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Anarchy Is What States
Make of It

ALEXANDER WENDT

Classical realists such as Thomas Hobbes, Reinhold Niebuhr, and Hans J. Mor-
genthau attributed egoism and power politics primarily to human nature, whereas
structural realists or neorealists emphasize anarchy. The difference stems in part
from different interpretations of anarchy’s causal powers. Kenneth Waltz’s work is
important for both. In Man, the State, and War, he defines anarchy as a condition
of possibility for or “permissive” cause of war, arguing that “wars occur because
there is nothing to prevent them.™ It is the human nature or domestic politics of
predator states, however, that provide the initial impetus or “efficient” cause of
conflict which forces other states to respond in kind. . . . But . . . in Waltz's Theory
of International Politics . . . the logic of anarchy seems by itself to constitute self-
help and power politics as necessary features of world politics.” . . .

Waltz defines political structure in three dimensions: ordering principles {in this
case, anarchy), principles of differentiation (which here drop out), and the distribu-
tion of capabilities.” By itself, this definition predicts little about state behavior. It does
not predict whether two states will be friends or foes, will recognize each other’s sov-
ereignty, will have dynastic ties, will be revisionist or status quo powers, and so on.
These factors, which are fundamentally intersubjective, affect states” security interests
and thus the character of their interaction under anarchy. ... Put more generally,
without assumptions about the structure of identities and interests in the system,
Waltz's definition of structure cannot predict the content or dynamics of anarchy.
Self-help is one such intersubjective ‘structure and, as such, does the decisive ex-
planatory work in the theory. The question is whether self-help is a logical or contin-
gent feature of anarchy. In this section, I develop the concept of a “structure of iden-
tity and interest” and show that no particular one follows logically from anarchy.

A fundamental principle of constructivist social theory is that people act toward
objects, including other actors, on the basis of the meanings that the objects have
for them. States act differently toward enemies than they do toward friends because
enemies are threatening and friends are not. Anarchy and the distribution of power
are insufficient to tell us which is which. U.S. military power has a different signifi-
cance for Canada than for Cuba, despite their similar “structural” positions, just as
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British missiles have a different significance for the United States than do Soviet
missiles. The distribution of power may always affect states’ calculations, but how it
does so depends on the intersubjective understandings and expectations, on the
“distribution of knowledge,” that constitute their conceptions of self and other.* If
society “forgets” what a university is, the powers and practices of professor and stu-
dent cease to exist; if the United States and Soviet Union decide that they are no
longer enemies, “the Cold War is over.” It is collective meanings that constitute the
structures which organize our actions.

Actors acquire identities—relatively stable, role-specific understandings and
expectations about self—by participating in such collective meanings. Identities
are inherently relational: “Identity, with its appropriate attachments of psycholog-
ical reality, is always identity within a specific, socially constructed world,” Peter
Berger argues.® Each person has many identities linked to institutional roles, such
as brother, son, teacher, and citizen. Similarly, a state may have multiple identities
as “sovereign,” “leader of the free world,” “imperial power,” and so on. The com-
mitment to and the salience of particular identities vary, but each identity is an in-
herently social definition of the actor grounded in the theories which actors collec-
tively hold about themselves and one another and which constitute the structure of
the social world.

Identities are the basis of interests. Actors do not have a “portfolio” of interests
that they carry around independent of social context; instead, they define their in-
terests on the process of defining situations. . . . Sometimes situations are unprece-
dented in our experience, and in these cases we have to construct their meaning,
and thus our interests, by analogy or invent them de novo. More often they have
routine qualities in which we assign meanings on the basis of institutionally defined
roles. When we say that professors have an “interest” in teaching, research, or going
on leave, we are saying that to function in the role identity of “professor,” they have
to define certain situations as calling for certain actions. This does not mean that
they will necessarily do so {expectations and competence do not equal perfor-
mance), but if they do not, they will not get tenure. The absence or failure of roles
makes defining situations and interests more difficult, and identity confusion may
result. This seems to be happening today in the United States and the former Soviet
Union: Without the cold war’s mutual attributions of threat and hostility to define
their identities, these states seem unsure of what their “interests” should be.

An institution is a relatively stable set or “structure” of identities and interests.
Such struetures are often codified in formal rules and norms, but these have motiva-
tional force only in virtue of actors’ socialization to and participation in collective
knowledge. Institutions are fundamentally cognitive entities that do not exist apart
from actors’ ideas about how the world works. This does not mean that institutions
are not real or objective, that they are “nothing but” beliefs. As collective knowledge,
they are experienced as having an existence “over and above the individuals who hap-
pen to embody them at the moment.”® In this way, institutions come to confront in-
dividuals as more or less coercive social facts, but they are still a function of what ac-
tors collectively “know.” Identities and such collective cognitions do not exist apart
from each other; they are “mutually constitutive.” On this view, institutionalization is
a process of internalizing new identities and interests, not something occurring out-
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side them and affecting only behavior; socialization is a cognitive process, not just a
behavioral one. Conceived in this way, institutions may be cooperative or conflictual,
a point sometimes lost in scholarship on international regimes, which tends to equate
institutions with cooperation. There are important differences between conflictual
and cooperative institutions to be sure, but all relatively stable self-other relations—
even those of “enemies”—are defined intersubjectively.

Self-help is an institution, one of various structures of identity and interest that
may exist under anarchy. Processes of identity formation under anarchy are con-
cerned first and foremost with preservation or “security” of the self. Concepts of
security therefore differ in the extent to which and the manner in which the self is
identified cognitively with the other, and, T want to suggest, it is upon this cogni-
tive variation that the meaning of anarchy and the distribution of power depends.
Let me illustrate with a standard continuum of security systems.

At one end is the “competitive” security system, in which states identify nega-
tively with each other’s security so that ego’s gain is seen as alter’s loss. Negative
identification under anarchy constitutes systems of “realist” power politics: risk-
averse actors that infer intentions from capabilities and worry about relative gains
and losses. At the limit—in the Hobbesian war of all against all—collective action
is nearly impossible in such a system because each actor must constantly fear being
stabbed in the back.

In the middle is the “individualistic” security system, in which states are indif-
ferent to the relationship between their own and others” security. This constitutes
“neoliberal” systems: States are still self-regarding about their security but are con-
cerned primarily with absolute gains rather than relative gains. One’s position in
the distribution of power is less important, and collective action is more possible
(though still subject to free riding because states continue to be “egoists”).

Competitive and individualistic systems are both “self-help” forms of anarchy
in the sense that states do not positively identify the security of self with that of oth-
ers but instead treat security as the individual responsibility of each. Given the lack
of a positive cognitive identification on the basis of which to build security regimes,
power politics within such systems will necessarily consist of efforts to manipulate
others to satisty self-regarding interests.

This contrasts with the “cooperative” security system, in which states identify
positively with one another so that the security of each is perceived as the responsi-
bility of all. This is not self-help in any interesting sense, since the “self” in terms of
which interests are defined is the community; national interests are international in-
terests. In practice, of course, the extent to which states identify with the community
varies from the limited form found in “concerts” to the full-blown form seen in “col-
lective security” arrangements. Depending on how well developed the collective self
is, it will produce security practices that are in varying degrees altruistic or prosocial.
This makes collective action less dependent on the presence of active threats and less
prone to free riding. Moreover, it restructures efforts to advance one’s objectives, or
“power politics,” in terms of shared norms rather than relative power.

On this view, the tendency in international relations scholarship to view power
and institutions as two opposing explanations of foreign policy is therefore mislead-
ing, since anarchy and the distribution of power only have meaning for state action
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in virtue of the understandings and expectations that constitute institutional identi-
ties and interests. Self-help is one such institution, constituting one kind of anarchy
but not the only kind. Waltz’s three-part definition of structure therefore seems un-
derspecified. In order to go from structure to action, we need to add a fourth: the
intersubjectively constituted structure of identities and interests in the system.

This has an important implication for the way in which we conceive of states in
the state of nature before their first encounter with each other. Because states do
not have conceptions of self and other, and thus security interests, apart from or
prior to interaction, we assume too much about the state of nature if we concur with
Waltz that, in virtue of anarchy, “international political systems, like economic mar-
kets, are formed by the coaction of self-regarding units.”” We also assume too much
if we argue that, in virtue of anarchy, states in the state of nature necessarily face a
“stag hunt” or “security dilemma.” These claims presuppose a history of interaction
in which actors have acquired “selfish” identities and interests; before interaction
(and still in abstraction from first- and second-image factors) they would have no
experience upon which to base such definitions of self and other. To assume other-
wise is to attribute to states in the state of nature qualities that they can only possess
in society. Self-help is an institution, not a constitutive feature of anarchy.

What, then, is a constitutive feature of the state of nature before interaction?
Two things are left if we strip away those properties of the self which presuppose in-
teraction with others. The first is the material substrate of agency, including its in-
trinsic capabilities. For human beings, this is the body; for states, it is an organiza-
tional apparatus of governance. In effect, I am suggesting for rhetorical purposes that
the raw material out of which members of the state system are constituted is created
by domestic society before states enter the constitutive process of international soci-
ety, although this process implies neither stable territoriality nor sovereignty, which
are internationally negotiated terms of individuality (as discussed further below).
The second is a desire to preserve this material substrate, to survive. This does not
entail “self-regardingness,” however, since actors do not have a self prior to interac-
tion with another; how they view the meaning and requirements of this survival
therefore depends on the processes by which conceptions of self evolve.

This may all seem very arcane, but there is an important issue at stake: Are the
foreign policy identities and interests of states exogenous or endogenous to the state
system? The former is the answer of an individualistic or undersocialized systemic
theory for which rationalism is appropriate; the latter is the answer of a fully social-
ized systemic theory. Waltz seems to offer the latter and proposes two mechanisms,
competition and socialization, by which structure conditions state action.® The con-
tent of his argument about this conditioning, however, presupposes a self-help sys-
tem that is not itself a constitutive feature of anarchy. As James Morrow points out,
Waltz’s two mechanisms condition behavior, not identity and interest. . . o

If self-help is not a constitutive feature of anarchy, it must emerge causally
from processes in which anarchy plays only a permissive role. This reflects a sec-
ond principle of constructivism: that the meanings in terms of which action is or-
ganized arise out of interaction. . . .

Consider two actors—ego and alter—encountering each other for the first
time.! Each wants to survive and has certain material capabilities, but neither
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actor has biological or domestic imperatives for power, glory, or conquest . . . and
there is no history of security or insecurity between the two. What should they do?
Realists would probably argue that each should act on the basis of worst-case as-
sumptions about the other’s intentions, justifying such an attitude as prudent in
view of the possibility of death from making a mistake. Such a possibility always ex-
ists, even in civil society; however, society would be impossible if people made de-
cisions purely on the basis of worst-case possibilities. Instead, most decisions are
and should be made on the basis of probabilities, and these are produced by inter-
action, by what actors do.

In the beginning is ego’s gesture, which may consist, for example, of an advance,
aretreat, a brandishing of arms, a laying down of arms, or an attack. For ego, this ges-
ture represents the basis on which it is prepared to respond to alter. This basis is un-
known to alter, however, and so it must make an inference or “attribution” about
ego’s intentions and, in particular, given that this is anarchy, about whether ego is a
threat. The content of this inference will largely depend on two considerations. The
first is the gesture’s and ego’s physical qualities, which are in part contrived by ego
and which include the direction of movement, noise, numbers, and immediate con-
sequences of the gesture. The second consideration concerns what alter would in-
tend by such qualities were it to make such a gesture itself. Alter may make an attri-
butional “error” in its inference about ego’s intent, but there is also no reason for it
to assume a priori-—before the gesture—that ego is threatening, since it is only
through a process of signaling and interpreting that the costs and probabilities of
being wrong can be determined. Social threats are constructed, not natural.

Consider an example. Would we assume, a priori, that we were about to be at-
tacked if we are ever contacted by members of an alien civilization? I think not. We
would be highly alert, of course, but whether we placed our military forces on alert
or launched an attack would depend on how we interpreted the import of their first
gesture for our security—if only to avoid making an immediate enemy out of what
may be a dangerous adversary. The possibility of error, in other words, does not
force us to act on the assumption that the aliens are threatening: Action depends
on the probabilities we assign, and these are in key part a function of what the
aliens do; prior to their gesture, we have no systemic basis for assigning probabili-
ties. If their first gesture is to appear with a thousand spaceships and destroy New
York, we will define the situation as threatening and respond accordingly. But if
they appear with one spaceship, saying what seems to be “we come in peace,” we
will feel “reassured” and will probably respond with a gesture intended to reassure
them, even if this gesture is not necessarily interpreted by them as such.

This process of signaling, interpreting, and responding completes a “social act”
and begins the process of creating intersubjective meanings. It advances the same
way. The first social act creates expectations on both sides about each other’s fu-
ture behavior: potentially mistaken and certainly tentative, but expectations
nonetheless, Based on this tentative knowledge, ego makes a new gesture, again
signifying the basis on which it will respond to alter, and again alter responds,
adding to the pool of knowledge each has about the other, and so on over time. The
mechanism here is reinforcement; interaction rewards actors for holding certain
ideas about each other and discourages them from holding others. If repeated long
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enough, these “reciprocal typifications” will create relatively stable concepts of self
and other regarding the issue at stake in the interaction.'?

Competitive systems of interaction are prone to security “dilemmas,” in which
the efforts of actors to enhance their security unilaterally threatens the security of
the others, perpetuating distrust and alienation. The forms of identity and interest
that constitute such dilemmas, however, are themselves ongoing effects of, not ex-
ogenous to, the interaction; identities are produced in and through “situated activ-
ity.”™ We do not begin our relationship with the aliens in a security dilemma; se-
curity dilemmas are not given by anarchy or nature. . . .

The mirror theory of identity formation is a crude account of how the process
of creating identities and interests might work, but it does not tell us why a system
of states—such as, arguably, our own—would have ended up with self-regarding
and not collective identities. In this section, I examine an efficient cause, preda-
tion, which, in conjunction with anarchy as a permissive cause, may generate a self-
help system. In so doing, however, I show the key role that the structure of identi-
ties and interests plays in mediating anarchy’s explanatory role.

The predator argument is straightforward and compelling. For whatever rea-
sons—biology, domestic politics, or systemic victimization—some states may be-
come predisposed toward aggression. The aggressive behavior of these predators
or “bad apples” forces other states to engage in competitive power politics, to meet
fire with fire, since failure to do so may degrade or destroy them. One predator will
best a hundred pacifists because anarchy provides no guarantees. This argument is
powerful in part because it is so weak: Rather than making the strong assumption
that all states are inherently power-seeking (a purely reductionist theory of power
politics), it assumes that just one is power-seeking and that the others have to fol-
low suit because anarchy permits the one to exploit them.

In making this argument, it is important to reiterate that the possibility of pre-
dation does not in itself force states to anticipate it a priori with competitive power
politics of their own. The possibility of predation does not mean that “war may at
any moment occur”; it may in fact be extremely unlikely. Once a predator emerges,
however, it may condition identity and interest formation in the following manner.

In an anarchy of two, if ego is predatory, alter must either define its security in
self-help terms or pay the price. . . . The timing of the emergence of predation rel-
ative to the history of identity formation in the community is therefore crucial to
anarchy’s explanatory role as a permissive cause. Predation will always Jead victims
to defend themselves, but whether defense will be collective or not depends on the
history of interaction within the potential collective as much as on the ambitions of
the predator. Will the disappearance of the Soviet threat renew old insecurities
among the members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization? Perhaps, but not
if they have reasons independent of that threat for identifying their security with
one another. Identities and interests are relationship-specific, not intrinsic attrib-
utes of a “portfolio”; states may be competitive in some relationships and solidary
in others. . ..

The source of predation also matters. Ifit stems from unit-level causes that are
immune to systemic impacts (causes such as human nature or domestic politics
taken in isolation), then it functions in a manner analogous to a “genetic trait” in



WENDT / ANARCHY IS WHAT STATES MAKE OF IT 79

the constructed world of the state system. Even if successful, this trait does not se-
lect for other predators in an evolutionary sense so much as it teaches other states
to respond in kind, but since traits cannot be unlearned, the other states will con-
tinue competitive behavior until the predator is either destroyed or transformed
from within. However, in the more likely event that predation stems at least in part
from prior systemic interaction—perhaps as a result of being victimized in the past
(one thinks here of Nazi Germany or the Soviet Union)—then it is more a response
to a learned identity and, as such, might be transformed by future social interaction
in the form of appeasement, reassurances that security needs will be met, systemic
effects on domestic politics, and so on. In this case, in other words, there is more
hope that process can transform a bad apple into a good one. . . .

This raises anew the question of exactly how much and what kind of role
human nature and domestic politics play in world politics. The greater and more
destructive this role, the more significant predation will be, and the less amenable
anarchy will be to formation of collective identities. Classical realists, of course, as-
sumed that human nature was possessed by an inherent lust for power or glory. My
argument suggests that assumptions such as this were made for a reason: An un-
changing Hobbesian man provides the powerful efficient cause necessary for a re-
lentless pessimism about world politics that anarchic structure alone, or even
structure plus intermittent predation, cannot supply. . . .

Assuming for now that systemic theories of identity formation in world politics
are worth pursuing, let me conclude by suggesting that the realist-rationalist al-
liance “reifies” self-help in the sense of treating it as something separate from the
practices by which it is produced and sustained. Peter Berger and Thomas Luck-
mann define reification as follows: “[It] is the apprehension of the products of
human activity as if they were something else than human products—such as facts
of nature, results of cosmic laws, or manifestations of divine will. Reification im-
plies that man is capable of forgetting his own authorship of the human world, and
further, that the dialectic between man, the producer, and his products is lost to
consciousness. The reified world is . . . experienced by man as a strange facticity,
an opus alienum over which he has no control rather than as the opus proprium of
his own productive activity.”"* By denying or bracketing states’ collective author-
ship of their identities and interests, in other words, the realist-rationalist alliance
denies or brackets the fact that competitive power politics help create a very “prob-
lem of order” they are supposed to solve—that realism is a self-fulfilling prophecy.
Far from being exogenously given, the intersubjective knowledge that constitutes
competitive identities and interests is constructed every day by processes of “social
will formation.”' It is what states have made of themselves.
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