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would-be revolutionaries are presumably themselves effects of socialization to 
structures of identity and interest. How can they think about changing that to 
which they owe their identity? The possibility lies in the distinction between the 
social determination of the self and the personal determination of choice, 
between what Mead called the "me" and the "I."87 The "me" is that part of 
subjectivity which is defined in terms of others; the character and behavioral 
expectations of a person's role identity as "professor," or of the United States 
as "leader of the alliance," for example, are socially constituted. Roles are not 
played in mechanical fashion according to precise scripts, however, but are 
"taken" and adapted in idiosyncratic ways by each actor." Even in the most 
constrained situations, role performance involves a choice by the actor. The "I" 
is the part of subjectivity in which this appropriation and reaction to roles and 
its corresponding existential freedom lie. 

The fact that roles are "taken" means that, in principle, actors always have a 
capacity for "character planningn-for engaging in critical self-reflection and 
choices designed to bring about changes in their livesa9 But when or under what 
conditions can this creative capacity be exercised? Clearly, much of the time it 
cannot: if actors were constantly reinventing their identities, social order would 
be impossible, and the relative stability of identities and interests in the real 
world is indicative of our propensity for habitual rather than creative action. 
The exceptional, conscious choosing to transform or transcend roles has at 
least two preconditions. First, there must be a reason to think of oneself in 
novel terms. This would most likely stem from the presence of new social 
situations that cannot be managed in terms of preexisting self-conceptions. 
Second, the expected costs of intentional role change-the sanctions imposed 
by others with whom one interacted in previous roles-cannot be greater than 
its rewards. 

When these conditions are present, actors can engage in self-reflection and 
practice specifically designed to transform their identities and interests and 
thus to "change the games" in which they are embedded. Such "critical" 
strategic theory and practice has not received the attention it merits from 
students of world politics (another legacy of exogenously given interests 
perhaps), particularly given that one of the most important phenomena in 
contemporary world politics, Mikhail Gorbachev's policy of "New Thinking," is 

87. See Mead, Mind, Se& and Society. For useful discussions of this distinction and its 
implications for notions of creativity in social systems, see George Cronk, The Philosophical 
Anthropology of George Herbefi Mead (New York: Peter Lang, 1987), pp. 3640; and Howard, 
"From Changing Selves Toward Changing Society." 

88. Turner, "Role-Taking." 
89. On "character planning," see Jon Elster, Sour Grapes: Studies in the Subversion of Rationality 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 117. For other approaches to the problem of 
self-initiated change, see Harry Frankfurt, "Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person," 
JoumalofPhilosophy 68 (January 1971), pp. 5-20; Amartya Sen, "Rational Fools: A Critique of the 
Behavioral Foundations of Economic Theory," Philosophy and Public Affairs 6 (Summer 1977), pp. 
31744; and Thomas Schelling, "The Intimate Contest for Self-Command," The Public Interest 60 
(Summer 1980), pp. 94-118. 
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arguably precisely that.90 Let me therefore use this policy as an example of how 
states might transform a competitive security system into a cooperative one, 
dividing the transformative process into four stages. 

The first stage in intentional transformation is the breakdown of consensus 
about identity commitments. In the Soviet case, identity commitments centered 
on the Leninist theory of imperialism, with its belief that relations between 
capitalist and socialist states are inherently conflictual, and on the alliance 
patterns that this belief engendered. In the 1980s, the consensus within the 
Soviet Union over the Leninist theory broke down for a variety of reasons, 
principal among which seem to have been the state's inability to meet the 
economic-technological-military challenge from the West, the government's 
decline of political legitimacy at home, and the reassurance from the West that 
it did not intend to invade the Soviet Union, a reassurance that reduced the 
external costs of role ~ h a n g e . ~ '  These factors paved the way for a radical 
leadership transition and for a subsequent "unfreezing of conflict schemas" 
concerning relations with the West.92 

The breakdown of consensus makes possible a second stage of critical 
examination of old ideas about self and other and, by extension, of the 
structures of interaction by which the ideas have been sustained. In periods of 
relatively stable role identities, ideas and structures may become reified and 
thus treated as things that exist independently of social action. If so, the second 
stage is one of denaturalization, of identifying the practices that reproduce 
seemingly inevitable ideas about self and other; to that extent, it is a form of 
"critical" rather than "problem-solving" the01-y.~~ The result of such a critique 
should be an identification of new "possible selves" and aspiration^.^^ New 

90. For useful overviews of New Thinking, see Mikhail Gorbachev, Perestroika: New Thinkingfor 
Our count^ and the World (New York: Harper & Row, 1987); Vendulka Kubalkova and Albert 
Cruickshank, Thinking New About Soviet "New Thinking" (Berkeley: Institute of International 
Studies, 1989); and Allen Lynch, Gorbachev's International Outlook: Intellectual Origins and Political 
Consequences (New York: Institute for East-West Security Studies, 1989). It is not clear to what 
extent New Thinking is a conscious policy as opposed to an ad hoc policy. The intense theoretical 
and policy debate within the Soviet Union over New Thinking and the frequently stated idea of 
taking away the Western "excuse" for fearing the Soviet Union both suggest the former, but I will 
remain agnostic here and simply assume that it can be fruitfully interpreted "as if '  it had the form 
that I describe. 

91. For useful overviews of these factors, see Jack Snyder, "The Gorbachev Revolution: A 
Waning of Soviet Expansionism?" World Politics 12 (Winter 1987-88), pp. 93-121; and Stephen 
Meyer, "The Sources and Prospects of Gorbachev's New Political Thinking on Security," 
International Security 13 (Fall 1988), pp. 124-63. 

92. See Daniel Bar-Tal et al., "Conflict Termination: An Epistemological Analysis of Interna- 
tional Cases," Political Psychology 10 (June 1989), pp. 233-55. For an unrelated but interesting 
illustration of how changing cognitions in turn make possible organizational change, see Jean 
Bartunek, "Changing Interpretive Schemes and Organizational Restructuring: The Example of a 
Religious Order," Administrative Science Quarterly 29 (September 1984), pp. 355-72. 

93. See Robert Cox, "Social Forces, States and World Orders: Beyond International Relations 
Theory," in Keohane, Neorealism and Its Critics, pp. 204-55. See also Brian Fay, Critical Social 
Science (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1987). 

94. Hazel Markus and Paula Nurius, "Possible Selves," American Psychologist 41 (September 
1986), pp. 954-69. 



Anarchy 421 

Thinking embodies such critical theorizing. Gorbachev wants to free the Soviet 
Union from the coercive social logic of the cold war and engage the West in 
far-reaching cooperation. Toward this end, he has rejected the Leninist belief 
in the inherent conflict of interest between socialist and capitalist states and, 
perhaps more important, has recognized the crucial role that Soviet aggressive 
practices played in sustaining that conflict. 

Such rethinking paves the way for a third stage of new practice. In most 
cases, it is not enough to rethink one's own ideas about self and other, since old 
identities have been sustained by systems of interaction with other actors, the 
practices of which remain a social fact for the transformative agent. In order to 
change the self, then, it is often necessary to change the identities and interests 
of the others that help sustain those systems of interaction. The vehicle for 
inducing such change is one's own practice and, in particular, the practice of 
"altercasting"--a technique of interactor control in which ego uses tactics of 
self-presentation and stage management in an attempt to frame alter's 
definitions of social situations in ways that create the role which ego desires 
alter to play.95 In effect, in altercasting ego tries to induce alter to take on a new 
identity (and thereby enlist alter in ego's effort to change itself) by treating alter 
as if it already had that identity. The logic of this follows directly from the 
mirror theory of identity-formation, in which alter's identity is a reflection of 
ego's practices; change those practices and ego begins to change alter's 
conception of itself. 

What these practices should consist of depends on the logic by which the 
preexisting identities were sustained. Competitive security systems are sus- 
tained by practices that create insecurity and distrust. In this case, transforma- 
tive practices should attempt to teach other states that one's own state can be 
trusted and should not be viewed as a threat to their security. The fastest way to 
do this is to make unilateral initiatives and self-binding commitments of 
sufficient significance that another state is faced with "an offer it cannot 
refuse."96 Gorbachev has tried to do this by withdrawing from Afghanistan and 
Eastern Europe, implementing asymmetric cuts in nuclear and conventional 
forces, calling for "defensive defense," and so on. In addition, he has slullfully 
cast the West in the role of being morally required to give aid and comfort to 
the Soviet Union, has emphasized the bonds of common fate between the 
Soviet Union and the West, and has indicated that further progress in 

95. See Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Eveyday Life; Eugene Weinstein and Paul 
Deutschberger, "Some Dimensions of Altercasting," Sociornety 26 (December 1963), pp. 454-66; 
and Walter Earle, "International Relations and the Psychology of Control: Alternative Control 
Strategies and Their Consequences," Political Psychology 7 (June 1986), pp. 369-75. 

96. See Volker Boge and Peter Wilke, "Peace Movements and Unilateral Disarmament: Old 
Concepts in a New Light," Arms Control 7 (September 1986), pp. 156-70; Zeev Maoz and Daniel 
Felsenthal, "Self-Binding Commitments, the Inducement of Trust, Social Choice, and the Theory 
of International Cooperation," International Studies Quarterly 31 (June 1987), pp. 177-200; and V. 
Sakamoto, "Unilateral Initiative as an Alternative Strategy," World Futures, vol. 24, nos. 1 4 ,  1987, 
pp. 107-34. 
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East-West relations is contingent upon the West assuming the identity being 
projected onto it. These actions are all dimensions of altercasting, the intention 
of which is to take away the Western "excuse" for distrusting the Soviet Union, 
which, in Gorbachev's view, has helped sustain competitive identities in the 
past. 

Yet by themselves such practices cannot transform a competitive security 
system, since if they are not reciprocated by alter, they will expose ego to a 
"sucker" payoff and quickly wither on the vine. In order for critical strategic 
practice to transform competitive identities, it must be "rewarded" by alter, 
which will encourage more such practice by ego, and so on.97 Over time, this will 
institutionalize a positive rather than a negative identification between the 
security of self and other and will thereby provide a firm intersubjective basis 
for what were initially tentative commitments to new identities and interest^.^' 

Notwithstanding today's rhetoric about the end of the cold war, skeptics may 
still doubt whether Gorbachev (or some future leader) will succeed in building 
an intersubjective basis for a new Soviet (or Russian) role identity. There are 
important domestic, bureaucratic, and cognitive-ideological sources of resis- 
tance in both East and West to such a change, not the least of which is the 
shakiness of the democratic forces' domestic position. But if my argument 
about the role of intersubjective knowledge in creating competitive structures 
of identity and interest is right, then at least New Thinking shows a greater 
appreciation-conscious or not-for the deep structure of power politics than 
we are accustomed to in international relations practice. 

Conclusion 

All theories of international relations are based on social theories of the 
relationship between agency, process, and social structure. Social theories do 
not determine the content of our international theorizing, but they do structure 
the questions we ask about world politics and our approaches to answering 
those questions. The substantive issue at stake in debates about social theory is 
what kind of foundation offers the most fruitful set of questions and research 
strategies for explaining the revolutionary changes that seem to be occurring in 
the late twentieth century international system. Put simply, what should 
systemic theories of international relations look like? How should they 
conceptualize the relationship between structure and process? Should they be 

97. On rewards, see Thomas Milburn and Daniel Christie, "Rewarding in International 
Politics," PoliticalPsychology 10 (December 1989), pp. 625-45. 

98. The importance o f  reciprocity in completing the process o f  structural transformation makes 
the logic in this stage similar to that in the "evolution o f  cooperation." The difference is one o f  
prerequisites and objective: in the former, ego's tentative redefinition o f  self enables it to try and 
change alter by acting "as i f "  both were already playing a new game; in the latter, ego acts only on 
the basis o f  given interests and prior experience, with transformation emerging only as an 
unintended consequence. 
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based exclusively on "microeconomic" analogies in which identities and 
interests are exogenously given by structure and process is reduced to 
interactions within those parameters? Or should they also be based on 
"sociological" and "social psychological" analogies in which identities and 
interests and therefore the meaning of structure are endogenous to process? 
Should a behavioral-individualism or a cognitive-constructivism be the basis for 
systemic theories of world politics? 

This article notwithstanding, this question is ultimately an empirical one in 
two respects. First, its answer depends in part on how important interaction 
among states is for the constitution of their identities and interests. On the one 
hand, it may be that domestic or genetic factors, which I have systematically 
bracketed, are in fact much more important determinants of states' identities 
and interests than are systemic factors. To the extent that this is true, the 
individualism of a rationalist approach and the inherent privileging of structure 
over process in this approach become more substantively appropriate for 
systemic theory (if not for first- and second-image theory), since identities and 
interests are in fact largely exogenous to interaction among states. On the other 
hand, if the bracketed factors are relatively unimportant or if the importance of 
the international system varies historically (perhaps with the level of dynamic 
density and interdependence in the system), then such a framework would not 
be appropriate as an exclusive foundation for general systemic theory. 

Second, the answer to the question about what systemic theories should look 
like also depends on how easily state identities and interests can change as a 
result of systemic interaction. Even if interaction is initially important in 
constructing identities and interests, once institutionalized its logic may make 
transformation extremely difficult. If the meaning of structure for state action 
changes so slowly that it becomes a de facto parameter within which process 
takes place, then it may again be substantively appropriate to adopt the 
rationalist assumption that identities and interests are given (although again, 
this may vary historically). 

We cannot address these empirical issues, however, unless we have a 
framework for doing systemic research that makes state identity and interest an 
issue for both theoretical and empirical inquiry. Let me emphasize that this is 
not to say we should never treat identities and interests as given. The framing of 
problems and research strategies should be question-driven rather than 
method-driven, and if we are not interested in identity- and interest-formation, 
we may find the assumptions of a rationalist discourse perfectly reasonable. 
Nothing in this article, in other words, should be taken as an attack on 
rationalism per se. By the same token, however, we should not let this 
legitimate analytical stance become a de facto ontological stance with respect 
to the content of third-image theory, at least not until after we have determined 
that systemic interaction does not play an important role in processes of state 
identity- and interest-formation. We should not choose our philosophical 
anthropologies and social theories prematurely. By arguing that we cannot 
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derive a self-help structure of identity and interest from the principle of 
anarchy alone-by arguing that anarchy is what states make of it-this article 
has challenged one important justification for ignoring processes of identity- 
and interest-formation in world politics. As such, it helps set the stage for 
inquiry into the empirical issues raised above and thus for a debate about 
whether communitarian or individualist assumptions are a better foundation 
for systemic theory. 

I have tried to indicate by crude example what such a research agenda might 
look like. Its objective should be to assess the causal relationship between 
practice and interaction (as independent variable) and the cognitive structures 
at the level of individual states and of systems of states which constitute 
identities and interests (as dependent variable)-that is, the relationship 
between what actors do and what they are. We may have some a priori notion 
that state actors and systemic structures are "mutually constitutive," but this 
tells us little in the absence of an understanding of how the mechanics of 
dyadic, triadic, and n-actor interaction shape and are in turn shaped by "stocks 
of knowledge" that collectively constitute identities and interests and, more 
broadly, constitute the structures of international life. Particularly important in 
this respect is the role of practice in shaping attitudes toward the "givenness" 
of these structures. How and why do actors reify social structures, and under 
what conditions do they denaturalize such reifications? 

The state-centrism of this agenda may strike some, particularly postmodern- 
ists, as "depressingly familiar."99 The significance of states relative to multina- 
tional corporations, new social movements, transnationals, and intergovernmen- 
tal organizations is clearly declining, and "postmodern" forms of world politics 
merit more research attention than they have received. But I also believe, with 
realists, that in the medium run sovereign states will remain the dominant 
political actors in the international system. Any transition to new structures of 
global political authority and identity-to "postinternational" politics-will be 
mediated by and path-dependent on the particular institutional resolution of 
the tension between unity and diversity, or particularism and universality, that 
is the sovereign state.''' In such a world there should continue to be a place for 
theories of anarchic interstate politics, alongside other forms of international 
theory; to that extent, I am a statist and a realist. I have argued in this article, 
however, that statism need not be bound by realist ideas about what "state" 
must mean. State identities and interests can be collectively transformed within 
an anarchic context by many factors-individual, domestic, systemic, or 
transnational-and as such are an important dependent variable. Such a 

99. Yale Ferguson and Richard Mansbach, "Between Celebration and Despair: Constructive 
Suggestions for Future International Theory," International Studies Quarterly 35 (December 1991), 
p. 375. 

100. For excellent discussions of this tension, see Walker, "Sovereignty, Identity, Community"; 
and R. B. J. Walker, "Security, Sovereignty, and the Challenge of World Politics," Alternatives 15 
(Winter 1990), pp. 3-27. On institutional path dependencies, see Stephen Krasner, "Sovereignty: 
An Institutional Perspective," Comparative Political Studies 21 (April 1988), pp. 66-94. 
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reconstruction of state-centric international theory is necessary if we are to 
theorize adequately about the emerging forms of transnational political 
identity that sovereign states will help bring into being. To that extent, I hope 
that statism, like the state, can be historically progressive. 

I have argued that the proponents of strong liberalism and the constructivists 
can and should join forces in contributing to a process-oriented international 
theory. Each group has characteristic weaknesses that are complemented by 
the other's strengths. In part because of the decision to adopt a choice- 
theoretic approach to theory construction, neoliberals have been unable to 
translate their work on institution-building and complex learning into a 
systemic theory that escapes the explanatory priority of realism's concern with 
structure. Their weakness, in other words, is a lingering unwillingness to 
transcend, at the level of systemic theory, the individualist assumption that 
identities and interests are exogenously given. Constructivists bring to this lack 
of resolution a systematic communitarian ontology in which intersubjective 
knowledge constitutes identities and interests. For their part, however, 
constructivists have often devoted too much effort to questions of ontology and 
constitution and not enough effort to the causal and empirical questions of how 
identities and interests are produced by practice in anarchic conditions. As a 
result, they have not taken on board neoliberal insights into learning and social 
cognition. 

An attempt to use a structurationist-symbolic interactionist discourse to 
bridge the two research traditions, neither of which subscribes to such a 
discourse, will probably please no one. But in part this is because the two 
"sides" have become hung up on differences over the epistemological status of 
social science. The state of the social sciences and, in particular, of interna- 
tional relations, is such that epistemological prescriptions and conclusions are 
at best premature. Different questions involve different standards of inference; 
to reject certain questions because their answers cannot conform to the 
standards of classical physics is to fall into the trap of method-driven rather 
than question-driven social science. By the same token, however, giving up the 
artificial restrictions of logical positivist conceptions of inquiry does not force 
us to give up on "Science." Beyond this, there is little reason to attach so much 
importance to epistemology. Neither positivism, nor scientific realism, nor 
poststructuralism tells us about the structure and dynamics of international 
life. Philosophies of science are not theories of international relations. The 
good news is that strong liberals and modern and postmodern constructivists 
are asking broadly similar questions about the substance of international 
relations that differentiate both groups from the neorealist-rationalist alliance. 
Strong liberals and constructivists have much to learn from each other if they 
can come to see this through the smoke and heat of epistemology. 




