or worldviews. Causal beliefs have probably been employed most frequently in empirical policy analysis and infer a connection of causality between events, peoples and things.[footnoteRef:70] Such causality can be narrowly understood, as when beliefs relate to e.g. cause-effect chains between two sequential events. It can also be broadly applied, by establishing a general relationship of some sort in an individual’s mind between e.g. a specific foreign policy stance and societal trends or vice versa: that the post-Cold War order influences German foreign policy positioning is not directly causal but assumes a linkage between order and state behavior. The role of causal beliefs in decision-making is then understood (narrowly) as providing strategic guidance for human action. Causal beliefs ‘provide guides for individuals on how to achieve their objectives’ and ‘imply strategies for the attainment of goals’.[footnoteRef:71]  [65:  Peter A. Hall, ed., The Political Power of Economic Ideas: Keynesianism Across Nations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989); John W. Kingdon, Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies, 2nd edition (Boston: Pearson, 2010).]  [66:  Hall, ‘Ideas and the Social Sciences.’]  [67:  Sheri Berman, The Social Democratic Movement: Ideas and Politics in the Making of Interwar Europe (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1998).]  [68:  John L. Campbell, ‘Institutional Analysis and the Role of Ideas in Political Economy’, Theory and Society 27:3 (1998), pp. 377–409.]  [69:  Paul Sabatier and Hank C. Jenkins-Smith, eds., Policy Change and Learning: An Advocacy Coalition Approach (Boulder: Westview Press, 1993).]  [70:  Daniel Beland and Robert Henry Cox, Ideas and Politics in Social Science Research (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2010), p. 3.]  [71:  Goldstein and Keohane, Ideas and Foreign Policy: Beliefs, Institutions, and Political Change, p. 10.] 

Focusing on individual beliefs has major advantages: for neoclassical realists, it upholds commitments to rationality, and to prioritizing material over ideational factors in explanation.[footnoteRef:72] By extension, focusing on beliefs corresponds with (methodological) individualism. The rationality assumption and individualism may be understood as analytically connected because the former tends to take the individual as the basic unit of analysis for specific instances of rational choice. Social phenomena are then understood as based in the actions, decisions and motivations of individuals. A focus on individual beliefs distinguishes these approaches from others treating ideation as socially produced. [72:  Keohane, ‘Ideas Part-Way Down’, p. 129.] 

The core assumptions of any type of rationalist approach lie in the context-dependence of rationality, the material nature of context, and the rational character of human conduct.[footnoteRef:73] Substantive rationality implies a rational process has led to a decision that can be shown to be optimal.[footnoteRef:74] This can in principle be attained if interests can be known as material facts. However, both ambiguous international environments as well as the empirical reality of decision-making put unrealistic conditions on the processing and scope of available relevant information. Predictions derived from substantive rational actor models are frequently deficient for specific empirical outcomes precisely because ideas do not matter in them. Instead, rationality may refer less to the attainment of optimal outcomes and more to the process of decision-making.[footnoteRef:75] Decision-makers do make cost-benefit calculations about options and their likely outcomes. Under conditions of uncertainty over systemic stimuli and even more so under constraints of time and information, however, decision-makers are bound by their human nature, which leads them to favor simplicity and employ ideational heuristics to simplify the world. Decision-makers’ beliefs function as ‘inputs’ into rational decision-making.[footnoteRef:76]  [73:  Andreas Gofas and Colin Hay, The Role of Ideas in Political Analysis: A Portrait of Contemporary Debates (London: Routledge, 2010), p. 18.]  [74:  Herbert A. Simon, ‘Rational Choice and the Structure of the Environment’, Psychological Review 63:2 (1956), pp. 129–38.]  [75:  Simon, p. 119.]  [76:  Goldstein and Keohane, Ideas and Foreign Policy: Beliefs, Institutions, and Political Change, p. 5.] 

However, a focus on individual beliefs as influential in the policy process has at least two major shortcomings, both of which transcend NCR: they relate to positivism and to the social impact of ideas. One, as outlined, NCR shares with neorealism (as well as other mainstream approaches to IR) a commitment to (soft) positivism, i.e. positivism paired with an awareness of the inherent limitations of social scientific research.[footnoteRef:77] Positivists generally maintain that it is possible to objectively view observable phenomena in a world that exists independently of the researcher. This observable reality creates the conditions for social phenomena, such as the foreign policy process. In principle, this allows for the development of theoretical models, e.g. that an independent variable causes a dependent variable to vary, which can be tested against empirical evidence.[footnoteRef:78] In practice, the study of human behavior introduces limitations related to subjectivity, interpretation, unpredictability, and research ethics, which makes it difficult to define, measure, and evaluate the object of research accurately. This holds especially for essentially unobservable, cognitive events such as individual beliefs. Some positivists have suggested that beliefs can be observed indirectly, i.e. through their effect on the dependent variable. This, however, creates a causal circularity that is theoretically irrefutable and empirically unfalsifiable.[footnoteRef:79] [77:  Ripsman, Taliaferro, and Lobell, Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics, p. 105; also: Barkin, ‘Realist Constructivism’, p. 329.]  [78:  King, Keohane, and Verba, Designing Social Inquiry, pp. 75–84.]  [79:  Katarina Brodin, ‘Belief Systems, Doctrines, and Foreign Policy: A Presentation of Two Alternative Models for the Analysis of Foreign Policy Decision-Making’, Cooperation and Conflict 11 (1972), p. 104; Grafstein, ‘Behavioralism and the Operationalization of Psychological Variables’; Holsti, ‘The ‘Operational Code’ Approach to the Study of Political Leaders’, p. 153.] 

Two, the definitional exclusion of social effects and dimensions makes a focus strictly on individual beliefs conceptually and methodologically awkward. Beliefs cannot be treated both as internal mental events and as publicly employed tools in policy deliberations external to specific individuals, or as coordination points under conditions and uncertainty.[footnoteRef:80] Such a conflation is evident in authors using simultaneously, at times literally in parallel, ‘ideas’ and ‘beliefs’.[footnoteRef:81] For example, in contradiction to their own definition Goldstein and Keohane recognize that ‘ideas can have an impact even when no one genuinely believes in them’.[footnoteRef:82] And yet, politics is an interpersonal process of deliberation and persuasion. Even in highly centralized systems where single individuals carry more decisional weight than others, multiple individuals will be involved in decision-making. Bar a conceptual mechanism by which multiple individuals are theorized to exchange their internally held beliefs, it remains underspecified how beliefs influence the transmission belt from systemic stimuli to state behavior. [80:  See: Barry R. Weingast, ‘A Rational Choice Perspective on the Role of Ideas: Shared Belief Systems and State Sovereignty in International Cooperation’, Politics & Society 23:4 (December 1995), pp. 449–64.]  [81:  Laffey and Weldes, ‘Beyond Belief: Ideas and Symbolic Technologies in the Study of International Relations’, p. 206.]  [82:  Goldstein and Keohane, Ideas and Foreign Policy: Beliefs, Institutions, and Political Change, p. 20.] 

Conceptualizing ideas as externalized beliefs can circumvent these problems. Individual beliefs have interpersonal relevance and matter in policy deliberations when they are introduced by individual participants, e.g. decision-makers. Rather than achieve relevance purely by their existence as mental states, beliefs must be ‘championed’ by carriers, who are ‘individuals or groups capable of persuading others to reconsider the ways they think and act’ vis-à-vis given systemic conditions.[footnoteRef:83] This fits with an intuitive understanding of the social impact of ideas, and has been picked up frequently in relevant literature: ideas are beliefs ‘introduced’[footnoteRef:84] or ‘inserted’ into political deliberations by ‘carriers’,[footnoteRef:85] or ‘political entrepreneurs’[footnoteRef:86] who are ‘advocates for proposals or for the prominence of an idea’.[footnoteRef:87] While discursively relevant, then, ideas remain anchored in individual action and use (‘individuated’).[footnoteRef:88] Externalized into deliberations, ideas provide ‘an edge in the battles of the day or guidance through uncertain periods’.[footnoteRef:89] Decision-makers seek ‘to make policy decisions reflect their preferred interpretation’[footnoteRef:90] and utilize ideas to compel their opponents ‘to endorse a stance they would otherwise reject’.[footnoteRef:91] They do so through language, here understood as a conduit of ideation which enables political debate, which in turn consists of the exchange of (sometimes incommensurable) ideas.[footnoteRef:92] Ideas are thus deliberative tools, wielded instrumentally and strategically in an interactive process to communicate, exchange and convince by their use in language and text, from which they can be extracted.[footnoteRef:93] [83:  Berman, ‘Ideational Theorizing in the Social Sciences since ‘Policy Paradigms, Social Learning, and the State’, p. 228.]  [84:  Hall, The Political Power of Economic Ideas: Keynesianism Across Nations, p. 367.]  [85:  Kathryn Sikkink, Ideas and Institutions: Developmentalism in Brazil and Argentina (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1991), pp. 242–51.]  [86:  Judith Goldstein, Ideas, Interests, and American Trade Policy (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993), p. 18.]  [87:  Kingdon, Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies, pp. 122.]  [88:  Wesley D. Cray and Timothy Schroeder, ‘An Ontology of Ideas’, Journal of the American Philosophical Association 1:4 (2015), p. 762.]  [89:  Berman, ‘Ideational Theorizing in the Social Sciences since ‘Policy Paradigms, Social Learning, and the State’, p. 228.]  [90:  Beland and Cox, Ideas and Politics in Social Science Research, p. 9.]  [91:  Ronald R. Krebs and Patrick Thaddeus Jackson, ‘Twisting Tongues and Twisting Arms: The Power of Political Rhetoric’, European Journal of International Relations 13:1 (2007), p. 36.]  [92:  Alan Finlayson, ‘From Beliefs to Arguments: Interpretive Methodology and Rhetorical Political Analysis’, The British Journal of Politics & International Relations 9:4 (2007), p. 552; George Lakoff, ‘Body, Brain, and Communication’, in Resisting the Virtual Life: The Culture and Politics of Information, ed. James Brook and Iain A. Boal (San Francisco: City Lights, 1995), pp. 115–29. ]  [93:  This process may be understood as a discourse, defined as an ‘interactive process of conveying ideas’ where carriers engage in ‘language games’; Vivien A. Schmidt, ‘Taking Ideas and Discourse Seriously: Explaining Change through Discursive Institutionalism as the Fourth ‘New Institutionalism’,’ European Political Science Review 2:1 (2010), p. 8. Also: Mark Blyth, Great Transformations: Economic Ideas and Institutional Change in the Twentieth Century (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002), p. 39; Andrew Chadwick, ‘Studying Political Ideas: A Public Political Discourse Approach’, Political Studies 48 (2000), p. 288; Alan M. Jacobs, ‘Process-Tracing the Effects of Ideas’, in Process Tracing in the Social Sciences: From Metaphor to Analytic Tool, ed. Andrew Bennett and Jeffrey T. Checkel (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2014), p. 48; Krebs and Jackson, ‘Twisting Tongues and Twisting Arms’, p. 36; Laffey and Weldes, ‘Beyond Belief: Ideas and Symbolic Technologies in the Study of International Relations’, p. 208.] 

Such a semi-discursive conception of ideas is ontologically ‘adequate’: ideas can be created by particular people (based on beliefs), distributed (in communication), embedded in causal sequences (as variables), and changed (e.g. they can be forgotten).[footnoteRef:94] Ideas as externalized beliefs are conceptually distinct from more collective, coherent and durable phenomena, e.g. ideology or culture. They remain anchored to individuals as their carriers. Per their use as intervening variables, they do not have independent causal force. At the same time, the importance of ideas as points of political convergence increases the more uncertain actors are about the scenario and the exact consequences of different alternatives they choose from.[footnoteRef:95] Their effect is therefore likely more easily traceable in short-term decisional processes (see below). [94:  Cray and Schroeder, ‘An Ontology of Ideas’, p. 759. Ideas may well be understood, like in Cray and Schroeder, as certain, aggregated, historically particular systems of mental states (beliefs) that are communicated socially (externalized). This social communication may even solve Cray and Schroeder’s metaphysical puzzle, i.e. how ideas can survive beyond the initial belief, namely through their use in language; Cray and Schroeder, ‘An Ontology of Ideas’, p. 772.]  [95:  John L. Campbell, ‘Ideas, Politics, and Public Policy’, Annual Review of Sociology 28:2002 (2002), p. 29; Goldstein and Keohane, Ideas and Foreign Policy: Beliefs, Institutions, and Political Change, pp. 17, 173–75; Weingast, ‘A Rational Choice Perspective on the Role of Ideas.’] 

Notably, such a re-conceptualization is not necessarily exclusive to NCR either in its theoretical roots or in its potential application. Explicitly defining ideas as beliefs externalized into communication may help overcome some of the definitional awkwardness identified by Laffey and Weldes, all the while keeping in place conceptual distinctions between interests and ideas on the one hand and commitments to Humean causality on the other. This awkwardness relates to the equation of beliefs, ideas and a set of other ‘idea-like entities’ in (thin) constructivist and institutionalist research.[footnoteRef:96] It follows up on the intuition that beliefs as individual mental events and ideas as the externalization of such beliefs are by definitional necessity different conceptual entities, but also intricately linked. As suggested above, in contrast to constructivists who can make use of this re-conceptualization to clarify their conceptual understanding of ideas, neoclassical realists cannot grant ideas thusly defined a constitutive role for interests, or an independently causal effect on policy outcomes.  [96:  Laffey and Weldes, ‘Beyond Belief: Ideas and Symbolic Technologies in the Study of International Relations’, p. 197.] 

This twist also helps to address the operationalization problem outlined above because the translation from individual beliefs to the use of ideas in (social) deliberation is explicitly conceptualized. To know which beliefs a person had at any one point in time is difficult (if not impossible). This is because the nature of decision-making deliberations may create pressures for individuals to strategically rather than genuinely communicate. They may have incentives to misrepresent their beliefs, exaggerate the relevance of ‘good’ motives,[footnoteRef:97] or conform with majority opinion and/or with those who hold power.[footnoteRef:98] While ideas are properly understood to originate in individual beliefs, they have explanatory power when employed in deliberation. Highlighting the difference between beliefs as internal products and ideas as deliberative tools allows the extraction of ideas from various ‘conduits’ (e.g. texts, speeches).[footnoteRef:99] This directly operationalizes ideas and links them to a measurable, empirically traceable phenomenon which is more evidently either present or not. As Jacobs highlights, an explanation concerning the impact of ideas on decision-making must ‘find significant verbal references to the ideational constructs hypothesized to have been influential’.[footnoteRef:100] As outlined above, it helps avoid a potential causal circularity.[footnoteRef:101] [97:  Jacobs, ‘Process-Tracing the Effects of Ideas’, p. 45.]  [98:  Irving L. Janis, Victims of Groupthink, 2nd edition (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1973); Alex Mintz and Carly Wayne, The Polythink Syndrome: U.S. Foreign Policy Decisions on 9/11, Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, Syria, and ISIS (Stanford University Press, 2016).]  [99:  King, Keohane, and Verba, Designing Social Inquiry, p. 41.]  [100:  Jacobs, ‘Process-Tracing the Effects of Ideas’, p. 54.]  [101:  Alexander L. George, ‘The Causal Nexus Between Cognitive Beliefs and Decision-Making Behavior: The ‘Operational Code’ Belief System’, in Psychological Models in International Politics, ed. Lawrence S. Falkowksi (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1979), pp. 114.] 

This understanding of ideas, while consciously embracing non-realist conceptual roots, may still retain commitments to materialism, rationality and (soft) positivism. Arguably, many neoclassical realists seem to already implicitly share it, e.g. where they analyze memos, meeting minutes, speeches and so forth. It also points towards the role of conflicting ideas in foreign policy deliberation, rather than emphasizing ideas as ‘shared’ entities that evoke consensus among elites.[footnoteRef:102]  [102:  Laffey and Weldes, ‘Beyond Belief: Ideas and Symbolic Technologies in the Study of International Relations’, p. 198; Goldstein, Ideas, Interests, and American Trade Policy, pp. 5–9.] 

Ideational Competition and the Foreign Policy Process
Given a systemic stimulus (e.g. a scenario that requires a foreign policy response), members of the foreign policy elite propose actions they deem appropriate in answer to the perceived situation, and base these proposals on their individually held beliefs, i.e. externalize them into deliberation as ideas. If, as argued, systemic incentives are often not specific enough as to determine a course of action, they may lead decision-makers towards vastly different alternative foreign policy stances that cannot be predicted as the result purely of either systemic conditions or ideological alignment. Even within an administration or a close circle of advisers, then, people have different, indeed incommensurable beliefs, which they carry into the foreign policy process as ideas. They are likely to reach consensus with those individuals that employ similar ideas and run into competition with others. For example, such a conceptualization may well help explain the uncertainty and internal divisions apparent in the Chinese foreign policy elite on the implications of China’s rise for its own foreign policy.[footnoteRef:103] [103:  Camilla T. N. Sørensen, ‘Is China Becoming More Aggressive? A Neoclassical Realist Analysis’, Asian Perspective 37:3 (July 2013), pp. 363–85.] 

The competition between divergent ideas in the foreign policy executive concerns the interactive process during which decision-makers engage in communication.[footnoteRef:104] This process is not characterized by internal or ideological consistency, but instead by contradiction and confusion over how to correctly deduce systemic stimuli. Ambiguity opens space for politics as decision-makers seek to utilize their ideas to persuade their opponents to endorse a policy they would otherwise reject. As per a long-standing tradition in foreign policy analysis, foreign policy deliberations can then be interpreted as a process of ideational competition: the ideas that decision-makers carry ‘vie with one another for dominance and autonomy’.[footnoteRef:105] Decision-making is then characterized by ‘pulling and hauling among individuals with different perceptions at stake’.[footnoteRef:106] Embedding this process as intervening in the transmission belt from causal systemic variables to state behavior renders the framework neoclassical realist rather than constructivist or psychology-focused. [104:  Snyder et al., Foreign Policy Decision-Making, Revisited, pp. 104–10.]  [105:  Kitchen, ‘Systemic Pressures and Domestic Ideas’, p. 132.]  [106:  Graham T. Allison and Morton H. Halperin, ‘Bureaucratic Politics: A Paradigm and Some Policy Implications’, World Politics 24 (1972), p. 57.] 

Different such ideas are frequently combined into distinct ‘theories of grand strategy’[footnoteRef:107] or even ‘national ideologies’[footnoteRef:108] in which an interpretation of the international system corresponds with a normative agenda and a set of means to achieve ends. In US foreign policy, for example, numerous authors have debated the analytical merits of distinct ideational frameworks or paradigms, from isolationism and imperialism to the four ‘traditions’ of US foreign policy.[footnoteRef:109] Grouping specific ideas into such internally coherent paradigms is useful analytically, e.g. to identify longer-term trends in grand strategy, and conceptually convenient to order a complex array of different beliefs. [107:  Dueck, ‘Ideas and Alternatives in American Grand Strategy, 2000-2004’, p. 522.]  [108:  Quinn, US Foreign Policy in Context, pp. 22–24.]  [109:  Walter Russell Mead, Special Providence: American Foreign Policy and How It Changed the World (New York: Routledge Chapman Hall, 2002); Jon Western, Selling Intervention & War: The Presidency, the Media, and the American Public (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2005); John J. Kohout et al., ‘Alternative Grand Strategy Options for the United States’, Comparative Strategy 14:4 (October 1995), pp. 361–420; Barry R. Posen and Andrew L. Ross, ‘Competing Visions of US Grand Strategy’, International Security 21:3 (1996), pp. 5–53; Eugene Gholz, Daryl G. Press, and Harvey M. Sapolsky, ‘Come Home, America: The Strategy of Restraint in the Face of Temptation’, International Security 21:4 (April 1997), pp. 5–48.] 

However, the empirical role of these paradigms for the foreign policy process may be overstated. For one, ideas also matter in shorter-term decision-making and for the choice of means and tools of foreign policy.[footnoteRef:110] The nature of such decision-making tends to make clear-cut answers derived from broader ideological frameworks difficult. More importantly, it is my contention that ideational competition characterizes any process concerned with the diagnosis and deliberation of systemic conditions and alternative policy options, no matter what political party, ideological affiliation or part of the bureaucracy decision-makers adhere to. For example, assertive policy ideas are found across party lines, and ideas of restraint are equally represented across both the partisan as well as the theoretical aisle. [110:  Elizabeth N. Saunders, ‘Transformative Choices: Leaders and the Origins of Intervention Strategy’, International Security 34:2 (Fall 2009), p. 126.] 

Moreover, then, the variable of ideas can be used to deconstruct notions of ideological or paradigmatic consistency and tease out constitutive parts rooted in individual beliefs. Strategic culture or national identity may then be understood not as holistic things that propel a state’s behavior in unexpected directions, but as contested arrangements of different competing and even contradictory ideas influencing decision-making processes.[footnoteRef:111] Methodologically, the intervening causal impact of ideas as externalized beliefs may be more easily detectable in shorter-term foreign policy decision-making given that information and time may be particularly scarce resources, although this may ultimately be an empirical question. Still, investigating ideas used in foreign policy deliberations may allow a glimpse at the micro-foundations of broader and more durable discourses on long-term foreign policy positioning.  [111:  This is analogous to one understanding of ‘strategic culture’, for example, as the ‘total sum of ideas’ carried and deliberated by foreign policy elites that concern the appropriate combination of goals and means; see: Colin S. Gray, ‘Strategic Culture as Context: The First Generation of Theory Strikes Back’, Review of International Studies 25:1 (1999), p. 131; Jack L. Snyder, ‘The Soviet Strategic Culture: Implications for Limited Nuclear Operations’, Air Force Report (Santa Monica, CL: Rand, 1977), p. 8. The strategic culture literature tends to emphasize consistency, continuity, and coherence not least because of its focus on longer-term strategic positioning; for a similar point, see: Alan Bloomfield, ‘Time to Move On: Reconceptualizing the Strategic Culture Debate’, Contemporary Security Policy 33:3 (December 2012), pp. 437–61. On strategic culture and neoclassical realism, also: John Glenn, ‘Realism versus Strategic Culture: Competition and Collaboration?’, International Studies Review 11:3 (2009), pp. 523–51.] 

Four Pathways of Decision-Making 
How can these insights be used to inform a neoclassical realist theory of foreign policy choice? It has been suggested that decision-makers are tasked with distilling an appropriate foreign policy from systemic conditions through the deliberation of competing ideas. More so when systemic stimuli are ambiguous, this process is difficult and time-intensive, and the ideas decision-makers carry into deliberations will contradict each other. Deep ideational competition can then become a problem for decision-makers who face a predicament between contradicting ideas all the while systemic stimuli make it necessary to act.[footnoteRef:112] What types of decisional dynamics could be expected empirically? [112:  In principle, this holds for presidential as well as parliamentary systems, and could broadly even apply to autocracies (in which ideational competition may take on less open forms). For example, it might explain the Russian foreign policy elite’s back-and-forth between policies of cooperation and balancing of the West; Elena Kropatcheva, ‘Russian Foreign Policy in the Realm of European Security through the Lens of Neoclassical Realism’, Journal of Eurasian Studies 3:1 (January 2012), pp. 30–40.] 

 Firstly, decision-makers may converge, through deliberation of their different ideas, on a common position. Per Irving Janis, group members may be motivated to create and maintain consensus, which increases the likelihood of convergence.[footnoteRef:113] Also, the likelihood of convergence may depend on the homogeneity of the group.[footnoteRef:114] Ultimately, which ideas prevail in this process may depend on their internal validity, on who holds them, on the degree of their pervasiveness, or on their plausibility in the judgment of the other group members.[footnoteRef:115]  [113:  Janis, Victims of Groupthink.]  [114:  Randall Schweller, Deadly Imbalances: Tripolarity and Hitler’s Strategy of World Conquest by Randall Schweller (Columbia University Press, 1998), pp. 167–69.]  [115:  Philip Zelikow, ‘Foreign Policy Engineering: From Theory to Practice and Back Again’, International Security 18:4 (1994), p. 153. ] 

Secondly, depending on decisional hierarchies and leadership characteristics (e.g. whether leaders are strategists or opportunists, or interested in the problem; how leaders view their advisers), leadership may help break through ideational competition by imposing a decision.[footnoteRef:116] It seems likely that heads of government as (frequently) experienced statespersons have both the intuition and conviction in their own ideas and competence to decide which course of action is suited to the scenario at hand. However, they then ‘own’ the decision, especially if made against the advice of trusted advisers and experts, which may be politically risky.  [116:  Margaret G. Hermann, ‘Leaders, Leadership, and Flexibility: Influences on Heads of Government as Negotiators and Mediators’, The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 542:1 (November 1995), p. 152; Margaret G. Hermann and Thomas Preston, ‘Presidents, Advisers, and Foreign Policy: The Effect of Leadership Style on Executive Arrangements’, Political Psychology 15:1 (1994), pp. 75–96.] 

Thirdly, absent agreement or decisive leadership, ideational competition may be left to linger, and decisions are delayed.[footnoteRef:117] Given ambiguous systemic conditions as well as intense ideational competition over the right course of action, not doing anything may even be a sensible approach. However, inaction can also be politically problematic because of not only a potentially worsening scenario, but also delay costs and domestic backlash.[footnoteRef:118] Especially during moments of (perceived) crisis, with suddenly raised stakes, the impulse to act may be difficult to overcome.  [117:  Beland and Cox, Ideas and Politics in Social Science Research, p. 4.]  [118:  Bruce Bueno de Mesquita et al., The Logic of Political Survival (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2004).] 

Therefore, fourthly, decision-makers may seek to extricate themselves from ideational competition by employing faux compromise or incremental solutions.[footnoteRef:119] In this case, ideational divisions in the executive decision-making bodies are patched over with policies that pander to multiple ideas at the same time. This fourth alternative outcome is 1) more likely the more ideas conflict (i.e. the lower the ideological homogeneity within an administration and, correspondingly, the lower the likelihood of convergence), 2) more likely the more leaders rely on advisers for decision-making, and 3) more likely the more intense external pressures to act quickly exist.[footnoteRef:120] For this last reason, this pathway seems more likely for crisis-type decision-making than for longer-term grand strategic adjustment.  [119:  Charles E. Lindblom, ‘Still Muddling, Not Yet Through’, Public Administration Review 39:6 (1979), p. 517.]  [120:  Ripsman, Taliaferro, and Lobell, Neoclassical Realist Theory of International Politics, pp. 46–53.] 

Ultimately, the relative prevalence of the four paths as well as the scope of the suggested decisional dynamic (in type, i.e. short-term/longer-term policy, and spread, i.e. regarding domestic institutional arrangements, coalitional governments, autocracies etc.) must be established empirically. As it does not rely on the presence of specific ideas about interests and appropriate response strategies, but rather on their exchange and potential contradiction, the suggested framework has the potential to be applicable more widely.
Finally, can such a framework still be (neoclassical) realist? The above discussion of intervening ideas and ideational competition has relied to a considerable degree on liberal, cognitive and constructivist scholarship. Beyond the utility a refinement of the conceptual relationship between interests, beliefs and ideas might bring for those frameworks, this raises paradigmatic questions as to the adherence of such a framework to neoclassical realist assumptions. Per these assumptions, ideas cannot become independently causal, or even generative of interests.[footnoteRef:121] For (neoclassical) realists, ideas may matter in the foreign policy process; but if they matter too much, states misjudge invariant elements of an objective material reality, which should result in some form of systemic punishment.[footnoteRef:122]  [121:  Jutta Weldes, ‘Constructing National Interests’, European Journal of International Relations 2:3 (September 1996), p. 289.]  [122:  Rathbun, ‘A Rose by Any Other Name’, p. 319; Jennifer Sterling-Folker, ‘Realist Environment, Liberal Process, and Domestic-Level Variables’, International Studies Quarterly 41:1 (1997), p. 19.] 

This is because the anarchical structure of the international system imposes inescapable constraints upon states.[footnoteRef:123] These conditions are not strictly determinative, in that they leave space for ideas and domestic political processes to intervene in the causal path towards foreign policy choice. This does not mean that they are weak or unimportant. States that consistently fail to adhere to them will find themselves at a disadvantage and ultimately select themselves out of the system.[footnoteRef:124] Per the above framework, ideas allow decision-makers to deliberate the nature of national interests and make decisions about the costs and benefits of alternative policy sets given a geostrategic context defined by anarchy and the relative distribution of capabilities. If ideas that contradict given state interests permanently captured the foreign policy process, or their competition became so pronounced as to produce persistent stasis, neoclassical realists would expect (at least over the longer term) foreign policy failures that can negatively affect relative power and ultimately even risk state survival.[footnoteRef:125] In addition to demonstrating how and where externalized ideas matter causally in the foreign policy process, then, the task for neoclassical realists employing such a framework would be to demonstrate empirically that when (bad) ideas interfere substantially and continuously in decision-making, the system punishes these states.[footnoteRef:126] [123:  Rathbun, ‘A Rose by Any Other Name’, p. 312; Waltz, Theory of International Politics, 69–70; Sterling-Folker, ‘Realism and the Constructivist Challenge’, p. 76; Schweller, ‘The Progressiveness of Neoclassical Realism’, pp. 325–32.]  [124:  Sterling-Folker, ‘Realist Environment, Liberal Process, and Domestic-Level Variables’, p. 18; Taliaferro, ‘State Building for Future Wars’, p. 476; Waltz, Theory of International Politics, pp. 76–77.]  [125:  Rathbun, ‘A Rose by Any Other Name’, p. 317; Schweller, ‘Unanswered Threats’.]  [126:  Where such punishment occurs, it does not imply that the influence of ideas on decision-making will over time decrease, that decision-making necessarily ‘improves’, or that different states become identical in how they process interests and ideas. For an elaboration of this argument: Davide Fiammenghi et al., ‘Correspondence: Neoclassical Realism and Its Critics’, International Security 43:2 (November 2018), pp. 193–95; Sterling-Folker, ‘Realism and the Constructivist Challenge’, pp. 88–89; Sterling-Folker, ‘Realist Environment, Liberal Process, and Domestic-Level Variables’, pp. 19–20; Taliaferro, ‘State Building for Future Wars’, p. 476; Rathbun, ‘A Rose by Any Other Name’, pp. 309–10; Waltz, Theory of International Politics, pp. 91–92, 124.] 

Conclusion
I strive to make two contributions in this article: one, to demonstrate how neoclassical realists can employ ideational factors in the analysis of foreign policy decision-making processes while upholding paradigmatic commitments. Two, to this end, to disentangle a complicated conceptual landscape and re-arrange beliefs, ideas, and language in a way that renders these concepts useful and operationalizable for positivist-minded scholars more broadly.
The successful integration of ideational factors in positivist frameworks of inquiry into foreign policy and state behavior hinges on a careful conceptualization and operationalization of ideas as distinct from, yet conceptually linked with, interests, beliefs, culture and language. To this end, I investigate the use of ideational variables in NCR. NCR served here as a hard case for such conceptual integration because, at least in its mainstream (notwithstanding more interpretivist and even post-positivist contributions), the approach remains committed to materialism and a limited rationality assumption in addition to (soft) positivism and Humean causality. As suggested, this expands on Barkin’s discussion of the compatibility of realist variants with constructivist concepts,[footnoteRef:127] and contributes to further reflection on the theoretical assumptions, differences and overlap between IR paradigms. [127:  Barkin, ‘Realist Constructivism’, p. 329.] 

In NCR, the use of ideational factors as intervening variables has been challenging for two reasons: One, NCR per its paradigmatic assumptions requires materially given interests to be independently causal for foreign policy outcomes. It thus necessitates a clarification of ideation’s causal role; more precisely, beliefs or ideas cannot be generative of a state’s interests in realist approaches. At the same time, they need to be linked to external, systemic factors (independent variables) and foreign policy choices or outcomes (dependent variables) in the causal path. Neoclassical realists (and other rationalists) have argued that interests of the state, grounded in the relative material capabilities of an anarchic, self-help environment, can in principle be known as facts, decision-makers face limitations of time and of the extent of information they can process. Here, ideation helps decision-makers fill gaps of information and knowledge of the material world.
Two, following on from this insight, neoclassical realists (just as constructivists and institutionalists before them) have encountered difficulties regarding the conceptual distinction between individual, ‘mentalistic’ beliefs and social ideas, and their respective impact on foreign policy decisions. I suggested that beliefs and ideas are conceptually distinct, but causally connected. Individual beliefs help decision-makers appraise the international environment. However, to matter in foreign policy deliberations, these beliefs must have interpersonal relevance. To that end, decision-makers feed their individually held beliefs into foreign policy deliberations, where they argue with and try to persuade other decision-makers. 
More generally, this conceptual twist addresses theoretical and methodological problems similarly encountered by other positivist-minded approaches to the study of world politics: either the conceptually flawed equation of internal, mentalistic beliefs and social ideas, or the circularity inherent in establishing the causal effect of ideation through its assumed effect on the dependent variable. It operationalizes ideas directly as traceable in communicative conduits such as speeches or meeting minutes. As suggested, it highlights contradiction and argumentation in decision-making processes, and thus complements the focus on ideational coherence and continuity often espoused in neoclassical realist approaches on grand strategic adjustment. More specifically, it allows neoclassical realists to investigate the interplay of interests and ideation in foreign policy in a way that upholds (soft) positivist commitments, and usefully supplements materialist and rationality assumptions conventionally embraced in the approach.
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