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Neo-Constructivism: An Analysis of Identity, Narrative,
Norms, and Methodology in International Relations

Zahra Ahmadi’
Mohammadreza Dehshiri

Over the past three decades, constructivism has become one of the
dominant approaches in International Relations. However, most
studies have focused on its classical dimensions, while the more
recent developments of this intellectual tradition have received less
systematic attention. Aiming to address this theoretical gap, this
article examines four emerging strands of constructivism: Narrative
Power, Ontological Security Framework, Norm Contestation Theory,
and Constructivist Grounded Theory. Each of these strands highlights
new dimensions of global politics, ranging from the role of narratives
in legitimization, to the importance of identity continuity for states,
the dynamics of normative conflicts within the international order, and
methodological rethinking in constructivist scholarship.The article
adopts a qualitative and theoretical approach, based on conceptual
analysis and a systematic review of the literature. In each section, the
main thinkers and key works are introduced, the evolution of ideas is
traced, and their analytical capacities for understanding contemporary
transformations in the international system are assessed. The findings
indicate that by moving beyond static and materialist frameworks,
these four strands possess strong explanatory power for identity crises,
normative contestation, and the complexities of global politics.
Accordingly, this article offers an integrated picture of late
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constructivism and opens new horizons for identity- and norm-
oriented research in International Relations.

Keywords: Constructivism, Narrative Power, Ontological Security,
Normative Conflict, and Contextual Constructivist Methodology

Introduction

According to constructivist theory, political reality is socially
constructed through intersubjective processes. This perspective
highlights the limitations of classical theories that focus narrowly on
material power and instrumental rationality when addressing identity
crises, normative conflicts, and competing narratives in the
contemporary world. Constructivism, as an approach that treats
meaning, identity, norms, and discourse as foundational elements of
international order, emerged in the late twentieth century in response
to the deadlocks of positivism and rationalism. Its development has
been shaped by the works of Wendt, Onuf, Finnemore, Sikkink, and
Adler. Despite conceptual and methodological expansion, much of the
literature remains focused on classical formulations, while more
recent constructivist branches have been less systematically
developed. This study therefore asks how four emerging strands of
constructivism—narrative power, ontological security, normative
conflict, and contextual constructivist methodology—are addressed in
contemporary literature and how they relate to new phenomena such
as digital globalization, the role of non-state actors, and narrative-
driven politics. The study aims to provide a framework for reviewing,
comparing, and analytically structuring these strands in relation to
foreign policy, normative developments, and global order without
presupposing a specific explanatory claim.

Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative, theoretical, and analytical
approach, using conceptual-developmental analysis and systematic
literature review to investigate the four emerging strands of
constructivism. Through conceptual inquiry, the study extracts
foundational components and developmental trajectories for each
strand. The review focuses primarily on literature from 2000 to 2024,
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using critical engagement with foundational and developmental works
to construct a conceptual map of recent transformations. The primary
analytical strategy is “theoretical content analysis,” in which key
concepts are coded, inter-conceptual relationships are identified, and
the explanatory capacity of each strand is evaluated within a
comparative-analytical framework. Given the exploratory nature of
the research question and the lack of prior integrated frameworks, this
approach enables a deeper understanding of the internal evolution of
constructivism and its capacity to explain contemporary global
political dynamics.

Findings
Theoretical and Epistemic Foundations of Constructivism
Constructivism rests on the premise that social reality, identities,
norms, and interests are constructed through intersubjective,
discursive, and historical processes. It stands in contrast to materialist
and rationalist approaches, which treat structures and interests as
given. Within this framework, structures and actors are mutually
constitutive, and norms are not external constraints but core elements
shaping actors’ identities and preferences. Interests emerge from
social identities, and political action follows a logic of appropriateness
rather than pure utility. Language and discourse are instruments for
shaping reality, and power extends beyond material resources to
include the capacity to generate meaning, legitimacy, and norms.
Accordingly, identities, interests, norms, and even boundaries of
self/other are dynamic and mutable; global political transformation
requires shifts in dominant interpretive frameworks, providing the
analytical foundation for the emerging constructivist strands of
narrative power, ontological security, normative conflict, and
contextual methodology.

Classical Branches of Constructivism

From its inception, constructivism has been a pluralist tradition
rather than a unified theory, with diverse strands and epistemic
positions. Wendt categorized constructivism into modern,
postmodern, and feminist currents, while subsequent scholars,
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including Hough, conceptualized it in terms of conventional versus
critical constructivism. Conventional constructivism employs limited
positivist principles to produce conditional empirical generalizations
and attempts to bridge rationalist and interpretivist approaches.
Critical constructivism, drawing on critical theory, emphasizes power,
inequality, subordination, and the historical contingency of
knowledge, positioning the researcher as part of the meaning-making
process. These strands differ in their treatment of identity, knowledge,
and methodology: conventional approaches treat identity as a
dependent variable, while critical approaches view it as socially
constructed, fluid, and power-contingent. Methods vary from data-
driven quantitative approaches to discourse- and genealogy-based
analyses. Yet all constructivist strands share commitments to the
social nature of institutions, the intersubjectivity of meaning, and the
dialectical actor-structure relationship. Late developments have
shifted focus from stabilized norms to the dynamics of meaning,
narrative construction, and discursive power, enhancing the theory’s
analytical capacity in understanding contemporary global complexity.

Narrative Power Approach

Narrative power, as a late development of constructivism, posits
that narratives are central mechanisms for producing meaning,
shaping identity, and directing political action in international
relations. Inspired by constructivist emphasis on social construction,
narratives are seen not as mere reflections of reality but as discursive
frameworks through which political actors interpret the past, present,
and future, formulate interests, and legitimize actions. Power is thus
not confined to material resources but resides in the capacity to
produce, stabilize, and contest dominant narratives, which influence
public perception, national identity, foreign policy, and even
international order. Global politics is understood as a field of narrative
competition, where states and non-state actors use storytelling,
representation, and persuasion to define reality, legitimacy, and
position within the international system.

Ontological Security Framework
The ontological security approach assumes that states, like
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individuals, require continuity and coherence in their identity to act
effectively and sustainably in foreign policy. Identity threats can
provoke ontological anxiety. Unlike materialist perspectives, which
focus on survival and physical resources, this approach emphasizes
meaning, narrative, and identity as central to security and interprets
foreign policy behavior as identity-driven and discursively mediated.
States maintain ontological security by reproducing established
narratives and obtaining legitimacy from others, a process that can
foster either stability or crisis. Key concepts include identity, meaning,
narrative, and intersubjective interaction, with applicability extending
to institutions and societies. Ontological security thus provides an
analytical lens for understanding actions that traditional rationalist and
materialist theories cannot fully explain, particularly under crisis
conditions.

Normative Conflict Approach

The normative conflict approach focuses on the dynamics and
reinterpretation of norms in international relations. Norms are not
imposed, fixed structures but products of interactions among actors
within socio-political contexts. Implementation, violation, and
interpretation of norms are always contested; negotiation, resistance,
adaptation, and localization drive their reproduction and legitimation.
Historically, this strand traces back to Kratochwil and the critical
development of Wiener, with further contributions by Brune, Risse,
and Lantis, and recent operationalization by Bettiza, Lewis, Gadinger,
and Niemann. Normative conflict reveals that even accepted norms
are subject to reinterpretation, challenge, and local and international
influence, highlighting the role of power in shaping and transforming
meaning and norms. This approach enables analysis beyond simple
rule compliance or violation, emphasizing the interplay of meaning,
power, and context as drivers of normative evolution.

Contextual Constructivist Methodology (CCM)

Contextual constructivist theory (CCM) is a qualitative, reflexive
approach that views knowledge as socially constructed through
interactions between researchers and participants, rather than
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discovered. Building on Charmaz’s reinterpretation of classic
grounded theory, CCM emphasizes contextual dependence, co-
construction of meaning, and the cyclical nature of data collection and
analysis, with theoretical sampling linking data to theory. CCM allows
multi-layered analysis of norms, identities, and political-social
interactions, integrates digital data and interdisciplinary or indigenous
methods, and enables study of complex identity and -cultural
phenomena in international relations and beyond. Its key advantage
lies in analytical richness through interactive meaning-making,
bridging the gap between researcher and subject, though coding and
analysis require rigorous methodological frameworks to maintain
coherence and validity. CCM offers a flexible, innovative tool for
understanding socio-identity phenomena and global politics, treating
meaning and knowledge as products of interactive processes rather
than objective realities.

Conclusion

This study examined late constructivist strands to provide insight
into the internal evolution of the tradition and its capacity to address
contemporary global political complexity. These strands demonstrate
that constructivism is no longer solely a classical identity-focused
theory but a network of analytical approaches capable of capturing
diverse levels of political action—from meaning-making and narrative
construction to identity anxiety and normative conflict. The study
argues that current global political dynamics, including narrative
competition, identity polarization, normative legitimacy challenges,
and evolving knowledge production, require approaches that integrate
fluidity of meaning, historicity of identity, and context-dependence of
political action. Late constructivist strands offer a broader analytical
horizon, enabling a move beyond reductionist materialist
explanations. Limitations include a focus on four selected strands at
the expense of others, and the analysis remains largely theoretical.
Future research can enrich this framework through empirical studies
in specific foreign policy contexts, especially non-Western societies,
and by linking these approaches to technological developments,
digital data, and new discourse analysis methods. The value of this
research lies in providing a conceptual framework for understanding



50/ Pizhithish-i siyasat-i nazari

the less visible layers of global politics, where meaning, identity, and
norms are not peripheral but constitute the core of political action.
This framework can help scholars understand contemporary world
order not only as a distribution of power but as an ongoing process of
social construction and redefinition.
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