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Beware of organicism: the narrative 
self of the state
I V E R  B. N E U M A N N

Alexander Wendt holds that states are ‘purposive actors with a sense of Self ’.1 He
draws on hermeneutic scholarship from Paul Ricoeur (1991) to Erik Ringmar to
argue that this self is a narrative structure.2 To Ringmar,

To understand how a person [including, for Ringmar, persons like the state] makes sense of
the world is thus not primarily to understand the words he or she uses, but more fundamentally
to understand the experiences and memories with which words are associated. [. . .] The
experiences and memories that people share are facts about a society, and like other facts
about it they are amenable to investigation.3

I would go along with this, with the rider that the Self ’s structure is heterological
rather than monological; there is an ongoing inter- and intrasubjective struggle
about which of the many possible stories of Self should at any one time be
activated. I suspect, however, that Wendt would probably agree with this, but his
claim is taller: it is the philosophical realist claim that narratives of state Selves, and
therefore states themselves, are real. When Wendt writes that ‘Against anti-essen-
tialists to the “left”, like postmodernists, I argue that we can theorize about processes
of social construction at the level of the states system only if such processes have
exogenously given, relatively stable platforms’, he is surely muting his claim.4 The
claim is that the platform, which turns out to be the territorial state itself, is real.
Most narrativists would indeed disagree with this claim, and underline that states are
like persons, that is, that Wendt is availing himself of an analogy, a comparison, a
metaphor.5 Wendt is explicitly dismissive of such ‘as if ’ stories. Where in the
landscape of social theory does this place him?

I should like to approach the question of whether states are people too in terms
of the social sciences themselves, and not in terms of the discipline of philosophy’s



comments on the social sciences.6 Wendt heads off the chapter by drawing on
Weberian, Pluralist and Marxist insights about the state, and wraps up by stating
that ‘I first combined Weberian and Marxist insights by defining the state as an
organizational actor possessing sovereignty and a territorial monopoly on organized
violence, whose form is constituted in relation to the society it governs by a structure
of political authority’.7 Weber, however, cannot be invoked to support the claim
under discussion here, for he consistently held that ‘For sociological purposes there
is no such thing as a collective personality which ‘acts’ [. . . the state is . . .] only a
certain kind of development of actual or possible social actions of individual
persons’.8 We have to look elsewhere.

When a writer on the social invokes two of the founding fathers of sociology, one
should always look for the third. So where is Durkheim? My answer is that he is
present in a degree that should allow us to call Wendt a Durkheimian: he reifies, he
uses organic metaphors, he thinks in terms of normal and abnormal systems, and
finally, he is an evolutionist.

Reification

Although there is no mention of Durkheim in the chapter under discussion here,
Wendt has one indicised mention of Durkheim. It comes on pp. 161–2, in the run-up
to the chapter on whether states are people too, when he draws on Durkheim’s idea
of there existing a conscience collective to argue in favour of the fruitfulness of there
existing something that he calls ‘collective representations’ of stuff social, something
that transcends the various beliefs of individuals. He follows Durkheim in taking the
explicit starting point that social facts should be considered to be things.9 Wendt,
who styles himself a scientific realist, follows Durkheim in programmatically reifying
social phenomena.10 But what kind of things does he hold social stuff like the state
to be?

Organicism

To Durkheim, social phenomena understood as things have certain tasks. Following
Herbert Spencer, he refers to these tasks as functions.11 The overall metaphor that
Durkheim uses for social units is the organic one. It is, furthermore, not a general
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organic metaphor, but that of the human body. In a major series of lectures that was
collated as a book by one of his students and published posthumously, Durkheim
uses the differentiation of state functions as an example:

The function of the rules of the individual moral code is in fact to fix in the individual
consciousness the seat of all morals – their foundations, in the widest sense [. . .] Let us
imagine what would happen to the functions of heart, lungs, stomach and so on, if they were
free like this of all discipline... Just such a spectacle is presented by nations where there are no
regulative organs of economic life. [. . .] we can therefore say that the State is a special organ
whose responsibility it is to work out certain representations which hold good for the
collectivity. These representations are distinguished from the other collective representations
by their higher degree of consciousness and reflection. [. . .] As we read on in history, we see
the functions of the State multiplying as they increase in importance. This development of
the functions is made materially perceptible by the parallel development of the organ itself.
What a far cry from the instrument of government in a society such as our own to what it
was in Rome or in a Red Indian tribe. [. . .] The social brain, like the human brain, has grown
in the course of evolution.12

This example runs throughout Durkheim’s book, and the book’s claim to being one
of Durkheim’s major works is further boosted by the high probability of this being
the synopsis for an even grander book on moral universalism that Durkheim was
planning as a follow-up to his best known work on the elementary forms of religious
life.13 I mention this to underline the centrality of the use of the organic metaphor
for the treatment of the state, and of the use of the state for the treatment of the
social. Again, Wendt specifically follows this line of thinking. It is not only that one
subheading reads ‘States are people too’, and that he refers to what he is doing as
anthropomorphising the state.14 It is more specific than that. He insists on talking
about the discussion of territory and population as giving ‘our model of the state a
“body”’ and of the discussion of ‘national interest’ as giving ‘our model of the state
“life”’.15 Indeed, the inverted commas must be lapses, for he insists that he is not
discussing the state as if it had a body and a life – the entire Durkheimian point is
that they actually have these ‘things’. The metaphorical distance implied by the use
of inverted commas is explicitly done away with, and it should therefore be a
correlate that Wendt should have done away with the inverted commas as well. Be
that as it may, the point here is that Wendt is programmatically Durkheimian in
being an organic thinker.

Normality

Like any overall metaphor in social thought, this one comes with a number of
specific, in-built effects on the analysis. In order to function well, an organism muct
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act normally, and to Durkheim, a social fact understood as a thing should therefore
be ‘normal’. He argues that ‘a social fact is normal, in relation to a given social type
at a given phase of its development, when it is present in the average society of that
species at the corresponding phase of its evolution’.16 To Durkheim, then, some
forms are elementary to social life, inasmuch as they make human sociability
possible at all. In terms of the history of science, this seems to be a sociologisation
of Kant’s basic assumption of there being certain categories (cause, effect, time,
space) that must be there to make human thought possible at all.17 True, Durkheim
favours a cover-all category rather than these four, giving as his reason that Kant’s
four categories are not universal cognitive givens, but the major point is that there
exists such a thing as elementary categories and that such categories are formatted
according to the social itself – that is, that they are socially constructed rather than
material.18 Therefore, he argues, for societies the functional is the constitutive, and
the functional therefore takes precedence over the causal. Again, Wendt seems to be
in programmatic accord, when he argues that it is the cultural rather than the
material which is constitutive of the social. True, Durkheim talks about the social
and Wendt about the cultural, but they seem to be talking about very much the same
thing – the common point is that social stuff is made by humans.

Evolutionism

To Durkheim, ‘the rules which determine the duties that men owe to their fellows,
solely as other men, form the highest point in ethics’.19 He takes this as his starting
point for telling a story about the evolution of the world towards an envisioned
cosmopolitan high-point where it will become possible, he argues, to ‘imagine
humanity in its entirety organized as a society’.20 This society should be led by a
state, which evolves organically out of the social, but which is distinct from it, like

a brain which controls the function of inter-relationship; but the visceral functions, the
functions of the vegetative life or what corresponds to them, are subject to no regulative
action. Let us imagine what would happen to the functions of heart, lungs, stomack and so
on, if they were free like this of all discipline. . . . Just such a spectacle is presented by nations
where there are no regulative organs of economic life.21

This discussion of world history is of course historically specific: Durkheim is
attacking Great Britain, and by way of collateral damage, the United States, for
paying too much heed to (nation-based) free trade and too little heed to (state-
based) republicanism. Durkheim allocates the central role in bringing about
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evolutionary change and hence world history to what he calls the despotism of the
state:

Every society is despotic, at least if nothing from without supervenes to restrain its
despotism. Still, I would not say that there is anything artificial in this despotism; it is natural
because it is necessary, and also because, in certain conditions, societies cannot endure
without it. [. . .] From the moment the individual has been raised in this way by the
collectivity, he will naturally desire what it desires and accept without difficulty the state of
subjection to which he finds himself reduced.22

To Durkheim as to Spinoza, human autonomy consists in insight into the incontro-
vertible character of this process.23 And to Durkheim, it is exactly the state which
plays the key role of inculcating the citizens with this insight. In order to do so, the
state must incorporate itself as a small cadre, organised independently of society:
‘the State is nothing if it is not an organ distinct from the rest of society. If the State
is everywhere, it is nowhere. The State comes into existence by a process of
concentration that detaches a certain group of individuals from the collective
mass.’24 ‘State actors are differentiated from their societies, but internally related to
them: no society, no state’. When the state is young, it has few ties to society: ‘it is
above all the agent of external relations, the agent for the acquisition of territory
and the organ of diplomacy’.25 But the more it grows, the more democratic it
becomes. The state becomes more and more conscious of itself, since that part of
public consciousness which is clear, namely the state’s consciousness, becomes more
and more pervasive.26 Durkheim insists that ‘the state’ has indeed been empirically
characterised by such an evolutionary course.27 But, he adds, this is not the case with
any state; some states, what he refers to as ‘certain democracies’, waste their time on
idle ‘quasi-debates’ instead of working single-mindedly to strengthen the true state.28

The model for the cosmopolitan future, then, is clearly his own state, France.
All that need not concern us here, since our focus is Wendt’s work, and we are

only interested in Durkheim in the degree that he throws light on the historical and
intellectual underpinnings of Wendt’s work. To what extent is Wendt’s own tack
evolutionary? Since Wendt does not explicitly discuss the question of evolution, the
parallel between the two thinkers is not as obvious here as it is in the cases of
reification, organicism and normality. Still, there is a clear parallel. In tackling the
question of differentiation between states on the way to the cosmopolitan future,
Durkheim argues that:

As long as there are States, so there will be national pride, and nothing can be more
warranted. But societies can have their pride, not in being the greatest or the wealthiest, but
in being the most just, the best organized and in possessing the best moral constitution.29
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Now, a major theme of Wendt’s book is the follow-up on his article ‘Anarchy is What
States Make of It’. Wendt postulates two kinds of anarchical systems, a Hobbesian
and a Lockean, and pays particular heed to the question of evolution of the former
into the latter, as when he writes that:

All other things being equal, the international system contains a bias toward ‘Realist’
thinking. The question, however, is not whether there are pressures on the states to be self-
interested – there are – but whether states are capable ever of transcending those pressures
and expanding the boundaries of the Self to include Others. This they might do initially for
self-interested reasons, but if over time the identification becomes internalized, such that a
group of states learns to think of itself as a ‘We’, then its members will no longer be self-
interested relative to each other with respect to the issues that define the group. The question,
in short, is whether the members of states can ever learn additional ‘social’ (what I am calling
‘collective’) identities above and beyond the state, creating ‘concentric circles’ of group
identification.30

There is definitely an evolutionism here, and hence yet another parallel to Durkheim,
although it is admittedly somewhat more implicit than the other parallels identified,
which all seem to be explicit and programmatic. So if Wendt is a Durkheimian,
where does that place him in IR debates, what kind of Durkheimian is he, and why
should we care?

So what?

It is easy to see why Wendt, as a critical realist, has turned to Durkheim. He starts
with the postulate that there exists a deep structure that anchors the real, and
proceeds to study the social as a set of consequences or effects of something real.
He interprets Durkheim’s exhortation to study social phenomena as things as an
exhortation to study representations. Provided that we see these representations as
somehow ‘growing out of ’ a material reality, then this means that we may study
human constructs and still treat them as real. The things to be studied remain tied to
underlying realities, and this has a whole swathe of repercussions, a central one
being that the correspondence theory of truth may be kept. As a Durkheimian,
Wendt may pose as a constructivist within contemporary IR and still escape attacks
of being an idealist, for 

The Durkheimian picture is not a wholly idealist one in which the world is dispensable; it is a
picture wherein knowledge and classification rest upon the natural and the social in
symbiosis, wherein what merits recognition as the truth is at one and the same time an
empirical and a moral issue.31

One of the many services that Wendt has done IR is to link the discipline more
firmly to social theory overall. In this respect, I welcome his Durkheimianism. There
are, however, problems with being a Durkheimian, and particularly with being the
kind of Durkheimian that Wendt is. Take Durkheim’s somewhat smug statement
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reproduced above, to the effect that ‘Every society is despotic, at least if nothing
from without supervenes to restrain its despotism. Still, I would not say that there is
anything artificial in this despotism: it is natural because it is necessary, and also
because, in certain conditions, societies cannot endure without it’.32 Seen from the
other side of the twentieth century, the trust in the state as a civilisational force is
hard to uphold, because the price that individuals and groups had to pay for state
excesses turned out to be infinitely higher that Durkheim envisioned in his day. This
should have consequences for our choice of research design. By foregrounding the
state and bracketing everything else, we read out a lot of the action, including a lot
of the transformational action, evolutionary or otherwise, that Wendt himself
singles out for specific attention. These omissions have analytical and moral costs.

But then again, Wendt’s evolutionism is not as optimistically progressivist as
Durkheim. Neither is his reification as dogged. There is that part of the chapter,
‘Why anthropomorphizing the state is still problematic’, where he argues that states
are less unitary, more transparent and less dependent on interaction as their sole
mode of interaction than are people.33 It is easy to follow Wendt when he seems to
suggest that there is fast-moving change with large potential effects on the density of
state interfaces and hence on the state itself here. Particularly the last point is worth
detailed attention. As social structures, corporate actors such as the state have
interfaces which also harbour such possibilities as division, growth, merger, inter-
locking and specialisation: ‘To varying degrees these strategies do not presuppose a
given body and as such are not “interaction” in the usual sense. [. . . However,] If
this is all that nominalists mean to call our attention to then there is not much to
disagree with, since whether or not anthropomorphizing the state is appropriate will
then be an empirical question.’34

I should, however, like to take issue with this way of couching the question. It is
not the case that a question is either of universal relevance and hence theoretical, or
socially specific and hence empirical. To argue whether a state is a person or not may
not be that helpful. Both states and persons are fuzzy sets. In certain respects, states
are like persons, and in others they are not. In certain respects the state is like a
machine, too, or like a language, and in certain respects not. This question should
not (and probably cannot) be settled on its merits. It should be settled pragmatically.
If one believes, as I do, that thinking depends on the language in which it is
couched, and that language cannot help but be metaphorical, then the key question
is not whether a certain phenomenon is metaphorical or not, but which metaphors
constitute it, with what effects and at what alternative cost (in terms of the relative
merits of using other and competing metaphors).

Every set of metaphors is an enabling and constraining prerequisite for thinking.
It will therefore itself be an influence on where thinking goes. Two aspects of organic
metaphors are particularly alluring for thinking about International Relations. First,
they are ontologically dualistic: Either stuff must belong to organisms and be
internal, or it must be external. This way of thinking privileges not relations but
entities. And when relations are to be studied, organic metaphors point to one

Beware of organicism 265

32 Durkheim, Ethics, p. 61.
33 Wendt, Theory, pp. 221–4.
34 Ibid., p. 223.



particular level of relations, namely that of relations between organisms. This level
becomes wholly distinct from, as well as privileged in relation to, relations internal
to organisms on the one hand (which make up a pathology), and the functioning of
the entire system of organisms on the other (which make up an ecology). Secondly,
organic metaphors suggest that every organism has a telos, which is survival and
adaptation, and that every system has a mode, which is evolution. Although it is not
logically necessary for evolution to be conceived of as teleological, a suggestion is
made that this mode points towards the telos of always-evolving differentiation.

Wendt could rid himself of Durkheim’s organic metaphor and keep the gains that
accrue from being a Durkheimian by putting the metaphor of a language in its
place. If the social is a language, then social phenomena may still be treated as
‘things’ in a Durkheimian sense, but they would be different things. Such a move
within IR would repeat what happened in other social sciences such as sociology and
anthropology some fifty years ago. In the 1940s and 1950s, functionalism was the
key theory in the social sciences, to the extent that Giddens talks about it as an
orthodox consensus in the social sciences.35 In some of the social sciences, its
concept of structure was then modified or even supplanted by structuralism. There
was a shift from conceiving structure in terms of organic metaphors towards
conceiving it in terms of linguistic metaphors. Substituting linguistic metaphors for
organic ones has two great advantages which are particularly relevant here. First,
since language is made up of multilevel relations between elements, the privileged
focus of inquiry becomes relations, with no logically necessary privilege being given
to any one particular level. Secondly, since languages may be said to be ‘alive’ in a
very different sense than are organisms, the problématique surrounding their ‘life’
and hence their possible ‘survival’ and ‘adaptation’ is different from the one sur-
rounding organisms. Specifically, the linguistic metaphor does not extend an equally
obvious invitation to teleological thinking as does the organic one.

By turning back to the organic metaphor, Wendt chooses to cut himself off from
these avenues of scientific inquiry. As a consequence of his organic thinking that
‘states are people too’, he singles out the functioning of the states system as the
central issue. Furthermore, he privileges relations between states understood as
organisms, and the evolution of the system as a whole in the direction of a next
‘stage’, namely that of a world state. This move blocks two vistas of scientific
inquiry which opened up as a consequence of the structuralist movement in the
social sciences, namely a focus on what the state appears to be (if it is not already
fixed as an organism), and how states relate to and are changed by a plethora of
other kinds of agents (if one stops privileging relations between states as organisms
and broadens the inquiry to include social relations in general).

Parting shot

Since I do not believe structuralism to be inherently superior to either functionalism
or any other theoretical perspective, I do not want to argue that Wendt’s turn to
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functionalism is a retrograde turn. I would argue that, to a social scientist, the value
of a theoretical perspective lies in its use. The job of the social scientist is to draw up
analyses of how and why worlds appear to us the way they do. The working of the
states system remains important. Yet if one suspects that there are systemic changes
afoot, and that the most relevant changes are to be located not only in the set of
inter-state relations, but also in intra-state relations, in relations between states and
non-state agents, states and supranational agents, and so on, then going back to
organic thinking about the state occludes lines of inquiry that seem vital if one
wants to understand these changes. Arguing that states are people too seems to
constrain rather than to enable our inquiry into what is happening to states and
their place in global politics here and now. To my mind, understanding this is exactly
the key point of our theoretical and empirical work as social scientists working
within the discipline of IR. Consequently, Wendt’s organic thinking should be
denied not (only) on philosophical, but on pragmatic grounds. That Alex Wendt is a
Durkheimian is fine by me, but he should follow in the footsteps of the many
Durkheimians, beginning with Durkheim’s own collaborator and son-in-law Marcel
Mauss, who have updated Durkheim by shedding his organic metaphors.
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