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Abstract
The 1990s have been the most productive years in the discipline of International Relations
and in this period the Constructivist theory appeared to be the new alternative to
Neorealism. Constructivism in International Relations was introduced by Alexander
Wendt whose works on Constructivism have deeply influenced theoretical approaches in the
following years. In this article, the main debate between Neorealism and Constructivism is
analyzed and a critique of Systemic Constructivism developed by Alexander Wendt was
presented. In the following sections, an interactive approach, which takes into account the
domestic factors that are important for the formation of state identity, is developed.    
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INTRODUCTION

The 1990s appeared to be the most productive years for the discipline of International
Relations (IR) and, in the words of Reus-Smit, “witnessed a renaissance in social the-
orizing about international relations”1. The end of the Cold War, the United States’ first
ambivalent and later malevolent hegemonic position, the spread of micro-nationalism,
the rise of religious fundamentalism and subsequent terrorism have all challenged the
mainstream theorizing in IR and forced IR scholars to re-evaluate the main approach-

es in the field. Among them Neorealism, by most accounts the dominant paradigm in
IR theory, has taken the most assault. Its dominance has been challenged by the
emerging approach of constructivism, which has been, by far, the most successful
attempt to do so in the last decade. The constructivist critique was especially directed
toward the main realist assumption that stresses the primacy of anarchy and the dis-
tribution of relative power (the materialist ontology) in world politics. “Constructivists

counter that structural realism misses what is often a more determinant factor, name-
ly, the intersubjectively shared ideas that shape behavior by constituting the identities
and interests of actors”2.

Constructivism is a broad approach that encompasses “Weberian interpretative
sociology, Symbolic Interactionism, variants of Marxism, Veblenian institutionalism,
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post-structuralism(s) and hermeneutics”3. Despite its broad character, constructivism
has been popular in the field through influential writings of Alexander Wendt, who
pointed out that “IR constructivism draws selectively from social theory and is charac-
terized more specifically by its idealism”4. This ‘idealism’, according to Wendt, means
that “structures of human association are determined primarily by shared ideas rather

than material forces and identities and interests of purposive actors are constructed by
these shared ideas rather than given by nature”5. Therefore, constructivism rests on the
intersubjective dimension of human action.  

In focusing on “ideas, agency, norms, and transnational connections constructivists
have offered path-breaking perspectives in the study of international politics”6.
Notwithstanding its growing popularity in IR theory, constructivism has also attracted
criticism from other schools of thought, especially from structural Realism, for having

serious flaws in its critique of realism and for being empirically and methodologically
wrong. Some argue that Constructivism is not theory, but a research program that sup-
plements Realism rather than supplanting it7. Still others argue that “while it does not
form a single unified perspective- it constitutes a general social scientific framework
rather than a ‘theory’ as such- it exhibits certain common and distinctive themes”8.
Finally, a growing body of research on Constructivism contends that “the problem with

contemporary constructivism is that it has been dominated by liberalism and ideal-
ism”9.

I argue that Wendt’s version of constructivism, which can be called ‘Systemic
Constructivism’, can be warded off against these critiques by integrating into the con-
structivist analysis the factors operating at both domestic and international levels. As
one scholar rightly points out “it is commonly acknowledged that in order to under-
stand the preferences and behavior of states in international relations, we need to take

both domestic considerations and international considerations of states into
account”10. This is especially true for state identity since factors at both domestic and
international play important roles in identity formation and therefore, those factors
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should be analyzed thoroughly. This endeavor requires to show how state identities are
formed at the domestic level and how those identities, once formed, can influence
state interests and behavior at the systemic level (the interactive model).  In this arti-
cle, I do not aim to propose an alternative approach to constructivism. Instead, my

intention here is to increase the applicability of constructivism to a wide range of cases
by exploring the possibilities ignored by the systemic constructivist research program.
For this purpose, the paper is organized as follows: the first section reviews construc-
tivist critique of structural realism and identifies the key points related to state identi-
ty in systemic constructivism.  In the second section, I elaborate Wendt’s conceptual-
ization of identity and try to explore other possibilities that have been ignored by the

systemic constructivist theory.   The last section of the paper draws conclusions for IR
theory in general.  

THE MAIN DEBATE: STRUCTURAL REALISM VS. SYSTEMIC 

CONSTRUCTIVISM

In his seminal work, The Social Theory of International Politics,11 Alexander Wendt labels
Kenneth Waltz’s neorealist theory as individualist and materialist and argues that it
falls short in explaining “what is going on” in world politics today. Instead, he develops

his own “idealist”12, structuralist and holist constructivism”13 by drawing on structura-
tionist and symbolic interactionist sociology. However, Wendt also “concedes impor-
tant points to materialist and individualist perspectives and endorses a scientific
approach to social inquiry”14 and thus, tries to find a ‘middle ground’ between differ-
ent methodological traditions in social sciences.

Wendt, like Waltz, develops a systemic theory and brackets unit-level processes to
avoid reductionism15 in his methodology, which ultimately makes his version of con-

structivism a state-centric one. He justifies his state-centric approach on the grounds
that “since states are the dominant form of subjectivity in contemporary world politics
this means that they should be the primary unit of analysis for thinking about the glob-
al regulation of violence”16. Therefore, according to Wendt, “the possibility of systems
theory, of whatever kind, assumes that the domestic or unit and systemic levels of
analysis can be separated”17. The reason that Wendt embraces the systemic theorizing
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mainly results from his desire to show that state identities and consequently interests
are endogenous to state interaction and can change depending on that interaction
rather than exogenous and fixed as Waltzian Neorealists assume. Once Constructivists
could prove that this hypothesis holds up then it would be easier for them to explain

structural change, which has always been a problematic issue for Neorealists.
However, one should keep in mind that this Constructivist argument largely rests on
the assumption that the structure of the international system is primarily social rather
than material, which constitutes the main ontological difference between
Constructivists and Neorealists. Thus, Wendt contends that “the ontology of interna-
tional life is idealist and holist”18.

Materialism vs. Idealism: Structure and Structural Change

According to Neorealism, “a system is composed of a structure and of interacting
units”19. Waltz argues that in order to define structure, one has to “leave aside, or
abstract from, the characteristics of units, their behavior, and their interactions”20 to
be able to distinguish between unit level and system level variables. The definition of
a structure also requires “ignoring how units relate with one another (how they inter-
act) and concentrating on how they stand in relation to one another (how they are

arranged or positioned)” because interaction takes place at the unit level while “the
arrangement of units is a property of the system”21. Therefore, in Neorealism, the
arrangement of units acquires a high explanatory power since it determines what goes
on afterwards. Waltz’s conceptualization of the nature of structure involves three main
dimensions: ordering principles, which refer to the principles by which elements of struc-
ture are organized, character of units, which refers to the functions performed by the sys-

tem’s elements, and finally the distribution of capabilities, which refers to the extent to
which material power resources are concentrated in the system22.

According to Waltz, the international systems are ordered based on the principle of
its members’ sovereign equality and it is therefore de-centralized and anarchic. Since
there is no supreme power that is entitled to command, “the parts of international-
political systems stand in relations of coordination”23. Anarchy, in this account, then

becomes the main (and the only) ordering principle, which is held as a constant. This
anarchic nature of the international system brings us to the second dimension of struc-

124

Yücel Bozda¤l›o¤lu

18 Samuel M. Makinda, ‘Reading and Writing International Relations’, Australian Journal of International Affairs,
Vol. 54, No. 3, 2000, pp. 389-401, p. 392.

19 Kenneth N. Waltz, ‘Political Structures’, Robert O. Keohane (ed.), Neorealism and Its Critics, (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1986), pp. 70-97, p. 70. 

20 Ibid., p. 71.
21 Ibid., p. 71.
22 Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics, p. 98-99.
23 Waltz, ‘Political Structures’, p. 81.



ture: the character of units which is defined in terms of the functions that units per-
form. Neorealism holds that unlike hierarchical systems such as in domestic political
structures where system’s parts are differentiated by the functions they perform, units
in international systems where anarchy prevails do not show the same functional dif-

ferentiation. “Anarchy entails relations of coordination among a system’s units, and
that implies their sameness”24. In other words, units in the international system are
functionally similar because anarchy imposes on them certain rules, which in turn
force units to behave similarly. This functional similarity, then, produces like units as
long as anarchy endures. If anarchy is a constant and the states are functionally simi-
lar then what explains variation in international structure and thereby generates vary-

ing outcomes? In Neorealism, only the third dimension, the distribution of material
capabilities, constitutes variation in international structure. “States are differently
placed by their power”25. In assessing the structure of the international system,
according to Waltz, what matters is only the number and power of states. “It is this step
in the argument which ultimately makes Waltz’s theory of structure materialist”26.
Waltz’s materialist ontology, then, explains structural change in terms of changes in

the number and power of states in the international system- “namely transitions from
one distribution of power to another”27. According to Wendt this explains structural
change only in one sense. “But the kind of structural change the critics have in mind is
less material than social: the transition from feudalism to sovereign states, the end of
the Cold War, the emergence of peace among democratic states, and so on.
Neorealists do not consider such changes ‘structural’ because they do not change the

distribution of power or transcend anarchy”28.

Neorealists assume that once structure is developed it becomes a force above the
system’s units on which they cannot have any influence. Structure on the other hand
imposes on states certain behaviors that states have to follow if they wish to succeed
in the system. In other words, taking the Darwinian evolutionary process as an exam-
ple, Waltz argues that structure rewards some kind of behavior while punishing others
that do not conform to structure’s requirements. Since the main goal of states in the

system is survival, they have to behave in accordance with structural requirements,
which eventually make them acquire selfish identities and interests. Waltz here makes
a motivational assumption that since states are security-seeking actors they have be to
egoistic or self-regarding29. “Combine this assumption with anarchy, and states will
not enjoy even an imperfect guarantee of their own security unless they set out to pro-

125

Constructivism  and Identity Formation: An Interactive Approach

24 Ibid., p. 87.
25 Ibid., p. 93.
26 Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics, p. 99.
27 Ibid., p. 17. 
28 Ibid., p. 17.
29 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics,(Boston: Addison-Wesley, 1979), p. 91.



vide it for themselves, which means the international system is by definition a ‘self
help’ system”30. Therefore, in Neorealist account, the reason for states to have selfish
identities and interests is a structural requirement and they are imposed on states by
the structure, and thus exogenous to state interaction. As a result, “structure relates to

agents by affecting their behavior ‘indirectly’ through two processes, competition and
socialization”31. While competition helps produce like units, socialization affects only
the behavior of units. However, according to Waltz, the socialization process is purely
materialistic and his behavioralism reduces norms and rules to a patterned behavior.
Therefore, this socialization process does not have any effect on the properties of
states. Instead, the properties of states are given and the socialization process under-

stood in materialist terms affects only behavior.  Here, state identities and interests are
treated in a rationalist fashion. At the behavioral level, “social constructivism contends
that human actors follow rules that not only regulate behavior (that is, constitute a
causal effect) but also define social identities and national interests”32. Constructivists
maintain that “what actors do in international relations; the interests they hold, and
the structures within which they operate are defined by social norms and ideas, rather

than by objective or material conditions”33.

Wendt defines political structure as a social rather than material phenomenon. He
contends that “since the basis of sociality is shared knowledge, this leads to an ideal-
ist view of structure as a distribution of knowledge or ‘ideas all the way down’”34.
According to Wendt, the structure of any social system contains three elements: mate-
rial conditions, interests and ideas. “The significance of material conditions is consti-
tuted in part by interests…Similarly; interests are constituted in part by ideas”35.

Wendt’s argument makes an important contribution to the issue that has been neglect-
ed in mainstream IR: the extent to which material forces are constituted by ideas. The
issue has very important implications for IR theory because “it bears on the transfor-
mative potentials of the international system”36.

According to Wendt, “the key premise of idealist social theory is that people act
toward objects, including each other, on the basis of the meanings those objects have

for them”37. For Constructivists, “material consequences are the result of how we have
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socially constructed the meaning and relevance that material objects have for us”38.
Ideas in systemic constructivism are reduced to ‘knowledge’ since the category of ideas
is too broad. Knowledge in sociological sense is defined as “any belief an actor takes to
be true”39. On the question of knowledge, however, Wendt seems to be fundamental-
ly a positivist and a naturalist. “The crucial distinction is that whereas Wendt ends up

painting a world that seems very similar to that painted by rationalists”40.

These beliefs (or knowledge), according to Wendt, are socially constructed (an epis-
temological claim)41 and can be private or shared. However, as soon as actors start
interacting with each other, privately held beliefs immediately become a ‘distribution
of knowledge’. When two actors meet for the first time, each side begins to encounter
with private, domestically rooted beliefs about ‘Self’ and ‘Other’. These beliefs help
actors define the situation and constitute their interests. For the sake of his systemic

theory, Wendt at this point argues that “even if states’ private beliefs are completely
exogenous to the international system, in other words, when aggregated across inter-
acting states they become an emergent, systemic phenomenon in the same way that
aggregate material capabilities are a systemic phenomenon”42. Thus, Wendt discards
privately held knowledge from his analysis and focuses on socially sharedknowledge or
culture, which is rooted in the relative experience of actors. Through this move, Wendt

“therefore advocates the beginning one’s theorizing about international politics with
the distribution of ideas, and especially culture, in the system, and then bringing in
material forces, rather than the other way around”43.

After Wendt defines the structure in social terms, he rejects Neorealism’s individu-
alist ontology on the grounds that “it fails to recognize that agents might be construct-
ed by social structures and that the nature of states might consequently be bound up
conceptually with the structure of the states system”44. According to Constructivism,

therefore, structure can not only have causal effects but also constitutive construction
effects on agents. Thus, Wendt discards the Neorealist assumption that actors’ inter-
ests and identities are independent from the social structure. This argument gives
Constructivists an opportunity to show that actors’ identities and interests are endoge-
nous to and arise out of state interaction. By re-conceptualizing the structure of inter-
national system in idealist, rather than materialist, terms Wendt argues that “it
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becomes possible to ask constitutive questions that might lead to progress in the sys-
tem’s evolution”45.

In addressing the anarchy ‘problematic’, Constructivists contest the most important
Neorealist assumption that “state egoism in anarchy begets self-help”46. In other
words, “while neorealist pessimists assume international politics will always consist of

self-regarding and relative-gain-seeking states, constructivist optimists assume that
what is, need not always be”47. According to constructivists, the causes of state ego-
ism do not justify always treating it as given. Alexander Wendt, for example, argues that
Waltz’s definition of political structure based on ordering principles (anarchy) and the
distribution of capabilities, by itself, predicts little about state behavior.  “It does not
predict whether two states will be friends or foes, will recognize each other’s sovereign-

ty, will have dynastic ties, will be revisionist or status quo powers…These factors,
which are fundamentally intersubjective, affect states’ security interests and thus the
character of their interaction under anarchy”48. He argues that Neorealism assumes
only a single logic of anarchy. Wendt rejects this assumption and instead articulates
three logics or cultures of anarchy- Hobbesian, Lockean and Kantian49. “These cul-
tures of anarchy are based on three different kinds of role through which states repre-

sent ‘self’ and ‘other’, namely; enemy, rival and friend”50. Wendt asserts that among
these cultures “only the Hobbesian structure is a truly self-help system”51. According
to Constructivism, then, Neorealist assumptions are valid only in one sense and do not
explore other possibilities. In other words, even though there is only one anarchy, it
does not mean that it has to be a self-help system. The self-help system is only one
culture of anarchy and transformation from one culture to another is always possible. 

The Constructivist argument, presented above follows from the question of whether
anarchy is compatible with more than one kind of structure and therefore logic. Wendt
argues that to answer this question, it is important to distinguish micro- and macro-
level structures. In Neorealism, this distinction refers to the domains of foreign policy
and international politics. Both theories hold that micro- or interaction level anarchic
structures vary. According to Wendt, “the real question is whether the fact of anarchy

creates a tendency for all such interactions to realize a single logic at the macro
level”52. Neorealists believe that they do. According to Neorealism anarchies are
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inherently self-help systems that have the tendency to generate military competition,
balances of power and war. Constructivists, on the other hand, argue that “anarchy can
have at least three kinds of structures at the macro-level, based on what kind of roles-
enemy, rival, and friend- dominates the system”53. Without these representations,

then, anarchy would be an empty concept and would have no intrinsic logic. “Anarchies
acquire logics as a function of the structure of what we put inside them”54.

The above argument has important implications for structural change. Whereas
Neorealists explain structural change in terms of the distribution of capabilities,
Wendt explains structural change as a move from one culture of anarchy to another,
and “this evolution of identities takes place through natural and cultural selection”55.
In this logic, Wendt uses an extension of Chicago style ‘symbolic interactionist’

methodology and places social process at the center of change. He posits that “it is
only through the interaction of state agents that the structure of the international sys-
tem is produced, reproduced and sometimes transformed”56. He further argues that
“the logic of interaction at a given moment will reflect the characteristics of state
agents and the systemic structures in which they are embedded, but the process of
interacting adds an irreducible and potentially transformative element which must be

studied on its own terms”57. Wendt assumes that continuous interaction among states
may have a transformative effect on role identities of states (in other words how they
see ‘Self’ and ‘Other’ by changing their ideas and therefore role identities) and conse-
quently, on their interests. Unlike rationalist models, which assumes that what is at
stake are behavioral choices only, the Constructivist model assumes that the identities
and interests (properties) of the agents who make these choices themselves are not

given, but assumed to be in process as well. Therefore, the properties of agents rather
than just their behaviors are at stake.  According to Wendt, in the process, actors
instantiate and reproduce identities, “narratives of who they are, which in turn consti-
tute the interests on the basis of which they make behavioral choices”58. Wendt argues
that this assumption does not have to create a contradiction between rationalist and
constructivist models of social process because identities and interests may some-

times endure over the course of an interaction and thus render rationalist models plau-
sible. What Wendt criticizes is the fact that rationalist models overlook the possibility
of change in state identities and interests through social interaction. As a result, while
state identities and interests are always given and fixed in rationalist models and
therefore exogenous, Constructivists assume that they can change and become
endogenous to state interaction.
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The Constructivist argument on the possibility of change in state properties
through interaction carries important connotations for the role of structure in the con-
struction of agents, most commonly known as the ‘agent-structure debate’. As men-
tioned before, Neorealists assume that the distribution of capabilities form structure

and once formed, structure becomes a force above states and imposes certain rules
states have to follow in their behaviors in order to survive. Structure in Neorealism
then have only regulative effect on agents. In Constructivist logic, however, not only do
anarchic structures regulate behavior but also they constitute the identities and inter-
ests of states, and the three cultures of anarchy can be internalized to three different
levels in state identities. Thus, while Neorealists assume that structure has only causal

effects on state behavior, Constructivists argue that “holist hypothesis that the struc-
ture of international politics has also construction effects on states”59. Their argument
is that the fundamental structures of international politics are social rather than mate-
rial; and these structures shape actors’ identities and interests60.  When arguing this
point, Constructivists “focus largely on the intersubjective dimension of knowledge,
because they wish to emphasize the social aspect of human existence- the role of

shared ideas as an ideational structure constraining and shaping behavior”61. That is,
the structure leads actors to redefine their identities and interests in the process of
interacting and thus, actors become ‘socialized’ by the process. This assumption,
unlike Neorealism, which holds interests and identities constant in order to isolate the
causal role of power, in turn, allows Constructivists to show “how ideational structures
shape the very way actors define themselves- who they are, their goals, and the roles

they believe they should play”62.

The Constructivist definition of structure also challenges the determinacy of
Neorealism in an important way. In the Constructivist approach, ideational structures
and actor (or agents) co-constitute and co-determine each other. As explained above,
Waltz’s structural model describes structure as the unintended positioning, standing,
or organization of units. Once structure is formed it becomes a force that rewards
behavior that perpetuates its existence and that punishes deviant action. Strategies

that states design to evade its influence are at best futile exercises. As David Dessler
points out: 

The job of structural theory is to explain the connections between the conditions of action
and action itself. Structural theory ‘brackets’, or sets aside, considerations of the agential
powers underpinning action. It attempts to explain the various modes of enablement and
constraint operative in given interactive settings, leaving aside considerations of the capac-
ities and liabilities of agents who respond to those conditions of actions. Of course, any
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social action is the product of both structural and agential forces, and therefore a strictly
structural explanation of action will necessarily be incomplete63.

Constructivists, on the other hand, advocate that structures are not reified objects
that actors can do nothing about, but to which they must respond. “Rather structures
exist only through reciprocal interaction of actors. This means that agents, through

acts of social will, can change structures”64. The Constructivist definition of structure
in social terms suggests that human agents and social structures are, in one way or
another, theoretically interdependent or mutually implicating entities”65. This, in turn,
allows Constructivists to challenge the Neorealist assumption that states are locked
into dysfunctional situations that are in turn replicating conflictual practices.
Therefore, “the Neorealist presumption that there are universal laws of international

politics that work across space and time, driven by the given reality of structure, must
be discarded”66.

As the above discussion implies, for Constructivists, an actor’s reality is the prod-
uct of historical social practices and “thus can, at least in theory, be transcended by
instantiating new social practices. This process of cultural change may be slow…but
even the most embedded structures can be altered by acts of will”67. In other words,
Constructivists place human activity and social practices at the center of change.

CONSTRUCTIVISM AND SYSTEMIC IDENTITY FORMATION

Identities in constructivist analysis play a very significant role because they provide the
basis for state interests. According to constructivists “explanations based primarily on
interests and the material distribution of power cannot fully account for important
international phenomena and that analysis of the social construction of state identi-
ties ought to precede, and may even explain, the genesis of state interests”68. Wendt

discusses that what kind of anarchy (or cultures of anarchy) that will prevail depends
on “how [actors] construe their identity in relation to others”69. They suggest that col-
lective identity could emerge endogenously at the systemic level and such a process
would generate cooperation70.
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The exploration and appreciation of identity occupy the central place in the con-
structivist research program.  However, systemic constructivism developed by
Alexander Wendt also rules out the most important aspects of that identity –especial-
ly the internal dimension of it- from the analysis.  This inattention to the domestic

sources of identity – internal dimension- and its interaction with the external dimen-
sion essentially weakens the constructivist argument.  Wendt also makes implicit
assumptions, which, if analyzed thoroughly, may threaten to undermine the possibili-
ty of his constructivism. 

In Wendt’s analysis, “interests presuppose identities because an actor cannot know
what it wants until it knows who it is”71, which in turn depends on their social relation-
ships72. Therefore, identities become crucial in constructivist analysis because they

provide the basis for interests. States “do not have a ‘portfolio’ of interests that they
carry around independent of social context; instead, they define their interests in the
process of defining situations”73. Constructivists focus on constitutive processes and
argue that identities are always in the process of being formed and reformed74.

If the identities of actors are the basis of their interests, then, how do they acquire
those identities?  How would they define ‘self’ and ‘other’?  In order to explain identi-

ty construction, Wendt makes a distinction between the corporate and social identities
of states.  “Corporate identity refers to the intrinsic, self-organizing qualities that con-
stitute actor individuality”75. This type of identity generates four basic interests: 1)
physical security 2) predictability in relationships to the world 3) recognition as an
actor by others 4) economic development76. How a state satisfies these corporate
interests “depends on how it defines the self in relation to the other, which is a func-

tion of social identities at both domestic and systemic levels of analysis”77. A social
identity (or role identity) on the other hand, is defined as “a set of meanings that an
actor attributes to itself while taking the perspective of others, that is, as a social
object”78. While actors have one corporate identity, they usually have several social
identities. Social identities enable actors to determine ‘who they are’ in a situation and
exist only in relation to others.  For example, “one cannot be an ‘anticommunist’ if
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there are no communists around, nor a ‘balancer’ if there is no one to balance”79.

For Wendt, interests and identities of actors emerge only in an interactive process.
This brings us to the conclusion that the structure of identities and interests in the sys-
tem is constituted intersubjectively.  In other words, “the meanings in terms of which
action is organized arise out of interaction”80. The nature of the system- Hobbesian,
Lockean or Kantian- is determined by a history of interaction.  Whether or not states

acquire ‘selfish’ or ‘collective’ identities and interests depends on the nature and “man-
ner in which social identities involve an identification with the fate of the other.
Identification is a continuum from negative to positive-from conceiving the other as
anathema to the self to conceiving it as an extension of the self”81. Figure I. illustrates
the point:

Figure I: Identity Continuum

Collective Identity Selfish Identity

(Kantian Culture) (Hobbesian Culture or Lockean Culture)

As Figure shows Hobbesian culture occurs when states constitute Other as enemy
and does not recognize its right to exist and will not willingly limit their violence
toward Other. The Lockean culture, on the other hand, has a different logic from the
Hobbesian culture “because it is based on a different role structure, rivalry rather than
enmity. Like enemies, rivals are constituted by representations about ‘Self’ and ‘Other’

with respect to violence, but these representations are less threatening”82. Thus, rivals
are expected to respect to each other’s sovereignty and their right to exist. Finally, in
the Kantian culture, prevalent at least in the West, states identify with each other pos-
itively and “non-violence and team play are the norm, in which case there might not be
any such return to the past”83.  According to Wendt, Waltz’s treatment of anarchy at
best refers to the Lockean culture because in his analysis, states are ‘security-seekers’,

that is, status quopowers. States under anarchy try to guarantee their security by main-
taining their power positions, not to change it. The Hobbesian culture on the other
hand refers to a culture in which states are after each other to kill and conquer, that is,
they are revisionist powers. 
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The representations of enmity, rivalry and friend are in essence interaction- or
micro-level phenomena based on subjective images or perceptions. For Wendt, “in
most cases, however, micro-level role relationships are embedded in macro-level, col-
lectiverepresentations. Collective representations have a life and logic of their own can-

not be reduced to actors’ perceptions or behavior”84. Accordingly, as more and more
members of a system represent each other as enemy, rival or friend, eventually a ‘tip-
ping point’85 is reached at which one of these representations (that is, the representa-
tion that most members share) will take over the logic of the system, thus forming a
culture. In other words, if most members of a system represent each other as enemies,
then, the Hobbesian culture will prevail in the system. “At this point actors start to

think of enmity as a property of the system rather than just of individual actors, and so
feel compelled to represent all others as enemies simply because they are parts of the
system”86. Consequently, while the nature of structure formed by shared ideas of its
members compels states to behave in a certain manner, it at the same time constitutes
their individual properties, namely their identities. If Hobbesian culture endured over
a long period of time, then, it would be useful to think of the system in rationalist

terms. When, however, evolution from one culture to another occurs, rationalist theo-
ries become no longer valid. These identities in turn constitute the ‘material base’,
which has been ignored by mainstream International Relations theory. The main prin-
ciple 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 differ-
ently toward enemies than they do toward friends because enemies are threatening

and friends are not”87. Therefore, material capabilities acquire meaning for states
according to who has those capabilities, that is, a friend or an enemy, which is a func-
tion of collective representations at the system level. Thus, Constructivism does not
deny the existence of a material world, external to thought. However, it argues that
“besides brute facts, there are some facts which exist only because we attribute a cer-
tain function or meaning to them”88. Their existence, therefore, depends also on an

intersubjectively shared set of meanings. 

The basic idea here is that identities and their corresponding interests are learned
and then reinforced in response to how actors are treated by significant Others. Thus,
the nature of systemic interaction is of crucial importance in the construction of iden-
tities and interests. In order to illustrate his point, Wendt assumes two actors, Ego and
Alter meeting in a first encounter, a world without shared ideas. According to Wendt,
what Ego and Alter bring to their interaction will affect its evolution. “They bring two
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kinds of baggage, material in the form of bodies and associated needs, and represen-
tational in the form of some a priori ideas about whom they are”89. However, in
Wendt’s analysis, Alter and Ego do not share these representations that they bring to
their Encounter. Even though Wendt recognizes the importance of the preconceived or

shared ideas that form the basis of actors’ corporate or role identities, he still does not
consider their significance because they are exogenous to the interaction.
Furthermore, Wendt implicitly assumes that actors hold those representations about
themselves and assign roles to other according to these representations. That is, Ego
and Alter do not have any ideas about each other before interaction. This assumption
is needed for Systemic Constructivism because “the Constructivist strategy treats iden-

tities and interests as endogenous to interaction and thus a dependent variable in
process”90. Wendt is more interested in showing how states, through systemic interac-
tion, construct social identities at the systemic level and how self- and collective inter-
ests are produced.  As part of their corporate identities, states often define their inter-
ests in egoistic terms and they are likely to start their interaction with others on the
selfish side of the identity continuum.  Through social interaction, states may as well

define their interests in collectivist terms, creating new definitions of ‘self’ and ‘other’
during interaction, which may lead to a structural or cultural change91.

CRITIQUE OF SYSTEMIC CONSTRUCTIVISM: THE INTERACTIVE MODEL

Alexander Wendt’s re-conceptualization of interest “as the product of intersubjective
processes of meaning creation”92 does not provide an adequate account of interest
and preference formation, because he, like realists, continues to treat states as unitary
actors with a single identity and a single set of interests.  As Steele points out “Wendt’s

work does not fully accommodate interest formation given that domestic social prac-
tices are either bracketed or only considered in the initial stage of institutional prefer-
ence innovation”93.He even accuses Neorealists of not being structural enough94.
Treated in this way, then, “the state itself becomes a black box, internal workings of
which are irrelevant to the construction of state identities”95. Therefore, the identities
and interests of states are created only through and restricted to systemic interaction.

Systemic interaction, then, becomes the starting point in Wendt’s analysis.  Wendt’s
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call for a “minimalist view of the state, stripped of its contingent forms”96 might be a
convenient move for his theoretical purposes; however, it essentially weakens the con-
structivist argument. 

Wendt’s systemic Constructivism places an enormous weight on the first encounter
because it determines what goes on afterwards. Despite the centrality of this concept
in the constructivist analysis, Wendt, however, does not consider “its significance or

deeper heritage.  What brings alter and ego together? Why do alter and ego take any
‘interest’ in the other?”97. In Wendt’s theory, Ego and Alter come into contact acciden-
tally.  This deficit results from his inattention to the sources of foreign policy because
his theory is more about exploring “the effects of international social structure on state
identity, not the latter’s effects on state action”98. Wendt’s theory cannot explain why
states take interest in each other in the first place and what their intentions are in such

a relationship. We actually have to wait and see whether states will become friends or
enemies at the end of their interaction. Thus, history becomes the main determinant in
the construction of state identities and consequently the cultures of anarchy. This
point, however, does not adequately challenge the main Neorealist assumption that
emphasizes the role of uncertainty about two temporal dimensions- first, the present
intentions of the other, and second, the future intentions of other. “Both of these

dimensions are at the heart of the Realist understanding of the security dilemma”99.
Constructivists define uncertainty as “the indeterminacy of a largely socially construct-
ed world that lacks meaning without norms and identities. More often than not, these
meanings are implicit”100.

Furthermore, Wendt argues that any change in strategic practice can change the
identities of states from collective to selfish or vice versa.  He does not, however,
explain what would change the nature of practice and why states would want to change

it.  Therefore, the predictive power of his theory diminishes.  This uncertainty, to some
extent, can be overcome by a reference to the internal dimension of state identity,
which is ignored by systemic Constructivism.

Wendt ignores domestic processes to focus on the effect of interaction between
states. However, states do not form a conception of themselves only through interac-
tion. “Socialization processes internal to a state can change the state’s identity and
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interests independently of such interaction”101. Wendt captures this point by identify-
ing four forms of identity: ‘corporate’, ‘type’, ‘role’, and ‘collective’. The first two devel-
op through processes within the state. Corporate and type identities –internal dimen-
sion- reflect the self-organizing aspect of the unit and do not require the recognition of
other states. Role and collective identities –external dimension-, on the other hand,

are constituted only through interaction between states. In the Constructivist analysis,
corporate identities of actors are not tied to interaction with other states because
these identities arise from states’ nature as self-organized political units. Even though
Wendt differentiates between two dimensions of state identity-internal and external-
he does not give any account about the interaction between these dimensions because
the internal dimension does not interest his systemic analysis. As noted above, inter-

action between these two dimensions carries important implication and should be
integrated into the Constructivist analysis.

Internal dimension of state identity usually “is often labeled national identity, the
set of shared norms and narratives that sustain ‘we-ness’ through time”102. External
dimension, on the other hand, refers to “the self-placement of the polity within specif-
ic international contexts”103. Once an identity is constructed, states institutionalize
that identity at both domestic and international levels.  Domestically, while states

develop their identities “they also develop myths and institutions to protect them”104.
Internationally, “states seek to enact their identities (potentially shifting or multiple
ones) in interstate normative structures, including regimes and security communi-
ties”105.  While states try to institutionalize their identity at both domestic and inter-
national levels, their identities are also shaped by domestic and international environ-
ments, especially by cultural and institutional ones106.

Wendt implicitly assumes that only social interaction determines in-group/out-

group members.  He also assumes, contrary to more extreme constructivists, that the
state, at least initially, has a tendency to be egoistic in its relations with others. Wendt,
at this point, concedes to the Neorealist assumption that states by nature have egois-
tic orientations. Therefore, pre-social states will more likely start the interaction at the
selfish side of the identity continuum. This point is, however, misleading. Once we
define the content of the state’s corporate identity, we can predict who will be regard-

ed as in-group or out-group members by the state prior to their interaction.  If the def-
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inition of state identity is close to that of another state or group of states in the sys-
tem, then, the state, even before the systemic interaction, will identify with them pos-
itively and seek to institutionalize its identity in international economic or security
arrangements.  In this case, it is highly likely for the state to start interaction with in-

group members somewhere close to the collective identity side of the identity contin-
uum.  The state’s relations with the perceived out-group members will follow the oppo-
site manner in which the interaction is likely to start at the selfish-identity side of the
continuum.  In other words, before systemic interaction, state identity –whether it be
corporate, type or role identities- informs who is likely to be friend and who is not.
Therefore, it becomes a crucial independent variable in the formation of social identi-

ties at the systemic level.

An important question that should be asked here is how state identity at the
domestic level is created and how this identity is carried into the systemic level. If iden-
tities, in essence, are meaning creation, then those “meanings which objects, events,
and actions have for ‘states’ are necessarily the meanings they have for those individ-
uals who act in the name of the state”107.  These state officials have some ideas about
the world, the international system, and the place of their state within that system.

These ideas, in turn, are “necessarily rooted in meanings already produced, at least in
part, in domestic political and cultural contexts”108. As Roxanna Sjöstedt rightly
points out since “policy makers are also members of the societal community, they are
as much affected by the values shaped by various domestic identities as any other cit-
izen, and their understanding of an external Other relates to their understanding of the
identity formations within their own state”109.

Actors usually construct themselves and others long before the actual contact most
often through discursive practices; that is through representations110. Depending on the
nature of these representations (negative or positive), actors produce and reproduce
meanings and identities that make a certain course of action possible or impossible.
This does not, however, mean that everybody in a country shares the same representa-
tions about others since those representations are closely related to cultural and polit-

ical contexts within which they are produced.  By the same token, individuals, state
institutions, other domestic groups that are involved in foreign policy making process
and that have different cultural backgrounds and identity conceptions will act differ-
ently when faced with different situations.  The reason for this is “the notion that
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human behavior is guided by socially shared and transmitted ideas and beliefs.
Cultures as such comprise beliefs about the way the world is- including at the most
basic level beliefs that define the individual’s and the group’s identities- and the ideas
about the way the world ought to be”111.  In pluralistic societies, the state’s identity

will emerge as a result of a domestic struggle among various groups- each pressing for
an identity that would conform to their identity conceptions112.  In this respect,
“Communities and societies can be understood as engaging in a continuous debate
over their collective identity”113. In the words of Edward Said, society “is the locale in
which a continuous contest between adherents of different ideas about what consti-
tutes the national identity is taking place”114.  This debate may trigger an identity cri-

sis, which in turn further affects the role identities of the actors engaged in the debate.

It is therefore safe to assume that implementing a certain foreign policy would
require consent and consensus among different groups that are involved in identity and
interest construction and that have different role identities.  In pluralistic societies,
then, a state’s identity and consequently its interests arise out of a struggle among dif-
ferent domestic groups trying to influence the course of the state’s foreign policy in
accordance with their identity conceptions.

In the end, we expect that the definition of national identity (and consequently the
state’s identity) will be dominated by the most powerful groups or individuals.  These
groups or individuals during the state-building process will try to impose their own
ideas and identities and institutionalize them in legal, political, and social structures.
Whether or not they will succeed in their endeavor will depend on their relative power
vis-à-vis other groups and their relations with society.  “The congruence between cul-

ture and polity has been sufficiently achieved when internal political conflicts-no mat-
ter how fierce- do not intrinsically threaten the existence of the state itself”115.  Any
disagreement over the definition of identity between the state polity and large seg-
ments of society will start a debate on what constitutes the collective identity.  In this
case, the debate is highly likely to trigger an identity crisis that may or may not change
the definition of the state’s identity depending on who dominates the political dis-

course. Once constructed, the identity will shape the interests and preferences of
states as well as the construction (or representation) of others.  States will carry those
identities and preferences into the international system through their interactions with
others.
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This is an interactive process in which systemic interaction can shape the identity
by adding more elements (such as norms and values) that may exacerbate the debate
over the national identity at the domestic level, which may or may not cause a new
identity crisis.  Resistance to any change (especially at the collective end of the iden-

tity continuum) may also affect the nature of interaction.  Any conflict with the in-group
members of a broader community defined as part of ‘us’ will be likely to result in a neg-
ative interaction that would produce another identity crisis.  

Another important point that should be mentioned in the constructivist analysis is
the importance of reciprocity or reflected appraisals in identity formation.  “Actors
learn to see themselves in the roles that other actors, especially powerful ones attrib-
ute to them”116. States often internalize that identity. However, as a result of a change

in a state’s internal or external environments, “a given state’s identity may fail to con-
form to international expectations of the state’s role”117. This may mean rejection by
others who are thought to hold similar identities.  In this case, lack of a clearly defined
role may result in an identity crisis because human beings need approval and recogni-
tion from others.  As Axel Honneth puts it:

For up to the present day, in the self-descriptions of those who see themselves as having been
wrongly treated by others, the moral categories that play a dominant role are those- such
as insult and humiliation- that refer to forms of disrespect, that is, to the denial of recogni-
tion.  Negative concepts of this kind are used to designate behavior that represents an injus-
tice…because it injures them with regard to the positive understanding of themselves that
they have acquired intersubjectively118.

Human beings need approval of others because their normative self-image is
dependent on the possibility of being supported by others.  “The experience of being
disrespected carries with it the danger of an injury that can bring the identity of the
person as a whole to the point of collapse”119.

These systemic interactions and their effects on the identity will be debated and

interpreted differently at the domestic level, which is likely to reproduce new defini-
tions of ‘the self’ and ‘the other’.  “Changes in systemic patterns, caused by transnational,
economic, or military politics, can trigger wide-scale domestic change and debates
concerning the collective identity and the state’s relationship to the wider communi-
ty”120.  As a result of changes either in domestic politics or in the international sys-
tem, states will continuously produce and reproduce meanings and re-definitions of

‘the self’ that will stabilize or change their identifications with others in the system-
from selfish to collective or vice versa.
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Domestic political developments can transform identities in several ways.  First,
domestic developments independent of systemic interaction such as revolutions can
change a state’s identity and replace it with a new one.  Second, through domestic
institutional arrangements or elections, the role of domestic political groups/state

institutions or individuals in the foreign policy making process can be altered.  In this
case, the foreign policy discourse can be dominated by entirely new organizations or
individuals with different identity conceptions that may perceive the national interest
in a different way. This is an important contribution to the constructivist approach
because Wendt argues that any change in strategic practice can change the identities
of states from collective to selfish or vice versa.  He does not, however, explain what

would change the nature of practice and why states would want to change it.
Considering domestic roots of that change would be a good starting point in the con-
structivist analysis. 

In conclusion, states start systemic interaction with an already defined corporate
identity.  The corporate identity of the state, depending on its definition, informs states
with whom to interact and with what intention. In the light of this argument, then,
Wendt’s identity continuum needs to be modified. If we assume that states bring their

corporate identities into interaction, then, depending on their corporate identity and
consequently, the definition of self and other, they may start their relations on either
side of the identity continuum. The most important implication of the above argument
is that once constructed, corporate identities determine the direction and intention of
states’ foreign policies.  In other words, states will identify positively with those with
similar corporate identities –in-group members- while they distance themselves from

others with different identities-out-group members. In the light of this argument, one
can argue that understanding the state’s preferences and its choice of alliance partners
require an analysis of corporate identity at the domestic level.  This analysis also
reduces uncertainty about others’ both present and future intentions and therefore
increases the predictive power of the theory. 

Does the argument that states construct their identities before they start interact-

ing with others lead us to the conclusion that identities are exogenous to the system?
The answer could be ‘yes’ or ‘no’ depending on the effect of systemic interaction on a
state’s identity.  Systemic interaction (behavioral or rhetorical), depending on its
nature (positive or negative) can confirmor transform the already held identity from self-
ish to collective or from collective to selfish.  If the identity is confirmed to stay stable
for a long period of time, then, like realists, we would assume that the identity is exoge-

nous to the system.  If, however, systemic interaction transforms the identity that
states brought into the system and creates a different identity, then, constructivist
claim that identities are endogenous to the system prove right. While the presence of
similar corporate identities, interdependence (in economic and security matters), a
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common threat, and acceptance by others contribute to the formation of a collective
social identity by fostering a positive interaction among states, the absence of these
variables will contribute to the formation of a selfish identity. 

Identity formation at both domestic and systemic levels is a continuous process in
which corporate and social identities interact with each other and in which states pro-

duce and reproduce new definitions of ‘self’ and ‘other’.  Any changes in the corporate
identity of the state as a result of domestic political developments will eventually affect
the identity formation at the systemic level where states will try to reorient their pref-
erences in accordance with the new identity.  Changes in corporate identity can vary
from simple modifications to a complete transformation of the identity.  While simple
modifications may include changes in the emphasis of the defining features of corpo-

rate identity, a complete transformation may replace the old identity with a complete-
ly new one.  If the latter occurs, the state’s foreign policy orientation will be altered
drastically.

Systemic developments can also affect corporate and social identities.  First, states’
identities will be enforced by contact with others.  During the process, states may add
new elements to the definition of their identity to fit in new circumstances.  Any mod-

ification in social identity will eventually lead to changes in corporate identity to main-
tain the congruence with the social identity at the systemic level.  Second, rejection or
exclusion of a state by in-group members due to the failure to conform to the new
identity may trigger an identity crisis.  This will threaten the state’s individual sense of
identity and cause anxiety.  In this case, either the state will try to protect the already
held identity by refusing to make any changes or “a new synthesis of identifications is

made appropriate to the situation and its constraints”121.

CONCLUSION

This paper tried to present a critique of systemic constructivism by exploring the key
points ignored by the adherents of this approach.  The systemic approach denies the
international relations theory “a clear test of their relative predictive power…Without
a theory of interests, which requires analysis of domestic politics, no theory of interna-
tional relations can be fully adequate”122.

The main argument of the paper is that states construct their identities before sys-
temic interaction and those identities inform them about who is friend and who is
enemy.  States form their preferences based on their corporate identities and start
their interaction in accordance with those identities.  In this sense, as Neorealists
argue, preferences are exogenous to the system.  However, my argument differs from
Neorealism in that once states start interaction, their identities can change depending
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on the nature of interaction.  States, therefore, may form new identities or reinforce the
existing ones, which makes them endogenous to interaction.  

Constructivists ignore identity changes at the domestic level, which can change the
nature of systemic interaction.  By taking into account identity changes at both domes-
tic and systemic levels, the paper offers an interactive model of international relations.

The interactive model argues that states come into systemic interaction with an
already constructed identity.  In this sense, it warrants the Neorealist argument that
state identity is exogenous to the system.  It differs from Neorealism, however, in that
systemic interaction can transform that identity and produce a new identity and a new
set of interests, which makes it endogenous to the system.

Both domestic and international factors can influence identity formation in impor-

tant ways.  The acceptance of a state to a society of states can further confirm the
state’s identity.  However, any rejection of that identity by in-group members is likely
to produce an identity crisis.  An identity crisis that occurred at the international level
may also have important implications at the domestic level.  It will be used by the
excluded groups to weaken the dominant group’s political position and to present
their identity as the alternative.  If these groups’ efforts prove successful, then, they can

alter the course of the state’s foreign policy altogether. 

It is important to analyze the states’ international and domestic environments
because most often, cultural and institutional contexts of those environments shape
states’ identities123. Cultural contexts do not only constrain actors or regulate their
behavior but also “help to constitute the very actors whose conduct they seek to regu-
late”124. States try to institutionalize their identities in the international system as
well.  This often involves recognition of their sovereignty and membership in interna-

tional organizations, which confirm or transform their identities.  In other words, inter-
national society can produce and reproduce a state’s identity through legal and insti-
tutional arrangements.
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