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CONSTRUCTIVIST METHODOLOGY IN ANALYZING THE DIPLOMATIC BEHAVIOR OF SMALL EUROPEAN STATES AMID CONTEMPORARY GEOPOLITICAL TRANSFORMATIONS
Abstract
This article examines the methodological potential of constructivism in the analysis of international political processes, focusing on the diplomatic behavior of small European states within the context of contemporary geopolitical transformations. Constructivism is considered not only as a theoretical paradigm but also as a flexible methodological tool that reveals how identities, values, and collective meanings shape the foreign policy behavior of small states. The study argues that in the changing structure of the international system, small states increasingly rely on ideational and normative resources rather than material capabilities to ensure their political survival and enhance their international visibility.
By combining constructivist assumptions with empirical analysis, the article explores the mechanisms through which small states adapt their diplomatic strategies to new regional and global challenges, including the reconfiguration of power relations, the rise of security uncertainty, and the growing importance of soft power and multilateral diplomacy. Special attention is paid to the dynamic interconnection between domestic identity narratives and the external representation of national interests.
The article emphasizes that constructivist methodology enables a deeper understanding of the logic of diplomatic action, going beyond rationalist explanations based on power and interests. It also highlights how shared meanings, communication, and institutional norms contribute to the formation of stable yet adaptable foreign policy practices. In conclusion, the study underscores that the constructivist approach provides valuable insights for rethinking the role of small European states as active norm entrepreneurs and mediators in the evolving geopolitical landscape of the twenty-first century.
Keywords: methodology of international relations research, constructivism, diplomatic behavior, small states, Europe, foreign policy, geopolitical transformations.


КОНСТРУКТИВІЗМ У МЕТОДОЛОГІЇ МІЖНАРОДНО-ПОЛІТИЧНИХ ДОСЛІДЖЕНЬ ДИПЛОМАТИЧНОЇ ПОВЕДІНКИ МАЛИХ ДЕРЖАВ ЄВРОПИ У КОНТЕКСТІ СУЧАСНИХ ГЕОПОЛІТИЧНИХ ТРАНСФОРМАЦІЙ

Анотація
У статті досліджується методологічний потенціал конструктивізму в аналізі міжнародно-політичних процесів, зосереджено увагу на дипломатичній поведінці малих європейських держав у контексті сучасних геополітичних трансформацій. Конструктивізм розглядається не лише як теоретична парадигма, а й як гнучкий методологічний інструмент, що дозволяє виявити, яким чином ідентичності, цінності та колективні смисли формують зовнішньополітичну поведінку малих держав. У дослідженні стверджується, що в умовах змінної структури міжнародної системи малі держави дедалі більше спираються на медійні та нормативні ресурси, а не на матеріальні спроможності, аби забезпечити своє політичне виживання та підвищити міжнародну видимість.
Поєднуючи конструктивістські припущення з емпіричним аналізом, автор розкриває механізми, за допомогою яких малі держави адаптують свої дипломатичні стратегії до нових регіональних і глобальних викликів, зокрема до переконфігурації силових відносин, зростання невизначеності у сфері безпеки та підвищення значущості «м’якої сили» і багатосторонньої дипломатії. Особливу увагу приділено динамічній взаємозалежності між внутрішніми наративами ідентичності та зовнішньою репрезентацією національних інтересів.
У статті наголошується, що конструктивістська методологія забезпечує глибше розуміння логіки дипломатичної дії, виходячи за межі раціоналістичних пояснень, заснованих на силі та інтересі. Водночас підкреслюється, що спільні смисли, комунікація та інституційні норми сприяють формуванню стабільних, але водночас адаптивних зовнішньополітичних практик. У підсумку зазначається, що конструктивістський підхід відкриває цінні аналітичні перспективи для переосмислення ролі малих європейських держав як активних творців норм і посередників у мінливому геополітичному ландшафті XXI століття.
Ключові слова: методологія міжнародно-політичних досліджень, конструктивізм, дипломатична поведінка, малі держави, Європа, зовнішня політика, геополітичні трансформації.

Problem setting. The contemporary international system is characterized by dynamic processes of transformation resulting from the interplay of global crises, protracted wars, technological shifts, and the ongoing re-evaluation of international norms and institutions. These developments have generated a high degree of uncertainty and fluidity in global politics, challenging long-standing hierarchies and reshaping the very foundations of the post-Cold War order. In such a rapidly evolving context, the study of the diplomatic behavior of small states acquires renewed importance, as these actors must constantly adapt to the changing structures of international relations and the fluctuating balance of power.
For small states, foreign policy strategy is not solely a reflection of material resources, economic capacities, or military potential. Rather, it is profoundly shaped by symbolic assets, collective identities, historical experiences, and normative commitments. Their diplomacy often operates at the intersection of survival strategies and identity politics, where the pursuit of security and recognition are closely intertwined. By emphasizing their distinct cultural, moral, or normative profiles, small states seek to construct credible international roles that go beyond the constraints of their limited material capabilities.
Against this backdrop, the constructivist methodology, which focuses on the constitutive role of ideas, identities, and discourses in shaping international relations, offers an especially productive analytical framework for studying small-state diplomacy in Europe. Constructivism shifts the focus from power as mere coercion to power as meaning-making – the ability to define situations, shape narratives, and influence perceptions. It allows researchers to examine how small states articulate their foreign policy goals, justify their actions through discursive practices, and build coalitions based on shared values or historical narratives.
In the contemporary European geopolitical environment, where traditional security alliances coexist with identity-based divisions and competing interpretations of order, such an approach provides deeper insights into how small states navigate between larger powers. Constructivist analysis thus enables a more comprehensive understanding of how symbolic capital, moral authority, and strategic narratives contribute to the resilience and agency of small states amid systemic transformation. It demonstrates that diplomacy is not merely a reactive mechanism but also a performative process through which states reproduce, contest, and transform the meaning of international norms themselves.
Analysis of recent research and publications. In contemporary research on international relations, there has been a growing interest in the non-material factors of foreign policy – identities, norms, and discourses. At the same time, geopolitical upheavals – the renewed great-power competition, regional conflicts, and transformations of European security after 2014 and 2022 – have intensified the relevance of theoretical and methodological approaches capable of capturing the significance of meanings and norms in diplomatic behavior. This is especially true for small states, whose external behavior is often shaped not only by material incentives but also by identities and a desire for norm entrepreneurship (see: Wendt; Finnemore; Thorhallsson).
The classical constructivist program in international relations [Wendt, 2018] rejects any reductionism to purely material stimuli and emphasizes that state interests and identities are constructed through inter-state interactions and discourses. Wendt systematized the argument that «anarchy is what states make of it», meaning that the structure of the international system is a social construction, not merely a function of the distribution of material power. Onuf highlighted the role of rules and language in shaping the social reality of international politics [Onuf, 2019]. This has direct methodological implications: studies of diplomatic behavior should combine qualitative methods (discourse analysis, interviews, historical narratives) with attention to processes of socialization, norm-building, and identity reconfiguration.
Constructivist explanations draw upon several empirical mechanisms: socialization in international institutions, normative or social learning, intersubjective construction of interests, and rhetorical or communicative reframing of foreign policy. Finnemore examines how international organizations and norms shape conceptions of «national interests»; Checkel analyzes why and how actors «comply» with norms through mechanisms of learning and socialization; Risse emphasizes the role of communication and argumentation in transforming political practices. These mechanisms help explain why small states sometimes act contrary to the expectations of materialist approaches: they can amplify their influence through normative legitimation, participation in international networks, and their roles as norm entrepreneurs.
Research on small-statehood shows that limited material resources are often compensated by specific foreign policy strategies: activism in multilateral institutions, the cultivation of soft power, acting as norm entrepreneurs (for instance, Scandinavian states in the areas of human rights and humanitarian policy), and collective «shelter» strategies (shelter theory). Surveys and edited volumes have systematized these empirical patterns and theoretical insights, recognizing that small states are not merely «objects» of great-power politics but often active re-selectors through symbolic practices and identity narratives.
At present, the literature demonstrates several hybrid approaches: constructivist studies of small states focus on how narratives and identities allow these actors to occupy discursive niches, form coalitions, and influence norm formation. Some studies show that small states are capable of producing and promoting norms – from environmental policies to human rights protection – by instrumentally using their reputation as «responsible partners».
Since 2014 and 2022, the geopolitical configuration of Europe has undergone significant stress, raising issues of security, solidarity, and the rethinking of neutrality. For constructivist scholars, this represents a crucial opportunity to demonstrate how discursive changes – for example, narratives of threat, memories of past occupations, and moral arguments for solidarity – transform the foreign policies of small states, compelling them to reconsider the balance between pragmatism and value-driven politics [Finnemore, 2020]. Despite the richness of existing scholarship, several notable achievements and gaps remain. More empirical studies are needed that combine discourse analysis with quasi-experimental or sequential measurements (for instance, before/after institutional engagement). There is a shortage of works that systematically compare different types of small states (e.g., Northern European «norm entrepreneurs» vs. Balkan/Black Sea states with a history of conflicts). There is also a need to apply mixed-methods approaches (textual corpora + diplomat interviews + network data) to trace the processes of socialization and norm translation into concrete diplomatic practices. Scholars who have already outlined these directions (Thorhallsson; Cooper & Shaw; Ingebritsen) suggest strengthening the methodological toolkit, particularly by employing constructivist retroduction (reconstruction) based on sources of diplomatic discourse.
The main purpose of the article is to explore how constructivist approaches in international relations can be effectively applied to understand the foreign policy strategies and diplomatic behavior of small European states in the context of ongoing global power shifts. The study aims to demonstrate that these states, rather than being passive actors constrained by material limitations, actively construct their identities and interests through social interaction, historical experience, and normative frameworks. By emphasizing the role of ideas, values, and collective meanings, the article seeks to reveal how small European states adapt to geopolitical changes, redefine their foreign policy priorities, and maintain agency in a system dominated by larger powers.
Covering the primary points. Constructivism emerged in the late twentieth century as a reaction to the dominance of realism and liberalism, which viewed international relations primarily through the prism of material interests and power. In contrast, constructivism emphasizes that the structure of the international system is not merely the result of material factors but is shaped by social ideas, norms, and values.
Methodologically, constructivism directs the researcher not only toward explaining state behavior but also toward understanding the ways in which states define their own identities, form perceptions of other actors, and assign meaning to international events.
Small states have traditionally been viewed in international studies as passive participants forced to adapt to the decisions of great powers. However, the constructivist approach allows this position to be reconsidered, revealing the active role of small states in shaping international norms and discourses.
Countries such as Estonia, Latvia, Slovenia, and Malta, through participation in international organizations («the EU», «NATO», «the UN»), actively shape new ideas about security, solidarity, and collective responsibility. Their diplomatic behavior is based not so much on balancing power as on constructing their identity as «responsible members of the international community». Constructivism helps explain why small European states, despite limited resources, play a disproportionately large role in norm-making — from the protection of human rights to energy security and digital sovereignty [Finnemore, 2020].
After 2014, and especially after Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, Europe has been undergoing a profound reassessment of its geopolitical realities. Under these conditions, the diplomacy of small states has become a space where new value orientations and interaction practices are being formed. The constructivist perspective helps to understand how notions such as «neutrality», «security», «solidarity», and «sovereignty» are being reinterpreted.
For example, Lithuania’s position on the war in Ukraine demonstrates that the moral and normative dimension can prevail over narrowly pragmatic interests. Such actions represent a manifestation of constructivist logic — when diplomatic behavior is determined not only by external pressures but also by internal convictions, collective memory, and historical narratives.
Applying constructivism to the study of the diplomatic behavior of small states makes it possible to: analyze foreign policy not merely as a reaction to external stimuli but as a process of socially constructing meaning; take into account the role of historical narratives, collective memory, and political culture; study diplomacy as a form of symbolic interaction where identity becomes a resource of influence; understand how, through discourse and values, states can alter the structure of international relations.
Constructivism in international political science offers an alternative to materialist approaches by prioritizing not the quantitative resources of the state but the socially constructed ideas of «security», «belonging», and «legitimacy». For small European states lacking decisive military or economic power, these immaterial factors shape their diplomatic behavior.
The Baltic states – Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania – after 1991 became a kind of laboratory for the constructivist approach. Their foreign policy was based not only on security calculations but also on the identity of «European nations returning home». Their accession to NATO and the EU in 2004 was perceived not merely as integration but as the restoration of historical justice – a return to the civilizational space of the West. These countries actively supported democratic reforms in post-Soviet states such as Georgia and Moldova, reinforcing their image as moral leaders in the region. Lithuania became one of the main advocates of sanctions against Belarus after the events of 2020–2021, while Estonia, in 2023, was the first EU member to officially support the creation of a tribunal for the crime of aggression committed by Russia against Ukraine – demonstrating that its diplomatic activity is grounded in normative convictions rather than purely security interests [Thorhallsson, 2018].
The behavior of the Baltic states illustrates how the collective memory of Soviet occupation, the notion of «Europeanness», and the moral mission of restoring justice shape their foreign policy identity [Finnemore, 2020].
Finland is an example of a state where political culture has socially constructed a distinctive model of diplomacy. Its policy of neutrality, maintained since 1948 following the signing of the Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation, and Mutual Assistance with the USSR, became an element of national identity. During the Cold War, the Finnish government pursued a policy of active neutrality, acting as a mediator between East and West; the Helsinki Accords of 1975 became a symbol of this status. After joining the European Union in 1995, Finland preserved a unique model of security identity, avoiding NATO membership. However, after 24 February 2022, public opinion shifted dramatically – over 75% of the population supported joining NATO, and in 2023 the country officially became a member of the Alliance. President Sauli Niinistö described this as a «historic shift in the consciousness of Finns», which is a vivid demonstration of a constructivist rethinking of security norms and the formation of a new identity.
Sweden, for decades, has built its diplomacy around the concept of a humanitarian great power, based on a tradition of neutrality and moral responsibility. It maintained neutrality during both world wars and throughout the Cold War, actively investing in international humanitarian projects through the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) and participating in UN peacekeeping operations in the Congo, the Balkans, and Mali. This image of a peacekeeping nation underwent significant transformation following the outbreak of the war in Ukraine in 2022, when the Swedish government applied for NATO membership, citing not only security considerations but also a moral obligation to European partners. In 2023, the country adopted a doctrine of «total defense», reflecting a rethinking of neutrality as a moral, rather than purely political, choice [Thorhallsson, 2018].
Austria, after 1955, when the State Treaty was signed and the law on permanent neutrality was adopted, developed its own image as a mediating state. As an EU member but not a NATO member, Austria combines two identities – that of a neutral state and an active participant in European politics. Vienna has become one of Europe’s main diplomatic centers, hosting the headquarters of the OSCE, OPEC, and the IAEA. Austrian diplomacy actively implements the principles of humanitarian neutrality, participating in UN peacekeeping missions, supporting dialogue between East and West, and advocating for the peaceful resolution of conflicts in the Balkans. After 2022, Chancellor Nehammer’s government maintained a position of military neutrality but fully adhered to EU sanctions against Russia, demonstrating that neutrality does not imply moral indifference, but rather represents a form of constructive participation in the international community [Finnemore, 2020].
In Central and Eastern Europe, the examples of Slovenia, Croatia, Montenegro, and North Macedonia show how states achieve foreign policy success through the social construction of a new national identity. Slovenia was the first post-Yugoslav country to join the EU and NATO in 2004, emphasizing its European modernity. Croatia leveraged the discourse of European integration as a means to overcome the consequences of the 1990s war and joined the EU in 2013, symbolizing a return to the norms of civilized Europe. Montenegro, after gaining independence in 2006, identified NATO membership as a key goal to strengthen a political identity distinct from Serbia. North Macedonia, after changing its name in 2019 following the Prespa Agreement with Greece, paved the way to NATO membership, joining in 2020, demonstrating that even symbolic identity reconstruction can serve as a tool for international recognition. Balkan states consistently position themselves within the European normative space, turning integration processes into a mechanism of self-affirmation.
Malta and Cyprus, as small Mediterranean states, demonstrate a different type of constructivist diplomacy – a policy of balancing and mediation. Malta enshrined neutrality in its Constitution in 1964, yet actively acts as a mediator on migration, maritime security, and humanitarian missions. It initiated the format, which coordinates EU Mediterranean countries’ policy toward Africa, strengthening its role as a «bridge between North and South». Cyprus, by contrast, shapes its foreign policy around the narrative of defending territorial integrity following the island’s division in 1974, while simultaneously developing strategic partnerships with Greece, Israel, and the EU. Its participation in trilateral energy agreements in the Eastern Mediterranean ensures its status as an active, though small, actor in regional politics [Thorhallsson, 2018].
Thus, constructivism allows for a deeper understanding of the nature of the diplomatic behavior of small European states. They act not merely in response to material conditions, but primarily according to their own conceptions of normality, Europeanness, and responsibility. Their diplomatic strategies are the result of the social construction of meanings that define who they are in the world and with whom they identify. In the contemporary context after 2022, it is precisely these non-material factors – collective memory, value norms, and symbolic status—that become the main resources of small states in building resilient diplomacy and strengthening European peace.
Conclusions. Constructivism as a methodological approach in international political studies allows for a new interpretation of the diplomatic behavior of small European states, considering not only material factors – such as military power, economic resources, or geostrategic position – but, above all, socially constructed perceptions, identities, and norms that shape state actions in the international arena. It is precisely the constructivist perspective that enables us to explain why small states, despite limited resources, are capable of playing a significant role in the processes of forming new geopolitical realities.
First, constructivism emphasizes the importance of identity as a key factor in diplomatic behavior. For small European states, identity not only defines their interests but also influences the choice of strategies for foreign policy interaction. States such as Estonia, Lithuania, and Slovenia build their diplomacy on historical memory, experiences of past subjugation, and the aspiration to be part of a European community of values. Their behavior in international relations reflects not so much pragmatic interests as a symbolic logic – desire to affirm their agency, stability, and belonging to a particular civilizational sphere.
Second, constructivism helps explain how new standards of diplomacy for small states are shaped through the normative power of international institutions and interstate interactions. In contemporary geopolitical transformations, particularly following the onset of the Russian-Ukrainian war, small states increasingly employ value-based diplomacy, appealing to human rights, the rule of law, and international solidarity. Such positioning not only enhances their international prestige but also contributes to the formation of a collective European identity, where even states with limited material resources become important carriers of political and moral norms.
Third, the constructivist approach allows us to understand the dependence of diplomatic behavior on the context of perception – that is, on how actors themselves interpret international events. Small states, especially those located on the periphery of major geopolitical blocs, shape their responses based on collective experience, historical trauma, or strategic expectations from allies. In this way, diplomatic behavior acquires characteristics of adaptability, communicativeness, and symbolic meaning – key traits of the constructivist understanding of politics.
Moreover, in the context of contemporary transformations – such as the growing competition between the West and authoritarian regimes, hybrid forms of influence, and information warfare – constructivism provides a flexible analytical tool capable of revealing the interconnection between discourse, identity, and diplomatic practices. It explains why small states do not remain passive observers but, on the contrary, actively participate in shaping new norms of the international order, initiating coalitions, and creating narratives of solidarity and trust.
Thus, constructivism expands the methodological framework for studying the diplomatic behavior of small states, emphasizing the interaction between the material and symbolic dimensions of international politics. In the contemporary European context, it helps to understand that small states can influence geopolitical processes not only through pragmatic instruments but also through the creation of meanings, norms, and images that shape the logic of international coexistence. This provides grounds to view them not as objects of great power strategies but as full-fledged actors in international relations, whose diplomatic behavior constitutes an active factor in contemporary geopolitical transformations.
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