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Abstract
Social constructivism is not among the most popular theoretical approaches used in forecasting in 
International Relations. Th e article argues that constructivism suff ers from the same limitations 
as any other paradigm in IR, therefore, there is no reason to exclude this theory from forecasting 
eff ort. In this paper, social constructivism is perceived to off er a new conceptual framework for 
sound and robust projections of the future. Th e core of our concept is constituted by the term 
of collective habitus. Habitus is a  relatively stable, yet mutable social structure that can enable 
deliberations about future. It is based on a long-term history study programme of the School of 
Annales, as we identify long lasting habits-like patterns of behaviours among IR actors. 

Keywords: collective habitus, national habitus, forecasting, social constructivism, future’s projec-
tion, zones of plausibility

What is real? How do you defi ne real? If you’re talking about what you can feel, what you 
can smell, what you can taste and see, then real is simply electrical signals interpreted by 
your brain.

Morpheus to Neo in Matrix, 1999. 
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Paper’s aim and structure
Take the red pill

Social constructivism is usually presented as a theoretical framework with a limited po-
tential in forecasting. Th is approach is predominantly focused on understanding process-
es of social construction of an international “reality”. In the recent wave of literature on 
forecasting’s boundaries and limitations in International Relations (IR), social construc-
tivism is presented as a theory revealing how the “knowledge of the future is produced 
and used” (Stackelberg and McDowell 2015: 26–27) and “has most to gain from honing its 
own conception of causality” (Meyer 2011: 687). Th is paper challenges the argumentation 
that social constructivism cannot off er a robust epistemological perspective for forecast-
ing in IR. We also argue that, through the concept of collective habitus, it is possible to 
pursue a form of forecasting, that we call “projections” of the future.

Th e article’s fi rst section presents the current state of the art in forecasting in IR. Next, 
we synthetically present the core points of our idea of whether and how a  social con-
structivist approach can be useful in forecasting. Th e third section is devoted to the main 
theoretical concept — collective habitus — which allows us ruminations about the zones of 
plausible future behaviours of IR actors. Th e fourth section concludes the article. 

Th e current state of art in terms of forecasting in IR
What if I told you that IR is the Ben Jonson of the social sciences1?

It is common knowledge that in the social sciences multiple knowledge systems co-exist 
at the same time. Th ere is a constant debate about the very existence of regularities and 
laws in the social world and possible ways of accessing these laws/truths. While recogniz-
ing the multiplicity of approaches, we also recognize that it is the positivist philosophy of 
science that has predominantly shaped the discussion about the IR as a fi eld of scientif-
ic activity. Discussion between representatives of postmodern approaches and positivists 
brought questions about the objectives and objectivity of scientifi c activity in IR into the 
discourse. We accept that any knowledge system is by defi nition a  situated knowledge 
and no claims can be formulated without a context. Nevertheless, both positivists and 
postmodernists accept the notion that certain ideas about the future are necessary in the 
social sciences. Th e core diff erence lies in the character, usefulness and the ways of obtain-
ing such a knowledge.

International Relations is not unique, since in the social sciences, there always has been 
sorrow that a predictive function of science is hardly fulfi lled. One can distinguish at least 
three epistemological orientations which structured both the developments of the social 
sciences and the ways of thinking about the future. Th e fi rst — behavioural/positivist ap-
proach, most popular in the 1960s, is based on the assumption that there are discoverable 
regularities in social life, which can be measured and “expressed in generalizations or the-
ories with explanatory and predictive value” (Mazuri 1999: 171). In political science, this 

1 Ken Booth described International Relations in the mid-1990s as an academic discipline on ste-
roids — the Ben Johnson of Social Sciences, Ken Booth, Dare not to Know: International Relations Th eory 
versus the Future, in: „International Relations Th eory Today”, ed. K. Booth, S. Smith, Polity Press, Oxford 
1995, p. 331–332. 
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orientation was developed by, among others, David Easton and Harold Lasswell (Lass-
well 1971: 53–55). Behaviouralism is usually correlated with the notion of the “tyranny of 
the method over the subject” and fascination with statistically demonstrated correlations 
(Gaddis 1992–93: 12–13). American political science “was founded on these traditions of 
rigorous method, but in ways that recognised the exigencies of context, empirical fuzz-
iness, and the mediating role of history, culture, and agency”. Th e reminiscences of be-
haviouralism can be currently found in game theory, with its focus on decision-making 
situations, and the modelling of the strategically motivated decisions (de Mesquita 2010). 
Th is way of theorising together with realist and neo-realist approaches in international re-
lations, also dominated strategic studies during the Cold War (Freedman 2009: 389–394). 
On the other hand, classical realism is usually presented as a “prescriptive” International 
Relations’ theory. Nevertheless, its praxeological dimension should not be equated with 
the fulfi lment of the theory’s predictive function. Barkin (2009: 233–246) argued con-
vincingly that “classical realist theory is incompatible with the epistemological assump-
tion that international relations is fundamentally predictable”. Structural realists (as any 
structural theorist) also suff ered from the inability of complex explanation of the changes 
that occurred in the international environment aft er World War II (Gilpin 1999: 145–152).   

A diff erent approach to forecasting is taken by evolutionists, who assume that linear 
evolution is a natural component of social processes. Th e notion of an evolutionary na-
ture of social interactions is ontological. One of the most popular evolutionist forecast 
techniques is extrapolation of trends. Th is proposition is based on the Hegelian dialectical 
approach to history and has been used by, among others, Karl Marx in Capital: Critique 
of Political Economy, and more recently by Francis Fukuyama in Th e End of History. Di-
alectic perception of the relation between major “casual forces” in social interactions had 
multiple consequences — ontological, epistemological and methodological. It has paved 
a way for alternative approaches in IR. Th e interplay of evolutionary and behavioural ori-
entation has produced various methodological syntheses such as evolutionary modelling 
or artifi cial intelligence simulations. Together with game theory and trend extrapolations, 
these are among the most popular forecast techniques in IR and security studies. On the 
other hand, evolutionary approaches are also mirrored in the functionalist and neofunc-
tionalist paradigms. 

Interestingly, discussions about the basic nature of the universe were also taking place 
in natural sciences. In physics, the debate was centred around the nature of certainty 
and probability. It was embodied in a famous discussion between Niels Bohr and Albert 
Einstein. Bohr argued that the act of “measurement” creates a situation when a protocol 
is situated in a certain place, which implies uncertainty as an ontological feature of the 
universe. Nevertheless, the Heisenberg uncertainty principle allows forecasting in quan-
tum mechanics. A similar argument is, to a certain degree, refl ected in the social sciences. 
For example in a statement that perception is prior to the courses of events, or even more, 
that contextualisations and socialisation processes shape the social phenomena. We argue 
that, while the transplantation of the “uncertainty principle” to the social sciences is not 
possible, we can still identify relatively stable, socially constructed structures. It is possible 
that their features will be changed by the fact that we are discussing them. Th ese struc-
tures are obviously changeable, but are also more stable than other ideational structures. 
Th e awareness of their existence and relative durability provides a foundation for short 
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term ruminations about the future. We argue that a group habitus defi ned in the paper 
can provide such a foundation.

Th e third epistemological orientation used for predictions is a structuralist approach, 
under diff erent forms. It assumes the existence of directly unobservable social structures 
infl uencing social interactions. In IR, the most prominent and widely criticized represent-
ative of this orientation was Kenneth Waltz. In sociology, Anthony Giddens introduced 
the idea of the “duality of structures” (for example: micro/macro, or material/ideational).
Th e reproduction of social systems due to the constant mutually constructive interactions 
between agents and structures is a core premise of his structuration theory. Th is very as-
sumption is also the backbone of social constructivism in IR. 

Th e most common method of forecasting in IR is, as already mentioned, a linear ex-
trapolation of past events, experiences and processes into the future. In the 1960s and 
1970s, RAND Corporation popularised heuristic forecast methods such as the Delphi 
method or scenario building. Th e Committee on Forecasting Future Disruptive Tech-
nologies of the US National Research Council has distinguished between judgmental or 
intuitive methods, extrapolation and trend analysis, models, scenarios and simulation as 
major “categories” of forecast methods (National Research Council 2010: 3). Th e major 
debate on forecasting in IR took place at the turn of the 1970s in the “International Stud-
ies Quarterly” (Freeman and Job 1979: 113–143; Vincent 1980: 450–454; Choucri 1979: 
145–149). Th e conclusion of this debate was not optimistic, since it emphasised the termi-
nological chaos in forecasting. An almost four decade old statement about forecasting in 
IR is still valid today — we lack intersubjectively accepted research categories, and future 
forecasting is the least fulfi lled function of IR. Th is observation is correlated with the 
dominance of a positivist epistemology in the discourse on forecasting in IR. Hence the 
pressure on creation of a “technically useful knowledge, knowledge that enhances human 
capacity to make predictions” (Ashley 1984: 249). 

Th e controversies over  the scientifi c character of International Relations erupted aft er 
the collapse of the Soviet Union and were facilitated by an obvious failure of foreseeing 
the most important international event aft er 1945 — the end of the Cold War (Booth 1995: 
331–332). Th is situation directed scholarly attention to the need for creating an epistemo-
logically coherent project in IR. It resulted in a swing towards a theoretical refl ection on 
the discipline evolution, and facilitated “interparadigm debates” (Waever, 1996).

While some sociologists in the 1980s put multidimensional change and the impossi-
bility of fi nding regularities in the centre of their research projects, IR was preoccupied 
with a desperate search for generalisations which could provide a basis for anticipating the 
future and possibly introducing modelling into the mainstream IR discourse. It is obvi-
ous that the presumptive agreement on a specifi c vision of international reality (however 
unimaginable) would be synonymous with a top-down determination of “the laws” gov-
erning the multidimensional interactions in an international environment. Consequent-
ly, since it is impossible to carry out experiments with perfect repeatability in the social 
sciences, each event or process should be perceived as a unique phenomenon. Th is leads 
to the conclusion that generalisations are either impossible or banal. Th erefore, the lack of 
general laws makes deductive reasoning impossible in IR. 

On one hand, creating a general law in IR would open up a possibility of forecasting 
events that can be subsumed under a given generalisation. On the other, we have at our 
disposal multiple theoretical axioms in IR, serving as quasi-generalizations and allowing 
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limited deductive reasoning2. Kenneth Waltz’s “logic of international anarchy” is a good 
example of such a generalisation. Th is, however, leads to a situation in which the facts and 
processes that are to be forecasted are selected and interpreted by a quasi-generalization, 
which fi nally may make the falsifi cation of quasi-generalisations more diffi  cult. 

Another example of quasi-generalisations are historical generalisations, based on 
long-term observations and analogies. Arnold Joseph Toynbee’s “law of challenge and 
response” (explaining how civilisations rise and fall) or the democratic peace theory, are 
examples of this kind of generalisation in IR (Lee Ray 1998: 27–46). In other words, any 
claim about the nature of international relations is correlated with a theoretical assump-
tion accepted a priori. We decided that the most reasonable solution, while considering 
the forecasting possibilities in IR, would be an adoption of the widest possible ontology. 
Th is is represented by a social constructivist statement that the world (and international 
relations) is socially constructed. Th us, we assume that the processes of creation of various 
international or domestic perceptions and practices form the basis for forecasting in IR. 
Th e existence of collective (group) habitus3 should then be seen as a quasi-generalisation, 
allowing considerations about the near future4.

In the social sciences, forecasting is usually associated with “predictions based on 
knowledge of past behaviour” (“Symposium on Prediction in the Social Sciences” 1995: 
1520–1626; Doran 1999: 11). Irrespective of forecast techniques we use, the future is linked 
with the past. As Giddens noticed, possible futures are refl exively constructed in the pres-
ent (Giddens 2007: 15–60). As we noted above, many scholars have grappled with the 
issue of uncertainty, and how to manage it in the social science, both theoretically and 
practically. We argue that the concept of collective habitus is a useful and missing piece 
in debates about constructivism’s potential in forecasting. It as a theoretical concept, al-
lowing scholars operating within the constructivism paradigm to construct more robust 
and sound forecasts. As noted by Charles Doran, “A complete forecast will express ‘what’ 
is likely to occur, ‘when’ it will occur, and ‘how’ it will occur” (Doran 1999: 11). Most 
forecasts in the social sciences, however, are only partial, mentioning possible visions of 
the future, or they focus on a long term perspective (Friedman 2009) and should rather be 
considered as political fi ction than forecasts in an academic sense. 

Th rough the very focus on the habitus, we do not intend to create even more confusion 
in IR, by weighing in with another term, a derivative of the already existing ones. We 
argue that the collective habitus is the most stable social structure and its relative lack of 
mutability provides a base for short and mid-term forecasting. Th erefore, we are challeng-
ing the established claim about the limited forecasting potential of social constructivism 
(Barnett 2006: 261–262). Th is claim stems from the assertion that social constructivism 
does not ask questions about regularities in social life and is rather past-oriented. In our 
view, if we are able to identify and understand stable socially constructed structures, we 
can recognise zones of plausibilities of social life. Th is, in turn, would allow as to take on 

2 Th e reasoning is „limited”, because deduction is true only if the general law is true, and we usually 
use theoretical axioms or historical generalizations which imply that our reasoning, although procedural-
ly correct, might be false.

3 We accepted „habiti” as a plural form of the word „habitus”.
4 For that reason the text can be seen as part of a  trend, where selected sociological approaches 

and research categories are transplanted into IR, M. Albert, B. Buzan, M. Zürn (eds.) Bringing Sociology to 
International Relations. World Politics as Diff erentiation Th eory, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press 
2013.
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the task of prediction. We are fully aware that our paper might be perceived as a part of 
the “anything goes” narrative in IR (Jarvis 2000: 88): however, the very concept of habitus 
synthesises dialectical distinction between agency and structures in social constructiv-
ism. Moreover, the text can be seen as a “re-discovery” of the 19th century term and its 
naive adjustment to the 21st century debate about the predictive function of the social 
sciences. Conversely, we recognize the very presence of the habitus concept in IR litera-
ture (McCourt 2016: 481) and a cyclical return of various research categories to the main-
stream theoretical discourse in IR.  However, the aim of our proposal is to conceptualise 
the collective habitus in terms of forecasting in IR. Additionally, we see an interpretative 
potential for the habitus concept in debates on the structuration process and the crea-
tion of a clearer distinction between risks and uncertainties. In fact, the defi nition of the 
“zones of plausibilities”, presented below, partially removes uncertainty from the rumina-
tions about the short term forecasts.  To sum up, we do not rediscover the very concept of 
Bordieu’s habitus, the innovation of our approach lies in using it as a tool in projections 
of the future.

Social constructivism and projecting the future
What if there is no spoon... 

Constructivism in its “mainstream” version does not deal with the philosophical question 
of ontology. Instead, the core axiom of this approach is formed in a  tautological man-
ner — that the social world is socially constructed. Th erefore, it is rather a  meta-theory 
posing “why” and “how” questions, not “what” (Merton 1968). It focuses on the processes 
of meanings and intersubjective knowledge creation. As Giddens argues, the very under-
standing of how the meaning and actors’ dispositions are created, should be of central 
importance for the “forecast programme” (Giddens 2007: 15–60). 

Nevertheless, while considering the predicting potential of social constructivism, we 
have to re-defi ne the concept of forecasting itself. Th e dubiousness of forecasting or pre-
diction, from the perspective of social constructivism, comes from the nature of the social 
sciences. If we defi ne forecasting as a prediction based on knowledge of past behaviours 
and actors’ dispositions to act, we have to admit that it is impossible to obtain complete 
knowledge in this regard. Additionally, if the world is socially constructed, then under-
standing of the past is also generated post factum, which might be correlated with ideas, 
mentioned above, that humans are future orientated entities. We argue that the limits of 
constructivist forecasting are similar to the limitations of other IR theories. However, the 
diff erence, and simultaneously the advantage of social constructivism, lies in the fact that 
constructivism accepts these limitations and incorporates them into projections of the 
future. Th erefore, we propose to use the term “projection” instead of “forecast”, to diff er-
entiate it from traditional approaches5.

Every attempt of prediction is also a social practice itself. Th erefore, it is impossible to 
assume a detached position of objectivity, understood in rationalist categories. Hence the 
question is: can social constructivism bring an added value into considerations about the 
future since it is a theory focusing on the past and present? It does not matter if we operate 

5 Special thanks should be off ered to prof. Patrick Th addeus Jackson from the American University 
for coming up with the word “projection” of the future.
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within the critical or lingual version of social constructivism, it underlines strongly that 
every phenomenon of social life can be only analysed through the lenses of a given Zeit-
geist. In other words, only a description and understanding of concrete circumstances in 
a given time and space enables understanding of actors’ behaviours. We argue that such 
a perspective can make predicting more down to earth and help assert the accuracy of 
a projection.

Th e synthetic summary of our proposal in terms of forecasting within the social con-
structivist paradigm is presented below:

 ■ Th e central epistemological term which allows a constructivist projection is a group/
collective habitus6 understood roughly as a group mindset7 towards certain behav-
iours. Th e main elements included in this concept are among others: distinctive fea-
tures of the group, dispositions, social roles, values, collective biography, socio-psy-
chological profi les of decision-makers, and the structure of external environment8. 
All of these elements are perceived in historical and dynamic perspectives. It is not 
an exhaustive catalogue of elements, because it is impossible to create such a  cat-
alogue. Each case has to be analysed individually, and will have its own catalogue 
of relevant elements. Identifi cation and detailed description of given factors is pre-
dominately aimed at understanding possible dispositions and behaviours of given 
actors. Th is implies that one has to determine what type of actions, according to its 
group habitus, the actor is likely to undertake in any given circumstances, and which 
behaviours are excluded from the actor’s toolbox. Such a set of behaviours, limited 
by plausible and implausible behaviours, constitutes the basis for a prediction. Th is 
concept is based on the social constructivist claim that if something is unimaginable 
in a certain time and space, then it could not possibly exist. 

 ■ Research on a collective habitus has no methodological limitations, as long as the 
method serves its purpose. Th ere is no contradiction between broadly understood 
positivist methodology and social constructivism, because the latter makes state-
ments about ontology and epistemology, not methodology9. Ultimately, positivism 
is also a  social construct. Social constructivist epistemology does not exclude the 
requirement of intersubjectivity as sine qua non of modern science. Th e nature of 
knowledge is not objective. Th anks to a commonly known methodology, it is inter-
subjective and may be conveyed and understood by other members of a given epis-
temic community (Adler and Haas 1992: 367–390). In other words, methodology 
serves as a “language” that allows IR scholars to communicate. Th erefore, we pos-

6 Th is concept is based on the idea of sociologist Norbert Elias, who used a notion of „national 
habitus” towards Germans. Th is group habitus is analysed in a historical perspective, as it is a relatively 
stable social structure, changing in a gradual, evolutional manner. Vide: N. Elias, Th e Civilizing Process, 
New York, Urizen Books 1978.

7 We understand mindset here as collective mental dispositions, presumptions about the world 
which are stable and slowly changing over time. 

8 We include external environment as an element infl uencing collective habitus, as later in a paper 
we diff erentiate between what we call essential and contextual habitus. We are convinced that a broadly 
understood context in which a given group functions is important and shapes the group’s habitus.

9 Social constructivist epistemology describes the character of acquired knowledge and points out 
the main research fi eld (social construction of meanings), but is not at odds with the positivist methodo-
logy that can be used to research social perception. In this perspective, any given methodology can be 
treated as a neutral tool that produces information
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tulate that scholars should always strive for intersubjectivity. We are convinced that 
even the most unique method can be “translated” into an intersubjective “language” 
so that it could be included into the debate.

 ■ Dispositions derived from a group habitus create a zone of plausibility within which 
the projection is designed. Th e forecast does not predict certain tactics, policies or 
events, it describes the space of possible developments, a set of possible behaviours, 
limited by threshold dispositions (Picture 1). As expressed above, threshold disposi-
tions describe behaviours which seem to be completely implausible or very plausible, 
given the knowledge on actors’ collective habitus.

Graphic 1. Zones of plausibility.

ZONE
OF

PLAUSIBILITY “Certain” behaviour

Implausible behaviour

 ■ Each projection is limited by a given space, time and accessible knowledge. It has 
to be taken into account that there are “unknown unknowns” that can become 
game-changers. Th erefore, the prediction has to be not only embedded in the con-
text, but has to be open to “unknown unknowns” as well as to “known unknowns”10.

 ■ Predicting is a social practice and is involved in a symbolic interaction, co-creating 
a social reality. As such, it is not only infl uenced by the social structure but also ex-
erts infl uence on the subject of prognosis (self-fulfi lling prophecy, path dependence, 
mechanisms of reproduction).

Th e conceptualization presented above is a general one and does not fulfi l the rigorous 
rules of commonly accepted scientifi c forecasting in the social sciences. Th at is why the 
word “projection” seems to describe the concept more adequately — it does not aspire to 
the ideal of absolute objectivity. It may also be problematic to determine which and how 
far-reaching historical strands should be taken into account while studying a given group 
habitus. One of possible solutions could be an agent-structure analysis. Understanding 
both the ideational and material basis of a collective actor11 and its reciprocal relations 

10 Th ese are phrases taken from a famous dictum by Donald Rumsfeld: „Reports that say that so-
mething hasn’t happened are always interesting to me, because as we know, there are known knowns; there 
are things we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are 
some things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns — the ones we don’t know we don’t 
know. And if one looks throughout the history of our country and other free countries, it is the latter cate-
gory that tend to be the diffi  cult ones”. DoD News Briefi ng — Secretary Rumsfeld and Gen. Myers, http://
www.defense.gov/transcripts/ (30.01.2015).

11 By the phrase of „material basis of collective actor” we mean a simple fact that „materiality” exists 
(i.e. oil, nuclear weapon, oceans etc.). But we do not reify it. Material basis is important only as an object of 
social perception and meaning construction. 
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with structure, may result in a better understanding of a collective habitus, ergo defi ning 
its dispositions and viable behaviour. In case of prediction in IR, the main aim of the 
researcher should be understanding social practices and the process of intersubjective 
meanings’ construction. Th ese processes, being an immaterial structure of the IR system, 
are uncertainty-level reducers, as they provide a framework for communication between 
international actors (Hopf 1998: 171–200). Th e predictability of interactions between ac-
tors within the structure (and structures within a broader structure), builds up the robust-
ness of predictions about future developments.

Th e concept of Collective Habitus
We’re willing to wipe the slate clean, give you a fresh start

Th e core concept of our perspective is collective habitus. Pierre Bourdieu is most oft en 
perceived as an author of this very concept. However, Wacquant (2016: 65) argues that the 
concept of habits can be traced back to Aristotle’s notion of hexis and to the writings of 
Th omas Aquinas, Emile Durkheim (who speaks of Christian habitus) Th orstein Veblen 
(who mentions ‘predatory mental habitus’). Th e existence of the habitus concept in An-
glophone philosophy was presented by Moran (2011: 53–59).  Bourdieu defi ned habitus as: 

[...] systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to 
function as structuring structures, that is, as principles which generate and organize 
practices and representations that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without 
presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations nec-
essary in order to attain them. Objectively “regulated” and “regular” without being in 
any way the product of obedience to rules, they can be collectively orchestrated without 
being the product of the organizing action of a conductor (Bourdieu 1992: 53).

Although this seems to be the most commonly cited defi nition of habitus, we have 
a strong impression that it requires a “translation into English”, as it is incomprehensible 
in this form. As we understand this defi nition, the habitus is: 

Principles, creating a system of durable dispositions and structures, responsible for or-
ganised, semi-conscious, or unconscious practices. Th ese principles and rules are seen 
as common and are treated as objective. Th e principles are not orchestrated by any giv-
en actor, but are collectively produced and reproduced. Adherence to the rules comes 
from their perceived objectivity.

We are, of course, aware of the fact that the whole conception of Bourdieu includes also 
the concepts of fi eld, cultural capital and doxa. Nevertheless the aim of the article is to 
explore the potential of habitus itself.

Th e most important features of habitus defi ned by Bourdieu are the normalisation 
and structuring properties of habitus. Normalisation makes the set of rules called hab-
itus “objective”, which means that it orchestrates behaviours through the mechanism of 
dispositions. Dispositions are deeply rooted in the group’s way of approaching other so-
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cial actors and they can be claimed to be unaware or semi-conscious at best12. As such, 
one’s behaviour stemming from habitus is structured, and to some extent determined13 
by the values, views and attitudes that one has internalised. Th is constitutes the second 
most important element of the habitus: “structuring structures”. Th e habitus is not only 
a property of an individual, but of a given social system — it is created and reproduced only 
within the group (or between groups), in the process of constant interactions between its 
members. Th e social system is structured by the habitus. Th erefore the habitus is an im-
material meta-structure capable of “structuring other structures”. We are aware that this 
is a tautological statement, just like the constructivist statement about the social construc-
tion of the social world. Nevertheless, it is a founding axiom of the habitus concept. We 
do not try to introduce a “super-structure” of human behaviour which, when discovered, 
will serve as a law-like generalisation allowing a precise prediction. 

In principle, we agree with Andreas Pickel’s statement that the habitus is a fi rmly social 
and emergent concept, created within any social system; the same understanding of habi-
tus was also presented by McCourt (2016: 479). Th erefore, it is justifi ed to use it for the de-
scription of groups rather than individuals (Pickel 2005: 437–461). Habitus is not a static, 
given (reifi ed) structure, but a process that is being constantly reproduced, reassured and 
(in the long term) reshaped through interactions between the elements of a social system. 
It has a strictly reciprocal character, on the continuum of top-down/bottom-up interac-
tions. It means that not only does the habitus deliver a structure for interactions between 
agents, but agents, via their actions, can infl uence the habitus, changing its character. 
Wacquant (2016: 66) clarifi es the concept of habitus by analogy to Chomsky’s ‘genera-
tive grammar’, “which enables speakers proficient in a given language to produce proper 
speech acts unthinkingly according to shared rules in inventive yet predictable way”.

As noted by McCourt “terms like node and habitus are each designed to grasp the con-
nections between position (where one is located in social relations) and disposition (what 
actors consequently want to do and feel the necessity to do.)” (McCourt 2016: 481). How-
ever, we must not forget that the interactions shaping habiti take place not only vertically, 
as described above, but also horizontally. It means that diff erent habiti at the same level, 
e.g. national habiti, shape each other through the process of interaction. One example of 
this process can be cultural diff usion understood as a spread, exchange and hybridisation 
of cultural items, resulting in changed practices (Gilardi 2012: 453–477).

Even though the habitus changes over time, it is a relatively stable structure as it is rare-
ly the case when the whole set of practices and dispositions changes within a very short 
period of time. A war changing the whole social structure of a given society would be one 
example of a rapid change. In modern times, however, a social structure changes most 
oft en through processes like migration, technological development, political or econom-
ic transformations. Such changes are evolutionary and gradual in essence. Th is is how 
the collective habitus, meaning the habiti in a macro-sociological scale (nations, various 
international communities or even civilizations), undergoes changes. Th is problem was 

12 As an example of these mechanisms, one can think of Russian reactions to even the slightest 
changes in Russia’s neighbourhood. Everything that does not coincide with a pro-Russian political course 
is met with a decisive, even aggressive Russian reaction. Th e Russian invasions of Georgia in 2008 and of 
Ukraine in 2014 being two examples.

13 Determined in the sense that habitus’ dispositions constitute a „toolbox” from which an actor can 
choose its behaviours, rarely looking for a tool from outside of the box.
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stressed by Lahire (2003: 339) who noted that “dispositions diff er from one another in sta-
bility and strength [...] the relative strength or weakness of dispositions depends in part on 
the frequency with which they are actualised”. National habitus is one of most oft en “actu-
alised” not only due to the fact of the constant process of interactions in the international 
environment, but also by performative and formal dimensions of the state while relating 
to its citizens. As Pickel points out, each social system creates its own habitus: from fami-
lies, through villages, up to cities, regions, and countries. Naturally, the stability of a given 
collective habitus will vary between groups. Pickel gives an example of a demonstration, 
where the habitus can be formed and changed quickly (Pickel 2005: 477)14. However, in 
the case of macro-scale groups like nations, such a change in habitus is rarely possible.

To some extent, it is a matter of sheer size — it is much harder to manage and alter a big 
social group such as a nation, than a group of a  size of a  family, or an ad hoc created 
group like a demonstration or a Facebook group. In this sense, we can talk of a “depth of 
habitus”. By this notion we understand the scope and profoundness of collective habitus’ 
infl uence on a given mindset. For example, the state or church will have more powerful 
and long-lasting tools to shape the habitus than a Facebook group. First of all, states or 
churches have much more members who are carriers and reproducers of a certain habi-
tus. Th e relations between them are strong, thus supporting the durability of the habitus. 
A Facebook group, in turn, is usually created ad hoc, and has a limited number of mem-
bers who are not committed to the group with all their potential. Th erefore, the collective 
habitus of the latter group is much more prone to changes or even drastic alterations.

At this point, one can already see that our conceptualisation of collective habitus bears 
traits of a structural theory. Collective habitus, according to the defi nition of Pierre Bor-
dieu, is indeed an element that produces other social structures. But yet, to stress it once 
again, we avoid ahistoricism and reifi cation of the structure. Every analysis of this concept 
has to be contextual and has to take into account the fact that the habitus is stable when 
compared with other social structures, but still dynamic by itself. In other words, large 
social groups’ collective habiti are usually subject to change in a long-term perspective. 
From among other social structures such as norms, values or patterns of behaviour, habi-
tus is the most durable one. Th is very feature of habitus provides us with a relative stability 
which is necessary for future anticipation. 

Collective habitus can be understood as a context, or as the main current of the river, 
to use a metaphor, with which an individual goes. Th e main current (habitus) provides 
water for other streams, like norms, values, attitudes, roles — tools that can be used for 
conscious identity building (Hitlin 2003). Habitus also powers a stream of habits. A habit 
is an unconscious disposition, a tendency to act (behave) in a certain way15. As Ted Hopf 

14 As a  good example, we can use the concert organized annually in Poland, called Woodstock 
Festival. It obviously refers to the famous Woodstock festival from 1969. What is unique about the Polish 
festival, is a set of principles that participants of the festival follow — voluntarily and mostly only during 
the festival, not in their every-day life. To avoid going too much into details, let us just summarize, that 
participants evince behaviour that requires very high level of social trust, while Polish society has one with 
the lowest levels of social trust in Europe. Vide: A. Grześkowiak (2014), ‚Assessment of Interpersonal Trust 
of Poles by the Principle Components Analysis and Log-Linear Modeling’, Econometrics 1(43): 74–86.

15 We are grateful to prof. Dorota Wiszejko-Wierzbicka from the University of Social Sciences and 
Humanities in Warsaw for scholarly consultations, which let us better understand the relation between 
values, norms, attitudes and identity. We also thank her for sharing with us with the metaphor of the river 
in reference to the terms collective habitus.  
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argues, resting his statement on the work of modern neuropsychology: “Habits are unin-
tentional, unconscious, involuntary, and eff ortless, that is, they do not consume limited 
cognitive processing capacity. Controlled processes are intentional and eff ortful” (Hopf 
2010: 541). He describes a habit as automatic and unrefl ective, off ering stereotype as an 
example. Such an understanding of a habit is very close to what is known in psychology 
as heuristics of judgment and decision making (See: Lewis 2008: 43). We argue, aft er We-
ber (as cited in Hopf 2010: 540), that habits, practiced over a long, historical perspective, 
become a dispositional part of habitus. But it is important to remember that habitus is not 
only a set of habits. It is rather, as put in the defi nition presented earlier, a set of principles 
and schemes internalised by individuals in the process of socialization (Bourdieu 1990: 
13). Th ese rules and principles orchestrate our perception and behaviour.

It is necessary to stress that habitus may have many dimensions, overlapping each oth-
er; therefore habitus is a multilevel and multidimensional concept. We can manifest dif-
ferent dimensions of habitus in specifi c situations, e.g. with our family, in our work envi-
ronment, city, nation, or even broader, religion or cultural circle. Because the concept of 
habitus is multilevel indeed, there is no confl ict between diff erent levels of diff erent habiti. 
At the same time, it does not prevent potential confl icts between these dimensions, as they 
simply represent diff erent spheres of life.

Th e issue of multidimensionality of habitus is connected with a  diff erence between, 
what we call, essential and contextual habiti16. Essential habitus refers to a set of dispo-
sitions that any given actor has per se, i.e. the habitus indigenous to the group, not linked 
directly to any external subjects. Contextual habitus in turn is a habitus that is external-
ised in interactions with other actors. Usually, the contextual habitus is embraced as part 
of a broader habitus. For example, we can speak of a German habitus per se, but we can 
also speak of a German habitus in relations to its partners in the European Union. In this 
case, a European habitus would serve as a meta-habitus, mediating in relations between 
German and, let us say, French habitus. Of course both dimensions of habitus (essential 
and contextual) are directly related, which should be described individually for every set-
up of relations, whether bilateral (e.g. German-French) or multilateral (within the EU).

At this point the Reader may pose a  question: what about the relation between the 
habitus and identity, as these concepts sound synonymous? We are convinced that these 
terms do not refer to the same subject, although they remain closely connected. Th e fi rst 
and most important diff erence lies in a fact that identity is a conscious self-defi nition of 
a group or an individual. It is hard to think of any national identity that is unrealised. As 
Henri Tajfel puts it, the collective self is always aware and it is subject to individual choice 
to some extent. Th e aim of this choice is to strengthen a positive self-evaluation; therefore 
an individual chooses groups off ering her/him positive reinforcement of the self (Tajfel 
1968:68). Th e choice is not limited only to one group and an individual can refer and be-
long to many groups, which will be her/his in-groups. Th e more collective the culture, the 
more reference groups may be selected by an individual (Triandis as cited in Wojciszke, 
Jarymowicz 1999: 127–128). Habitus, in turn, as mentioned before, is mostly an unrefl ec-
tive and uncontrolled part of social life.  Th us, habitus is not subject to a free, conscious 
choice of an individual or a group.

16 We want to thank again prof. Patrick Th addeus Jackson from the American University, for brin-
ging to us this diff erentiation.
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If identity is a conscious realisation of one’s own sense of belonging, it is also relatively 
easier to change (though not necessarily easy), via an individual/group decision. We can 
decide to switch our political identity, religions, regional identities and even national be-
longing and attachment to a given national community. Obviously, in such a case, in our 
striving for a  coherent worldview, we would start changing our behaviours and habits 
according to our changing identity. Gradually, habitus would also start to change. We are 
semi-aware of our habitus at best, therefore it demands a long and complicated endeavour 
of self-refl ectiveness to change habitus (Hopf 2010: 555). Habitus, being an uncontrolled 
element of society, does not entirely depend on our conscious decisions. In relation to 
identity, habitus is much more stable, and takes much more time to change. In order to 
describe this relation, we can graphically present it as a river, a metaphor already men-
tioned above. Identity is very important (wide), but still just a creek, fl owing into a main 
river — habitus. A change in identity will of course infl uence the stream of the river, but 
will not change its main course. Naturally, the river may also infl uence the creek, by the 
mechanism of backwater. Th erefore, the creek and river are not equally strong, but mutu-
ally constitutive.

Understanding the relation between the identity and the habitus is essential for un-
derstanding the approach we theorise in this article. Th e character of this relation can be 
explained using the notions from Freud’s psychoanalysis. Here, the habitus is ego and the 
identity is a superego. Habitus is the way an individual or group behave; their practices, 
the manner in which they realise basic needs and desires (id). Identity (superego) are the 
values and rules internalised by an actor, seen as an ultimate goal; a perfection. It subli-
mates the urges and needs, in eff ect we receive the habitus (ego), a set of dispositions and 
practices, mediated through socially accepted norms. Th erefore, the aim of the habitus is 
to fulfi l actor’s needs in a socially accepted way. We argue that by discovering a possibly 
detailed description of habitus, we can obtain a social structure stable enough to make 
plausible projections. 

Conclusion
Dodge this!

It is puzzling that social constructivism has not been employed in international forecast-
ing and simulations aft er visible “interpretivist and the sociological turns in the social 
sciences” and IR (Guzzini 2000). Th is situation can partly be explained by the fact that 
some of the leading constructivist theorists defi ned this approach as predominantly ori-
entated towards understanding of past and present processes (Adler 1997: 319–363). We 
challenge this narrative and claim that a re-interpretation of history from the perspective 
of the collective habitus can enable projections into the future. Even more so, the aware-
ness of the existence of double hermeneutic should be perceived as the upside of construc-
tivism when compared with other visions of forecasting within IR.  

In order to allow ruminations about the future, we have re-introduced the concept of 
group habitus. Th e habitus, defi ned as a social structure that re-creates and sustains dura-
ble group dispositions (habits) towards certain behaviours, is the cornerstone of our idea. 
We do not deny mutual constructions of structures and agents operating in an interna-
tional environment, and we do emphasise that habitus is also prone to changes. Despite 
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the fact that any social group has a habitus, we off er to focus on national habiti, which are 
relatively stable structures, as it is rarely the case that the national habitus would change 
within a short period of time. Th is relative stability provides us with a basis, giving op-
portunity to discuss certain dispositions towards the most and the least plausible actions, 
which can be interpreted as the zone of plausibility of our projection.

Since forecasting is a social practice, every epistemic community aiming at predicting 
the future has its own habitus which infl uences its ways of reasoning. Th e most obvious 
problem here would be the impossibility of avoidance of double hermeneutic. In other 
words, we function in diff erent groups, with diff erent collective habiti as well. Th is fact 
infl uences every social practice we take part in, including research activity, like projecting 
the future. Th erefore, every researcher, being a part of certain social group or epistemic 
community, is not free of their infl uence and agenda setting. When we project the future, 
it is probable that we will project not only the plausibilities, but also our expectations and 
ideas. It is important to bear that in mind in order to be able to adhere to the requirement 
of intersubjectivity and not to forget the possibility of self-fulfi lling prophecies.
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