
at the same time to show how it is always already threatened with its
undoing. It is important to note that there is no attempt in deconstruction
to arrive at a single, conclusive reading. The two mutually inconsistent
readings, which are in a performative (rather than logical) contradiction,
remain permanently in tension. The point is not to demonstrate the
truthfulness or otherwise of a story, but to expose how any story depends
on the repression of internal tensions in order to produce a stable effect
of homogeneity and continuity.

Ashley’s double reading of the 
anarchy problematique

Richard Ashley’s double reading of the anarchy problematique is one of the
earliest and most important deconstructions in the study of international
relations. His main target is the conception of anarchy and the theoreti-
cal and practical effects. The anarchy problematique is the name Ashley
gives to the defining moment of most inquiries in International Relations.
It is exemplified by Oye’s (1985: 1) assertion that: ‘Nations dwell in per-
petual anarchy, for no central authority imposes limits on the pursuit of
sovereign interests.’ Most importantly, the anarchy problematique
deduces from the absence of central, global authority, not just an empty
concept of anarchy, but a description of international relations as
power politics, characterised by self-interest, raison d’état, the routine
resort to force, and so on.

The main brunt of Ashley’s analysis is to problematize this deduction
of power politics from the lack of central rule. Ashley’s many analyses of
the anarchy problematique can be understood in terms of double read-
ing. The first reading assembles the constitutive features, or ‘hard core’
of the anarchy problematique, while the second reading disassembles the
constitutive elements of the anarchy problematique, showing how it
rests on a series of questionable theoretical suppositions or exclusions.

In the first reading, Ashley outlines the anarchy problematique in con-
ventional terms. He describes not just the absence of any overarching
authority, but the presence of a multiplicity of states in the international
system, none of which can lay down the law to the individual states.
Further, the states which comprise this system have their own identifi-
able interests, capabilities, resources and territory. The second reading
questions the self-evidence of international relations as an anarchical
realm of power politics. The initial target in this double reading is the
opposition between sovereignty and anarchy, where sovereignty is val-
orized as a regulative ideal, and anarchy is regarded as the absence or
negation of sovereignty. Anarchy takes on meaning only as the antithe-
sis of sovereignty. Moreover, sovereignty and anarchy are taken to be
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mutually exclusive and mutually exhaustive. Ashley demonstrates,
however, that the anarchy problematique works only by making certain
assumptions regarding sovereign states. If the dichotomy between sover-
eignty and anarchy is to be tenable at all, then inside the sovereign state
must be found a domestic realm of identity, homogeneity, order and
progress guaranteed by legitimate force; and outside must lie an anar-
chical realm of difference, heterogeneity, disorder and threat, recurrence
and repetition. But to represent sovereignty and anarchy in this way
(that is, as mutually exclusive and exhaustive), depends on converting
differences within sovereign states into differences between sovereign
states (Ashley 1988: 257). Sovereign states must expunge any traces of
anarchy that reside within them in order to make good the distinction
between sovereignty and anarchy. Internal dissent and what Ashley
(1987, 1989b) calls ‘transversal struggles’ which cast doubt over the
idea of a clearly identifiable and demarcated sovereign identity must be
repressed or denied to make the anarchy problematique meaningful. In
particular, the opposition between sovereignty and anarchy rests on the
possibility of determining a ‘well-bounded sovereign entity possessing
its own “internal” hegemonic centre of decision-making capable of
reconciling “internal” conflicts and capable, therefore, of projecting a
singular presence’ (Ashley 1988: 245).

The general effect of the anarchy problematique is to confirm the
opposition between sovereignty and anarchy as mutually exclusive and
exhaustive. This has two particular effects: (1) to represent a domestic
domain of sovereignty as a stable, legitimate foundation of modern
political community, and (2) to represent the domain beyond sover-
eignty as dangerous and anarchical. These effects depend on what
Ashley (1988: 256) calls a ‘double exclusion’. They are possible only if,
on the one hand, a single representation of sovereign identity can be
imposed and, on the other hand, if this representation can be made to
appear natural and indisputable. The double reading problematizes the
anarchy problematique by posing two questions: first, what happens to
the anarchy problematique if it is not so clear that fully present and
completed sovereign states are ontologically primary or unitary? And,
secondly, what happens to the anarchy problematique if the lack of cen-
tral global rule is not overwritten with assumptions about power politics?

Problematizing sovereign states

States, sovereignty and violence are long-standing themes in the established
traditions of International Relations that have gained renewed impor-
tance after the September 11 terrorist attacks. They are also central themes
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in postmodern approaches to international relations. However, rather
than adopt them uncritically from traditional approaches, postmodernism
revises them in view of insights gained from genealogy and deconstruction.

Postmodernism seeks to address a crucial issue regarding interpretations
and explanations of the sovereign state that state-centric approaches
have obscured – namely, its historical constitution and reconstitution
as the primary mode of subjectivity in world politics. This returns us to
the type of question posed by Foucault’s genealogy: how, by virtue of what
political practices and representations, is the sovereign state instituted as
the normal mode of international subjectivity? Posing the question in
this manner directs attention, in Nietzschean fashion, less to what is the
essence of the sovereign state than to how the sovereign state is made
possible, how it is naturalized and how it is made to appear as if it had
an essence.

To the extent that postmodernism seeks to account for the conditions
which make possible the phenomenon of the state as something which
concretely affects the experience of everyday life, it is phenomenolo-
gical. Yet this is no ordinary phenomenology. It might best be called a
‘quasi-phenomenology’ for, as already noted, it is equally concerned
with accounting for those conditions which destabilize the phenome-
non or defer its complete actualization. In this section, postmodernism’s
quasi-phenomenology of the state will be explained. This comprises four
main elements: (1) a genealogical analysis of the modern state’s ‘origins’
in violence, (2) an account of boundary inscription, (3) a deconstruction
of identity as it is defined in security and foreign policy discourses and
(4) a revised interpretation of statecraft. The overall result is to rethink
the ontological structure of the sovereign state in order to respond properly
to the question of how the sovereign state is (re)constituted as the normal
mode of subjectivity in international relations.

Violence

Modern political thought has attempted to transcend illegitimate forms
of rule (such as tyranny and despotism) where power is unconstrained,
unchecked, arbitrary and violent, by founding legitimate, democratic
forms of government where authority is subject to law. In modern poli-
tics, it is reason rather than power or violence which has become the
measure of legitimacy. However, as Campbell and Dillon (1993: 161)
point out, the relationship between politics and violence in modernity is
deeply ambivalent for, on the one hand, violence ‘constructs the refuge of
the sovereign community’ and, on the other hand, it is ‘the condition from
which the citizens of that community must be protected’. The paradox
here is that violence is both poison and cure.
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The link between violence and the state is revealed in Bradley Klein’s
genealogy of the state as strategic subject. Klein’s (1994: 139) broad
purpose in Strategic Studies and World Order is to analyse ‘the violent
making and remaking of the modern world’. His more particular pur-
pose is to explain the historical emergence of war making states. Rather
than assume their existence, as realists and neo-realists tend to do, Klein
examines how political units emerge in history which are capable of
relying upon force to distinguish a domestic political space from an
exterior one. Consistent with other postmoderns, he argues that ‘states
rely upon violence to constitute themselves as states’, and in the process,
‘impose differentiations between the internal and external’ (1994: 38).
Strategic violence is constitutive of states; it does not merely ‘patrol the
frontiers’ of the state, it ‘helps constitute them as well’ (1994: 3).

The point made by postmodernism regarding violence in modern
politics needs to be clearly differentiated from traditional approaches. In
general, traditional accounts take violent confrontation to be a normal
and regular occurrence in international relations. The condition of anar-
chy is thought to incline states to war as there is nothing to stop wars
from occurring. Violence is not constitutive in such accounts as these,
but is ‘configurative’, or ‘positional’ (Ruggie 1993: 162–3). The onto-
logical structure of the states is taken to be set up already before violence
is undertaken. The violence merely modifies the territorial configura-
tion, or is an instrument for power–political, strategic manoeuvres in the
distribution or hierarchy of power. Postmodernism, however, exposes
the constitutive role of violence in modern political life. Violence is
fundamental to the ontological structuring of states, and is not merely
something to which fully formed states resort for power–political
reasons. Violence is, according to postmodernism, inaugural as well as
augmentative.

This argument about the intimate and paradoxical relationship between
violence and political order is taken even further by Jenny Edkins, who
places the Nazis, concentration camps, NATO and refugee camps on the
same continuum. All, she claims, are determined by a sovereign power
that seeks to extend control over life. She argues that even humanitari-
anism can be placed on the spectrum of violence since it, too, is com-
plicit with the modern state’s order of sovereign power and violence,
notwithstanding claims to the contrary. Indeed, she says that famine-
relief camps are like concentration camps since they are both sites of
‘arbitrary decisions between life and death, where aid workers are
forced to choose which of the starving they are unable to help’ (Edkins
2000: 13). Famine victims appear only as ‘bare life’ to be ‘saved’;
stripped of their social and cultural being, they are depoliticized, their
political voices ignored (2000: 13–14). In different language, Campbell
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(1998b: 506) affirms this view by arguing that prevailing forms of
humanitarianism construct people as victims, ‘incapable of acting without
intervention’. This insufficiently political or humane form of humanitar-
ianism, therefore, ‘is deeply implicated in the production of a sovereign
political power that claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of vio-
lence’ (Edkins 2000: 18). Mick Dillon and Julian Reid offer a similar
reading of humanitarian responses to ‘complex emergencies’, but rather
than assume an equivalence between humanitarianism and sovereign
power, they see a susceptibility of the former to the operations of the latter.
Global governance, they say, ‘quite literally threatens nongovernmental
and humanitarian agencies with recruitment into the very structures and
practices of power against which they previously defined themselves’
(Dillon and Reid 2000: 121).

Edkins and Dillon and Reid draw upon an influential and richly
textured argument advanced by the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben
in Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (1998). Following Carl
Schmitt, Agamben posits sovereignty as the essence of the political. The
sovereign claims the right to decide the exception. This leads, among
other things, to the sovereign’s right to decide who is in and who is out
of a political community. If one of the main concerns of critical theory
(as outlined in Chapter 6) is examination of possibilities for more inclu-
sive forms of community, Agamben focuses on exclusion as a condition
of possibility of political community. He argues that ‘In Western politics,
bare life has the peculiar privilege of being that whose exclusion founds
the city of men’ (Agamben 1998: 7). ‘Bare life’, most basically, is the
simple biological fact of not being dead. But Agamben assigns a further
meaning to bare life, a meaning captured in the term homo sacer (sacred
man), which refers to a life that can be taken but not sacrificed, a holy
but damned life. Banished from society, homo sacer acts as the ‘consti-
tutive outside’ to political life. But, in truth, homo sacer is neither inside
nor outside political community in any straightforward sense. Instead, he
occupies a ‘zone of indistinction’ or ‘no-man’s land’. Indeed, as Agamben
(1998: 74, 80) points out, the Roman concept of homo sacer precedes
the distinction between sacred and profane, which is why, paradoxically,
a so-called ‘sacred man’ can be killed. The clearest expression of this was
the system of camps established under the Nazis before and during the
Second World War. But similar systems were established during the
Bosnian War. As David Campbell (2002b: 157) spells out, the Bosnian
Serb camps at Omarska and Trnopolje were ‘extra-legal spaces’ integrated
into an ‘ethnic-cleansing strategy based on an exclusive and homogeneous’
political community.

Judith Butler, in a brilliant essay titled ‘Indefinite Detention’ (in Butler
2004), applies Agamben’s arguments in her reflections on America’s
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‘war on terrorism’. Drawing from Agamben’s writing on sovereign
power, she notes how states suspend the rule of law by invoking a ‘state
of emergency’. There can be no more significant act demonstrating the
state’s sovereignty than withdrawing or suspending the law. Referring to
the controversial detainment of terrorism suspects at Guantánamo Bay,
Butler says: ‘It is not just that constitutional protections are indefinitely
suspended, but that the state (in its augmented executive function) arro-
gates to itself the right to suspend the Constitution or to manipulate the
geography of detentions and trials so that constitutional and interna-
tional rights are effectively suspended’ (Butler 2004: 63–4). The detainees
are thus reduced to bare life in a no-man’s land beyond the law. Butler
(2004: 68) observes that ‘to be detained indefinitely … is precisely to
have no definitive prospect for a reentry into the political fabric of life,
even as one’s situation is highly, if not fatally, politicized’. By employing
Agamben, these postmodern works seek to show how sovereign states,
even liberal democratic ones, constitute themselves through exclusion
and violence.

Boundaries

To inquire into the state’s (re)constitution, as postmodernism does, is partly
to inquire into the ways in which global political space is partitioned. The
world is not naturally divided into differentiated political spaces, and
nor is there a single authority to carve up the world. This necessarily
leads to a focus on the ‘boundary question’, as Dillon and Everard (1992:
282) call it, because any political subject is constituted by the marking of
physical, symbolic and ideological boundaries.

Postmodernism is less concerned with what sovereignty is, than how
it is spatially and temporally produced and how it is circulated. How is
a certain configuration of space and power instituted? And with what
consequences? The obvious implication of these questions is that the
prevailing mode of political subjectivity in international relations (the
sovereign state) is neither natural nor necessary. There is no necessary
reason why global political space has to be divided as it is, and with the
same bearing. Of crucial importance in this differentiation of political
space is the inscription of boundaries. Marking boundaries is not an
innocent, pre-political act. It is a political act with profound political
implications as it is fundamental to the production and delimitation of
political space. As Gearóid Ó Tuathail (1996: 1) affirms, ‘[g]eography is
about power. Although often assumed to be innocent, the geography of
the world is not a product of nature but a product of histories of strug-
gle between competing authorities over the power to organize, occupy,
and administer space’.
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There is no political space in advance of boundary inscription.
Boundaries function in the modern world to divide an interior, sover-
eign space from an exterior, pluralistic, anarchical space. The opposition
between sovereignty and anarchy rests on the possibility of clearly divid-
ing a domesticated political space from an undomesticated outside. It is
in this sense that boundary inscription is a defining moment of the sov-
ereign state. Indeed, neither sovereignty nor anarchy would be possible
without the inscription of a boundary to divide political space. This
‘social inscription of global space’, to use Ó Tuathail’s (1996: 61) phrase,
produces the effect of completed, bounded states, usually built around
what Campbell (1998a: 11) calls the ‘nationalist imaginary’.

However, as Connolly (1994: 19) points out, boundaries are highly
ambiguous since they ‘form an indispensable protection against violation
and violence; but divisions they sustain in doing so also carry cruelty and
violence’. At stake here is a series of questions regarding boundaries:
how boundaries are constituted, what moral and political status they are
accorded, how they operate simultaneously to include and exclude and
how they simultaneously produce order and violence. Clearly, these
questions are not just concerned with the location of cartographic
boundaries, but with how these cartographic boundaries serve to repre-
sent, limit, and legitimate a political identity. But how, through which
political practices and representations, are boundaries inscribed? And
what implications does this hold for the mode of subjectivity produced?

Identity

There is, as Rob Walker (1995a: 35–6) notes, a privileging of spatiality
in modern political thought and practice. By differentiating political
spaces, boundaries are fundamental to the modern world’s preference for
the ‘entrapment of politics’ within discrete state boundaries (Magnusson
1996: 36). Postmodernism asks: how has political identity been imposed
by spatial practices and representations of domestication and distancing?
And how has the concept of a territorially-defined self been constructed
in opposition to a threatening other?

Of utmost importance here are issues of how security is conceived in
spatial terms and how threats and dangers are defined and articulated,
giving rise to particular conceptions of the state as a secure political
subject. Debbie Lisle (2000) has shown how even modern tourism par-
ticipates in the reproduction of this spatialized conception of security. By
continuously reaffirming the distinction between ‘safety here and now’
and ‘danger there and then’ tourist practices help sustain the geopolitical
security discourse. Her reading suggests that war and tourism, rather than
being two distinct and opposed social practices, are actually intimately
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connected by virtue of being governed by the same global security
discourse.

A detailed account of the relationship between the state, violence and
identity is to be found in David Campbell’s post-structuralist account of
the Bosnian war, in National Deconstruction (1998a). His central argu-
ment there is that a particular norm of community has governed the
intense violence of the war. This norm, which he calls ‘ontopology’, bor-
rowing from Derrida, refers to the assumption that political community
requires the perfect alignment of territory and identity, state and nation
(Derrida 1994a: 82; Campbell 1998a: 80). It functions to disseminate
and reinforce the supposition that political community must be under-
stood and organized as a single identity perfectly aligned with and pos-
sessing its allocated territory. The logic of this norm, suggests Campbell
(1998a: 168–9), leads to a desire for a coherent, bounded, monocultural
community. These ‘ontopological’ assumptions form ‘the governing codes
of subjectivity in international relations’ (1998a: 170). What is inter-
esting about Campbell’s (1999a: 23) argument is the implication that the
outpouring of violence in Bosnia was not simply an aberration or racist
distortion of the ontopological norm, but was in fact an exacerbation of
this same norm. The violence of ‘ethnic cleansing’ in pursuit of a pure,
homogeneous political identity is simply a continuation, albeit extreme,
of the same political project inherent in any modern nation-state. The
upshot is that all forms of political community, insofar as they require
boundaries, will be given to some degree of violence (Campbell 1998a: 13).

Postmodernism focuses on the discourses and practices which substitute
threat for difference in the constitution of political identity. Simon Dalby,
for instance (1993), explains how cold wars result from the application
of a geo-political reasoning which defines security in terms of spatial
exclusion and the specification of a threatening other. ‘Geopolitical dis-
course constructs worlds in terms of Self and Others, in terms of carto-
graphically specifiable sections of political space, and in terms of military
threats’ (1993: 29). The geo-political creation of the external other is
integral to the constitution of a political identity (self) which is to be
made secure. But to constitute a coherent, singular political identity
often demands the silencing of internal dissent. There can be internal
others that endanger a certain conception of the self, and must be neces-
sarily expelled, disciplined, or contained. Identity, it can be surmised, is
an effect forged, on the one hand, by disciplinary practices which
attempt to normalize a population, giving it a sense of unity and, on the
other, by exclusionary practices which attempt to secure the domestic
identity through processes of spatial differentiation, and various diplo-
matic, military and defence practices. There is a supplementary relation-
ship between containment of domestic and foreign others, which helps
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to constitute political identity by expelling ‘from the resultant “domestic”
space … all that comes to be regarded as alien, foreign and dangerous’
(Campbell 1992: Chapters 5,6, 1998a: 13).

If it is plain that identity is defined through difference, and that a self
requires an other, it is not so plain that difference or otherness necessarily
equates with threat or danger. Nevertheless, as Campbell (1992) points
out the sovereign state is predicated on discourses of danger. ‘The con-
stant articulation of danger through foreign policy is thus not a threat to
a state’s identity or existence’, says Campbell (1992: 12), ‘it is its condition
of possibility’. The possibility of identifying the United States as a political
subject, for example, rested, during the Cold War, on the ability to impose
an interpretation of the Soviet Union as an external threat, and the capac-
ity of the US government to contain internal threats (1992: Chapter 6).
Indeed, the pivotal concept of containment takes on a Janus-faced quality
as it is simultaneously turned inwards and outwards to deal with threat-
ening others, as Campbell (1992: 175) suggests. The end result of the
strategies of containment was to ground identity in a territorial state.

It is important to recognize that political identities do not exist prior
to the differentiation of self and other. The main issue is how something
which is different becomes conceptualized as a threat or danger to be
contained, disciplined, negated, or excluded. There may be an irreducible
possibility that difference will slide into opposition, danger, or threat, but
there is no necessity. Political identity need not be constituted against,
and at the expense of, others, but the prevailing discourses and practices
of security and foreign policy tend to reproduce this reasoning. Moreover,
this relation to others must be recognized as a morally and politically
loaded relation. The effect is to allocate the other to an inferior moral
space, and to arrogate the self to a superior one. As Campbell (1992: 85)
puts it, ‘the social space of inside/outside is both made possible by and
helps constitute a moral space of superior/inferior’. By coding the spatial
exclusion in moral terms it becomes easier to legitimize certain politico-
military practices and interventions which advance national security inter-
ests at the same time that they reconstitute political identities. As Shapiro
(1988a: 102) puts it, ‘to the extent that the Other is regarded as some-
thing not occupying the same moral space as the self, conduct toward the
Other becomes more exploitive’. This is especially so in an interna-
tional system where political identity is so frequently defined in terms of
territorial exclusion.

Statecraft

The above section has sketched how violence, boundaries and identity
function to make possible the sovereign state. This only partly deals with
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the main genealogical issue of how the sovereign state is (re)constituted
as a normal mode of subjectivity. Two questions remain if the genealog-
ical approach is to be pursued: how is the sovereign state naturalized
and disseminated? And how is it made to appear as if it had an essence?

Postmodernism is interested in how prevailing modes of subjectivity
neutralize or conceal their arbitrariness by projecting an image of nor-
malcy, naturalness, or necessity. Ashley has explored the very difficult
question of how the dominant mode of subjectivity is normalized by
utilizing the concept of hegemony. By ‘hegemony’ Ashley (1989b: 269)
means not an ‘overarching ideology or cultural matrix’, but ‘an ensem-
ble of normalized knowledgeable practices, identified with a particular
state and domestic society … that is regarded as a practical paradigm of
sovereign political subjectivity and conduct’. ‘Hegemony’ refers to the
projection and circulation of an ‘exemplary’ model, which functions as
a regulative ideal. Of course the distinguishing characteristics of the
exemplary model are not fixed but are historically and politically condi-
tioned. The sovereign state, as the currently dominant mode of subjec-
tivity, is by no means natural. As Ashley (1989b: 267) remarks, sovereignty
is fused to certain ‘historically normalized interpretations of the state, its
competencies, and the conditions and limits of its recognition and
empowerment’. The fusion of the state to sovereignty is, therefore,
conditioned by changing historical and cultural representations and
practices which serve to produce a political identity.

A primary function of the exemplary model is to negate alternative
conceptions of subjectivity or to devalue them as underdeveloped, inad-
equate, or incomplete. Anomalies are contrasted with the ‘proper’, ‘nor-
mal’, or ‘exemplary’ model. For instance, ‘quasi-states’ or ‘failed states’
represent empirical cases of states which deviate from the model by
failing to display the recognizable signs of sovereign statehood. In this
failure, they help to reinforce the hegemonic mode of subjectivity as the
norm, and to reconfirm the sovereignty/anarchy opposition which
underwrites it.

In order for the model to have any power at all, though, it must be
replicable; it must be seen as a universally effective mode of subjectivity
which can be invoked and instituted at any site. The pressures applied on
states to conform to normalized modes of subjectivity are complex and
various, and emanate both internally and externally. Some pressures are
quite explicit, such as military intervention, others less so, such as condi-
tions attached to foreign aid, diplomatic recognition and general processes
of socialization. The point is that modes of subjectivity achieve dominance
in space and time through the projection and imposition of power.

How has the state been made to appear as if it had an essence? The
short answer to this question is that the state is made to appear as if it
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