
Global Studies Quarterly (2024) 4 , ksae037 

r

o

n
la
i
t
s
o
 d
 g

m

s
l
i
a
e
 d
o
 i
s
r
o
e
s
e

è
e
a
n
s
o
a

m

a
o

s

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

p

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/isagsq/article/4/2/ksae037/7681815 by guest on 19 February 2025
Introduction 

ocial identities are more relevant to international politics
oday than they have been since the end of the last cen-
ury. If a period of relative optimism after the Cold War led
cholars to proclaim the end of history ( Fukuyama 1992 ) or
he inevitability of a world state ( Wendt 2003 ), current as-
essments about the future of international order are much
ore sober in comparison. After a period of apparent re-

reat, nationalism has reemerged around the world—as ev-
denced by the 2016 election of Donald Trump as US pres-
dent based on an “America first” platform, as well as anal-
gous movements in the 2018 elections of Jair Bolsonaro

n Brazil and Viktor Orbán in Hungary. In Western coun-
r
t
/

sive Logic of Action 

U Q U E 

n, United Kingdom 

pport, within the West, for the liberal democratic practices 
 evidence shows that resentment toward out-groups shapes 
olstering support for isolationist foreign policies in Western 

based on means-end calculations, shared norms, practices, 
 logics provide a limited vocabulary to theorize about group 

t dimension of foreign policy behavior remains undertheo- 
lop an expressive logic of action, whereby political behavior 
p attachment provides a compelling motivation for political 
e framing and psychological dispositions. By focusing on the 
anisms behind this behavior, an expressive logic encourages 

o el decrecimiento del apoyo, dentro de Occidente, a aque- 
en internacional posterior a 1945? La evidencia acumulada 

e a formar las actitudes públicas relativas a temas, tales como 

 apoyo a las políticas exteriores aislacionistas en las democ- 
 las lógicas de acción—basadas en cálculos de medios-fines, 
s RRII utilizan para desarrollar teorías. Debido a que las lóg- 
r sobre los procesos grupales con características simbólicas y 
rtante del comportamiento en materia de política exterior, 

una investigación multidisciplinaria con el fin de desarrollar 
iento político expresa la identificación social de un agente. 
ciona una motivación convincente para el comportamiento 

foque del problema y las disposiciones psicológicas. Al cen- 
y especificar los mecanismos que subyacen a esta conducta, 
finamiento de teorías a través de los dominios. 

 comme l’érosion du soutien, en Occident, aux pratiques 
tional d’après 1945? Une accumulation d’éléments probants 
ne les attitudes publiques vis-à-vis de problématiques comme 
x politiques étrangères isolationnistes dans les démocraties 
 avec les logiques d’action utilisée par les chercheurs pour 
 et des fins, et sur les normes, les pratiques et les habitudes 
ire limité pour émettre des théories quant aux processus de 
tes, une dimension importante du comportement en poli- 

onde sur la recherche multidisciplinaire pour formuler une 
que exprime l’identification sociale d’un acteur. Selon cette 
u comportement politique, dont l’activation dépend d’une 
ons psychologiques. En se focalisant sur les caractéristiques 
smes qui se cachent derrière ce comportement, une logique 
ories dans les différents domaines. 

ries, a backlash against globalization challenges the liberal
nternational order from within its core ( Adler-Nissen and
arakol 2021 ). Beset by economic inequality, political polar-

zation and decreasing trust in democratic institutions, vot-
rs increasingly support populist leaders who portray glob-
lization and multilateralism as antithetical to the national
nterest. 

Compounding these challenges, the global reawakening
f nationalism has precipitated the return of great power
ivalry—leading Mearsheimer (2018 , 3) to warn that “lib-
ralism and nationalism can coexist, but when they clash,
ationalism almost always wins.” Seeking to restore national
ride after the “100 years of humiliation,” Xi Jinping’s China
The Case for an Ex
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University Colle

How can scholars theorize about phenomena like the er
that once defined the post-1945 international order? Cu
public attitudes toward issues like immigration and globa
democracies. Yet, these findings contrast with the logics o
or habit—that IR scholars use to develop theory. Because
processes with crucial symbolic and affective features, an
rized. In this article, I draw on multi-disciplinary research
expresses an actor’s social identification. Based on this lo
behavior, whose activation depends on an interaction betw
distinctive features of expressive behavior and specifying 
theory development and refinement across domains. 

¿Cómo pueden los académicos teorizar sobre fenómenos
llas prácticas democráticas liberales que una vez definier
muestra que el resentimiento hacia los grupos externos c
la inmigración y la globalización, reforzando, de esta m
racias occidentales. Sin embargo, estas conclusiones se o
normas compartidas, prácticas o hábitos —que los estudio
icas existentes proporcionan un vocabulario limitado par
afectivas cruciales, podemos decir que existe una dimens
la cual sigue siendo poco teorizada. En este artículo, part
una lógica expresiva de la acción, mediante la cual el co
Partiendo de esta lógica, concluimos que el apego grupa
político, cuya activación depende de una interacción en
trarnos en las características distintivas de la conducta e
obtenemos una lógica expresiva que fomenta el desarrol

Comment les chercheurs peuvent-ils théoriser des phé
démocratiques libérales qui définissaient autrefois l’ordre
montre qu’un ressentiment à l’égard des groupes extérieu
l’immigration et la mondialisation, ce qui renforce le so
occidentales. Pourtant, ces conclusions s’inscrivent en o
formuler une théorie. Celles-ci se basent sur le calcul de
partagées. Comme les logiques existantes fournissent un
groupe aux caractéristiques symboliques et affectives dé
tique étrangère manque de théorisation. Dans cet article
logique expressive d’action, dans laquelle le comporteme
logique, l’attachement au groupe fournit un motif conv
interaction entre le cadrage d’une problématique et les
distinctives du comportement expressif et en précisant le
expressive encourage le développement et le raffinemen
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2 The Case for an Expressive Logic of Action 

has adopted an increasingly assertive foreign policy—more 
than doubling its military budget in the past decade amid 

border skirmishes with India and missile strikes aimed at 
simulating a blockade around Taiwan ( Rudd 2022 ). Claim- 
ing to protect ethnic Russians from Ukrainian leaders, 
Vladimir Putin led Russia to annex Crimea in 2014 and 

then attempt to take Kyiv in 2022, only to rally against 
Western hypocrisy once a clear military victory became elu- 
sive. 1 What is more, great power rivalry has bled into mar- 
kets, putting an end to the so-called era of hyperglobal- 
ization. If an increase in US import duties under Trump 

induced an open trade war with China, the Biden admin- 
istration has further led the country down a protectionist 
path, seeking to decouple the US economy from China’s 
( Hanson 2023 ). Leveraging its centrality in supply chains 
as well as communication and financial networks, Wash- 
ington has also used economic sanctions to ward off com- 
petitors from China, effectively subordinating economic 
growth to geopolitical concerns ( Farrell and Newman 

2023 ). 
Taken together, these trends highlight that foreign pol- 

icy behavior involves a crucial expressive dimension: Actors 
navigate the world based on their social identities, making 

decisions to engage in international cooperation or con- 
flict based on the sympathies or resentments they feel to- 
ward social groups. I argue in this article that, because so- 
cial identity shapes political behavior in distinctive ways, we 
need a new logic of action to theorize about the expres- 
sive dimension of political behavior in International Rela- 
tions (IR). Such a logic of action would improve our un- 
derstanding of central trends in contemporary international 
politics—such as the global reemergence of nationalism, 
the return of great power rivalry, and the weaponization of 
economic interdependence—with important implications 
for the future of international order. Drawing on research 

about identity-based political behavior across disciplines, I 
develop in this article an expressive logic of action, which 

focuses on group processes with distinctive symbolic and af- 
fective features. 2 

Based on an expressive logic, political behavior expresses 
an actor’s social identification. What motivates action is the 
desire to attach oneself to a collective category. People have 
a powerful tendency, well documented across contexts, to 

categorize themselves into social groups. At the social level, 
group identification involves shared understandings about 
group boundaries—or who belongs in a group (or not), 
and who is a friend (or not). At the actor level, group at- 
tachment provides a compelling mechanism for behavior: 
the more an actor identifies with a group, the more they ac- 
cept influence from the group, care about the group, and 

favor its members over outsiders. In particular, group at- 
tachment motivates behavior when actors see a connection 

between a group and a political issue, usually as a result of 
how elites frame the issue in public debate. An expressive 
logic departs from existing logics of action by assuming that: 
(1) group identification is a driving force behind political 

1 Mikhail Zygar, “Putin’s New Story about the War in Ukraine: How Russian 
Propaganda Went from “Denazification” to Fighting the West.” Foreign Affairs , 
November 10, 2023. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/ukraine/putins-new-story- 
about-war-ukraine . 

2 The proposed logic of action builds off previous work on expressive or sym- 
bolic behavior in the study of law ( Sunstein 1996 ), economics ( Hargreaves Heap 
1989 ), and voting behavior ( Schuessler 2000 ). While previous treatments of sym- 
bolic behavior in political science rely on formal theory ( Schnakenberg 2014 ), my 
approach is grounded in empirical research about identity-based behavior from a 
psychological perspective, placing more emphasis on the role of affect in shaping 
information processing and decision-making. 

behavior; (2) affect shapes how actors process political in- 
formation and make decisions; and (3) symbolic factors—
how actors and political issues are framed in the politi- 
cal discourse—play a fundamental role in organizing group 

activity. 
Rather than supersede existing logics, an expressive logic 

contributes to a fuller picture of political behavior. In par- 
ticular, an expressive logic offers two payoffs to researchers. 
First, because the proposed logic reveals that expressive be- 
havior follows systematic patterns, it removes this kind of be- 
havior from the “error term,” making it more amenable to 

theorization and empirical research. Second, because an ex- 
pressive logic focuses on the distinctive features of expres- 
sive behavior, it provides a coherent set of building blocks 
to theorize about group-based politics in IR. An expressive 
logic implies that explanations of foreign policy behavior 
should look beyond norms or incentive structures to ex- 
amine how identity attachments are construed in a given 

context. To be sure, expressive elements—such as identity, 
symbols, or culture—appear in previous research. However, 
these elements are not coherently integrated into a dis- 
tinctive logic of action, nor has there been an attempt to 

specify the mechanisms behind this logic and to analyti- 
cally distinguish them from those of existing logics. These 
are precisely my goals in this article. Rather than present 
new empirical evidence, this article unifies and organizes 
existing findings under a coherent logic of action, while 
specifying the distinctive mechanisms behind expressive 
behavior. 

By organizing disparate findings under a single frame- 
work, an expressive logic paves the way for theory devel- 
opment and refinement across domains. In the absence of 
a logic of action that adequately captures expressive be- 
havior, IR scholars can adopt two approaches. On the one 
hand, scholars might dismiss important empirical patterns 
as anomalies that cannot be explained systematically, claim- 
ing that countries adopt policies on issues like immigration 

or free trade based on unpredictable passions beyond our 
understanding. However, this approach is dissatisfactory be- 
cause it rules out by fiat the empirical evidence that does 
not comport with existing theory, rather than reformulat- 
ing existing theoretical frameworks based on the empirical 
evidence available (see Elster 1989 ; Boudon 1998 ). Alterna- 
tively, scholars might try to subsume the anomalous cases 
into one of the existing logics of action by adding auxiliary 
assumptions. However, this approach is also dissatisfactory, 
for two reasons (see Elster 1989 ; Boudon 1998 ). First, be- 
cause this approach ultimately relies on ad hoc assumptions 
that are not directly grounded in existing logics, it leads to 

inconsistent explanatory frameworks. Second, because this 
approach neglects to specify theory about the distinctive fea- 
tures of the anomalous cases, an important dimension of po- 
litical behavior remains under-theorized. By contrast, an ex- 
pressive logic of action provides a coherent framework that 
focuses on the distinctive mechanisms behind expressive be- 
havior. 

In the first section below, I review existing logics of action, 
which highlight different dimensions of foreign policy be- 
havior. In the second section, I discuss existing evidence of 
expressive behavior in international politics, ranging from 

instances of international cooperation—such as decisions to 

join intergovernmental organizations (IGOs), adopt norms, 
or join international treaties—to instances of conflict, such 

as the current backlash against globalization within the West 
and the increasing weaponization of economic interdepen- 
dence. In the third section, I draw on empirical research 

across disciplines like social psychology, sociology, and po- 
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MA R I N A G. DU Q U E 3 

litical science to develop an expressive logic of action. Us- 
ing existing empirical research, I illustrate the key mech- 
anisms behind an expressive logic, showing how this logic 
sheds light on phenomena of central interest to IR scholars. 
Finally, the last section concludes with directions for future 
research. 

Logics of Action as Analytical Tools 

Explanations of political behavior usually rely, either implic- 
itly or explicitly, on a logic of action—or “a perspective on 

how human action is to be interpreted” ( March and Olsen 

2011 , 478). Logics of action differ from theories in that they 
are more general and abstract than theories. While a logic 
of action provides a set of assumptions about what drives 
human behavior, a theory aims to explain a particular phe- 
nomenon. We can therefore think of logics of action as 
meta-theoretical frameworks: based on a logic of action, a 
scholar develops a theory to explain a given phenomenon. 
What defines a logic of action is the set of building blocks 
(or the vocabulary) it provides for theory development. Be- 
cause different logics highlight distinct dimensions of hu- 
man behavior, they provide the foundation for different 
kinds of theories of political behavior. 

In IR, two logics of action are most commonly used to de- 
velop theory. 3 First, the most popular logic of action among 

IR scholars is a logic of consequences ( March and Olsen 

1998 , 2011 ). This logic assumes that actors have a set of 
well-behaved preferences and choose, as best they can, the 
means to realize those preferences ( Lake and Powell 1999 ; 
Snidal 2002 ). It conceives of action as instrumental: what 
motivates action is the desire to achieve a goal, typically de- 
fined based on the actor’s self-interest. According to an in- 
strumental logic, actors make decisions based on means-end 

calculations in pursuit of a goal. To select among the alter- 
natives for action, actors apply a decision rule, such as goal 
maximization or satisficing. Originally developed in eco- 
nomics, a logic of consequences conceives of interactions 
in a stylized market, where actors have different resource 
endowments. Based on this logic, actors exercise influence 
through coercion (the use of force or its threat) or induce- 
ment (the manipulation of incentives) ( Weber 1978 , 943–
46; Scott 1996 , 25–30). According to this logic, conformity 
thus takes the form of compliance—that is, behavior moti- 
vated by a desire to obtain rewards or avoid punishments 
( Kelman 1961 , 62–63). 

Second, another logic commonly used in IR is a logic of 
appropriateness, which assumes that actors share norms that 
delimit appropriate behavior within a community ( March 

and Olsen, 1998 , 2011 ). 4 This logic conceives of action as 
norm-guided: to make decisions, actors search for the norm 

that best applies to a situation, then follow its prescriptions 
( Sending 2002 , 447–50). When ambiguities arise, actors en- 

3 For clarity, my discussion of existing logics focuses on the foundational 
statements of each logic—which clearly define it and explicitly lay out its 
mechanisms—rather than on theoretical applications aimed at explaining a spe- 
cific phenomenon, which often refer to a given logic of action only implicitly, 
slightly deviate from that logic, or blend more than one logic to explain a given 
phenomenon. 

4 Since a logic of appropriateness was formulated, research on norm contes- 
tation has questioned the extent to which international norms are shared, sug- 
gesting that this logic applies only under specific conditions ( Dixon 2017 ; Wiener 
2018 ). Other research argues that actors can use norms strategically to achieve 
their goals, suggesting that, in practice, a logic of appropriateness is often mixed 
with a logic of consequences ( Krebs and Jackson 2007 ; Terman and Byun 2022 ). 
But while research on norms has advanced in IR, existing research has not pro- 
posed an explicit reformulation of a logic of appropriateness to replace the one 
discussed here. 

gage in principled argument to find the most congruent 
norm ( March and Olsen 2011 , 483; Risse 2000 , 6–7). Norm- 
guided action involves (1) a cognitive component, as ac- 
tors reason by analogy to find the norm that fits a given 

situation; and (2) an ethical component, as appropriate ac- 
tion implies a sense of virtue or moral obligation ( March 

and Olsen 1998 , 951–52). Originally developed in organiza- 
tional studies, a logic of appropriateness conceives of inter- 
actions within a stylized polity founded on the rule of law 

and on a spirit of citizenship ( March and Olsen 2011 , 481). 
Based on this logic, influence depends on normative legit- 
imation, as actors draw upon a system of shared norms to 

justify their positions (see Weber 1978 , 943–46,954; Scott 
1996 , 31); while conformity depends on internalization—
that is, the integration of a belief into one’s system of 
values, typically as a result of socialization ( Kelman 1961 , 
65–66). 

In addition to the two traditional logics of action, two 

other logics developed in IR emphasize the practical or ha- 
bitual dimension of human behavior. On the one hand, a 
logic of practicality assumes that an actor’s practical sense 
guides action ( Pouliot 2008 ). Drawing on Bourdieu’s theory 
of practice, this logic focuses on what people do rather than 

on what goes on in their heads. It posits that action depends 
on practical knowledge that is learned tacitly and taken for 
granted, remaining unconscious and inarticulate. On the 
other hand, a logic of habit assumes that actors respond ha- 
bitually to circumstances ( Hopf 2010 ). Drawing on cognitive 
neuroscience, this logic posits that the automatic system in 

the brain leads actors to have unreflective perceptions, atti- 
tudes, and behaviors. As such, actors enjoy less agency, ra- 
tionality, and uncertainty than assumed in traditional logics; 
moreover, action ultimately tends to perpetuate the status 
quo. 

While it may be tempting to treat logics of action as ac- 
curate representations of human action, it is more fruitful 
to understand them as analytical tools, which may be more 
or less useful depending on the research problem at hand 

(see Elster 1989 ; Fearon and Wendt 2002 , 60, 52–53; Ruggie 
1998 , 860–61; March and Olsen 1998 , 953–54.) As the old 

aphorism reminds us, all models are wrong, but some are 
useful. Rather than promulgating a given logic as inherently 
better than the others, it is more productive to examine 
whether a given logic of action serves as a useful tool to 

explain a specific phenomenon. As analytical lenses, logics 
of action offer inexact representations of the complexities 
of reality, which serve as more or less useful foundations 
for theory building depending on the research question at 
hand. Each logic of action provides a different map for the- 
ory building, or a simplified representation of reality that 
focuses on certain aspects of action and leaves out the de- 
tails it considers inessential. As such, whether a certain logic 
of action offers a useful framework to theorize about a given 

phenomenon is ultimately a matter of empirical investiga- 
tion, rather than a question that may be answered a priori 
or in absolute terms. 

While existing logics provide useful frameworks to ac- 
count for certain dimensions of foreign policy behavior—
those that directly involve means-end calculations, shared 

norms, practices, or habit—they neglect an important di- 
mension. As I discuss next, a growing body of research indi- 
cates that social identity shapes countries’ policies on issues 
ranging from membership in IGOs to nuclear nonprolifer- 
ation, free trade, and immigration. Foreign policy behavior 
involves a fundamental expressive dimension, which departs 
in important ways from those dimensions highlighted by ex- 
isting logics of action. 
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4 The Case for an Expressive Logic of Action 

The Expressive Dimension of Foreign Policy 

Existing research demonstrates that foreign policy behavior 
in different areas, ranging from international cooperation 

to conflict, depends on social identity. For example, coun- 
tries’ decisions to join IGOs involve an important expres- 
sive dimension: countries choose whether to become IGO 

members based on how domestic actors conceive of national 
identity at home and abroad. Perhaps in no context is this 
clearer than immediately after the Cold War, when both the 
European Union (EU) and the North Atlantic Treaty Orga- 
nization (NATO) offered incentives for Central and Eastern 

European states to join each organization, conditional on 

the adoption of liberal-democratic policies. Based on a logic 
of consequences, we would expect states to at least seek ac- 
cession to each organization, with a view to gaining access 
to the substantial benefits offered—such as economic aid 

or military protection against a potential foreign aggression. 
And yet, not all potential candidate states sought accession 

to begin with. Against expectations from an instrumental 
logic, certain countries eschewed accession despite its bene- 
fits. 

As different studies suggest, countries’ decisions to 

seek accession to the EU or NATO depended on social 
identification—that is, on whether decision-makers identi- 
fied with Europe or the West, entities they perceived each or- 
ganization as representing. In both the EU and NATO cases, 
inducements for accession only promoted liberalization 

among pro-Western states; by contrast, anti-liberal countries 
like Belarus or Serbia defied Westernization, despite its ma- 
terial benefits ( Schimmelfennig 2005 ). As Subotic (2011) 
demonstrates in the EU case, countries’ decisions to seek 

accession depended on whether decision-makers identified 

with Europe to begin with. On the one hand, candidate 
states like Croatia sought accession, even though they per- 
ceived the EU requirements as intrusive, because domes- 
tic actors strongly identified with Europe. But in candidate 
states where key domestic actors did not identify with Eu- 
rope, such as Serbia, inducements were not enough to make 
accession an appealing option. Likewise, Gheciu (2005) 
reaches a similar conclusion in the NATO case. Although 

countries like the Czech Republic and Romania did not em- 
brace liberal democratic norms, they were open to adopt- 
ing the liberal democratic policies necessary for accession 

because they identified with the Western community NATO 

purported to embody. Social identification—that is, whether 
domestic actors understood their country as part of the 
West—thus played an important role in countries’ decisions 
to pursue accession. 

Related to these cases, other studies suggest that coun- 
tries’ decisions to adopt international norms more broadly 
also depend on social identification. Based on traditional 
logics of action, we would expect countries to adopt norms 
because decision-makers expect to increase their chances of 
remaining in power or to obtain certain benefits; or because 
decision-makers perceive the norms as appropriate or legit- 
imate. But as Zarakol (2014) notes, countries often adopt 
norms their decision-makers do not accept as legitimate and 

do not intend to enforce; as such, norm adoption does lit- 
tle to increase the odds of implementing a desired policy. 
In the past century, countries like Turkey, Japan, and Russia 
adopted Western policies even though domestic actors had 

not internalized Western norms, and even though Western 

powers did not impose these policies by force. We also ob- 
serve this pattern when it comes to human rights treaties. 
Since the end of the Second World War, an increasing num- 
ber of countries have joined an increasing number of hu- 

man rights treaties. In fact, repressive governments ratify hu- 
man rights treaties at least as frequently as do non-repressive 
ones ( Hafner-Burton, Tsutsui, and Meyer 2008 ). Yet, treaty 
ratification often fails to improve human rights practices 
( Hathaway 2002 ; Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui 2007 ). 

As multiple studies indicate, non-Western countries have 
adopted Western norms in the past century in an effort to as- 
similate into the European society of states, sometimes only 
for the sake of appearances ( Zarakol 2011 , 32–38; Okagaki 
2013 ). As Hathaway (2002 , 2002–2020) argues in the case 
of human rights treaties, countries sometimes ratify treaties 
for expressive reasons: by joining a human rights treaty, a 
country takes a position as a member of the liberal interna- 
tional order, even if it does not accept the treaty’s values. In 

addition, similar factors influenced countries’ decisions to 

join the nonproliferation regime after the Cold War. In the 
1990s, Ukraine relinquished the nuclear weapons it inher- 
ited from the Soviet Union, despite the history of Russian 

territorial expansionism in its region. As existing studies in- 
dicate, Ukraine did so in part because it sought recognition 

from Western powers of its national sovereignty and good 

standing ( Chafetz, Abramson, and Grillot 1996 ; Sagan 1997 ; 
Budjeryn 2022 , 80–82). Likewise, Brazil gave up its nuclear 
program in the 1990s as it sought integration into the liberal 
international order, even though key domestic actors con- 
sidered the nonproliferation regime inherently unfair for 
institutionalizing the inequality between nuclear haves and 

have-nots ( Patti 2021 , 157–90; Spektor 2016 ). In both cases, 
identification with the West thus influenced states’ decisions 
to join the nonproliferation regime. 

While social identification may motivate countries to co- 
operate, it may also become an obstacle to international 
cooperation. 5 We can observe this trend in contemporary 
international politics, when the liberal international or- 
der faces important challenges from within its core ( Adler- 
Nissen and Zarakol 2021 ). Within the West, the past decade 
has witnessed eroding support for the liberal democratic 
practices that once defined the post-1945 international or- 
der. In the United States, a resurgent nationalist discourse 
has resonated with large swaths of the public, including the 
74 million citizens who voted for Donald Trump’s reelection 

in 2020. In 2016 and 2020 alike, Trump’s presidential cam- 
paigns articulated the image of a nation threatened by im- 
migrants, minorities, and their alleged accomplices among 

the elites. To make the nation great again, Trump proposed 

a set of isolationist policies—from closing national borders 
to withdrawing from international agreements in key areas 
such as climate change and nuclear proliferation. What is 
more, Trump’s rise in the United States echoed long-term 

trends observed in other Western democracies. In European 

countries, right-wing populism has typically involved lead- 
ers’ appeals to restore the glory of a nation’s past by scaling 

back international cooperation and supranational integra- 
tion. 

On both sides of the Atlantic, right-wing populist lead- 
ers have leveraged the sociopolitical context to mobilize 
voters based on their identity attachments. In the United 

States, Trump first rose to the Republican nomination in 

2016 in a context marked by sociopolitical transformations 
such as China’s economic rise, civil rights protests against 
police violence, and changing demographics—as the per- 
centage of white Christians shrank and the first Black Ameri- 
can president finished his second term. Leveraging this con- 

5 As Pu and Schweller (2014 , 148) suggest, for example, countries may acquire 
weapons for expressive or symbolic reasons—that is, “to express who they are or 
who they want to be,” potentially triggering security dilemmas. 
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text, Trump’s campaign articulated the image of a nation 

threatened by immigrants and minorities. Trump infused 

his campaign with exclusionary rhetoric, from questioning 

whether Barack Obama was a native-born citizen to call- 
ing all Mexican immigrants “rapists.” Trump’s rhetoric drew 

heavily from existing stereotypes about minority groups, 
earning him the reputation of saying the quiet parts out 
loud. Defining the nation in ethnocultural terms, Trump’s 
campaign laid out a set of isolationist policies meant to re- 
verse the effects of globalization. To make the nation great 
again, Trump proposed policies of high symbolic (rather 
than material) impact, from building a wall in the border 
with Mexico to increasing taxes on Chinese imports. Accord- 
ingly, Trump’s rhetoric resonated the most with those citi- 
zens who held negative attitudes toward groups like women, 
racial minorities, immigrants, or foreign countries ( Mutz 
2018 ; Schaffner, MacWilliams, and Nteta 2018 ; Sides, Tesler, 
and Vavreck 2018 ). 

More broadly, we observe the same trend across the West, 
as right-wing populist leaders leverage the sociopolitical 
context to mobilize majoritarian segments of the popula- 
tion based on their identity attachments ( Berman 2021 ; 
Bonikowski, 2017 ; Golder 2016 ; Noury and Roland 2020 ). In 

the last decades, two factors have challenged the primacy of 
white men in longstanding social hierarchies within Western 

countries: rising immigration and the political mobilization 

of minority groups. In addition, wealth and income inequal- 
ity have dramatically increased, as the wealthy or highly ed- 
ucated have disproportionately reaped the economic ben- 
efits from technological advances and globalization. And 

yet, mainstream leaders and established democratic institu- 
tions have done little to address the problem of inequality at 
home. Leveraging this context of sociopolitical transforma- 
tion, right-wing populist leaders have mobilized voters based 

on wedge issues such as immigration and Euro-skepticism—
portraying themselves as political outsiders and true repre- 
sentatives of the people against the symbolic threats posed 

by immigrants, minorities, and their alleged accomplices 
among the elites. Drawing from negative stereotypes about 
immigrants and minority groups, right-wing populist lead- 
ers define the nation in ethnocultural terms. To restore the 
imagined glory of the nation’s past, populist leaders propose 
isolationist policies, such as Brexit, of high symbolic (rather 
than redistributive) impact. Accordingly, populist appeals 
tend to resonate with those citizens who hold negative af- 
fect toward minority groups. 

As a growing body of research shows, resentment toward 

out-groups drives opposition to international cooperation 

across Western countries. Right-wing populist appeals tend 

to resonate with citizens who resent minority groups both 

in the United States ( Mutz 2018 ; Schaffner, MacWilliams, 
and Nteta 2018 ; Sides, Tesler, and Vavreck 2018 ) and Europe 
( Noury and Roland 2020 ; Berman 2021 ). Similarly, citizens 
with negative attitudes toward out-groups are more likely to 

oppose globalization and free trade ( Mansfield and Mutz 
2009 , 2013 ; Mutz and Kim 2017 ), two important pillars of 
the post-1945 international order. In Europe, skepticism to- 
ward European integration depends on negative attitudes 
toward out-groups ( Hobolt and de Vries 2016 ). Crucially, 
this tendency accounts for a consequential event: in 2016, 
British citizens with negative attitudes toward out-groups 
and immigration were more likely to vote for leaving the Eu- 
ropean Union ( Hobolt 2016 ; Iakhnis, Rathbun, Reifler et al. 
2018 ). In addition, existing research consistently finds that 
opposition to immigration often stems from concerns about 
its cultural—rather than economic—impacts ( Hainmueller 
and Hangartner 2013 ; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014 ). 

Across the West, citizens are less concerned about compe- 
tition in the job market or an increasing tax burden than 

with the imagined impact of immigration on national iden- 
tity and culture. 

How Expressive Behavior Departs from Existing Logics 

Taken together, these empirical patterns contrast with ex- 
pectations derived from existing logics of action. Based on 

a logic of consequences, one would argue that individuals 
form attitudes toward a given policy based on its expected 

distributional consequences. Within high-income countries, 
for example, free trade has different distributional conse- 
quences depending on whether a worker is highly skilled 

versus low skilled, or whether an individual works in an 

export-oriented versus import-competing sector of the econ- 
omy. Therefore, we should expect high-skilled workers (or 
workers from export-oriented sectors) to be more likely to 

favor free trade, whereas low-skilled workers (or workers 
from import-oriented sectors) should be more likely to op- 
pose free trade. Likewise, immigration has different distri- 
butional consequences depending on whether a citizen pays 
more taxes or has a skill level similar to that of immigrants. 
Therefore, the more taxes a citizen pays, the more we should 

expect them to oppose low-skilled immigration out of con- 
cerns about public spending, especially in those areas that 
provide immigrants with more access to public services. In 

addition, we should expect citizens to oppose immigration 

out of concerns about competition in the labor market—
that is, when their skill level is similar to that of immigrants. 

However, existing empirical research departs from these 
expectations in important ways. To begin, citizens often 

form attitudes toward policies like free trade and immi- 
gration based on perceived group interest—or sociotropic 
concerns—rather than based on the policy’s expected dis- 
tributional consequences. In the United States, for exam- 
ple, repeated studies find that citizens’ attitudes toward 

free trade depend less on its expected distributional con- 
sequences than on perceptions of how free trade would af- 
fect the national economy as a whole ( Mansfield and Mutz 
2009 ; Mutz and Kim 2017 ). And importantly, sociotropic 
concerns do not stem from an objective assessment of the 
economic situation. As a long tradition of research in eco- 
nomics demonstrates, free trade typically has a beneficial 
impact on a country’s national economy. If a citizen objec- 
tively considered the economic welfare of the country as a 
whole, they should therefore support free trade rather than 

oppose it. But in practice, sociotropic concerns do not de- 
pend directly on the objective impact of free trade policies; 
rather, they depend on the existing political discourse about 
free trade, especially as framed by political leaders and the 
mass media ( Guisinger and Saunders 2017 ). 

Similarly, existing studies find that public attitudes toward 

immigration depend on concerns about its cultural, rather 
than economic, impacts ( Hainmueller and Hangartner 
2013 ; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014 ). In particular, op- 
position to immigration increases when prospective immi- 
grants do not speak the national language or are not ex- 
pected to fit well with the national culture. Attitudes to- 
ward immigration thus depend on concerns over intangi- 
ble social constructs—that is, remote and abstract symbols 
like national identity or culture. And importantly, concerns 
over intangible social constructs do not derive from an ob- 
jective assessment of the situation; rather, perceived threats 
to national identity and culture tend to be imagined and 

inflated, involving a central affective component ( Kinder 
1998 , 805–807). As existing studies demonstrate, opposition 
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to immigration often stems either from negative affect to- 
ward specific groups of immigrants, grounded in negative 
stereotypes about these groups or negative media portray- 
als of them; or from psychological predispositions, such as 
ethnocentrism (a generalized prejudice toward out-groups), 
that become activated in a given context ( Hainmueller and 

Hopkins 2014 , 230–34). 
In addition, the observed empirical patterns also depart 

from other logics of action. While a logic of appropriate- 
ness emphasizes norms, the formation of attitudes toward 

issues like trade or immigration depends on identity attach- 
ments. Not fortuitously, a logic of appropriateness is not 
commonly used to theorize about public attitudes toward 

either issue. Likewise, a logic of practicality or habit offers a 
limited vocabulary to theorize about these trends. On the 
one hand, a logic of practicality (1) assumes that action 

depends on practical knowledge that is learned tacitly and 

taken for granted, thus remaining unconscious and inartic- 
ulate; and (2) focuses on what people do rather than on 

what goes on in their heads. But in practice, existing re- 
search contrasts with each of these assumptions: opposition 

to free trade and immigration results from (1) the existing 

political discourse—that is, from what elites articulate in the 
public arena, framing political issues as a matter of identity 
politics; and (2) psychological factors, such as resentment 
toward out-groups—that is, from what goes on inside peo- 
ple’s heads. On the other hand, a logic of habit assumes that 
actors respond habitually to circumstances, as the automatic 
system in the brain leads them to have unreflective attitudes 
and behaviors. As such, action tends to perpetuate the status 
quo. While this logic does a better job at capturing the im- 
pact of psychological predispositions on political attitudes 
and behaviors, it neglects the role of elite discourse in mobi- 
lizing public resentment. In addition, while a logic of habit 
emphasizes stability, the backlash against globalization is a 
relatively recent trend that results from a set of sociopolitical 
transformations. It is therefore no coincidence that neither 
logic is commonly used to theorize about the phenomena 
above. 

In sum, existing empirical research contrasts with existing 

logics of action in two crucial ways. First, symbolic factors 
shape political attitudes. Actors form attitudes toward issues 
like free trade or immigration based on concerns over intan- 
gible social constructs, like national identity or culture, that 
are typically imagined and inflated. From an objective stand- 
point, both free trade and immigration tend to increase na- 
tional welfare. However, citizens often form attitudes toward 

these policies based on perceived national interest, which 

depends primarily on the existing political discourse rather 
than on the facts on the ground. Second, affect shapes how 

actors process information and make decisions. Motivated 

to defend the group against symbolic threats, actors ignore 
information about the actual impact of free trade and immi- 
gration on national welfare. Group loyalty involves an emo- 
tional attachment to a group and implies group-based dis- 
crimination. Within Western countries, the current back- 
lash against globalization results from a motivation to de- 
fend one’s group—narrowly defined based on ethnocultural 
traits—from symbolic threats. 

While one could attempt to account for the observed pat- 
terns using existing logics of action, such a move would leave 
expressive behavior under-theorized. To be sure, existing 

logics provide useful frameworks to account for certain di- 
mensions of political behavior—those that directly involve 
means-end calculations, shared norms, habits, or practices. 
However, a focus on these dimensions would obscure theo- 

retically important questions that emerge from existing re- 
search. At the social level, a group and its interests can be de- 
fined in different ways, and its political relevance varies over 
time. How are the group and its interests defined in a given 

political context? At the actor level, an actor belongs simul- 
taneously to multiple social categories, and group members 
display varying levels of group attachment. When does a 
group’s interest, however defined, become relevant to an ac- 
tor (or to an actor’s attitudes toward a given foreign policy 
issue)? In addition, actors have multiple psychological dis- 
positions. When does a given psychological disposition be- 
come mobilized in connection with a given foreign policy 
issue? To effectively capture the expressive dimension of for- 
eign policy behavior, we need a logic of action that focuses 
on questions like these—that is, a logic of action that ac- 
counts for group processes with crucial symbolic and affec- 
tive features. In the next section, I draw on multi-disciplinary 
research to develop such a logic. 

An Expressive Logic of Action 

To develop an expressive logic of action, I rely on a multi- 
disciplinary body of empirical research on (inter)group pro- 
cesses and political behavior. I start with two empirical ob- 
servations. First, people have a powerful tendency, well doc- 
umented across contexts, to categorize themselves into so- 
cial groups. Humans are hard-wired to connect and form so- 
cial groups, ranging from families to nations. Second, social 
identification provides a powerful motivation for political 
behavior. As a long tradition of empirical research demon- 
strates, people navigate the political world based on their 
social identities—choosing candidates during elections and 

taking positions on key political issues based on the sympa- 
thies and resentments they feel toward social groups ( Sears 
1993 ; Kinder 1998 ; Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002 ; 
Achen and Bartels 2016 ). Based on these assumptions, an 

expressive logic conceives of behavior as expressive . Accord- 
ing to this logic, what motivates action is the desire to attach 

oneself to a social category. By adopting a pattern of behav- 
ior associated with a group, an actor expresses their social 
identification to themselves and to others. 

Expressive behavior differs from other types of political 
behavior because it depends on the actor’s identification 

with a social group. In an expressive logic of action, con- 
formity depends on identification rather than compliance or 
internalization. As a conformity mechanism, identification 

differs from both compliance and internalization ( Kelman 

1961 , 63–65). On the one hand, identification is more sta- 
ble and enduring than compliance because it does not rely 
on external enforcement. On the other hand, identifica- 
tion is less stable and enduring than internalization because 
it hinges on the actor’s identity attachments rather than 

on their intrinsic beliefs. Based on identification, behavior 
tends to persist as long as the group remains important to 

the actor, the actor’s beliefs about the group persist, and no 

alternative source of identification challenges the behavior. 
By the same token, if any of these conditions change, so does 
the behavior. 

As I discuss next, a multi-disciplinary body of research 

shows that social identification involves distinctive psycho- 
logical processes and shapes behavior through distinctive 
pathways. Because expressive behavior depends on social 
identification, it involves two fundamental (and distinctive) 
components I explore next: an affective component, and a 
symbolic component. 
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How Social Identification Shapes Behavior 

To begin, social identification involves a crucial affective 
component: it is “not just a form of self-definition (the cog- 
nitive level of analysis), but also a source of emotional at- 
tachment, meaning, and motivation that helps to explain 

group behavior” ( Spears 2011 , 220). Crucially, social iden- 
tification provides individuals with a meaningful sense of 
self. As the social identity perspective tells us, individuals 
derive part of their identities from their group attachments 
( T ajfel and T urner 1979 ; Spears 2011 ). As T ajfel (1974 , 69) 
puts it, a social identity is “that part of an individual’s self- 
concept which derives from [their] knowledge of [their] 
membership of a social group (or groups) together with 

the emotional significance attached to that membership.”
As research on optimal distinctiveness theory indicates, so- 
cial identification involves a compromise between two psy- 
chological needs: (1) assimilation (or the need to be vali- 
dated and similar to others), which we satisfy by belonging 

to social groups; and (2) differentiation (or the need to be 
unique or different from others), which we satisfy by com- 
paring ourselves to out-groups ( Brewer 1991 ). 

More than “objective” group membership, social identifi- 
cation implies a psychological sense of belonging to a group 

( Huddy 2001 ). Across contexts, empirical studies find vari- 
ations in identity strength, or the extent to which people 
identify with a given social group. For example, research 

on national identity in the United States finds that Ameri- 
cans report different levels of national attachment and love 
of country ( Huddy and Khatib 2007 ; Theiss-Morse 2009 ). 
But importantly, variations in attachment do not imply that 
social identities are simply a matter of individual choice. 
On the contrary, group attachments are strongly influenced 

by early socialization, especially in the family environment, 
and remain enduring features of an actor’s self-conception 

thereafter. In fact, group attachments often depend on as- 
criptive or involuntary traits. For example, common sense 
associates nationality with a person’s place of birth or family 
descent—two attributes ascribed at birth rather than cho- 
sen by individuals. What is more, an actor’s sense of be- 
longing depends in part on the group’s recognition, rather 
than being determined exclusively at the actor level. As 
cross-national research shows, people report lower levels 
of national attachment and pride when they perceive that 
their ethnic group is discriminated against or lacks repre- 
sentation at national government ( Schildkraut 2011 , 854–
55; Wimmer 2018 , 209–28). 

Given its affective nature, social identification shapes per- 
ceptions and behaviors in distinctive ways. Once people cat- 
egorize themselves as members of a group, their identity be- 
comes attached to the group—such that they experience 
whatever happens to the group as if it had happened to 

them. As Sasley (2011 , 454) notes, social identification leads 
individuals to experience emotions on behalf of the group: 
“the group becomes part of the individual, who then re- 
acts not as that individual but as a member of the group, 
and individual members of the group converge on the same 
emotions.” Social identification serves as a lens through 

which individuals interpret politically relevant information, 
providing a motive for directional or biased reasoning. As 
Herrmann (2017) shows, for example, Americans who re- 
port higher levels of national attachment are more prone to 

associate globalization with significant threats to the nation. 
Rather than considering information evenhandedly, group 

members are motivated to defend the group, especially 
when they perceive it to be under threat. These processes 
became especially evident after the 9/11 attacks. As Ameri- 

cans experienced fear and anger following the attacks, they 
supported an unprecedented increase in homeland secu- 
rity spending, limitations on their own civil liberties, the use 
of torture, and even extrajudicial killings abroad, culminat- 
ing in the invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan ( Hall and Ross 
2015 ). 

Besides shaping perceptions, social identification also 

shapes political behavior through distinctive pathways. Ac- 
cording to an expressive logic, actors exercise influence via 
persuasion and example, rather than via coercion, induce- 
ments, or normative legitimation (see Weber 1978 , 950–54). 
Because social identity extends the self beyond the individ- 
ual, it provides a powerful mechanism for collective behav- 
ior ( Brewer 1991 ). In particular, existing research indicates 
that social identification shapes behavior through three dif- 
ferent pathways. First, identification provides an important 
channel for social influence: The more an actor identifies 
with a group, the more they accept influence from the 
group and adopt the attitudes and behaviors associated with 

it ( Spears 2011 , 211–14). By enacting the attitudes and be- 
haviors associated with a group, an actor affirms their so- 
cial identity not only to themselves but also to others. In 

fact, actors sometimes enact behaviors associated with a so- 
cial identity even at the expense of their own health and 

survival. During the COVID-19 pandemic, for example, in- 
dividuals’ decisions to protect themselves against the coron- 
avirus in the US—by wearing face masks, practicing social 
distancing, or getting vaccinated—consistently depended 

on party identification. Following partisan cues, Democrats 
were more likely to adopt pro-health behaviors than Repub- 
licans ( Gadarian, Goodman, and Pepinsky 2022 ). 

Second, social identification shapes behavior toward the 
in-group: The more an actor identifies with a group, the 
more they care about the group and are willing to help 

its members, even when such actions provide no personal 
gain to the actor (see Charnysh, Lloyd, and Simmons 2015 ). 
For example, the more strongly Americans identify with the 
nation, the more likely they are to demonstrate civic en- 
gagement by voting in elections, paying attention to poli- 
tics, and acquiring knowledge about the political issues of 
the day ( Huddy and Khatib 2007 , 72–74). In addition, the 
more strongly Americans identify with the nation, the more 
willing they are to help fellow Americans in a variety of situ- 
ations, especially when the beneficiaries of this help are pro- 
totypical group members—that is, white Americans ( Theiss- 
Morse 2009 , 94–129). Overall, social identification thus im- 
plies an increased tendency to cooperate with members of 
the in-group. It is this tendency that, according to Posen 

(1993) , links nationalism to the creation of the modern 

mass army: as nationalism inspires commitment and sacri- 
fice on behalf of the nation, it enables states to mobilize sol- 
diers. As Mylonas and Tudor (2021 , 111–12) note, political 
theorists have long placed a common national identity as a 
prerequisite to democracy, while nationalism has motivated 

the overthrow of absolute monarchies and colonial regimes 
around the world since the eighteenth century. 

Finally, social identification also shapes behavior in inter- 
group contexts. The more an actor identifies with a group, 
the more they favor their group over other groups, espe- 
cially when they perceive the in-group to be under threat. 
The tendency toward in-group favoritism was first detected 

in the minimal group studies conducted by Tajfel, Billig, 
Bundy et al. (1971) . In these studies, participants assigned 

to groups based on arbitrary characteristics, like their prefer- 
ence between two abstract painters, tended to allocate more 
resources to in-group members than to out-group members. 
As subsequent studies in this tradition consistently show, in- 
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group favoritism is so deeply rooted that it can emerge even 

without a previous history of group attachment, and even in 

the absence of a conflict of interest—that is, independently 
from disputes over material resources ( Spears 2011 , 204–
205). Social identification thus entails a tendency to favor 
one’s group over others, which becomes exacerbated when 

one’s group is perceived to be under threat. 
In-group favoritism has important implications for for- 

eign policy attitudes and behavior. For example, in-group 

favoritism shapes willingness to hold accountable those 
who violate international norms. In both the United King- 
dom and the United States, willingness to punish soldiers 
for the murder and abuse of civilians abroad depends on 

the identity of the perpetrators: when a co-national (ver- 
sus a foreigner or a person of unspecified nationality) is 
charged for a violation, public support for prosecution 

decreases ( Dasandi and Mitchell 2023 ). Similarly, Ameri- 
cans who report higher levels of national attachment are 
more willing to punish countries that are disliked (but 
not those that are liked) for using force against individ- 
uals who allegedly conducted terrorist attacks ( Herrmann 

2017 ).What is more, in-group favoritism shapes willingness 
to accept casualties during war. As Sagan and Valentino 

(2020) show, Americans are more willing to risk soldiers’ 
lives to save co-nationals (versus foreigners) and more will- 
ing to accept civilian casualties if those killed are (1) foreign 

(versus co-nationals); or (2) from a rival (versus neutral) 
country. 

The Politicization of Group Attachments 

Besides its affective component, social identification also in- 
volves a crucial symbolic component. While in principle any 
combination of traits could provide a basis for social cate- 
gorization, which traits become relevant for distinctions de- 
pends on the social context. Via socialization in a given con- 
text, individuals learn to recognize certain social categories 
as meaningful. In the current world of nation-states, for ex- 
ample, we commonly categorize individuals based on na- 
tionality. Yet, nationality would not have been a meaningful 
category a few centuries ago, when people relied on more 
local dimensions, such as region, to categorize themselves. 
In fact, nationality only became a meaningful category in 

the nineteenth century, in part as a result of nation-building 

efforts such as the introduction of national education curric- 
ula ( Gellner 1983 ). Elites played a fundamental role in the 
institution of national identity: As a Risorgimento leader fa- 
mously proclaimed in 1861, “We have made Italy, now we 
have to make Italians” ( Hobsbawm 1992 , 44). 

At the social level, social identities involve shared under- 
standings about group boundaries—or who belongs in a 
group (or not), and who is a friend (or not). 6 Group bound- 
aries are socially constructed and inherently contested. In 

the Unites States, for example, people have different ideas 
of what it means to be American. While some people de- 
fine national identity based on ethnocultural ancestry, oth- 
ers define national identity based on respect for liberal prin- 
ciples, being active and engaged citizens, or sharing in the 
immigration experience ( Schildkraut 2011 , 858–61). Defi- 
nitions of national identity range from least exclusionary 
(e.g., those based on civic engagement) to most exclusion- 
ary (e.g., those based on ethnocultural ancestry), much like 

6 A rich tradition of sociological research examines the formation and effects 
of symbolic boundaries—that is, “the lines that include and define some people, 
groups, and things while excluding others” ( Lamont and Molnár 2002 ; Lamont, 
Pendergrass, and Pachucki 2015 ). 

definitions of a country’s role in the world, which may em- 
phasize sovereign equality or great power hierarchies. Given 

the contested nature of group boundaries, Brubaker (2002) 
notes that it is more fruitful analytically to treat groups as 
schemas or discursive frames—simplifications of reality with 

important political implications—rather than as discrete, 
sharply differentiated, or internally homogeneous entities 
that match commonsense understandings of group bound- 
aries. Drawing on this insight, an expressive logic highlights 
the process of group-making : how are group boundaries con- 
strued in connection with political issues, and what kind of 
affective response do they evoke as a result? 

While group attachment provides a powerful mechanism 

for collective behavior, there is nothing automatic or in- 
evitable about this process. Different groups may be con- 
nected to the same political issue. In the United States, for 
example, free trade may be perceived as an issue that im- 
pacts a given social class (the working class), a given ge- 
ographic region (the Rust Belt), or rather the country as 
a whole. Likewise, multiple connections (positive or nega- 
tive) may exist between any given political issue and a given 

group. For example, free trade may be framed as an oppor- 
tunity to grow the US national economy, in line with exten- 
sive research in economics; or instead as a threat to national 
industry, as claimed by Trump during his presidential cam- 
paigns. For group attachment to motivate attitudes toward a 
political issue, actors need to see a clear connection between 

a given social group on the one hand, and a given political 
issue on the other ( Kinder 1998 , 807). That is, actors need 

to perceive a given political issue through the lens of group 

membership. 
In particular, existing research indicates that the politi- 

cization of group attachments hinges on a combination of 
three factors: the sociopolitical context, elite framing, and 

psychological predispositions. First, while actors form at- 
tachments to multiple social groups, which group attach- 
ment becomes relevant for a given issue depends on the so- 
ciopolitical context . For group identification to shape behav- 
ior, it needs to become salient in a given context. Dramatic 
events—such as a terrorist attack or an economic crisis—
can serve to galvanize group identifiers into collective ac- 
tion ( Brubaker 2002 , 171). Contested definitions of group 

boundaries become especially salient during periods of so- 
ciopolitical transformation, when actors may perceive their 
group to be under threat. Because identifiers are motivated 

to defend the group, in-group favoritism becomes especially 
potent when actors perceive a threat to the group. For exam- 
ple, as the 9/11 attacks created a sense of imminent threat 
across the United States (including areas far from the sites 
of the attacks), they galvanized Americans to support signif- 
icant policy changes to combat terrorism ( Kam and Kinder 
2007 ). Similarly, as global inequality substantially decreased 

in the past twenty years, lower-income groups within West- 
ern countries have felt that they were left behind, while 
emerging countries disproportionally reaped the benefits of 
globalization ( Milanovic 2023 ). 

Second, shared perceptions of a given political issue also 

depend on elite framing —that is, how political leaders and 

the mass media discuss the issue. Elites often act as identity 
entrepreneurs, shaping definitions of the group, its friends, 
and its enemies in connection with political issues. Elites 
shape national identity, for example, by promoting linguis- 
tic homogeneization. As Posner (2003 , 127) shows using the 
case of Zambia (then Northern Rhodesia) in the colonial 
era, “colonial administrative practices were responsible for 
creating not just groups, but also the landscape of ethnic 
cleavages that structure contemporary political and social 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/isagsq/article/4/2/ksae037/7681815 by guest on 19 February 2025



MA R I N A G. DU Q U E 9 

life.” Elites have shaped national identity via linguistic ho- 
mogeneization not only during the colonial era but also in 

contemporary cases such as China—where the central gov- 
ernment actively suppresses language diversity not only in 

the mainland but also in special administrative regions like 
Hong Kong. 7 

Elites compete in the framing process, offering different 
interpretations of group boundaries that resonate more or 
less with the public in a given context ( Bonikowski, 2016 ). 
In democratic contexts, elites help define what it means to 

be a group member through their actions and words, shap- 
ing group boundaries via persuasion and example. At the 
same time, elite framing relies on existing stereotypes about 
social groups and the affect associated with them. Because 
shared conceptions of group boundaries are relatively sta- 
ble over time, elites do not invent these boundaries out of 
thin air; rather, elite framing is typically constrained by the 
existing discursive frames ( Huddy 2001 , 147–49). Trump’s 
campaign rhetoric, for example, relied heavily on existing 

stereotypes toward social groups in the United States. Lever- 
aging existing resentment toward groups like Mexicans or 
Muslims, on the one hand, Trump portrayed the former as 
criminals and proposed banning immigration by the latter. 
Leveraging existing sympathy toward (white) Europeans, on 

the other hand, Trump wondered why the United States was 
not “letting people in from Europe.”8 

Besides acting as identity entrepreneurs, elites also 

shape perceptions of group salience and group threat. As 
Brubaker (2002 , 166) notes, elites may frame issues as “pri- 
mordial conflicts between groups,” evoking group identity 
to motivate members to defend the group. For example, 
members of the Bush administration mobilized public sup- 
port for the 2003 invasion of Iraq by claiming that Saddam 

Hussein’s regime not only was connected to al Qaeda and 

the 9/11 attacks but also possessed weapons of mass destruc- 
tion ( Hall and Ross 2015 , 866–72). Framing the invasion 

of Iraq as part of the “War on Terror”—or an “us-versus- 
them” situation—the Bush administration curtailed politi- 
cal dissent, which became equated with unpatriotic behavior 
( Krebs and Lobasz 2007 ). Similarly, in the Balkans during 

the 1990s, elites promoted violent conflict by framing the 
breakup of the former Yugoslavia as an existential threat to 

the nation, as defined by Serbian leaders in ethnocultural 
terms ( Gagnon 1994 ; Mylonas 2012 ). As Kaufman (2019) 
notes, leaders play an important role in mobilizing support- 
ers for war—by framing issues to evoke hostility and aggres- 
sion, inflating perceptions of threat, and then providing the 
means to fight. 

Importantly, perceived threats to the group need not be 
objective or physical threats in order to trigger a response 
from group members; rather, they can also be symbolic 
threats to the group’s culture or its way of life ( Sears 1993 ). 
This is often the case, for example, in contemporary public 
debates about issues like free trade or immigration. When 

leaders frame interactions with outsiders as detrimental to 

the nation’s culture or way of life, as right-wing populist lead- 
ers in Western countries often do, this motivates domestic 
audiences to retreat from international interactions, favor- 
ing isolationist foreign policies like trade protectionism. As 
Mutz (2021) notes, Americans tend to view trade as compe- 
tition rather than cooperation, in part because of the pub- 

7 Gina Anne Tam, “China’s Language Police.” Foreign Affairs , September 19, 
2023. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/china/chinas-language-police . 

8 Nicholas Confessore, “For Whites Sensing Decline, Donald Trump 
Unleashes Words of Resistance.” The New York Times, July 13, 2016. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/14/us/politics/donald-trump-white- 
identity.html . 

lic discourse about trade. Perceiving an us-versus-them situa- 
tion, Americans are more likely to adopt a defensive posture, 
especially when they see trading partners as different from 

them. 
Finally, the impact of elite framing on political behav- 

ior depends on psychological predispositions —relatively stable 
traits that inform how each actor approaches relations with 

other groups. As public opinion research demonstrates, in- 
dividuals exhibit different affective dispositions that inform 

their reactions to issue framing. Not all individuals react in 

the same way to elites’ attempts to frame political issues in 

connection to social identities. Within Western countries, 
for example, populist appeals and the corresponding iso- 
lationist policies, such as trade protectionism, tend to res- 
onate more with those citizens who hold negative affect 
toward out-groups. Overall, citizens who resent out-groups 
are more likely to answer leaders’ calls to defend the na- 
tion against external threats. The more resentment toward 

out-groups a citizen harbors, the more likely they are to 

oppose immigration ( Hainmueller and Hangartner 2013 ; 
Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014 ), free trade ( Mansfield and 

Mutz 2009 , 2013 ; Mutz and Kim 2017 ), and supranational in- 
tegration ( Hobolt 2016 ; Hobolt and de Vries 2016 ; Iakhnis, 
Rathbun, Reifler et al. 2018 ) in the current context of de- 
creasing global inequality and relative US decline. Similarly, 
members of the US public who reported higher levels of 
ethnocentrism were more likely to support the homeland 

security policies of the Bush administration after the 9/11 

attacks ( Kam and Kinder 2007 ). 
In sum, elite mobilization attempts succeed when issue 

framing taps into deeply felt attachments among the public 
in a given context. Group attachments become politically 
relevant when elites frame political issues based on exist- 
ing stereotypes toward social groups, especially in contexts 
marked by sociopolitical transformations or perceptions of 
threat to the group. 

Conclusion 

Drawing on multi-disciplinary research, this article develops 
an expressive logic of action, which provides a new vocabu- 
lary to theorize about group-based politics in IR. Based on 

this logic, what motivates action is the desire to belong in a 
social category. Social identification provides a compelling 

mechanism for behavior: the more an actor identifies with a 
group, the more they accept influence from the group, care 
about the group, and favor its members over outsiders. Iden- 
tification motivates behavior when actors see a connection 

between a group and a political issue, based on how elites 
frame this issue in a given context. Focusing on social and 

psychological processes, an expressive logic involves distinc- 
tive mechanisms. It assumes that: (1) group identification—
rather than self-interest, shared norms, practices, or habit—
is a driving force behind political behavior; (2) affect, rather 
than cost-benefit calculations or pure cognition, shapes how 

actors process information and make decisions; and (3) sym- 
bolic factors—that is, how actors and issues are framed in 

the political discourse—play a fundamental role in organiz- 
ing political activity. 

An expressive logic improves our understanding of con- 
sequential phenomena in international politics, such as the 
current backlash against globalization across the West and 

the resulting increase in trade protectionism among the 
world’s leading economies. Existing explanations of for- 
eign policy behavior in different areas, ranging from in- 
ternational conflict to cooperation, involve expressive ele- 
ments. However, these disparate instances of state behav- 
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ior are not yet recognized as expressive actions. The pro- 
posed logic helps us understand these phenomena not as 
empirical anomalies, as we are wont to do based on ex- 
isting logics of action, but rather as part of a distinctive 
class of phenomena—that is, as cases of expressive behav- 
ior. By focusing on the distinctive features of expressive be- 
havior, an expressive logic promotes theory development 
and refinement across domains. While existing explana- 
tions involve expressive elements, an expressive logic dif- 
fers in scope from existing explanations: it unifies and or- 
ganizes much evidence on political behavior with a lim- 
ited set of assumptions, providing a coherent set of build- 
ing blocks to theorize about group processes with crucial 
affective and symbolic features. For each instance of for- 
eign policy behavior, this logic invites us to ask: How do 

elites construe the nation, its friends, and its enemies? How 

do they frame foreign policy issues, and what affective re- 
sponses do they evoke as a result? Rather than supersede 
existing logics, an expressive logic contributes to a fuller 
picture of foreign policy behavior. There is little reason to 

expect that any logic captures the entirety of human behav- 
ior. As analytical tools, logics of action offer inexact rep- 
resentations of reality, which serve as more or less useful 
foundations for theory building depending on the research 

question at hand. A flexible approach, devoid of paradig- 
matic commitments, is therefore more promising in this 
context. 

Future research could use the building blocks provided 

in this article to theorize about specific phenomena, de- 
rive observable implications from theory, and assess the em- 
pirical validity of these observable implications. For exam- 
ple, researchers could investigate whether appeals to more 
inclusive identity attachments or issue framing that high- 
lights commonalities (rather than divisions) across national 
boundaries could increase public support for free trade 
and immigration in Western countries. A mixed-methods 
approach ( Abdelal, Herrera, Johnston et al. 2009 ) would 

be especially useful to that end. Researchers could use dis- 
course or content analysis to uncover shared understand- 
ings of group boundaries in different countries; conduct 
surveys to gauge the appeal of different discursive frames 
among different publics; run survey experiments to esti- 
mate the impact of issue framing on public attitudes and 

behaviors toward foreign policy issues like free trade and 

immigration; or use methods such as network analysis and 

agent-based models to further probe into the emergent as- 
pects of expressive behavior. IR scholarship would also ben- 
efit from research that identifies the scope conditions for 
each logic of action and investigates how different logics 
interact to produce specific outcomes of interest. This ar- 
ticle takes a first step in that direction by developing an ex- 
pressive logic and distinguishing it analytically from existing 

ones. 
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