Summary


	In his article “Anarchy is what states make of it” Wendt takes a constructivist approach to answering whether institutions can transform state identities and interests[endnoteRef:1]. Wendt believes that an issue in international relations such as self-help (which is the notion that states can only depend on themselves because they do not know the intentions of other states) is not a fundamental condition of the anarchic system (a system in which there exists no higher institution to govern the actions of nations)[endnoteRef:2]1. Rather these issues are constructed by social practice[endnoteRef:3]1. Wendt further explains that upon first meeting two states do not have prior conceptions of each other. They do not automatically know who is a friend and who is an enemy. In order for these identities and interests to develop there first has to be an interaction from which they were acquired[endnoteRef:4]1. To clarify when two states meet for the first time and given the fact that each state’s main objective is to ensure its own survival, neither actor has an innate need for glory, power or control. A realist would argue that each state would act on the basis of worse case assumptions about each other’s intentions. Justified by the possibility that the other state may be a threat to their security[endnoteRef:5]1. Wendt however argues that most decisions need to be built on a basis of probability that is produced by interaction and not worst-case assumptions. The issue of a security dilemma is the idea that the self-help attempts of states to ensure their security, regardless of intention will lead to rising insecurity in other states. Wendt argues that a security dilemma is a social structure that anarchy merely allows to exist and it not a characteristic of the system itself. Wendt introduces the concept of a predator state, which is the idea that some states for whatever reason may be more predisposed towards aggression than others. This aggressive state can then in turn cause other states to act in a similar manner and participate in power politics under the rationale that they are just protecting their security. Rather than assuming the realist view that all states are power hungry and take part in self-help, Wendt applies his concept of predator states to imply that just one needs to act in this manner for the other to follow suit. Again reaffirming his position that it is our social practices that make us interact in a certain way and not the anarchic system itself.   [1:  Wendt, Alexander. "Anarchy Is What States Make of It: The Social Construction of Power Politics." International Political Economy: A Reader. By Axel Hülsemeyer. Don Mills, Ont.: Oxford UP, 2010. 125-40. Print.
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Strength’s and Weaknesses


In the process of justifying his arguments Wendt makes some very relevant statements with corresponding examples that help illustrate his point of view effectively. In regards to the issue of a security dilemma, he believes that it is a social structure that is independent (that is to say it is not given by nature) of our anarchic system. He illustrates this point with an example consisting of hypothetical interaction between two states: ego and alter encountering each other for the first time. Ego’s first gesture whether threatening or not is the basis on which it is prepared to respond to alter. This basis is unknown to alter, so it must decide whether ego’s gesture is a threat or not. In contrast to the realist belief of acting on worst assumptions, alter has no reason to assume the worst of ego and only through the process of interpreting ego’s gesture can alter determine whether it is threatening or not. While on the whole I do agree with his constructivist approach to answering whether institutions can transform state identities and interests, I do however believe that some of Wendt’s arguments were not as well thought out. Consider that a single state exists in isolation, and has not had any prior interaction with any similar entities. In this case Wendt would reject the possibility that this isolated state can acquiring an identity, since identities according to Wendt, are only formed through social interaction. I would disagree with Wendt in his analysis; I believe that a state is able to form a concept of self even if another state is absent. You would know what you are and what your characteristics are even if no one was there to tell you; you may not be able to tell right from wrong but you still have an understanding of what and who you are. So as long as a state is able to define itself its own terms, it will also be able to conceive a concept of self.
 


Differences Between Wendt and V. Spike Peterson

Whereas Wendt comes from a primarily constructivist approach, V. Spike Peterson comes from a strictly feminine background. Admittedly the two do not tread on much of the same material. It’s difficult to find differences between them when they don’t occupy the same theoretical or methodological approaches. In a way everything about them is different.







Theoretical and Methodological Approach

By examining passages from the text I can confidently state that Wendt’s theoretical approach fits under the constructivist school of thought. His whole approach for answering whether institutions can transform state identities and interests is based on the constructivist claim that issues in international relations are historically and socially contingent, rather than inevitable consequences of human nature[endnoteRef:6]1. That constructivist claim reverberates several times through his writing. An example would be his stance on security dilemmas and if they are according to realists, ingrained in the anarchic system: “…before interaction they [individual states] would have no experience upon which to base such definitions of self and others.” That is to say that a state does not have a particular need to participate in power politics because they simply do not know each other, or whether they are friend or enemy. Rather its decision to do so is influenced by its social surroundings. When discussing the self-help system Wendt comes to the conclusion that “If states find themselves in a self-help system, this is because their practices made it this way.” This further solidifies his chosen theological approach because it builds on the core constructivist principal that in most cases an issue isn’t due exclusively to human nature or in this case the nature of our anarchic system but that it is based upon social factors like how we behave and interact with those around us[endnoteRef:7]1. [6: ]  [7: ] 




Conclusion

Wendt comes to the conclusion that institutions like self-help, power politics and security dilemmas are not due to our anarchic system and that if should ever find ourselves in a self help world than it will be due to process or the way we interact with others and react to certain situations. Thus Wendt on the basis of his constructivist roots argues that state identities and interests are shaped and transformed within the international system, rather than (as the realists believe) existing as exogenous variables.
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