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Abstract 
 
There are two contrasting understandings of security within International Relations (IR) 
theory; for national or “negative” security, it is self-regarding; for common or “positive” 

security, it is other-regarding. Examining ontological commitments and metaphysical 

assumptions reveals how their differences could be constituted by contradictory 
perspectives on subject-object separability, respectively associated with dualism 

(fundamental separability) and neutral monism (fundamental non-separability) herein. 
By situating the latter as ontologically more fundamental by virtue of quantum physics, 

but suggesting a dialectical relation between them, the tension could potentially be 

alleviated. However, this metaphysical transposition would signify substantial 
implications for scientific inquiry. 
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1. Introduction 
 
“We learn to know the meaning of security through the practices which embody a 

particular interpretation of it” (McSweeney 1999: 22). 
 

Despite the predominance of security within International Relations (IR), issues 
concerning its conceptual nature have received “[r]elatively little attention” (Baldwin 

1997: 5). Notwithstanding recent efforts at nominally redefining security, the majority 

have addressed policy agendas rather than the concept itself (Ibid.). It could therefore 
be regarded as a “neglected concept,” even within security studies, in view of military 

force effectively being the main factor of interest, as well as within the paradigm of 
Neorealism (Ibid.: 8-9, 21). For some, e.g., Buzan (1991), this owes to security being an 

“essentially contested concept,” meaning it is “so value-laden that no amount of 

argument or evidence can ever lead to agreement on a single version as the ‘correct or 
standard use’” (Baldwin 1997: 10). For Baldwin (1997: 12), however, contestedness is 

an open question, and the lack of thorough explication could be considered a more 
appropriate description. 

 

Attempting explication by way of conceptual analysis, he follows Wolfers (1952: 485) in 
characterizing security as “‘the absence of threats to acquired values’,” with the added 

qualification that “absence of threats” should be restated as “a low probability of 
damage,” so as to account for natural disasters and similar events (Baldwin 1997: 13). 

A definition “in its most general sense” is then established through two specifications: 

“Security for whom? And security for which values?” (Ibid.). While sufficient for 
definitional purposes, additional specifications could provide guidelines for achieving 

security by informing policy choices and facilitating comparison (Ibid.: 14-17). Baldwin 
(1997: 21, 23) maintains that these specifications are just as relevant to Neorealism as 

to most “new ideas” regarding security, and further, that the latter offer little new with 
respect to the concept as such. Hence, any ostensibly new ideas do not require a 

“conceptual breakthrough” over and above Wolfers’ framework (Ibid.: 23). 
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However, there are two notably different “images” of security that could establish a 
basis for conceptual analysis or inquiry (McSweeney 1999: 13-14). Owing to its 

emphasis on the absence of threats, or variations thereof, Baldwin’s conceptualization 
could be described in terms of “negative” freedom1 (Ibid.: 14). This nominative form is 

associated with objects, statism, Realism2, and the “conceptual terms” set by orthodox 

security studies, which favors “measurement of objective facts” and “the ‘real world’ of 
material threats” (Ibid.: 14-15). According to McSweeney (1999: 15-16), “[t]he meaning 

of security is thus determined by a prior theoretical assumption of the primacy of the 
state, the irrelevance of sub-units within it, and the choice of a quantitative method of 

inquiry appropriate to the state as the irreducible and material unit.” 

 
As an alternative, McSweeney (1999: 14) argues for the “positive” freedom associated 

with its adjectival form, in that “secure” indicates being enabled or made possible 
(hence, negative and positive respectively relate to “freedom from” and “freedom to”). 

This posits security as a condition enabled through a relational property, “a quality 

making each secure in the other” (Ibid.: 14-15). But such an understanding of “human 
security,” grounded in “the human individual as the ultimate referent, or subject, of 

security,” is generally dismissed for being at odds with the prior theoretical assumptions 
of the orthodoxy (Ibid.: 15-16). 

 

Thus, there is a “bifurcation of security into the material world ‘out there’ and the inner 
world of human relationship,” and while not mutually exclusive, the former dominates 

academic discourse and is often presented as the only relevant alternative (McSweeney 
1999: 16). Yet, for McSweeney (Ibid.), the latter is crucial for a sufficient concept of 

security. While requiring “more subtle analysis,” he contends that its exclusion from 

conventional conceptualizations is eventually contradicted by a dependence on 
individuals as the final referents in the legitimation of security policies (Ibid.). 

Accordingly, against the orthodoxy, a comprehensive conceptualization of security at 

1 As attested by Wolfers: “security after all is nothing but the absence of the evil of 
insecurity, a negative value so to speak” (Wolfers 1962: 153, quoted in McSweeney 
1999: 14). 
2 Capitalized “Realism” refers to the IR discipline. 

5 



 

the international level necessitates a conceptualization of security at the human level 
(Ibid.). 

 
From this perspective, negative security would be necessary but not sufficient since 

positive security would be equally necessary (but neither sufficient by itself), and 

Baldwin’s conceptualization would then neglect this positive aspect, allegedly due to 
prior assumptions. From Baldwin’s perspective, however, one might counter and argue 

that his conceptualization is still sufficient. For instance, vogue notions of 
“multidimensionality” or levels of focus are not really new, and while Wolfers did focus 

on national security, he also recognized the utility of discussions over and below the 

state level (Baldwin 1997: 23). Indeed, although Baldwin (1997: 6) primarily addresses 
state security, he asserts that “most of” his analysis is relevant, “mutatis mutandis”, to all 

levels, whether individual, state, international system, or humanity. 
 

Furthermore, while some, e.g., Campbell (1992), would question the compatibility of his 

approach with “identity politics,” Baldwin (1997: 23) warns against exaggeration. 
Whether individual or state, he argues that any perceived insecurity about their own 

identity, and the means to cope with it, could be accounted for by Wolfers’ framework 
(Ibid.). Relatedly, Wolfers included a distinction between “objective and subjective 

dimensions of security,” with Baldwin (1997: 14) maintaining that further specifying 

“peace of mind” or “absence of fear” as acquired values will accommodate the 
subjective dimension (cf. Wolfers 1952: 485). Again, absent novel conceptual 

developments, one might argue that negative security sufficiently incorporates any 
salient points otherwise related to an alternative view. 

 

1.1 Research questions (and brief answers) 
 

That said, the present thesis will argue that the underlying conceptual terms, or 
frameworks, plausibly associated with either of these contrasting images of security are 

fundamentally different (cf. McSweeney 1999: 212). As such, their frameworks 

ultimately involve the basic metaphysical assumptions of seemingly contradictory 
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worldviews, which necessitates a metaphysical engagement with their ontologies3. 
Specifically, I will argue that different assumptions about subject-object separability 

could substantiate and constitute different understandings of security. To this end, I will 
associate negative security with “dualism,” i.e., fundamental separation of subject and 

object, and positive security with “neutral monism,” i.e., fundamental non-separation of 

subject and object (cf. Jackson 2008: 132-133). While both dualism and neutral monism 
could be understood in a broader sense, the main point of contention herein is thus their 

different assumptions about fundamental reality and its degree of subject-object 
separability. The central questions that elicit this response are: 

 

What constitutes the conceptualizations of negative and positive security? 

 

How are their differences made possible? 

 

While not new, neutral monism is unconventional and primarily implicit, or so it will be 

argued, rather than explicit in the literature. This association therefore appears 
conceptually novel enough, and importantly, novel to the extent that it warrants further 

study in accordance with its own terms in order to ascertain whether it could be a viable 
basis for an alternative understanding of security vis-à-vis that of the orthodoxy. 

Furthermore, on this basis, one might argue that Baldwin’s above treatment of identity 

and subjectivity is too reductive and therefore limited, and that this is indicative of the 
metaphysical assumptions that antecedently determine the validity and the 

comprehensiveness of the conceptual terms in any given inquiry. Accordingly, 
incorporating positive security seems necessary because, ceteris paribus, it more 

comprehensively accounts for important subjective factors that negative security, by 

virtue of its conceptual framework and ontological commitments, does not. 
 

3 While ontology “is the study of being, of what there is,” “[m]eta -ontology concerns itself 
with the nature and methodology of ontology, with the interpretation and significance of 
ontological questions” (Bricker 2016). Meta-ontology queries: “What entities or kinds of 
entity exist according to a given theory or discourse, and thus are among its ontological 
commitments?” (Ibid.). Dualism and neutral monism impart “the necessarily conceptual 
basis for making such a claim” (Jackson 2008: 151). 
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By problematizing the conceptual frameworks respectively associated with positive and 
negative security, and relating them to dissimilar metaphysical premises, this thesis 

intends to show how subjective factors irreducibly matter, how negative security 
reductively neglects significant aspects of them, and how positive security could 

instantiate a more comprehensive explication and understanding of the concept of 

security. A key suggestion is that the metaphysical assumption of non-separability 
represented by neutral monism constitutes a dialectically higher understanding. 

 
1.2 Why metaphysics and separability? 
 

First of all, it is necessary to validate the situating of these differences in metaphysical 
and ontological terms, particularly when the predominance of positivism (“broadly 

conceived”) within IR has occasioned the privileging of epistemology over ontology 
(Wight 2006: 2; cf. Wendt 1999: 38-39). On a positivist account, scientific progress 

involves the rejection of “metaphysical and ontological dogmas” in favor of the 

adherence to “a simple and well-detailed set of procedures” (i.e., methods) (Wight 2006: 
2). Defining and upholding the proper epistemological and methodological demarcations 

of “legitimate knowledge” therefore encourages its production, but effectively treats 
ontology as a given (Ibid.: 2-3). 

 

However, as Wight (2006: 2) points out, “[a]ll theories presuppose a basic ontology from 
which all other considerations follow. No ontology, no theory.” Rather than 

epistemological or methodological, he argues, the source of the theoretical divisions 
within IR is ontological, so explaining and understanding these differences requires 

“ontological investigations” (Ibid.). Moreover, in presenting different prescriptions of the 

world and its future, “[p]olitics is the terrain of competing ontologies. … Every ontology 
is political” (Ibid.). Appropriately, then, understanding ontological dissimilarities “should 

be the aim of any properly conceived critical discipline of IR,” which more than “abstract 
theoretical speculations” would be “implicated in, and possibly determinative of, the 

construction of political and social worlds,” with corresponding implications for IR 

theorizing (Ibid.). 
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The agent-structure problem, i.e., “understanding the relationship between intentional 
agents and the structured social systems or societies in which they are embedded” 

(Wendt 2015: 243), being “essentially an ontological problem,” further illustrates the 
relevance of ontology (Wight 2006: 3). For Wight (2006: 3-4), epistemological and 

methodological concerns are corollaries of the different theoretical propositions intended 

to resolve this problem and thus supervene on underlying ontological concerns. 
Understanding it solely in terms of epistemology and methodology is therefore 

non-viable, since comprehensively addressing ontological problems exacts ontological 
factors (Ibid.). 

 

On that account, he criticizes Kratochwil (1989) who, even on a non-positivist approach, 
does not venture beyond epistemology. Kratochwil, arguing that the “concept of 

knowledge” contains significant answers to questions regarding human action, seeks “to 
highlight the epistemological presuppositions that underpin competing worldviews” by 

holding “world-images” to be dependent on and derived from concepts of knowledge 

(Wight 2006: 3; cf. Kratochwil 1989: 21). But, according to Wight (2006: 3), this 
purported dependence is not backed by argument but rather assumed. This is 

problematic because, although “endemic within the discipline,” he finds that assumption 
to be wrong: “What we think we know exists has no bearing on what actually exists” 

(Ibid.). Nevertheless, he affirms that Kratochwil’s inquiry is still illuminating, if it is 

understood in terms of ontology (Ibid.). 
 

1.2.1 Ontology and concepts 
 

On the notions that “[o]ntology lies at the beginning of any enquiry” (Cox 1996: 144, 

quoted in Wight 2006: 3) and “contemporary world politics must be addressed at the 
level of basic ontological assumptions” (Walker 1993: 82, quoted in Wight 2006: 3), this 

thesis analogously attempts to highlight the ontological (or metaphysical) 
presuppositions that underpin competing worldviews, and derivatively, conceptual 

frameworks and conceptualizations. Indeed, over and above ontology, concepts also 

play an integral part here, seeing as social science is internally related to its own sphere 
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of inquiry (Wight 2006: 55). Accordingly, ideas and concepts held by agents are 
arguably highly significant, and the social world is contingent on a concept-dependence 

whereby many phenomena appear pre-identified and well-furnished with descriptive 
elements (Ibid.: 55-57). But importantly, it is not given that any such conceptualization 

would be absolutely correct (Ibid.: 57). In addition to ontology, then, “[t]he starting point 

for any investigation of social phenomena must be the concepts of the agents 
concerned” (Wight 2006: 57; cf. Bhaskar 1989: 85). One might argue that this equally 

applies to researchers, in being internally related to and embedded within a social 
context themselves (cf. Jackson 2008: 150-151). 

 

This duality between subjective concepts and objective ontology underlines the 
overarching theme herein: subject-object separability. The conceptualizations of 

security presuppose different ontologies with correspondingly different implications, and 
the suggestion that these ontologies could be associated with, or constituted by, 

different assumptions about subject-object separability would therefore be particularly 

informative of their differences. That is, if all other considerations follow from ontology, 
and if their ontologies are conceptually constituted by dualism and neutral monism, then 

the concepts of the agents concerned (e.g., Baldwin and McSweeney) will be 
dependent on and derived from those premises. 

 

Taking the agent-structure relation as a specification of the subject-object relation (cf. 
Wight 2006: 15), the former will be one of several instances discussed in which the 

question of separability surfaces. Another is the ontological distinction between material 
and ideational factors. Wight (2006: 15) puts it thus: “The separation of ideational 

content from the material conditions of possibility for such content is fundamentally 

flawed and, in the form it has developed in social science, is partly the result of an 
adherence to a flawed account of science.” Indeed, this assertion contradicts central 

assumptions constituting the conventional scientific worldview, and followingly the 
majority of conceptual frameworks (cf. 3.4). On the either-or logic of this worldview, 

either it or Wight would be wrong. But since the issue is separability, there might be 

prospect of reconciliation on the both-and logic of non-separability. However, if so, one 
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might similarly question whether the separation of ontology and concepts is equally 
problematic. In any case, the same issue does apply to the agent-structure problem: 

 
... the logic underpinning the structure of the book is that agents and 

structures are independent entities [i.e., fundamentally separable] that can 

first be examined, then the relationships between them explored. … this 
approach was unavoidable since I was keen to explore just how agents 

and structures were deployed in some of the major theories of IR, and this 
is how these theories conceptualise their basic units, even if this is often 

only implicit. However, as the chapters developed it should have become 

clear that the separation of agents from structures is highly problematic 
(Wight 2006: 295-296). 

 
1.2.2 Interpretation and the quantum challenge 
 

This thesis follows an interpretive approach (cf. Bevir and Rhodes 2016). Indeed, “[a]ll 
scientific theories require interpretation, since strictly speaking what they describe are 

our experiences of the world rather than the world itself” (Wendt 2015: 58). Thus, 
explanations and descriptions of the world are necessarily inferential (cf. King, Keohane 

and Verba 1994), and interpretation by inference requires context (Wendt 2015: 58). 

Theories are interpreted and evaluated against contextual backgrounds initially 
imparted by related theories, subsequently by disciplinary paradigms, “and ultimately by 

worldview claims about the nature of reality” (Ibid.). When new theories appear 
inconsistent with related theories, we depend on paradigms to adjudicate and provide 

methods for resolving these inconsistencies (Ibid.). Likewise, when “paradigmatic 

assumptions” are questioned, we depend on worldviews to provide an intelligible 
context for assessing them (Ibid.). However, if the assumptions of the worldview were 

challenged, there is a substantial interpretive problem because we have no immediate 
frame of reference to utilize (Ibid.). 
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Contemporary scientific practice faces the latter challenge because “[q]uantum theory 
poses a worldview problem” (Wendt 2015: 58). A central issue is the observation that, in 

becoming “entangled,” “quantum systems are not fully separable” (Ibid.: 208). 
Significantly, this contradicts separability, “[a] foundational assumption of the classical 

worldview” (Ibid.). Separability submits that “[t]he complete physical state of the world is 

determined by (supervenes on) the intrinsic physical states of each spacetime point (or 
each pointlike object) and the spatio-temporal relations between those points” (Maudlin 

2007: 51, quoted in Wendt 2015: 208). This indicates that objects can be divided into 
smaller objects that exist independently of each other and therefore validates 

reductionism (Wendt 2015: 208). 

 
For “classical” social science, human beings are individually separable objects, whose 

inherent properties are constituted by material states (Wendt 2015: 208). Conformably, 
most social scientific approaches to social structure are grounded in individualist 

ontology, which presupposes separability (Ibid.). Yet, for Wendt (2015: 208), “despite its 

strong intuitive appeal, the separability assumption does not hold in social life.” While 
this does not mean “that human beings are completely inseparable,” it does mean that 

“people entangled in social structures … are not fully separable” (Ibid.: 209). This 
suggests a holist social ontology, but despite enduring holist perspectives in social 

theory, their qualitative arguments with recourse to intentional phenomena have been 

considered inconsistent with separability, which has partly marginalized them4 (Ibid.). 
 

1.3 Background assumptions and theoretical framework 
 

As “theoretical allegiances” matter within IR (Wendt 1999: 32), being explicit about 

theoretical frameworks, even ontological commitments and metaphysical assumptions, 
seems constructive (cf. Jackson 2008: 132). This also follows from the prevalent 

epistemological assumption that observation is theory-dependent5. Explicitly, then, the 
central assumption from which other assumptions follow in the present thesis is that 

4 Nevertheless, intentionality and holism are consistent with interpretivism (cf. Bevir and 
Rhodes 2016: 6, 10). 
5 An insight associated with Quine, Kuhn, and Lakatos (cf. Wendt 1999: 58). 
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dualism is not comprehensively sufficient to neither explain nor understand social life, or 
reality, and consequently, that the same applies to any approach explicitly or implicitly 

derived from that premise. This does not mean that such approaches are necessarily 
false, nor that they cannot explain or understand anything. As methodological premises 

relative to particular purposes they could still be instrumental. However, on balance, 

they are not sufficient by themselves by virtue of being constituted by a metaphysical 
framework that is not comprehensively sufficient. 

 
Another key assumption is therefore that neutral monism could constitute a framework 

that more sufficiently explains and understands both social life and reality. The 

argument will accordingly be premised on that assumption. Yet, the term “assumption” 
notwithstanding, these considerations are neither arbitrary nor detached from reason 

and empirical circumstance. Every inquiry is inevitably premised on assumptions (cf. 
Wendt 1999: 370), especially metaphysical ones because “”[w]orldviews” can never be 

the product of progressive empirical knowledge” (Weber 1999: 154, quoted in Jackson 

2008: 148). Indeed, if the debate on the implications of quantum physics is any 
indication, empirical evidence does not necessarily repudiate interpretation (cf. Wendt 

2015: 70). 
 

These assumptions will be advocated and explained largely through the theoretical 

framework of Alexander Wendt’s Social Theory of International Politics (1999) and 
Quantum Mind and Social Science (2015). There are several reasons for utilizing the 

former. Firstly, his affirmation of question-driven inquiry is instrumental because the 
present hypotheses are subject to considerable methodological issues (cf. 1.4.1, 1.5). 

Secondly, his structural theory could account for both conceptualizations of security, as 

expressions of different cultures or logics of anarchy (cf. 2.4). Thirdly, his critique of 
Neorealist structuralism and its ontological commitment of materialism and 

individualism, along with the elaboration of his own structural theory and its ontological 
commitment of idealism and holism, is particularly informative (cf. 6.2, 6.3, 7.1-7.4). 

Equally important, however, is his attempted synthesis of these premises by appeal to a 
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both-and via media6 between materialism/individualism and idealism/holism, positivism 
and post-positivism7 (or naturalism and anti-naturalism), as well as “dualism” and 

“duality.” Finally, his discussion of social kinds directly concerns subject-object 
separability (cf. 7.5). Moreover, one might argue that the question of separability is 

latent throughout Social Theory (cf. 7.1-7.4). 

 
Tellingly, neutral monism became a central theme in Quantum Mind. While quantum 

theory might seem irrelevant to social science, there are several reasons for utilizing it 
in the present context. Firstly, empirical quantum physics problematizes fundamental 

subject-object separability, and thereupon fundamental metaphysical assumptions 

constituting the classical worldview, e.g., dualism, materialism, and atomism (cf. 
3.2-3.4). Secondly, if this could elucidate ontology, the implications would be squarely 

relevant to the “Great Debates” within IR (cf. 4). Thirdly, depending on interpretation, 
quantum theory suggests idealism and holism, along with panpsychism and neutral 

monism (cf. 5). This would validate both-and logic and facilitate scientific explanation of 

consciousness, which would substantiate the significance of ideational factors, or 
subjectivity, and thus consequential social scientific features such as intentionality and 

reflexivity. But importantly, it would do so without discounting the significance of material 
factors, or objectivity. Finally, quantum theory could therefore “unify physical and social 

ontology” (Wendt 2015: 34), present a naturalistic basis for such a synthesis, and 

corroborate philosophical perspectives such as neutral monism. 
 

Separability, metaphysics and ontology, worldviews (as conceptual frameworks), 
concepts, interpretation, and quantum physics are thus primary considerations herein. 

As will be argued, the ontology of negative security presupposes fundamental 

subject-object separability, which is consistent with dualism and the metaphysical 

6 Social Theory ’s via media was an implicit either-or, but a quantum perspective enables 
both-and (cf. Wendt 2015: 286). 
7 That is, (a qualified) positivist epistemology and post-positivist ontology by way of 
scientific realism: “Social science is an epistemically privileged discourse that gives us 
knowledge, albeit always fallible, about the world out there,” but “social life is [almost] 
“ideas all the way down”” (Wendt 1999: 90-91). Other positivist implications are not 
implied (cf. Ibid.: 38-40). 
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assumptions of the classical worldview, but challenged by empirical quantum physics. 
Conversely, the ontology of positive security presupposes fundamental subject-object 

non-separability, which is consistent with neutral monism and the metaphysical 
assumptions of an alternative quantum worldview, in being substantiated by a particular 

interpretation of quantum physics. Insofar as neutral monism accords with fundamental 

ontology, positive security would be more comprehensive. However, this claim is 
contingent on how the relation between dualism and neutral monism is conceived, that 

is, contingent on understanding it dialectically. 
 

1.4 Dialectics 
 
Dialectics is a philosophical method of inquiry, whereby an argument is processually 

established via contradiction between opposing positions (Hvidsten 2016: 21; cf. 
Maybee 2019). Through Hegel and subsequently the Frankfurt School of Critical 

Theory, a cornerstone of this process is “immanent critique,” the critical examination of 

our own assumptions (or those of our society), and the evaluation of their internal 
consistency by way of their own premises (Hvidsten 2016: 21-22). As Hvidsten (2016: 

22) points out, a successful dialectical argument both negatively deconstructs and 
positively reconstructs. That is, a position whose internal inconsistency has been 

revealed becomes deconstructed, but in so doing, there is a possibility to reconstruct a 

“higher position” through the very process of understanding the limitations of the initial 
position (Ibid.). Hence, dialectical arguments attempt to transcendentally arrive at 

increasingly universal or fundamental reinterpretations of reality (Ibid.). But importantly, 
as Hegel (1977: 2) warned, their relation is not either-or since the dialectical process 

leads to sublation (aufheben), which simultaneously means to negate, to preserve, and 

to transcend (Hvidsten 2016: 23). Thus, the deconstructed position is not rejected 
outright but rather subsumed into a more comprehensive understanding (Ibid.). 

 
While abstract and paradoxical, a concrete analogy of sublation is found in the history of 

classical physics. Newtonian physics was the predominant framework for two centuries, 

having replaced Aristotelian physics, but like its predecessor it would eventually yield to 
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internal inconsistencies and come to be considered falsified (Chalmers 2013: 67). This 
left physicists in somewhat of a disarray and prompted “new speculative hypotheses,” 

until Einstein’s relativity theory surmounted the challenge by accounting for the 
anomalies within Newton’s theory, matching its successful predictions, and conclusively 

predicting novel phenomena, thus becoming the new framework (Ibid.). 

 
Yet, despite being replaced, Newton’s theory has not been completely discarded 

because it is not completely false (Chalmers 2013: 237-238). Indeed, Newtonian 
mechanics is “a limiting case of relativity theory,” still utilized in predicting the flight 

paths of spacecraft and satellites (Ibid.: 234). Dialectically speaking, Einstein’s theory 

constitutes a more comprehensive understanding than Newton’s theory, which it 
negated, but also preserved and transcended. Such a relation is not only philosophical, 

but also scientific: “A characteristic of science is that well-confirmed theories live on as 
limiting cases of their successors” (Ibid.). 

 

1.4.1 Dialectical neutral monism 
 

Correspondingly, I will argue that it is paramount to conceive the relation between 
dualism and neutral monism dialectically. Dualism and the ensuing worldview is faced 

with significant internal inconsistencies, most notably the apparent inability to fully 

separate subjective and objective aspects in a variety of domains. This tension could 
potentially be alleviated through neutral monism, if it were to compellingly account for 

these inconsistencies. However, neutral monism is not exempt from internal 
inconsistencies of its own, e.g., “The Problem of Experience” or “The Mentalism 

Suspicion.”8 In isolation, therefore, neither neutral monism would appear sufficient, and 

so it would be fruitful to conceive the relation as not just either-or but also as both-and. 
Nevertheless, this does not imply that the relation is symmetrical because neutral 

monism, if it accounts for the limitations of dualism, arguably constitutes a dialectically 
higher understanding. 

8 Respectively, the criticisms that it cannot account for experience, and that its 
professed neutrality conceals a “mentalistic monism” or “Berkleyan idealism” [sic] 
(Stubenberg 2018: 7.3, 7.2). 
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If so, neutral monism understands dualism, more comprehensively than dualism 
understands itself at that, but dualism does not understand neutral monism9. A telling 

example is how a both-and relation, while consistent with neutral monism, is not 
squarely intelligible for dualism (cf. Wendt 2015: 45). However, higher still is the 

dialectical process itself, and the consequent insight that ideally understands and 

sublates both positions (Hvidsten 2016: 25). In the formula of post-Hegelian dialectics 
(cf. Maybee 2019), the contradictions between the thesis of dualism and the antithesis 

of neutral monism should be transcended via a synthesis that integrates and 
contextualizes their respectively salient propositions. Absent an established term for 

such a synthesis, it is important to emphasize how this discussion is an attempt to 

approximate a dialectical understanding, particularly when dualism will be submitted to 
sustained critique while neutral monism will be taken as the premise. 

 
That said, taking neutral monism as the metaphysical premise is in a sense necessary 

by virtue of the hypotheses (cf. Quine 1948). That is, if the negative and positive 

conceptualizations of security are respectively compatible with dualism and neutral 
monism but not vice versa, then the analysis of positive security will necessitate a 

framework premised on neutral monism because a framework premised on dualism will 
not be sufficient. However, if neutral monism constitutes a dialectically higher 

understanding, then the analysis of negative security would still be amenable to a 

framework premised on neutral monism, even if these are not strictly compatible, by 
reason of the framework being able to account for that incompatibility. This paradoxical 

assertion thus hinges on a dialectical relation. 
 

The claim that neutral monism represents a more fundamental understanding and 

explanation of the nature of reality is ontologically realistic. Philosophically, neutral 
monism is a metaphysics of “ultimate reality” (Stubenberg 2018). Moreover, the 

quantum argument for neutral monism is ontologically grounded in physics (cf. 5.3). 

9 Hvidsten (2016: 24-25) argues for a similar relation between “essentialism” and 
“constructivism,” the latter representing “a higher level of understanding.” 
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That said, “[u]ltimate realism is open to serious objections”10 (Chalmers 2013: 265), and 
so the qualified claim of more fundamental is crucial. Remaining agnostic about ultimate 

reality, one might still claim that neutral monism is more fundamental than dualism. This 
also highlights the dialectical both-and relation. Specifically, while there is dualistic 

separation of subject and object, it is not ontologically fundamental. Rather, the more 

fundamental ontology of reality would be constituted by non-separability. 
 

Separability would thus be constituted by non-separability, or to paraphrase Alan 
Chalmers (cf. Chalmers 2013: 234), separability would be a limiting case of 

non-separability. The dualistic quality preserved in a dialectical synthesis is the 

appearance of the subject-object distinction, but negated is the assumption that it is 
fundamental and absolute, and transcended is the notion that subjective and objective 

aspects could ultimately be fully separated. A dialectical understanding of separation 
and non-separation does not rule out separation as such, it rules out fundamental 

separation. The logical terminus of non-separability is the non-separation of separability 

and non-separability. 
 

1.5 Methods and methodology 
 

These considerations entail methodological consequences. Accordingly, the discussion 

will not attempt to maintain conventional neutrality because neutrality does, ironically, 
not follow from the premise11. Indeed, rigorous adherence to specifically sanctioned 

methods could be considered a means to keep subjectivity and objectivity separated, as 
this is of great importance on a strictly dualistic premise (cf. Wendt 2015: 66; Jackson 

10 I.e., epistemologically, how would we know we have revealed the ultimate? 
Furthermore, it presupposes an unqualified correspondence of theory to facts, but 
“theories are human constructions framed in languages … which are themselves human 
constructions” (Chalmers 2013: 265). Ultimate realism implies “humanly constructed 
theories converging on a view that is not a human construction at all” (Ibid.). This 
appears incongruous with non-separability. 
11 An implication of neutral monism further addressed in section 6 (cf. Jackson 2008: 
131). 
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2008: 130-131). Seeing as neutral monism posits non-separation, this concern arguably 
becomes less crucial and more questionable under the present circumstances. 

 
While leaving the argument open to the justifiable counter that it is predisposed against 

dualism and negative security, and while I paradoxically do argue that a strictly dualistic 

framework would be implicitly predisposed against neutral monism and important 
aspects of positive security, the dialectical stipulation could still be seen to, in some 

measure, circumscribe this objection. Furthermore, in situating neutral monism as 
dialectically higher and ontologically more fundamental, the upshot is that it should be 

able to account for dualism. If it does not, this would indicate a faulty premise, 

argument, and/or conclusion. 
 

Moreover, dualism is a significant constituent of the predominant worldview and, as 
such, a likely target of immanent critique (cf. Antonio 1981). Questioning this basis 

entails additional methodological consequences, in that specific methods and their 

explanations are relative to the background knowledge that enables them (cf. Wendt 
1999: 5, 88; Wight 2006: 12, 258-259; Stanford 2017). The background knowledge is 

precisely what is being questioned here, which potentially complicates the application of 
established methods. This is not a dismissal of method as such, although it could be 

seen in relation to the case against universal method (cf. Chalmers 2013: 149-150; 

Wendt 1999: 82-83). Rather, it is a shift in focus from specific methods to abstract 
methodology by reason of the circumstances and the questions under consideration (cf. 

Jackson 2008: 130-131). 
 

1.5.1 Interpretivism 
 
Irrespective of neutral monism, a similar argument could be made on an interpretive 

approach. Positivism (or naturalism) assumes that “explanations are formal, ahistorical, 
and invariant,” whereby methods are treated “as if they were logics of discovery:” “A 

method becomes a logic of discovery whenever it is assumed that this method is a 

prerequisite to the practice of good political science” (Bevir and Blakely 2016: 31-32). In 
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contrast, interpretivism (or anti-naturalism), does not consider “methods as necessary 
procedures of discovery” but rather “as heuristic techniques informing a skilled craft” 

(Ibid.: 32). Thus, specifically sanctioned methods are not necessary as interpretivists 
utilize “whatever methods suit their research purposes” (Ibid.: 31). Furthermore, “[t]he 

idol of methodological rigour typically acts to obscure prior philosophical issues or even 

to prejudge such issues to support positivism” (Bevir and Rhodes 2016: 18). For 
interpretivism, “philosophical rigour” is key as it emphasizes “meeting the logical 

requirements of our concepts” (Ibid.: 18-19). 
 

It is therefore notable that McSweeney (1999: 22, 151) resoundingly rejects positivism, 

and considers interpretation, meaning, and practice highly significant to understanding 
security. Meaning and practice being important for interpretivism (Bevir and Rhodes 

2016: 3, 15), he correspondingly shares appreciable affinities with the approach. 
Reviewing positive security against a contextual background informed by positivist 

methods or frameworks would thus be problematic. A rejection of positivist logics of 

discovery, along with endorsements of interpretation, meaning, and practice, are also 
implications of the present argument that, through an eclectic approach toward method 

and data, similarly accord with interpretivism. 
 

1.5.2 Conceptual (framework) analysis 
 
That said, this discussion is still informed by and related to certain methods, e.g., the 

dialectical method. Another relation is to conceptual analysis (cf. Baldwin 1997: 6-8). 
However, while the concept of security plays an important part, the particulars of the 

conceptualizations are secondary considerations to the antecedent metaphysical 

conditions whereby these conceptualizations could hypothetically become instantiated. 
Furthermore, the contrasting conceptualizations considered here are taken as given in 

the literature (by Baldwin (1997) and McSweeney (1999)). Thus, this is not a conceptual 
analysis in method, but conceptual analysis has some relevance12. Indeed, on the 

12 Conceptual analysis “is concerned with clarifying the meaning of concepts” (Baldwin 
1997: 6). The present concern is clarifying how they mean what they mean. This 
distinction might be semantic, however, more consequential is Baldwin’s methodological 
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traditional account, the method of conceptual analysis would be incompatible with the 
present approach since the former presupposes the analytic-synthetic distinction (cf. 

Rey 2018), which arguably presupposes dualism, and accordingly involves stipulations 
for how concepts should be understood and how conceptual analysis should be 

conducted. This further illustrates the precariousness of employing conventional 

methods when their relation to the stated premise is unresolved as best. 
 

By inquiring into metaphysical conditions, the attention is more on conceptual 
frameworks than concepts per se. According to Jabareen (2009: 51), the following are 

some key characteristics: over and above an assortment of concepts, they are 

constructs wherein “each concept plays an integral role” and the relationships among 
these concepts are presumed; in lieu of causal or analytical conditions, they offer “an 

interpretative approach to social reality;” more than explanation, they suggest 
understanding; they are indeterminate and thus not suitable to the prediction of 

outcomes; and their data is sourced from several “discipline-oriented theories.” For 

Jabareen (2009: 50), they are “products of qualitative processes of theorization,” which 
conveys a sense of explicit deliberation. However, there is also a sense in which they 

are tacit and abstract. 
 

The latter implies a differentiation akin to the one between Kuhnian “exemplars” and the 

wider “disciplinary matrix” (cf. Bird 2018). Correspondingly, “conceptual framework” 
could be considered analogous to “paradigm” (Kuhn 2012), or similarly to “background” 

(Searle 1995), “inescapable framework” (Taylor 1989), and “world view” (Weber 1999). 
Hvidsten (2016: 13), following Gadamer (2013), refers to it as “horizon,” or even as 

“consciousness,” that is, “a conceptual structure that sets the stage for thinking and 

being.” The data of conceptual frameworks in this wider sense thus contains an 
interdisciplinary character, being comprised of the “key theories, instruments, values 

and metaphysical assumptions” fixed by a commitment to “normal science” and shared 
by the scientific community (Bird 2018: 3). But moreover, an extradisciplinary one, by 

criteria and his following separation of conceptual and empirical considerations (cf. Ibid.: 
7). Further addressed in 2.1. 

21 



 

way of the socio-historicity in which scientific communities and research are embedded: 
“The decision of thought cannot be an intra-institutional event, an academic moment” 

(Derrida, Porter and Morris 1983: 19). 
 

The present approach therefore shares affinities with the method of conceptual 

framework analysis, e.g., in identifying, deconstructing, integrating, and synthesizing 
concepts, and in appealing to multidisciplinarity (Jabareen 2009: 50, 54). However, the 

aim of conceptual framework analysis is to build conceptual frameworks (Ibid.: 50), but 
this is not the intention here. As with the conceptualizations of security, the conceptual 

frameworks under consideration are taken as given in the literature (by Wendt (1999; 

2015) and Jackson (2008)). Although dualism constitutes a well-established framework 
while a potential framework constituted by neutral monism is more nascent, the 

presentation of the latter will largely revolve around specific contributions to its 
establishment. 
 
1.5.3 Constitutive theorizing 
 

While forgoing method could be controversial, it is not unprecedented. Against 
“method-driven” science, Wendt (1999: 40) argues for the utility of a question-driven 

foundation. This highlights the difference between causal and constitutive theorizing. 

Whereas positivism generally advocates the former and rejects the latter, and 
post-positivism contrariwise, he considers such an either-or view mistaken as both 

modes are equally pertinent to social and natural science (Ibid.: 77-78). Rather, the 
difference is their positing of different questions: causal theories employing why- and, to 

an extent, how-questions; constitutive theories employing questions concerning “what?” 

and “how-possible?” (Ibid.). A notable import is that causal theorizing in the form of “X 
causes Y” presupposes that X and Y are independently existing and temporally 

separable (Ibid.: 79). This is not a necessary precondition for constitutive theorizing 
(Ibid.), which appears more congruent with the premise of neutral monism. 
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Constitutive questions “are requests for explications of the structures that constitute X or 
Y in the first place” (Wendt 1999: 83). For both natural and social kinds, these structures 

can be internal, e.g., atomic, genetic, or organizational structures (Ibid.). The properties 
of kinds are not caused by their internal structures, “in the sense of [the latter] being 

antecedent conditions for independently existing effects” reflected as the former, but 

constituted and made possible by them (Ibid.). Explicating properties by means of 
internal structures is reductionism, which is prevalent in natural science (Ibid.). In social 

science, it is closely associated with atomism (or “radical” individualism) and the 
attendant notion that society can be reduced to the properties of individuals (Ibid.: 

83-84). 

 
However, kinds13 can be constituted in “holist fashion by the external structures in which 

they are embedded” as well (Wendt 1999: 84). These “discursive structures” constitute 
social kinds as relations of “conceptual necessity” to other kinds, e.g., masters to 

slaves, or simply denominate what they are, e.g., “war” is constituted by the discursive 

legitimation of state violence (Ibid.). Either way, external structures do not “cause” them, 
but what they are logically depends on some external structure. Thus, their properties 

are not independent of external factors, which infringes the presuppositions of causal 
theorizing (Ibid.). Assessing constitutive theorizing through causal standards is therefore 

problematic, and particularly given the significance of ideas (as discursive structures) in 

the constitution of social kinds, constitutive questioning necessitates interpretive 
methods (Ibid.: 85). “Not all interpretations are equally valid,” however, and constitutive 

theories are not exempt from empirical verification (Ibid.). 
 

Constitutive theorizing captures part and parcel of the intention behind the present 

approach (cf. McSweeney 1999: 206). Firstly, more comprehensive constitutive 
descriptions will enhance subsequent explanations, and the description of social kinds 

particularly warrants “conceptual analysis” (Wendt 1999: 87). Furthermore, it uncovers 
how phenomena could be constituted in various ways by illuminating “the lenses 

13 At least social kinds. The argument for natural kinds is more difficult, but could be 
implied in the quantum considerations herein (cf. Wendt 1999: 84). 
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through which we see the world” (Ibid.). Secondly, it generates theories involving 
“inferences from observable events to broader patterns, and inferences always involve 

a theoretical leap,” whether they be inductive generalizations or abductive, that is, 
“positing underlying structures that account for those events” (Ibid.). Such data do not 

“speak for themselves” (i.e., they require interpretation), and constitutive theories imply 

hypotheses that ultimately need testing (Ibid.). Thirdly, it highlights constitutive effects 
and the significance of ideas and social structures: “Ideas or social structures have 

constitutive effects when they create phenomena - properties, powers, dispositions, 
meanings, etc. - that are conceptually or logically dependent on those ideas or 

structures” (Ibid.: 87-88). Constitutive theories attempt to “account for” such effects 

(Ibid.: 88). 
 

1.6 Summary of argument 
 

The central questions herein are formulated as constitutive questions. They aim to 

describe the ontological commitments that constitute the contrasting conceptualizations 
of security, and to show how these ontologies function as theoretical lenses through 

which the phenomenon of security could be constituted in different ways. For negative 
security, Baldwin (1997) does not address ontology, and so the description will be by 

way of association with Waltz’s (1979) Neorealist structuralism, primarily materialism 

and individualism. For positive security, McSweeney (1999) does address ontology, and 
so the description will be presented as given, i.e., by Giddens’ (1979; 1984) 

structuration theory. For further juxtaposition with Neorealism, and because the 
agent-structure problem is relevant, this ontology will also be associated with Wendt’s 

(1999) constructivist structuralism, primarily “idealism”14 and holism. 

 
While descriptively straightforward, an interpretive and constitutive approach enables an 

additional theoretical leap. Specifically, the same types of questions are directed at 

14 McSweeney does not invoke “idealism,” and even criticizes Wendt, but there are still 
notable affinities. While both emphasize the significance of ideational factors, both also 
explicitly reject subjective or monistic idealism. Wendt’s idealism is a social theoretical 
idealism, not IR Idealism (cf. Wendt 1999: 24-25). 
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these ontologies themselves, so as to approach the initial questions through further 
abstraction. Taking the conceptualizations of security and their ontologies as the 

observable events (i.e., expressed in the literature), this attempts to abductively infer a 
broader pattern by positing underlying structures that could potentially account for them. 

These structures are the metaphysical assumptions of dualism and neutral monism, 

respectively constituting the ontologies of negative and positive security, and 
derivatively, the conceptualizations themselves. They similarly function as theoretical 

lenses, conceptual frameworks, or worldviews through which the phenomena of 
ontology and security could be constituted in different ways. In a sense, they are 

logically prior: “Our ontology is determined once we have fixed upon the over-all 

conceptual scheme”15 (Quine: 1948: 36). 
 

Insofar as “dualism” and/or “neutral monism” denote real metaphysical structures, they 
constitute kinds through internal structures. The assumption here is, paradoxically, that 

both are real, but the latter is more fundamental and therefore constitutes the former16 

(which is paradoxical for dualism, but arguably not for neutral monism). While supported 
by particular interpretations of quantum physics, this assumption is also expedient for 

the purpose of attempting a dialectical and naturalistic17 argument. However, neither 
need be “objectively” real as such in order for them to exhibit constitutive effects. That 

is, solely by virtue of being ideas, they constitute (at least) social kinds through external 

structures. This is particularly the case for dualism, which, due to its prominence, 
constitutes a substantial discursive structure, but neutral monism too is an active 

element of theorization and thus constitutes part of a discursive structure. 

15 “Determined,” however, is a strong word (cf. 3.4). Predisposed might be more 
appropriate. 
16 “I resist the idea that when entities are explained by appeal to underlying structures 
and shown to be not quite what they were thought to be, they are thereby shown to be 
unreal” (Chalmers 2013: 264). “The view that in explaining entities by invoking more 
fundamental ones we thereby explain them away leads to ultimate realism” (Ibid.: 265). 
This is an analogy, neither are necessarily entities. 
17 I.e., scientifically realistic, which mirrors Wendt’s ambition (cf. Wendt 1999: 47-50; 
Wendt 2015: 34). While naturalism and interpretivism are generally considered 
incompatible (Bhaskar (1979; 1986) aside), neutral monism could alter the premise (cf. 
Wendt 2015: 10-11, 13). Further addressed in 4. 
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The main thrust behind the argument that these metaphysical assumptions constitute 
ontologies and, subsequently, conceptualizations is therefore the claim that the 

conceptualizations, via their ontologies, are conceptually and logically dependent on the 
ideas represented by those assumptions: negative security is dependent on 

fundamental subject-object separability; positive security on fundamental subject-object 

non-separability. Ultimately, both constitutively are what they are, and are made 
possible, by reason of the prospect that either assumption could be an actuality. If it 

were to be the case that one assumption does accord with actuality the other would be 
insufficient and/or inaccurate18. But significantly, since we do not know the fundamental 

nature of reality, and since both assumptions still contribute to discursive structures, the 

conceptualizations of security and their ontologies are equally as dependent on the idea 
as on the actuality afforded by that possibility. 

 
1.6.1 Summary of contents 
 

Section 2 concerns security and interdependence. For negative security, 
interdependence is not a conceptual issue, but for positive security, it is definitional. 

This reflects assumptions about subject-object separability. Negative security is then 
associated with Neorealism, positivist epistemology, and dualism. This posits security 

as conflictual and self-regarding due to the immutable structure of anarchy. Next, an 

examination of positive security. It is constituted by structuration theory, i.e., 
non-separation of structure and agency, and post-positivist epistemology. This posits 

security as relational due to human agency, and contingent on our choice of identity. 
Finally, both are related to structural cultures of anarchy. An idealist structure is not 

immutable but dependent on subjective understandings. Cooperative culture is 

facilitated by collective identities, caused and constituted by interdependence. Negative 
security discounts this possibility by holding agency (thus identities) as immutable as 

structure. 

18 This would be a case where either-or logic holds: one being (more) fundamental 
would seem to preclude the fundamentality of the other. However, while fundamental 
separability would preclude non-separability at all, fundamental non-separability would 
not preclude separability. Similarly, both-and logic implies both either-or and both-and. 
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Section 3 mainly concerns quantum physics. Structuration theory separates the social 
from the natural order, which is incongruous with fundamental non-separability. This 

necessitates a quantum interpretation of neutral monism. Considerations from the 
philosophy of science indicate how separability is a conundrum because observation is 

theory-dependent. For quantum physics, it is emblematic because objective 

measurement appears infeasible. This, along with other general features, is illustrated 
through three experiments. The corollary is several challenges against the classical 

worldview and the concomitant assumptions derived from classical physics. These 
issues are further exemplified through the mind-body problem, which introduces the 

question of consciousness. 

 
Section 4 concerns quantum theory and social science. The former is relevant to the 

latter inasmuch as it could inform intractable theoretical debates. But moreover, physics 
is foundational to science, however, the de facto foundation within social science is a 

partly obsolescent classical physics (discussed in section 3). The issue is exemplified 

through the agent-structure problem. Expressly, from the classical worldview, both 
intentional agents and unobservable structures are anomalous. A quantum framework 

integrating consciousness as fundamental could be more promising. 
 

Section 5 concerns neutral monism through quantum theory. An idealist interpretation of 

quantum physics posits mentality as inherent to matter. This is exemplified by 
panpsychism and a quantum description of particle consciousness. However, 

panpsychism faces a difficulty with dualism, which introduces neutral monism as a 
resolution by predicating separability on fundamental non-separability. The argument 

employs the quantum physical notion of “temporal symmetry-breaking.” 

 
Section 6 concerns metaphysics and ontology in IR theory. A similar monist 

perspective, which highlights the issue with dualism, is discussed. Dualism, and a 
consequent problem with separability, is then identified in Neorealist structuralism. This 

is followed by an examination of Neorealist and constructivist structural ontology, 

respectively situated in materialism/individualism and idealism/holism, along with 
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different notions of interaction or process. These are representative of negative and 
positive security. Last, the constructivist conception of structure is considered in 

response to explanatory problems in Neorealism. 
 

Section 7 concerns the dualism in these structural ontologies. While Neorealist ontology 

presupposes fundamental separability, the constructivist ontology tends toward 
non-separability. Ontological interdependencies in the latter are highlighted, before a 

discussion on non-separability in social kinds and a consequent reflexive potential. 
Finally, constructivist tensions between dualism and neutral monism encapsulate the 

present considerations. This leads back to structuration theory, reinterpreted through a 

quantum worldview whereby non-separability constitutes a fundamental social and 
physical ontology, and separability is integrated as a function of non-separability. 

 
1.6.2 Caveats 
 

Driven by metaphysical questions, the following discussion will be largely preoccupied 
with second-order issues regarding social theory, that is, “concerned with the 

fundamental assumptions of social inquiry: the nature of human agency and its 
relationship to social structures, the role of ideas and material forces in social life, the 

proper form of social explanations, and so on” (Wendt 1999: 5). Although this does not 

directly address international politics it is nonetheless significant for IR theorizing (Ibid.), 
the centrality of the agent-structure relation being one indication. International security is 

then a first-order issue of “substantive theory” intended to illustrate a “domain-specific” 
manifestation of these second-order considerations: “Substantive theory is based on 

social theory but cannot be “read off” of it” (Ibid.: 6). However, given the unconventional 

premise, substantiating neutral monism and exploring its implications for subject-object 
separability, the material-ideational distinction, and the agent-structure relation will 

occupy most of the space herein. 
 

Finally, it is important to emphasize that the positions in question are ideal-types (cf. 

Hvidsten 2016: 12; Jackson 2008: 147-148), or heuristic devices. These are not 
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monolithic theories or belief systems, and in practice there would expectedly be more 
nuance, agreement and/or contradiction19 than might be implied. This is particularly the 

case for metaphysical assumptions because people are not necessarily aware of them, 
and even if they were, the argument is not that either Baldwin or McSweeney would 

unquestionably endorse these assumptions as here described. Nevertheless, 

juxtaposition emphasizes the differences in their internal logic, and these logics do 
manifest in the conceptualizations of security. Security, dualism, and neutral monism, 

even Baldwin and McSweeney, are thus vehicles for exploring subject-object 
separability. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

19 Contradictions are endemic. While some are illustrated in Baldwin (1997), 
McSweeney (1999), Waltz (1979), and Wendt (1999), fair to assume there would be 
more, the present argument included. 
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2. Security and Interdependence 
 
Interdependence is a defining characteristic of a persistent perspective on security, as 

shown throughout the history of international security. Usually categorized by different 

periods typified by shifting approaches, McSweeney (1999: 27-28) emphasizes the 
importance of identifying their “controlling assumptions” (i.e., “organizing principles of 

theory and practice”) by arguing that they entail “a package of philosophical and 
epistemological positions.” Challenging the assumptions exposes their foundations. He 

finds “[t]wo basic ideas” pervading its history (Ibid.: 28). For “common security,” security 

is “a condition of the international community of states, deriving from interstate 
cooperation and the essential interdependence of international relations” (Ibid., 

emphasis added). For “national security,” security is “a property of the state, deriving 
from the balance of power consequent upon state behaviour” (Ibid.). The latter has been 

more influential on scholarship, and in terms of policy impact, “which has contributed to 

our perception of its validity” (Ibid.). 
 

Common security connotes a logical, but “inadequately theorized,” link to positive 
security (McSweeney 1999: 28). The connotation of national security with negative 

security, or “material security,” is clearer on these materialist and statist commonalities 

(Ibid.). The contrasting views have recurrently surfaced in various approaches, but the 
latter has been dominant since the 1950s (Ibid.: 29). Nevertheless, consistent critiques 

of the idea and its “theoretical and philosophical premises” have been extended since 
the 1980s (Ibid.). The tension has persisted throughout the present-day period, and 

subsumed into the “third debate” within IR, in which a wide range of post-/anti-positivist 

positions have raised conceptual, philosophical, and normative questions against 
positivism (or “objectivism”) and the attendant paradigms of “behavioralism” and 

Neorealism (Ibid.: 30). Baldwin therefore rightly points out that interdependence is not a 
new factor, yet his dismissal of its conceptual significance seems premature given that 

this debate is far from settled. However, for all the critique, post-positivism, whether 

critical theory, constructivism, or even critical security studies, has yet to produce “a 
coherent and substantial body of literature” on security (Ibid.). 
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2.1 Concepts and conceptual frameworks 
 

Illustrative for both positive security and separability is thus the notion of 
interdependence: “Actors are interdependent when the outcome of an interaction for 

each depends on the choices of the others” (Wendt 1999: 344). In Wendt’s (1999: 44) 

analysis, it is among the “master variables” causing the “collective identity formation” 
behind structural change, i.e., “change from one culture of anarchy to another.” 

Interdependence figures prominently in some perspectives on security, as exemplified 
by McSweeney’s conceptualization of security as a mutually relational quality. 

Comparably, Buzan (1991: 20-21 [14], quoted in Baldwin 1997: 7, his emphasis) argues 

that “security cannot be isolated for treatment at any single level” due to 
interdependence between the levels of the individual, the state, and the international 

system. 
 

However, Baldwin (1997: 7-8) criticizes this approach for “conflating conceptual analysis 

with empirical observation.” For him, interdependence is an empirical matter best 
separated from conceptual considerations, and the assertion that security is mutually 

dependent should be made “with evidence and argument rather than by definition” 
(Ibid.: 26). His own explication is duly claimed to imply “nothing whatsoever” about 

interdependence (Ibid.). Against Buzan’s (1991: 26 [13], quoted in Baldwin 1997: 7) 

assertion that “the search for a referent object of security goes hand-in-hand with that 
for its necessary conditions,” Baldwin (1997: 8) maintains that a conceptual 

understanding of security is “fundamentally different” from the specification of its 
conditions because the latter “presupposes a concept of security.” Thus, conceptual 

explication is logically prior (Ibid.). 

 
The following is intended to further undergird the above sentiment: “The elaboration of 

hypotheses presupposes, logically, a conceptual framework in terms of which clear 
hypotheses may be formulated” (Lasswell and Kaplan 1950: x, quoted in Baldwin 1997: 

8, footnote 10). Yet, the invocation of “conceptual framework” inadvertently implies how 

Baldwin takes his own premise as a given, in that a conceptual framework could be 
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defined as “a network … of interlinked concepts that together provide a comprehensive 
understanding of a phenomenon or phenomena” (Jabareen 2009: 51). A conceptual 

framework is therefore constituted by several concepts that buttress each other and 
institute a “framework-specific philosophy” (Ibid.). Moreover, concepts inevitably relate 

to ontology and epistemology since conceptual frameworks involve “ontological, 

epistemological, and methodological assumptions,” the former being assumptions about 
“the nature of reality” (Ibid.). Accordingly, any concept presupposes other concepts via 

its conceptual framework. 
 

Even in isolation, a concept presupposes other concepts because “every concept has 

components and is defined by them,” components that “are distinct, heterogeneous and, 
yet, not separable” (Deleuze and Guattari 1991: 15, 19, quoted in Jabareen 2009: 50). 

On this definition, any concept is generally constituted by components deriving from 
other concepts, and resultantly related to prior concepts. Furthermore, concepts are 

“always created by something,” that is, enabled by and embedded in contextual 

backgrounds (Jabareen 2009: 50). Consequently, any concept should be understood 
“relative to its own components, to other concepts, to the plane on which it is defined, 

and to the problem it is supposed to resolve” (Deleuze and Guattari 1991: 21, quoted in 
Jabareen 2009: 50.). 

 

The upshot is that Baldwin’s conceptualization is correspondingly related to and 
presupposes other concepts, a conceptual framework, and metaphysical assumptions. 

Insofar as these are analogous to dualism, his explication of security does imply 
something about interdependence because such a framework would presuppose, as 

the default position and thus by definition, that interdependence is anomalous (cf. 2.4). 

Interdependence then becomes a purely empirical matter, and the onus is on 
proponents to provide adequate evidence, however, this is a framework-specific 

assumption. Conversely, an alternative framework, insofar as it is analogous to neutral 
monism, would more readily presume that interdependence is fundamental. 
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2.1.1 The analytic-synthetic distinction 
 

A similar objection could be raised against Baldwin’s separation of the conceptual from 
the empirical, as this reflects an assumption about the philosophical distinction between 

analytic and synthetic truths (cf. Rey 2018). Indeed, on the converse assumption that 

these are not fully separable, “[e]very framework and every rule (...) is - more or less - 
contaminated by the empirical” (Peregrin 2014: 29). Such a rejection of the 

analytic-synthetic distinction was the views of Quine (cf. Hylton and Kemp 2020) and 
Sellars (1953). For the latter, as for the logical empiricists (i.e., logical positivists), 

conceptual frameworks entail sets of rules (Peregrin 2014: 28). But while logical 

empiricism would maintain that this introduces a separation between the analytic truths 
relating to the framework (i.e., conceptual truths) and the synthetic truths relating to its 

contents (i.e., empirical truths), Sellars saw no such distinction (Ibid.). 
 

Against other philosophers (e.g., Carnap) who regarded the choice of a conceptual 

framework as a conventionally deliberate act that precedes empirical examination (that 
is, as with Baldwin, the conceptual is separate from and prior to the empirical), Sellars 

held the dual processes of employing a framework and apprehending the world through 
it to not be patently separable (Peregrin 2014: 28). The world, or our experience of it 

through the “manifold of sense,” affects our construction of frameworks (Ibid.). This 

equally applies to “natural laws” (i.e., the scientific laws of nature) (Ibid.: 28-29). But in 
accordance with the analytic-synthetic distinction, natural laws are not among the rules 

that constitute frameworks because their acceptance or rejection is an empirical matter 
(Ibid.). Rather, natural laws are “empirical generalizations” that can only be formulated 

once their relevant terms have been related to the concepts and rules of an appropriate 

framework (Ibid.: 29). 
 

Contrarily, Sellars argued that natural laws contribute to confer roles on their relevant 
terms, and consequently they also contribute to constitute concepts (Peregrin 2014: 29). 

The distinction between a conceptual framework dissociated from the empirical world 

and the entirely empirical contents of such a framework is therefore “illusory” (Ibid.). As 
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Sellars insisted, the “laws of nature, and material rules more generally, are both rules 
capable of taking part in constituting concepts and empirical claims that may be 

accepted and rejected on the basis of empirical data” (Ibid.). This signifies a rejection of 
the notion that: 

 

either a rule is conceptual (‘analytic’), and then its acceptance is a matter 
of nothing but convention and hence it can create (‘implicitly define’) 

concepts, or it is an empirical generalization and hence it presupposes 

concepts, and then its acceptance is an exclusively empirical matter 

(Peregrin 2014: 29). 

 
This either-or logic and the analytic-synthetic distinction seem representative of 

Baldwin’s argument against the conflation of conceptual and empirical matters. His 
conceptualization conforms to the conventionally accepted rules of the orthodox 

framework, which concerns analytic truths that are separate from and prior to the 

empirical considerations of synthetic truths, as well as the metaphysical implications of 
the laws of nature, and is duly endowed with the authority to define concepts. 

Interdependence, however, is not held to substantiate a conceptual breakthrough 
beyond the established framework, and it is therefore a generalization that pertains to 

its empirical contents and presupposes its concepts: “The concept of dependence and 

related concepts, such as interdependence and dependency, should be evaluated 
according to established criteria for evaluating scientific concepts” (Baldwin 1980). 

While seemingly reasonable, the issue is, as McSweeney points out, that the 
established criteria, far from being neutral, inevitably rely on prior theoretical and 

metaphysical assumptions. 

 
Firstly, one might argue that concepts, whether by themselves or as elements of 

conceptual frameworks, cannot be fully separated from other concepts, nor from the 
concomitant metaphysical assumptions. Secondly, one might argue that conceptual 

(analytic) and empirical (synthetic) matters cannot be fully separated, and consequently, 

that the laws of nature (e.g., metaphysical assumptions) contribute to constitute 
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concepts and the rules by which concepts are evaluated. Not that the question of 
interdependence is not empirical, but it is arguably also conceptual because empirical 

examination is relative to conceptual frameworks. Furthermore, conceptual frameworks 
are relative to their underlying metaphysical assumptions, which is another question that 

is both conceptual and empirical. Our experience of the world, thus our assumptions 

about it, influences our frameworks, yet our frameworks influence our experience of the 
world as well. Hence, the conceptualizations of security should be understood relative to 

their conceptual frameworks and the associated assumptions. In so doing, one might 
argue that different assumptions about separability induce different notions about 

interdependence and, correspondingly, different views on security. 

 
2.2 Negative security and Realism 
 
Realism, then, is representative of negative security, in that emphases on state-centric 

national interests, which are “self-regarding with respect to security,” and power are 

defining characteristics (Wendt 1999: 33, 113). Furthermore, power and interests are 
widely considered material phenomena (Ibid.: 114). Since the agent-structure relation is 

implicated in the present discussion, Neorealist structuralism will serve as an illustrative 
exemplar. A canonical statement is Waltz’s Theory of International Politics (1979), a 

“theoretical basis of a science of security” (McSweeney 1999: 29) and “one of IR’s 

foundational texts” (Wendt 1999: 15), the ontology of which is premised on materialism 
and individualism (Ibid.: 6). 

 
For Waltz, security is conditioned by the “international imperative,” the existential drive 

for each state (or agent) to ensure their own security (Hvidsten 2016: 29-30; cf. Waltz 

1979: 109, 201). States inexorably tend to balance against the power of other states on 
the risk of elimination due to structural constraints imposed by the “logic of anarchy” 

(Wendt 1999: 150), anarchy being “the absence of centralized authority” (Ibid.: 
246-247). The convergence of self-interest and anarchy means that states cannot trust 

each other, which leads to an international “self-help” system because over time “like 

units” are produced through the “Darwinian” selection of those who are successful and 
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the elimination of those who are not (Wendt 1999: 150-151; cf. Waltz 1979: 74-77). 
This, being a systemic property, is what makes it structural, and structure is defined 

along entirely material dimensions (Wendt 1999: 152, 252). 
 

Materialist ontology shares a general affinity with positivist epistemology (“indeed most 

materialists in IR are positivists”) (Wendt 1999: 39). Positivism assumes that the 
subject-object relation is defined by a definite distinction, which appears straightforward 

for material objects of inquiry since they exist independent of ideas (Ibid.). However, this 
distinction becomes more problematic if social phenomena are constituted by ideas, 

“since that means that human subjects in some sense create the objects their theories 

purport to explain” (Ibid.). Idealist ontology therefore shares a general affinity with 
post-positivist epistemology (“indeed many idealists in IR are post-positivists”) (Ibid.). 

 
In line with positivism, Waltz’s Neorealist structuralism reads international politics as 

bifurcated into objective and subjective parts, reflecting a clear distinction between its 

immutable essence and the contingent understandings of its practitioners (Hvidsten 
2016: 28-29). These respectively correspond to structure and agency, and the essence 

of the international realm is situated in the structure that constrains and enables agential 
action (Ibid.: 29). In line with materialism, this objective and material structure is thus 

primary, and IR theory should aim to analytically describe its essential features, in order 

to accurately inform practitioners about its fundamental nature (Ibid.: 28-29). 
 

Jackson (2008: 132) refers to this ambition as “a drive for classical objectivity,” i.e., 
“[t]he position that social-scientific research can achieve absolutely secure answers and 

definitively put controversies to rest.” While prominent within social science, it hinges on 

“a very specific conception of scientific knowledge and scientific practice” (Ibid.: 130, 
132). The ontological root of classical objectivity is, precisely, dualism, the notion that 

the world is bifurcated into, and constituted by, objective and subjective “orders of 
being” (Ibid.: 132). The former are manifest as “things,” the objects perceived by 

observers, and the latter are manifest as “thoughts,” the observers’ mental 

representations of objects (Ibid.). 
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Over and above subject-object bifurcation, dualism presupposes a “gulf or radical 
separation between the world and knowledge of the world” (Jackson 2008: 132). That 

is, separation is fundamentally categorical and absolute. Subjective knowledge, being a 
bare representation, is thus subordinate to the objectivity of the world and the things 

within it, whose existence and essence are equally separate from any knowledge about 

them (Ibid.: 132-133). This consequently prompts the epistemological concern with 
identifying the essential features of the world and mirroring them correctly, generally by 

means of sanctioned methods that should ensure our knowledge of the world conforms 
to its true nature (Ibid.: 133). Dualism is an assumption about the nature of reality that 

“forms the foundation for a variety of knowledge practices, regardless of the extent to 

which the researchers using those practices are aware of the nuances of the position” 
(Ibid.: 132, emphasis added). Nevertheless, “[l]ike any kind of ontological assumption, it 

precedes empirical study and structures that study in profound ways” (Ibid.: 133). 
 

2.3 Positive security and structuration theory 
 
The conceptual significance of interdependence, and its relevance to security, is further 

evident in McSweeney’s ontological commitments. Substantially, he maintains that 
“[a]gency and structure are two sides of the same ontological coin, not two entities 

either of which can be accorded priority over the other a priori” (McSweeney 1999: 143). 

This differs strikingly from the absolute separation of structure and agency in Neorealist 
structuralism, and its materialist emphasis on structure: “It is the a priori assumption of 

the priority of structure over agency that feeds the impulse to bifurcate the social order 
into two separate entities in the characteristic perspective of objectivism” (Ibid.). Such 

an assumption inevitably reifies “a dimension of social action which can only analytically 

be conceived” (Ibid.). 
 

The objectivist (i.e., positivist) framework of social theorizing thus misconceives the 
agent-structure relation as one of separation and opposition, and discounts the 

irreducible role of subjectivity, through human agency, in social change (McSweeney 

1999: 143). However, despite these objections against objectivism, he does not endorse 
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an opposing subjectivism that situates agency above structure, nor the view that social 
change is based solely on intentionality and the “conscious cognition” of agents (Ibid.: 

143-144). Rather, his argument is that “the social order - and change in the social order 
- is rooted in cognition” (Ibid.: 143). Hence, neither is social change based solely on 

material forces because their force is equally constituted by ideas: “Denuded of 

cognitive elements, material forces are simply matter” (Ibid.). 
 

His position rests on Giddens’ structuration theory (cf. Giddens 1979; 1984), which 
rejects “the dualism of agency and structure” and “a naturalistic idea of causality,” thus 

providing a solid foundation for “the critique of positivism” and “a theory of international 

affairs emancipated from its scientific pretensions and failed objectives” (McSweeney 
1999: 151). The rejection of dualism by Giddens’ notion of the “duality of structure”20 is 

particularly notable (Ibid.: 144). In this regard, the relationship between agents (i.e., 
“human agency”) and structures (i.e., “the structuring element of routine, the reflexive 

monitoring of which makes agency possible”) is one of mutual constitution by virtue of “a 

duality of ‘instantiation’,” as opposed to a dualism of “cause and effect recursively being 
transformed into effect and cause” (Ibid.). Structures are therefore not independent 

Platonic essences separated from agency but rather embedded with human agency, 
and on this ontological basis, McSweeney (1999: 151) elaborates “a reflexive 

framework for the understanding of international security.” 

 
2.3.1 The erroneous separation of individual and collective 
 
On a comprehensive and reflexive understanding, a sufficient conceptualization of 

security would necessitate the “inseparably linked” aspects of identity and interests, as 

well as “moral choice” (McSweeney 1999: 198): “Identity and interests … are 
analytically distinct and dynamically interrelated dimensions of all stages in the 

formulation of security policy in its comprehensive sense” (Ibid.: 197). For McSweeney 

20 Analysis of this duality could be equally framed as “a duality of agency or a duality of 
agency and structure,” representing different focal points on how “analytically separate 
elements of action are produced and reproduced in and through occasions or instances 
of action” (McSweeney 1999: 144). 
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(1999: 199), international security is embedded in what the term means for individuals 
and primarily sourced in individual needs. But, partly driven by Neorealist methodology 

and the assumption that the international and the social orders constitute separate 
objects of inquiry, security is frequently separated from individual concerns (Ibid.). 

 

Other assumptions have likewise contributed in separating the collective from the 
individual, e.g., methodological individualism, which sees collective agents as 

aggregates of individuals and ignores how individual behavior is conditioned by the 
“unconscious element of structure” (McSweeney 1999: 199-200). Deeming security an 

“essentially contested” concept due to subjective complications is also a factor, in that it 

could justify eschewing definitional issues for an operational definition implicitly 
relegating such problems to individual-level contestations, accommodating the 

“objective facts” of the state level instead (Ibid.: 200). Although security could well be 
essentially contested, it is not unique in this regard as the same would apply to any 

social concept, “the state” included (Ibid.). 

 
For Neorealism, the state is “the irreducible actor within a sui generis world of the 

international system,” uniformly defined by the identity and interest determined by the 
immutable structure of anarchy (McSweeney 1999: 200). Any perceived change in its 

identity is therefore illusory, and the conceptual understanding of individuals can be 

largely disregarded as state behavior and interaction is independently conditioned by 
objective structural constraints (Ibid.). For McSweeney (1999: 201), however, this 

framework, and the consequent understanding of security, “fails the test of its own 
criteria of scientific evaluation.” A “better” understanding of the world would undergird 

“the human and moral dimension of security,” but this would require a framework 

capable of providing a plausible alternative perspective on both the social order and 
security (Ibid.). 
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2.3.2 Constructionist frustrations 
 

As the history of security studies shows, two perspectives have competed for primacy. 
According to McSweeney (1999: 201-202), their underlying conceptions of causality and 

structure (i.e., metaphysical assumptions) effectively engender “different worlds from 

which we construct our accounts of international security.” In line with positivism, the 
social world is not separate from the natural, and the same observational and 

explanatory methods are applicable to both, as they are equally composed of objective 
factors independent of subjective understandings (Ibid.: 202). Conversely, in line with 

post-positivism, “human volition and habits,” as agency and structure, comprise the 

social world and complicate objective measurement and analysis (Ibid.). 
 

The “social constructionist approach” expresses the latter, but while the international 
order is not separated from the social, the social world is still held to constitute “an 

ontologically different reality from the natural” as “the basic stuff of social structure is 

cognitive” (McSweeney 1999: 202). Yet, despite affinities with his own premise, he finds 
the approach wanting and unable to sufficiently account for human volition and social 

change (Ibid.). Separability is the issue: “If structure is seen as a constraint on action 
independent of the agent, it matters little whether it is also seen as a cognitive rather 

than a material entity” (Ibid.). If human agency and structure are “independent entities” 

(i.e., fundamentally separable), the social world is still amenable to the same causal, 
law-like generalizations as the natural (Ibid.). 

 
Similarly, IR “constructivism”, although promising “radical reconceptualization of 

structure and causality,” does not necessarily challenge conventional “methodological 

principles and epistemological assumptions,” nor extend the critique of Neorealism 
beyond redefining structure in cognitive rather than material terms (McSweeney 1999: 

203). In this regard, he criticizes Wendt (1998), inter alia, for the attempted via media 
between natural and social science and the “questionable distinction between the 

constitutive and the causal” in the social order (McSweeney 1999: 204-205). Wendt’s 

argument that ideas exhibit causal effects reveals a “Durkheimian determinism” that 
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projects independence and objectivity onto “the collective conscience (shared 
meanings),” in neglect of “the reflexive character of social action” and Giddens’ “double 

hermeneutic,”21 leaving the insight of social construction “vacuous for the agency of 
individual actors” by objectifying human agency as “an effect of external, antecedent 

causal factors no less determined by explanatory ‘laws’ than the material world of 

Waltz” (Ibid.: 205). 
 

Causal explanations of social action, while feasible, analytically separate action from 
temporal conditions instrumental to its meaning and bracket its co-constitution by 

agents (McSweeney 1999: 206). In contrast, constitutive accounts disclose the 

recursive practices by which events and social concepts are constructed, “which 
respects the dual influence of agent and structure in the co-constitution, or co-causing, 

of social action” (Ibid.). The latter represents the reflexive sociology that initially enabled 
Wendt’s “radical alternative” to Waltzian structuralism, and on this logic, “all 

understanding of the social order is and must be constitutive” (Ibid.). Accordingly, 

McSweeney (1999: 207) sees Wendt as having abandoned “the recursiveness of the 
agent-structure relationship” for a social constructionist approach that enables causal 

social explanations in the manner of natural science. If so, Wendt would be more in line 
with “Neo-liberal constructivism” and rationalism than a reflexive framework positing “the 

continuity of the collective and individual actor” and “the co-constitution of agency and 

structure” (Ibid.). 
 

2.3.3 Identity and interests as choice 
 

For McSweeney (1999: 208), security is not coherent unless we situate human 

individuals as its principal referents. But on the assumption that the central human need 
is “physical survival from external threat,” best safeguarded by states, “traditional 

state-oriented security policy follows” (Ibid.). He rejects an objective and hierarchical 
classification of human needs by asserting that the centrality of any given need is not 

solely determined by empirical observation, but also by “philosophical and moral 

21 See 7.5 for further discussion of the double hermeneutic. 
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judgment” (Ibid.). In his view, our “basic need for security” is expressed “in everyday life 
and in all social action,” that is, “the security of social relations” (Ibid.). 

 
This common individual experience is the root of “the social order as the general 

condition of ontological security22 and the structural focus of security policy” 

(McSweeney 1999: 208). But importantly, neither the aggregation of individual needs 
nor the a priori attribution of needs to states will sufficiently derive human security 

policies (Ibid.). As ontological security is relational, it follows that “[t]he security of the 
social order is inseparably linked to the identity of the collectivity which is its subject”23 

(Ibid.: 209). Yet, restricting analyses to cognitive and cultural factors equally 

misconceives collective and ontological security, since material factors feature centrally 
in both, and in the construction of collective identities: “Material interests interact with 

cognitive options to influence the choice of identity” (Ibid.). 
 

Identity and interests are thus highly significant, as in Neorealism, but their conceptual 

reinterpretation on a reflexive framework highlights additional dimensions of significance 
(McSweeney 1999: 210). Ontologically, they “are mutually constituted by 

knowledgeable agents” (Ibid.). Moreover, individuals have an immanent choice 
regarding both, which implies the following propositions (Ibid.). Firstly, against 

Neorealism and with constructivism, both material and cognitive structures (“the 

distribution of power informed by ideas”) affect state behavior (Ibid.). Secondly, state 
choices are contextually embedded in interaction, internationally with other states and 

domestically with intrastate actors (Ibid.). Thirdly, against constructivism, beyond being 
structurally constrained, state choices also “effect the progressive transformation of 

structure within a reflexive structure-agent relationship which can never be dissolved in 

favour of the determinative role of the actor or of the structure of action” (Ibid.). 
 

22 “[A] security of social relationship … an elemental idea of security … which embraces 
both the negative and positive senses of the concept” (McSweeney 1999: 156). 
23 “All human beings share a fundamental sense of collective identity … The elemental 
problem of security entailed in all social action is, therefore, a problem of collective 
identity” (McSweeney 1999: 157). 
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Consequently, social scientific conceptualizations of structure and causality “must be 
radically distinguished” from those appropriate to natural science (McSweeney 1999: 

210). Behavior being co-constituted by agents and structures validates causality in the 
social order, but the meaning of “cause” is not the same as in the natural order (Ibid.). 

For McSweeney (1999: 210-211), “[i]n the real world … there is no objective structural 

entity which can function as an independent cause of social relations,” nor anything in 
social behavior functioning “as an effect of events or conditions which are independent 

of the human agent.” 
 

The upshot is that the social world “is simply a different kind of world” (McSweeney 

1999: 211). If so, explaining behavior by means of observational generalizations is not 
limited by the empirical complexity of, or inadequate knowledge about, the social world 

but rather by its nature (Ibid.). If explanatory models of behavior cannot account for the 
possibility of individual transcendence of structure, and consequently of structural 

transformation, and if we cannot derive laws regarding social action through measurable 

regularities related to causal structural properties independent of agential 
knowledgeability, this would not so much indicate a failure of “scientific explanation” in 

social terms as it would indicate that the social world is not amenable to that particular 
mode of inquiry (Ibid.: 211-212). Thus, “an alternative account of agency and structure 

is required to that which resolves the tension in favour of one or the other” (Ibid.: 212). 

 
The “fundamentally different conception of structure and causality of a reflexive 

sociology” is one such alternative (McSweeney 1999: 212). In contrast to the social 
world of positivism, social change would not signify sporadic deviations from the usual 

stability of the social order as change “is the social order - essentially unstable, fluid and 

contested of its nature” (Ibid.). Normativity would not be an intrusive factor but rather 
“the stuff of social action” (Ibid.). Temporality and historicity would not be superfluous 

dimensions but rather constitutive of social action and consequential to understanding 
its meaning (Ibid.: 212-213). Thus, the reflexive social order is “a fluid, unstable, reality 

constituted by humans relating through the medium of habits - through social practices,” 

and contrary to objectivist understandings of social concepts, “held together and made 
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coherent by concepts likewise fluid, unstable, and embedded in human practices” (Ibid.: 
213). 

 
Against deterministic orthodox theories, McSweeney (1999: 214) sees security as 

dependent on our “moral choice” of identity and interests: “If states live in a jungle, it is 

in part because they construct it thus.” By forgoing the social construction of 
international politics in favor of immutable laws, academics inevitably contribute to reify 

it and “distort the objective world they purport to explain”24 (Ibid.). Against social 
constructionism, however, even on “the knowledge that the social order and its 

concepts are human products,” agential choice is not completely free, or separable, 

from the deterministic structural constraints of past choices (Ibid.: 215). Substituting 
material factors with cultural ones is not sufficient. But neither is the “empirical 

concession” that choice is possible despite structural determinacy within an 
agent-structure framework that eliminates or reduces this aspect of agency (Ibid.). 

Waltz’s later “concession to agency” and qualification of determinism is “no concession 

at all,” but rather an admission that “theories of international politics have not produced 
the tight causal explanation to which they aspire, and which is implied in the logic of the 

explanatory model” (McSweeney 1999: 215-216; cf. Waltz 1986). 
 
Deterministic logic still follows from the notion that structure is independent, since it 

posits the agent-structure relation as “a bifurcation of opposition” (i.e., fundamentally 
separable) (McSweeney 1999: 216). Conversely, as “a dynamic relation of elements of 

a single moment of action” (i.e., fundamentally non-separable), agential freedom of 
choice is a “logically necessary implication” of agent-structure duality (Ibid.). Yet, equally 

implicit is the Marxian qualification “but not in conditions of our own choosing” (Ibid.). 

This structural constraint on agential choice “can only be inferred imprecisely through 
interpretative analysis of empirical evidence” (Ibid.: 218). Moreover, choice is contingent 

on knowledge of both the social construction of the world and the possibility of its 
reconstruction (Ibid.: 219). “[A] reflexive theory of the social order” presents a framework 

24 “International relations theory has entered reflexively into the world it aspires to 
understand,” which “introduces the self-fulfilling prophecy as an inherent feature of 
social reality” (McSweeney 1999: 217). 
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conducive to such knowledge (Ibid.). Succinctly, “identity and interests, and the security 
implications which follow from them, are human choices situated in historic conditions, 

not the product of laws or structures external to the agent” (Ibid.: 218-219). 
 

2.4 Cultures of anarchy and collective identity 
 
On the possibility of identity choice and structural transformation, positive and negative 

security could be considered expressions of different “cultures of anarchy.” Wendt 
(1999: 18) posits these as “Hobbesian,” “Lockean,” and “Kantian,” each marked by 

substantial differences in their basic logics. Whereas egoism figures prominently in the 

“sauve qui peut” world of Hobbesian anarchy, the self-restraint indicative of Lockean 
anarchy tempers the extremes of the former, while Kantian anarchy conversely tends 

toward collective security and correspondingly contradicts the assumption of self-help 
(Ibid.). Kantian collective (or common) security thus accords with positive security, while 

negative security parallels Hobbesian self-regard or Lockean self-restraint. Indeed, 

Wendt (1999: 279, 285) argues that Waltz presupposes a Lockean culture, which is 
more descriptive of the Westphalian state system, and “is not as much a self-help 

system as we often assume.” Lockean anarchy, intermittently interrupted by 
Hobbesianism, has been dominant since Westphalia, however, an incipient Kantian 

culture has appeared after World War II (Ibid.: 297). These cultures are not mutually 

exclusive, and neither are the analogous understandings of security. 
 

On an ideational definition, structural cultures depend on the shared ideas that 
constitute them, and as ideas change so could their accompanying “logic of anarchy” 

(Wendt 1999: 309). Not that structural change is uncomplicated, since “[c]ultures are 

self-fulfilling prophecies that tend to reproduce themselves” (Ibid.). Hobbesian, Lockean, 
and Kantian anarchies are grounded in different “role relationships,” respectively 

enemy, rival, and friend (Ibid.). But although “structures and roles are instantiated in 
states’ representations of Self and Other (role identities) and ensuing practices,” their 

persisting macro-level “logics and tendencies” become “relatively autonomous” from 

states (Ibid.). 
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Nevertheless, structure as “a distribution of ideas” emphasizes the possibility of change 

(Wendt 1999: 309), and the instrumentality of collective identity and interdependence in 
this process. That is, whereas “type” identity properties are intrinsic, “role” identities 

depend on culture and “exist only in relation to Others” (Ibid.: 226-227). Further, roles 

are defined by “the degree of interdependence or “intimacy” between Self and Other,” 
and collective identity represents the culmination of the Self-Other relation in 

identification: “a cognitive process in which the Self-Other distinction becomes blurred 
and at the limit transcended altogether” (i.e., non-separable) (Ibid.: 228-229). 

 

Interdependence could cause collective identity if it is objective (as subjective 
interdependence involves a constitutive relation), but such causation also necessitates 

“a “psychological transformation” that represents objective interdependence as one of 
subjective, collective identity” (Wendt 1999: 344). This is a possibility afforded in 

interaction, assuming “complex learning” and the reproduction of identity through 

practice (Ibid.: 346). That is, eschewing cooperation reproduces egoistic identities, but 
conversely, cooperating signals an implicit embryonic collective identity that, if 

reciprocated, becomes reinforced, facilitating continued cooperation and the potential 
internalization of an authentic collective identity (Wendt 1999: 346; cf. Wendt 1994). 

Communication is also a contributing factor since we “can grasp interdependence 

symbolically” and augment a shared understanding of an interdependent “we,” even 
prior to behavior (Wendt 1999: 346-347). 

 
Such discursive processes are driven by “reflected appraisals,” the notion that identities 

and interests become learned and reinforced with respect to the treatment of Self by 

Others (Wendt 1999: 327). That is, a discursive constitution of We represents Self and 
Other in a manner conducive to the prosocial behavior reinforcing these identities as 

collective (Ibid.: 347). But correspondingly, discursively representing Others in 
conflictual terms precludes collective identity (Ibid.). Significantly, “[t]his is the logic of 

the self-fulfilling prophecy: if people form a shared representation of themselves and the 

world, then it becomes that way for them” (Ibid.). The effects of reflected appraisals on 
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identities deepen with growing dependency, and so “the transformation of 
interdependence into collective identity” depends on “the density of interaction” (Ibid.). 

 
For international security, however, Realist critics have pointed out that more interaction 

and interdependence does not necessarily entail more cooperation because “[a]s 

interdependence increases actors become more vulnerable to each other and thus have 
more objective reason for insecurity” (Wendt 1999: 348). In isolation, therefore, 

“interdependence is not a sufficient condition for collective identity formation among 
states” due to “fear of exploitation” under anarchy (Ibid.). But the embodiment of 

Lockean self-restraint in state identity and interests could mitigate such systemic 

self-help constraints and enable “the positive effects of interdependence” (Ibid.: 
348-349). 

 
However, if “[i]nterdependence is a matter of degree, depending on the “dynamic 

density” of interactions in a context; higher density implies greater interdependence” 

(Wendt 1999: 344-345), would it not be an empirical and quantitative rather than a 
conceptual and qualitative question? Objectively and causally, that might be so, but 

subjectively and constitutively, this is not given. Globalization, defined as “the spread of 
transplanetary - and … supraterritorial - connections between people,” is illustrative 

(Scholte 2005: 59). While transplanetary relations underline quantitative increases in the 

density of global interactions, supraterritorial relations are qualitatively different because 
they “transcend territorial geography,” which implies “far-reaching transformative 

potentials” (Ibid.: 61, 64). This includes transformations of identity, exemplified by a “rise 
in universal-cosmopolitan attachments to humanity as a whole,” since territorial 

transcendence attenuates nationalism as the “prevailing structure of collective identity” 

(Ibid.: 224-225). Supraterritoriality similarly accompanies transformations of knowledge 
structures, including how people understand reality, i.e., ontology, conditioning thought 

and behavior even if we are not aware of them (Ibid.: 267-268). 
 

Indeed, irrespective of empirical transplanetary measures of objective interdependence, 

a collective supraterritorial conceptual understanding of Self, Other, and the world as 

47 



 

subjectively interdependent, if not fundamentally non-separable, would effectively make 
the world more interdependent in a constitutive sense. While still appreciably empirical, 

the conceptual question thus ultimately turns on the metaphysical nature of the reality 
whereby such constitutive effects would be possible, and on the assumptions that 

explicitly and implicitly inform the default frameworks25 for explanation and 

understanding. Seeing as objective interdependence is not a sufficient catalyst for 
international cooperation, subjective interdependence and the constitution of collective 

identities would arguably be highly significant for security. Yet, negative security 
discounts the conceptual aspect of interdependence a priori, relegates the significance 

of identity to insecurities, and restricts the subjective dimension to “absence of fear.” 

Consequently, it does not sufficiently address the hypotheses of positive security. 
 
This insufficiency owes to the ontological commitments and the conceptual framework, 
or worldview, that informs it. Although interdependence has seen “extensive attention” 

within IR, it has largely focused on effects on behavior and not identity (Wendt 1999: 

345; cf. Baldwin 1980). Neorealism and Neoliberalism generally assume that “all state 
identities and interests are exogenous,” which follows from individualist ontology (Ibid.: 

246). Accordingly, interdependence is assessed as a potential cause for “cooperation 
among egoists, which takes egoistic identities as given” (Ibid.: 343). For Neorealism, 

“states can cooperate but they cannot become cooperative” (McSweeney 1999: 201). 

Analogously, while there might be contextual interdependence in state interaction, 
states cannot be interdependent26. Fundamental subject-object separability effectively 

renders interdependence anomalous, but on non-separability, it would be constitutive. 
 

25 “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” (Wendt 1992: 423). This equally applies for human 
identity and interest (cf. Wendt 1999: 366). 
26 “Waltz’ (1979) theory of international politics and other Realist writings can be seen as 
a deliberate attempt to rescue IR … from the logic of interdependence. In Realist 
thinking … states can be conceptualized as utterly separate entities” (Zürn 2013: 416; 
cf. Waltz 1970). 
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3. The Quantum Anomaly 
 
McSweeney’s rejection of dualism in favor of agent-structure duality by extension 

situates his conceptualization of security in subject-object non-separability. 

Nevertheless, this is by virtue of structuration theory, and he makes no reference to 
neutral monism. Jackson (2008: 133) posits “monism,” maintaining “a fundamental 

continuity of knowledge with the world,” as an ontological alternative opposite to 
dualism. Since this monism rejects “idealism” (here, things being a function of thoughts), 

“classical objectivity,” and “avoids the thing/thought dichotomy altogether,” it is arguably 

neutral (Ibid.: 132-133). In this regard, their positions appear analogous, but in order not 
to be superfluous, the inclusion of neutral monism should provide a more 

comprehensive perspective than structuration theory. 
 

The argument here is that it could. Specifically, on the logic of fundamental 

non-separability, McSweeney’s separation of the social from the natural world would be 
an issue (cf. Wendt 2015: 13). Furthermore, structuration theory is criticized for 

precluding causal interaction, which ostensibly excludes interaction altogether (Wendt 
1999: 179-180; cf. Archer 1995), but McSweeney still presupposes interaction (cf. 

McSweeney 1999: 210). The unique contributions of neutral monism is therefore the 

grounding of social and physical ontology (cf. Stubenberg 2018: 6.5), the vindication of 
both causal and constitutive relationships, and the possibility of a dialectical relation 

between separability and non-separability (cf. 7.6). It also provides a useful perspective 
on McSweeney’s criticism of Wendt, while augmenting the salient propositions about 

security. However, the conditions for this particular understanding of neutral monism 

depend on certain interpretations of quantum theory. 
 

3.1 Prelude: Philosophy of science 
 

Before moving on to quantum physics, some considerations within the philosophy of 

science will illustrate how subject-object separability is a general scientific issue, how 
observation is theory-dependent, and how background assumptions pose an inevitable 
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complication for the ideal of objectivity. This further problematizes the positivist 
conception of legitimate science. Indeed, the common (or “commonsense”) view of 

science, first formalized by empiricists (e.g., Locke, Berkeley, and Hume) and 
positivists, maintains that scientific “knowledge should be derived from the facts of 

experience,” and that these facts are readily arrived at through observation and 

experimentation (Chalmers 2013: 2-3). The rationale was further sustained through the 
establishment of the influential school of philosophy logical positivism (Ibid.: 3). 

 
Three claims form the basis: “(a) Facts are directly given to careful, unprejudiced 

observers via the senses; (b) Facts are prior to and independent of theory; (c) Facts 

constitute a firm and reliable foundation for scientific knowledge” (Chalmers 2013: 4). 
While commonsensically reasonable, none of these are unproblematic; so much so that 

“the idea that the distinctive feature of scientific knowledge is that it is derived from the 
facts of experience can only be sanctioned in a carefully and highly qualified form, if it is 

to be sanctioned at all” (Ibid.: xx). 

 
Firstly, it is not given that two distinct observers will have identical experiences in 

viewing an identical object under identical circumstances, despite the image projected 
onto their retinas being practically identical (this argument equally applies to other 

senses) (Chalmers 2013: 4-5). Previous experiences, prior knowledge, and the 

“expectations of the observer” also contribute in determining the subjective experience 
of observation (Ibid.: 7). For instance, scientific observation is an acquired skill, meaning 

untrained novices will not necessarily have the same perceptual experiences as skilled 
observers, e.g., when utilizing instruments such as microscopes (Ibid.: 7-8). A usual 

response is that observers viewing identical objects do actually perceive the same 

things, but subsequently interpret them differently. However, we only have direct contact 
with our experiences, not the image on our retina (Ibid.: 8). Not that physical causes 

have no bearing on observation, but causes are also found in “the inner state of our 
minds or brains,” and depend on knowledge, expectations, and culture (Ibid.: 9). 
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Secondly, the facts in “derived from the facts” refer to statements (i.e., “observation 
statements”) expressing these facts, not the particular state of affairs being referred to 

by the statements (Chalmers 2013: 9-10). That is, facts sui generis do not constitute the 
basis for science but rather the systematization of statements based on facts (Ibid.). 

Furthermore, it is necessary to draw another distinction between “statements of facts” 

and observations leading to “the acceptance of those statements as facts” (Ibid.: 10). 
Thus, the above claims would be problematic, not just because they presuppose that 

facts present themselves straightforwardly to the senses when scientific facts “must be 
in the form of statements,” but because formulating and assenting to observation 

statements depends on the “appropriate conceptual framework” and the “knowledge of 

how to appropriately apply it” (Ibid.). In sum, claims (a) and (b) cannot stand as 
“[s]tatements of fact are not determined in a straightforward way by sensual stimuli, and 

observation statements presuppose knowledge, so it cannot be the case that we first 
establish the facts and then derive our knowledge from them” (Ibid.: 11-12). 

 

Finally, for claim (c), even if conceding the objections against (a) and (b), the notion of a 
factual basis for knowledge established through observation is not necessarily 

undermined (Chalmers 2013: 12-13). Despite acknowledging how identifying and 
formulating facts is knowledge-dependent, a factual basis would still be possible if the 

truth or falsity of the observation statements constituting those facts could be directly 

established through observation (Ibid.: 13-14). However, there is reason to question the 
reliability of this observational basis because “judgments about the adequacy of 

observation statements draw on presupposed knowledge in a way that renders those 
judgments fallible” (Ibid.: 14). Thus, in attempting to ascertain the truth of observation 

statements, we have no reliable way of knowing whether a positive or negative 

conclusion would be drawn on basis of the fact itself or the background knowledge we 
rely on to draw our conclusions to begin with, “rendering the observable facts as fallible 

as the presuppositions underlying them” (Ibid.: 16-17). 
 

Nevertheless, these considerations are not arguments against science as such, nor 

against the view that scientific knowledge could be derived from the facts of experience, 
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but they do indicate the necessity of careful qualification of the criteria by which we 
deem something scientific or not, and the utility of critical perspectives on established 

assumptions. For Chalmers (2013: 260), “[a]pproximate truth is all we have,” and 
scientific progress lies precisely in gradual subsumption by theories shown to be better 

and better approximations to the truth. Ladyman (2002: 129) concurs: “Our scientific 

knowledge is fallible, partial and approximate, but usually it is the most reliable means 
we have for predicting phenomena in the world around us.” 

 
3.2 The causal closure of physics 
 

Modern science, more precisely that which derives from natural science, constitutes the 
background knowledge of the classical worldview, having replaced the metaphysics of 

philosophy and religion as the legitimate way of studying fundamental reality (Chalmers 
2013: 2; Ladyman 2002: 129). Yet, natural science too relies on inescapably 

metaphysical assumptions. “Classical” here refers to classical physics, for many the 

preeminent scientific exemplar, having been deeply influential on the enterprise, social 
science included (Wendt 2015: 11-12). Indeed, there is broad consensus on the “causal 

closure [or completeness] of physics,” the notion that any science should be constrained 
by physics and not posit “entities, relationships, or processes” inconsistent with its laws 

(Ibid.: 7). Physics, in dealing with fundamental reality, thus assumes a foundational role 

which the other sciences build upon (Ibid.: 8). 
 

Two caveats, however, are in order. One is that an epistemological reduction to physics 
is not implied (Wendt 2015: 8). Ontologically, the limitation on evoking anything in 

violation of the laws of physics still applies (Ibid.). The second is a clarification of what 

physical means, for the causal closure neither implies a commitment to physicalism 
(Ibid.). The latter descends from classical materialism, the position that reality is only 

material (i.e., constituted by matter and energy as described by classical physics), and 
that consciousness (or subjectivity) has no place in these descriptions (Ibid.: 9). But 

significantly, quantum physics effectively “falsified classical materialism” because its 

conception of matter does not accord with the sub-atomic level (Ibid.). This forced 
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materialism to defer to quantum physics in describing these fundamental levels, yet, the 
opposition to a fundamental status for consciousness was still retained (Ibid.). 

Materialism thus became physicalism, which could be defined as the principle of “No 
Fundamental Mentality” (Ibid.: 9, 60). 

 

From the purview of quantum physics, “physical” does not necessarily imply “material,” 
nor does it “rule out the possibility that mind is an elementary feature of reality” (Wendt 

2015: 9). It is therefore quite significant that the contemporary basis of the causal 
closure is quantum and not classical physics, which has been subsumed by the former 

(Ibid.: 11). Still, the former has been far less influential, particularly for social science 

since it is generally assumed that quantum effects are confined to the sub-atomic level 
and consequently have no direct applicability to our macro-world (Ibid.: 11-12). Yet, 

“there is growing experimental evidence that human behavior in fact follows quantum 
principles”27 (Ibid.: 283). If so, this would, given the causal closure, necessitate a serious 

treatment of quantum implications, even in social science. 

 
As a consequence of this quantum reluctance, social science is presently under an 

implicit de facto constraint imposed by classical physics (Wendt 2015: 11-12). This 
matters because quantum physics raises questions about fundamental assumptions 

inherent to the classical worldview. First, however, it would be instrumental to describe 

the consensually empirical quantum facts (Ibid.: 58). The starting point is the stark 
difference between the reality presented by quantum theory and the classical worldview. 

While quantum theoretical predictions are probabilistic, experiments always yield 
definite, classical outcomes, and there is thus an explanatory gap in this very transition 

(Ibid.: 40-41). The mathematical symbols of quantum physics only denote the 

probabilities of measuring certain properties, in contrast to classical physics where they 
“correspond to the properties of real material objects and forces” (Ibid.: 2-3). 

 

27 Partly driven by “quantum decision theory,” “a quantized version of expected utility 
theory, which replaces the latter’s either/or Boolean logic with the both/and logic of 
quantum probability theory” (Wendt 2015: 4; cf. Busemeyer and Bruza 2012). 
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Moreover, quantum probabilities are not like classical probabilities. While the latter 
express ignorance about some actual state of affairs and therefore present an 

incomplete description, the former, described by “wave functions,” “denote all that could 
even in principle be known about quantum systems” (Wendt 2015: 3). This means that 

wave functions represent potential and not actual realities, giving a “complete 

description” of quantum systems until they are measured, which leads to the 
observation of classical outcomes (Ibid.). The fact that an indeterminate quantum 

process can manifest as a determinate event, through “decoherence,” is just one of 
several quantum mysteries (Ibid.). 

 

3.3 Quantum experiments 
 

Three experiments will help illustrate other mysterious features. The “Two-Slit 
Experiment” would shed light on a controversial question in classical physics: whether 

light is composed of particles or waves (Wendt 2015: 43). Newton, Young, Planck, and 

Einstein all grappled with this question as various results indicated that both alternatives 
had some merit, “which makes no sense in the “either-or” world of classical physics” 

(Ibid.: 43-45). As turns out, however, exhibiting both wave- and particle-like 
characteristics is not just an aspect of light, but of all matter-energy (Ibid.: 45). Modifying 

the experiment by adding extra measurement devices reveals additional paradoxical 

features, namely that: 
 

as long as the electron is not being observed it behaves as if it is a wave, 

and as soon as it is observed it behaves as if it is a particle. Measurement 

is somehow intrinsically connected to a change in our description of the 

electron. The implication is that in the quantum world, observer and 
observed form a single system, rather than being separable as in the 

classical world (Wendt 2015: 46). 
 

Wave functions, or “Schrödinger’s equation,” refer to this wave dynamic. Unlike 

classical waves, these are not in definite states but rather represent the potential for all 
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observable outcomes of measurement (Wendt 2015: 47). The reference to “waves” 
points to the fact that their content varies. Because all possible states of a wave function 

have the potential to exist simultaneously, in “superposition,” it is more useful to 
conceive it as a “field of potentialities” (Ibid.). The “wave-particle duality” inherent to 

quantum systems has the consequence that both waves and particles are “mutually 

exclusive but jointly necessary” for a complete description, but as incompatible 
elements, it also poses a challenge for the classical understanding of reality (Ibid.: 48). 

 
The principle of “complementarity,” due to Bohr (1937), is a framework that 

accompanies this fact (Wendt 2015: 48). The necessity of such a framework is further 

evident in the “Uncertainty Principle,” so named because, as Heisenberg showed, exact 
knowledge about a particle’s location precludes exact knowledge about its momentum, 

and vice versa (Ibid.: 49). Although approximate information about both is possible, 
experiments measuring precise values are mutually exclusive (Ibid.). This suggests that 

the complementarity of mutually exclusive elements is “a general feature of the quantum 

world” (Ibid.). 
 

Further, the “Bell Experiments” were situated around a debate between Einstein and 
Bohr on the seemingly non-deterministic character of reality described by quantum 

mechanics (Wendt 2015: 50). Einstein was deeply skeptical and, with colleagues, 

published an influential paper challenging the completeness of quantum theory (Wendt 
2015: 50; cf. Einstein, Podolsky and Rosen 1935). Almost thirty years would pass, 

however, before Bell illuminated the discussion by focusing on two ontological 
assumptions made by Einstein et al., both anchored in the classical worldview (Wendt 

2015: 51). One was realism, “the principle that the world exists independent of the 

human mind” (Ibid.). The other was locality, “the principle that no causal influence can 
propagate faster than the speed of light” (Ibid.). 

 
Bell devised a theorem for testing “local realism” against quantum mechanics, and 

decisive experiments would corroborate the latter, meaning that either realism or locality 

could not stand as a fundamental feature of reality (Wendt 2015: 51-52, 54). Because 
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the experiments also showed perfect non-local correlations between “entangled” 
particles, this pointed toward “non-local causation,” suggesting non-locality to be a 

fundamental feature instead (Ibid.: 52-54). In the present context of separability and 
interdependence, it is therefore of interest that “since all particles in the universe have at 

some time or other been entangled, the upshot is that everything in reality is correlated. 

The universe, in short, is one big quantum system” (Ibid.: 54). 
 

Finally, the “Delayed-Choice Experiment” would show that the non-locality revealed in 
spatial terms also applies temporally, as correlations between events separated in time, 

and not just progressively but even retrogressively (Wendt 2015: 54-55). Being a 

contradiction of our commonsense and classical conception of time as linear, this is yet 
another challenge directed at the fundamental assumptions of the classical worldview 

(Ibid.). 
 

3.4 Quantum challenges 
 
Subject-object separability 

The root of dualism, the categorical distinction between subject and object, is not as 
straightforward in quantum physics as it appears to be in our everyday experience 

(Wendt 2015: 66-67). Still, it is generally considered an essential separation to maintain 

for the practice of legitimate science, as subjective beliefs are regarded as a potential 
contaminant in the endeavor to uncover objective truths (Wendt 2015: 66; cf. Jackson 

2008: 133). Comparably, it is the basis of the philosophical distinction between ontology 
(i.e., objective reality) and epistemology (i.e., our subjective knowledge of reality). 

Furthermore, it is the ground for our interpersonal understanding of Self and Other. In 

scientific inquiry, however, this distinction has presented a paradox because observers 
are strictly necessary for the act of observation, yet ideally, the domain of science would 

be reserved solely to what is observed, in practice leading to the treatment of subjects 
“as if” distinct from objects (Wendt 2015: 67). Such treatment is problematic in quantum 

physics because: 
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the observer is no longer clearly extraneous to the system under study. 
The intrusion of subjectivity into knowledge about the quantum domain is 

known as the “measurement problem” because it concerns the apparent 
impossibility of an objective measurement of quantum systems (Wendt 

2015: 67). 

 
There are two instances in the measurement process where this problem is evident, the 

“Heisenberg choice” and the “Dirac choice,” both relating to the transition from 
potentiality to actuality induced by measurement (Wendt 2015: 67). The first is simply 

the decision of what to measure: position or momentum (as per the Uncertainty 

Principle). Measuring the position of a particle is then associated with the quantum 
system transitioning from a superposition of all potential states to a definite position 

(Ibid.). The peculiar consequence is that, before measurement, we cannot say a 
quantum system has a position at all (Ibid.). Moreover, had we chosen to measure 

differently, e.g., different quantities or in a different order, the result would have been “a 

different actuality” (Ibid.). 
 

The second problematizes the transition itself, that is, the process inducing the collapse 
of wave functions (i.e., decoherence) (Wendt 2015: 68). Because this does not occur 

independently of measurement, observers seem fundamentally implicated as 

participants in the transition process, effectively being entangled in “a larger quantum 
system of both observer and observed” (Ibid.). Observers, however, are in classical, 

actual states, as is the result of the experiment (Ibid.). Classical concepts are therefore 
just as necessary as quantum ones, but this begs the question of where exactly the 

transition from quantum to classical takes place (Ibid.). 

 
Attempting an answer, von Neumann proposed breaking the process down into steps, 

the “von Neumann chain,” and concluded that the collapse must be at the end of the 
chain, just as the outcome is registered in the mind of observers (Wendt 2015: 68). The 

implication is that observers (and measurement devices) are entangled with the 

quantum system under observation and must therefore be in quantum states too, yet, 
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macroscopic superpositions are never observed (Ibid.: 68-69). In short, no conclusive 
answer is presently available, and different interpretations of quantum theory will 

construe it differently (Ibid.: 69). Nevertheless, both choices point out that the 
assumption of fundamental separation between observer (subject) and observed 

(object) is problematic (Ibid.). 

 
Materialism 

A second challenge concerns materialism, here, the position that fundamental reality is 
exclusively constituted by matter without any mentality (Wendt 2015: 59). Materialist 

ontology could be described thus: “Classical material particles are objects, things, or 

substances; their existence is context- and mind-independent; they have hardness or 
mass; they have definite location and extension in space; and they are dead” (Ibid.: 

59-60). Macroscopic phenomena that appear not to possess these characteristics, such 
as mentality, are assumed to be explicable by reference to these underlying ones, i.e., 

by reduction (Ibid.: 60). 

 
However, the sub-atomic particles of quantum physics do not conform to these criteria 

(Wendt 2015: 60). They are not objects in the classical sense and are not 
context-independent, as there is no basis for their existence before measurement 

(Ibid.). Until measurement there is only the potentialities represented by the wave 

function, so no hardness or mass either (Ibid.). Nor can it be claimed that they have a 
definite location in space due to the Uncertainty Principle (Ibid.). It would therefore seem 

like the nature of matter remains as unresolved as the nature of mind (Ibid.). 
 

Atomism 

The third challenge, against atomism, reveals further issues for reductionism and 
separability. Three atomist claims are at stake: 

 
1) large objects are reducible to the properties and interactions of smaller 

ones; 2) objects have definite properties; and 3) objects are fully 

“separable,” meaning that their identity is constituted solely by their 
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internal structure and spatio-temporal location rather than by their 
relationships to other objects (Wendt 2015: 60-61). 

 
On these claims, one might construct a methodology whereby phenomena are to be 

explained by breaking wholes into parts (Wendt 2015: 61). In social science, 

methodological individualism, for which “explanations are not complete until we have 
shown how social outcomes are produced by the properties and interactions of 

independently existing individuals,” is one example (Ibid.). However, the first claim, 
reductionism proper, is open to challenge even in classical terms, and the qualified 

claim of “supervenience” is therefore the one typically defended (Ibid.). 

 
For supervenience, although the macro level is determined by the micro level, the 

former is not strictly reducible to the latter (Wendt 2015: 61). Yet, supervenience too 
presupposes the remaining claims, but quantum physics shows how both could be 

considered problematic (Ibid.). The second is challenged by the Uncertainty Principle, 

while the third, fundamental separability, is challenged by non-locality and entanglement 
(Ibid.). Against atomism, there is thus “broad consensus that quantum mechanics 

implies holism,” but it is unclear how to understand it (Ibid.: 62). In the context of a 
dialectical relation between separability and non-separability, it is of interest that: 

 

this does not necessarily imply holism at the macroscopic level, where 
separability might still hold for all practical purposes. However, in that 

case, macroscopic atomism would be a contingent effect of the ongoing 
process by which quantum reality becomes classical, which strips it of its 

ontologically privileged status (Wendt 2015: 62). 

 
Determinism 

The fourth challenge is against determinism, which posits that randomness is not 
inherent to nature and that both present and future are determined by the prior 

momentum of matter (Wendt 2015: 62). The appearance of randomness is due to the 

complexity of reality and the consequent imperfections of contemporary science, 

59 



 

making prediction fallible when it could in principle be perfect (cf. classical vs. quantum 
probability) (Ibid.). Although contradicting our subjective experience of free will, 

proponents of determinism have in response suggested free will to be illusory (Ibid.). 
But the probabilistic nature of quantum physics poses a greater challenge, as 

indeterminism manifests in wave function collapse (Ibid.: 62-63). Despite the 

deterministic evolution described by the Schrödinger equation before measurement, 
collapse yields a particle whose location can only be known in probabilistic terms (Ibid.: 

63). As with the holistic implications above, how to understand this indeterminism is 
contested, with some treating it as an epistemological rather than ontological issue 

(Ibid.). 

 
Mechanism 

Mechanism is the fifth assumption under challenge. This pertains to causality, all of 
which is held to be mechanical, involving the transference of force or energy between 

objects, and local, meaning cause and effect are temporally separated (Wendt 2015: 

63-64). As mechanical causation only applies to material phenomena, mental causation 
is by definition ruled out (Ibid.: 64). The same goes for other non-mechanical 

conceptions of causality, such as the Aristotelian categories of material, formal, and 
final causation (Ibid.). However, both mechanism and locality are dependent on 

materialism, atomism, and determinism, so any successful objection against these 

would by extension apply here (Ibid.). Additionally, quantum physics poses specific 
challenges in the instantaneous and seemingly acausal collapse of wave functions, and 

in the non-local correlations exhibited by entangled quantum systems (Ibid.). 
 

Space-time 

Finally, the definition of space and time in absolute terms is also open to questioning. 
This conceives both as strictly objective realities existing independently of other 

phenomena, as a stage where events occur “in” space and time (Wendt 2015: 65). 
Furthermore, the former is held to be local (i.e., expressing distance), while the latter is 

seen as moving unidirectionally from past to future (Ibid.). Both are assumed 

continuous. However, the notion of independence is contradicted by relativity theory, 
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specifically the facts that gravitational fields warp space and that the expression of time 
varies by velocity (Ibid.). In other words, “space and time are relative to objects and 

observers” (Ibid.). 
 

The remaining assumptions are questioned on quantum grounds. Firstly, particles do 

not appear to have definite locations in space before measurement (Wendt 2015: 65). 
Secondly, non-locality problematizes distance and the notion of space as a container 

“in” which we find objects (Ibid.). Thirdly, as divisibility is limited by the “Planck scale,” 
space is not continuous but discrete (Ibid.). As for time, the Delayed-Choice Experiment 

suggests that the past is in a sense affectable by the future, and Price (1996) has even 

argued for “backwards causation” (Wendt 2015: 65). Lastly, as wave functions 
apparently collapse “into” time rather than evolve “in” time, one might claim that time is 

discontinuous as well (Ibid.: 65-66). 
 

3.5 Dualism and the mind-body problem 
 
To reiterate, the principal issue with dualism in the present thesis is the notion of 

fundamental separability, not the dualistic separation of subjective and objective 
aspects as such. The classical worldview is arguably constituted by fundamental 

separability, but as the materialist assumption above indicates, not by the historical rival 

Cartesian substance dualism (for which “mind is its own reality entirely separate from 
matter”) since it is generally not considered credible28 (Wendt 2015: 10). There is 

tension between dualism broadly conceived and materialism within the classical 
worldview because humans apparently have “both physical properties and mental 

properties,” which raises questions about their relation and means of interaction 

(Robinson 2020: 1.1). Owing to the “intellectual pressure towards producing a unified 
view of the world” and the ostensibly evident nature of our material bodies, “materialist 

monism is the ‘default option’” in discussions on dualism, which typically assume “the 
reality of the physical world” and problematize the anomalous mind (Robinson 2020). 

28 This does not extend to property dualism, “according to which complex forms of 
matter can give rise to irreducible mentality” (Wendt 2015: 10, footnote 33). 
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The mind-body problem in the philosophy of mind illustrates this tension, and the issue 
with dualism (cf. Robinson 2020). On the general formulation, it concerns understanding 

the relationship between subjective mental states and objective brain states (Wendt 
2015: 14). Materialism presupposes that mental states must be explained by reference 

to brain states, i.e., in purely material terms (Ibid.). A significant challenge is thus, due to 

David Chalmers (1995; 1996), “the hard problem” of explaining consciousness. The 
definition of consciousness is contested, but for Chalmers (and Wendt) its essential 

quality is “the experiential aspect of mind,” the feeling of being conscious (Wendt 2015: 
15; cf. Nagel 1974). 

 

The problem is hard because, for materialism, there is a substantial “explanatory gap” in 
resolving how our subjective experience of being conscious could arise from purely 

material foundations (Wendt 2015: 15). One suggestion posits consciousness as a 
phenomenon that emerges from the complexity of brain structures, emergence being 

the idea that “qualitative novelty” could manifest through the organization of constituent 

parts lacking said quality (Ibid.: 16). Yet, emergence does not hold wide currency within 
the philosophy of mind, and even in natural science it is contested (Ibid.). 

 
The corollary of this understanding of dualism and materialism is that subjectivity itself 

becomes a problem, and should accordingly be reduced or eliminated from scientific 

inquiry (cf. Wendt 2015: 66; Jackson 2008: 133). At the extreme, consciousness and 
free will become illusory (Wendt 2015: 17; cf. Wegner 2002). Nevertheless, scientific 

inquiry is arguably dependent on subjectivity because science is based on observation 
statements, as opposed to “facts.” Thus, whatever objective facts may exist for us to 

scientifically inquire about, they must necessarily implicate our subjective apparatus, 

both as input (observations) and output (statements of said observations). Therein lies 
the tension. But seeing as the tension could derive from the either-or logic implicit in 

fundamental dualistic separability, it could potentially be alleviated through the both-and 
logic implicit in the non-separability exemplified by neutral monism. 
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4. Quantum Social Science 
 
A pressing question, however, concerns the relevance of introducing quantum physics 

into IR discourse. Arguably, there are several merits to Wendt’s quantum-inspired 

analysis of ontology and social theory. After all, IR has been the locus of “Great 
Debates,” e.g., on the relationships between ideational and material factors, agency and 

social structures, or naturalistic and anti-naturalistic research designs (Wendt 2015: 1). 
By inquiring into ontology and epistemology, such debates are necessarily metaphysical 

and thus, for some, hampered by the usually associated impedimenta. Indeed, despite 

substantial metatheoretical efforts, the situation still appears adversarial and intractable, 
with the lack of consensus on fundamental matters serving as a plausible detriment to 

epistemic progress (Ibid.). Nevertheless, positions on these philosophical issues, 
whether explicit or implicit, are consequential in structuring research by virtue of their 

function as theoretical, methodological, empirical, and conceptual frameworks, and 

further, entail ramifications for normative and policy interpretations (Ibid.). 
 

Wendt (2015: 2) argues that the impasse owes to the mind-dependence of social 
phenomena. Thus, research unavoidably entails assumptions (e.g., “about the mind”) 

that could readily be contested by critics invoking different assumptions (Ibid.). Taking a 

cue from the philosophical sentiment that the persistence of debates with no 
appreciable progress is indicative of an erroneous assumption on all sides, he finds 

motivation to uncover whether there is such an assumption in the philosophy of social 
science (Ibid.). As noted, from a quantum perspective one could argue there is: the 

assumption “that social life is governed by the laws of classical physics” (Ibid.). 

 
The prospect of untangling the mind-body problem therefore presents one merit (Wendt 

2015: 5). While some might question its pertinence to social science, the problem could 
subsume several major philosophical debates. Firstly, “Explanation vs. Understanding” 

in social epistemology, where naturalists or positivists, asserting the unity of natural and 

social science, contest with anti-naturalists or interpretivists, insisting that social science 
differs in kind because human action is driven by meanings that require interpretation 
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(Wendt 2015: 5-6; cf. Hollis and Smith 1990). Secondly, the “Agent-Structure” problem 
in social ontology, where individualists claim that social structures are reducible to the 

properties and interactions of independent agents, but holists contend the opposite 
(Wendt 2015: 6; cf. Wight 2006). And finally, the underlying debate between 

materialists, who maintain that material conditions sufficiently explain social life, and 

idealists (or “idea-ists”), who argue that ideas perform an “autonomous or even decisive 
role” (Wendt 2015: 6) The latter would be an antecedent, in that ideas are prior to 

meanings and social structures (Ibid.). However, the mind-body problem would 
subsume all of them, if “ideas are dependent on consciousness” (Ibid.). Comparably, 

the mind-body relation could be considered an extension of the subject-object relation. 

 
4.1 Consciousness and the agent-structure anomaly 
 
Consciousness is therefore significant, but consciousness is also notoriously 

problematic. This exemplifies two reasons for examining quantum theory in context of 

social ontology and the mind-body problem. Firstly, because it could yield a scientific 
explanation of consciousness (Wendt 2015: 5). Secondly, because it implies that the 

problem (thus, derivatively, the agent-structure problem) has been inappropriately 
framed by relying on classical assumptions29 (Ibid.: 7). Relatedly, in social ontology, 

both agents and structures are considered problems in their own right, respectively due 

to the conscious aspect of subjectivity and the unobservable nature of social structures 
(Ibid.). 

 
Wendt (2015: 7) argues that their designation as problems is an understatement, for in 

accordance with the classical worldview, neither conscious subjectivity nor 

unobservable structures should exist, which makes them bona fide anomalies. And 
illustratively, while some do treat them as such by appeal to illusion, others might be 

reluctant to draw this conclusion (Ibid.). Nevertheless, neither need be real to have 
utility for scientific inquiry (cf. Ibid.: 26-27), and no matter how unresolved, these 

metaphysical issues do not preclude scientific endeavors. But the routine application of 

29 Notably, fundamental separability. 

64 



 

agents and structures under various guises in social theory reveals a cumbersome 
tension which could be seen to warrant ontological investigations, even exploratory 

ones (Wendt 2015: 7; cf. Wight 2006). 
 

Indeed, although the causal closure has received little attention within social science, 

the discipline is undoubtedly thoroughly influenced by classical physics, and 
consequently its metaphysical assumptions (Wendt 2015: 11-12). This is particularly 

true for the ontology of positivism30, but even interpretivism, despite rejecting the 
majority of the positivist assumptions, is affected (Ibid.: 12-13). Interpretivism advances 

the epistemological argument that the study of intentional social phenomena is not 

amenable to the methods and premises of natural science, but generally abstains from 
positively addressing the ontological implications of this stance, effectively ceding the 

ground on ontology (Ibid.: 13). However, if tacitly acquiescing to a de facto ontology 
framed in classical terms, then why should intentional phenomena be treated differently 

(Ibid.)? Or to the contrary, if rejecting such an ontology, then what are they presumed to 

be physically? Correspondingly, the interpretivist repudiation of naturalism implicitly 
pertains to classical naturalism, and is therefore conditioned by the classical worldview 

(Ibid.). 
 

4.2 Intentional agents 
 
Even if conceding that explaining consciousness sui generis is not an exigency in social 

science, the regular reliance on intentional phenomena represents an issue because 
they contradict classical physics (Wendt 2015: 14). Wendt’s reasoning is this: As per the 

mind-body problem, consciousness is a hard problem and an anomalous feature within 

the classical worldview (Ibid.). Nonetheless, consciousness could still be considered 
“presupposed by intentional phenomena” (Ibid.). Hence, if consciousness cannot be 

accommodated then neither can intentional phenomena (Ibid.). Even on the 
interpretivist insistence on the autonomy of social science, intentional phenomena 

30 See Wendt (2015: 12-13) for ten illustrative considerations. 
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should be consistent with the laws of physics, but this prospect appears precarious 
under a classically framed ontology (Ibid.: 13-14). 

 
There is thus utility in this line of inquiry. However, consciousness is generally neglected 

in social scientific discourse, even though the basic objects of study, humans, 

presumptively are conscious (Wendt 2015: 18). Positivism pursues objective and 
generalizable statements along the lines of natural science, and so the infeasibility of 

third-person observation is adequate reason to practically ignore it, but intentional states 
are still regularly attributed to human beings (Ibid.). As for interpretivism, there is 

pronounced interest in subjectivity, but this does typically not involve its experiential 

aspect (phenomenology, psychoanalysis, and feminist theory aside) (Ibid.: 19). In lieu of 
individual experience, interpretivism primarily emphasizes shared factors, such as 

language and norms, or intersubjectivity and related concepts (Ibid.: 18-19). There is 
thus reluctance toward consciousness per se, as epitomized in interpretivist philosophy 

by Wittgenstein, Foucault, and Habermas all attempting to elude a “philosophy of the 

subject” and, in their view, the accompanying yoke of Cartesian dualism (Ibid.: 19). 
Indeed, contemporary social science is seemingly under a “taboo” on consciousness as 

subjectivity31 (Wendt 2015: 19; cf. Wallace 2000). 
 

Yet, both positivism and interpretivism alike draws on intentionality, and thereupon on 

tacit assumptions about consciousness, if the former depends on the latter (Wendt 
2015: 18-19). Intentionality signifies how mental states, e.g., “beliefs, desires, and 

meanings,” are inherently “about,” or transitively point to, something else (Wendt 2015: 
19; cf. Jacob 2019). It is prevalent throughout social scientific discourse, and not always 

intentionally so (Wendt 2015: 19). That is, the study of unintended consequences relies 

on a contrast with the intended, and even categorically non-intentional structural and 
evolutionary theories assume micro-level purposive action (Ibid.). And if institutions 

represent collective intentions, macro-level intentionality is also implied (Wendt 2015: 
19; cf. Searle 1995). 

 

31 Comparably, the concept of agency is vastly underdeveloped (Wight 2006: 11). 
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The philosophical debate on the intentionality-consciousness relation is therefore of 
significance, and while some contend that the former depends on the latter but others 

vice versa, attitudes recently appear to have converged on the opinion that 
“consciousness is the irreplaceable source of intentionality and meaning” (Siewert 2011: 

17, quoted in Wendt 2015: 20). Although contested (cf. Siewert 2011: 16-19), Wendt 

(2015: 20) considers it a sufficient basis (and a necessary stipulation) for his unfolding 
argument by concluding that “intentionality depends ontologically on consciousness.” 

Searle (1992) similarly maintains that “a complete theory of intentionality requires an 
account of consciousness” (Searle 1992: 132, quoted in Wendt 2015: 20). 

 

4.3 Invisible structures 
 

Structures were also claimed to be anomalous. In contrast to micro-level agents, 
however, structures constitute social systems at the macro level, and the study thereof 

does correspondingly not involve the mental states of individuals (Wendt 2015: 23). This 

follows from macro-level behavioral patterns being “multiply realizable” at the micro 
level of agents (Ibid.). That is, a variety of different intentions and reasons held by 

individuals can produce the same macro-level outcome, so the latter does not depend 
on specific mental states (Ibid.). Nevertheless, the nature of social structures is a topic 

of considerable debate, and some conceptions do depend on intentional phenomena. 

Wendt (2015: 23) argues that structures would therefore be anomalies and suggests 
that their invisibility is a symptom, stemming from the mind-body problem and posing a 

“threat of reification.” 
 

His argument is centered on whether hypothetical outside observers (i.e., “ETs” [sic]) 

could see social structures, and exemplified by the state and three common structural 
readings of its ontology (Wendt 2015: 23; cf. Wight 2006: 215-225). First, the state is 

regarded as an agent or “person,” and accordingly assumed to have its own beliefs and 
interests along with a capacity for rational behavior and purposive action (Wendt 2015: 

23). Naturally, it is not a real person, after all it lacks a visible and material body, but 

being constituted by real people bound together by social structures and acting “as if” 
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they were a unitary agent, it is often treated as such (Ibid.). Second, it is explicitly 
regarded as a social structure, as an array of institutions facilitating collective action 

toward common purposes and public goods (Ibid.: 24). But while the state might be 
partly defined through material border fences etc., institutions in toto are not material 

objects (Ibid.). Third, it is regarded as a practice, the totality of the material practices of 

the numerous individuals acting as its representatives (Ibid.). But while this aspect of 
the state might be visible through its agents, the social structure that provides their 

identity as agents of the state would not be visible (Ibid.). 
 

Indeed, whereas artifacts or surrogates of the state are visible in that they are material, 

the state itself cannot be physically located anywhere in space (Wendt 2015: 24). For 
Wendt (2015: 24), far from being a material object, the state is “collective intention, an 

object of thought.” Thus, prior to being either agent, structure, or practice, “[t]he state is 
a state of mind” (Ibid.). This applies to social structures in general because, in contrast 

to the structures of natural science, their subvening properties are primarily intentional 

as opposed to material states (Ibid.: 24, 252). Whether beliefs, identities, norms, or 
institutions, social structures become actualized by the agency of people acting on 

these states, and although, as practice, there is also a material aspect to this process, 
any alleged absence of intentionality would forgo practice for behavior32 (Ibid.: 252). 

Social structures are intrinsically mind-dependent and, perhaps analogously to 

consciousness, not found “in” the brain but within the mind (Ibid.: 24-25). 
 

The problem, then, is not that social structures are invisible. Unobservable but 
nonetheless theoretically knowable “entities” have been advantageously incorporated 

into the paradigms of critical and scientific realism (Wendt 2015: 25; cf. Chalmers 2013: 

219; Ladyman 2002: 129). The problem is that this conception of social structure is 
inconsistent with materialist ontology (Wendt 2015: 25). And so, if consciousness is an 

epiphenomenal or illusory anomaly that cannot be reconciled with this framework, the 
same applies to social structures (Ibid.). 

 

32 As in “behaviorism,” which avoids intentionality (Wendt 2015: 22). 
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The upshot is that presupposing and utilizing social structures, regardless of this 
discrepancy, is tantamount to reification (Wendt 2015: 25). Social structures are often 

treated as objects that exist externally in the world, but from the classical worldview, 
such unobservable objects cannot exist (Ibid.). And although many admonish against 

reifying them into material “things,” this underlines the point, for unless fundamentally 

material they are not coherent with a framework derived from classical physics (Ibid.). 
Therefore, if the causal closure that constrains social science defers to classical 

physics, the positing of invisible social structures inevitably becomes reification (Ibid.). 
 

Wendt (2015: 25, 28) does not argue that social structures do not exist or exhibit causal 

powers, nor that intentional phenomena cannot figure in social scientific explanations. 
Rather, their inconsistency with the classical worldview warrants a reevaluation of this 

very basis, and an assessment of how an alternative quantum framework might fare 
instead (Ibid.: 22, 25, passim). The corollary of a classical causal closure is “a de facto 

dualism between mental and material phenomena” (Ibid.: 28). This manifests as “two 

incompatible ontologies … the ontology of subjectivity and free agency, on the one 
hand, and that of things or objects and their relations in the external world, on the other” 

(Freundlieb 2000: 238, quoted in Wendt 2015: 28). 
 

An aspiration to substantiate the naturalist notion of one singular and coherent reality 

would indicate that irreconcilable dualisms should be transcended (Wendt 2015: 28). 
Yet, if his argument that such dualism follows from the classical premise is correct, 

transcendence via the mind-body problem (or the subject-object relation) as classically 
framed would appear futile (Ibid.). A common assumption regarding the mind-body 

problem is that the mind compounds the problem because the material nature of the 

body is evident, but a quantum perspective imparts a significant qualification, inasmuch 
as matter belies its classical conception (Ibid.: 29-30). Whether a similar framing issue 

applies to the mind is more contested, however, Wendt presents a plausible argument 
that it might. This follows next. 
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5. Quantum Interpretation and Neutral Monism 
 
The implications of quantum theory are notoriously contested, which is exacerbated by 

substantial interpretive problems because, if complete, empirical adjudication is not 

sufficient (Wendt 2015: 70). Interpretation therefore necessitates metaphysics, but 
seeing as classical metaphysics is challenged, there is no interpretive background 

providing a baseline (Ibid.). Wendt (2015: chapter 4) discusses five interpretations: one 
instrumentalist, two materialist, and two idealist. Only one leads to neutral monism and 

will accordingly be presented here. This interpretation is ontologically idealist since, 

against materialism, it assumes “that mind plays an irreducible role in nature” (Ibid.: 
72-73). 

 
Despite being “idealist,” however, Wendt (2015: 81) maintains that it is still ontologically 

“realist,” contrary to the traditional reading of idealism as rejecting scientific access to an 

externally existing world. This is so because the latter reading “presupposes that 
realism implies materialism, which is precisely what idealist views of quantum theory 

reject” (Ibid.). Rather, quantum idealism proposes that “consciousness is objective and 
real, but not reducible to material stuff” (Ibid.). The two idealist interpretations further the 

argument in distinctive ways: one positing consciousness as an exogenous factor 

entering via human observation in the measurement process, the other as an 
endogenous factor arising by virtue of “primitive” mentality being inherent to sub-atomic 

particles (Ibid.). Neutral monism follows from the latter. 
 

5.1 The Bohm interpretation 
 
While there are several variations, an early argument was submitted by Bohm (Wendt 

2015: 85). It challenged the orthodoxy of the instrumentalist Copenhagen interpretation 
through an observationally equivalent theory incorporating “hidden variables,” which 

was deemed unnecessary due to the conviction that a complete description had been 

established and no alternative reading was possible (Ibid.: 86). Consequently, the 
approach did not garner significant traction until the 1970s when, ironically, it became 
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regarded in support of the classical worldview, owing to its amount of classical features 
(Ibid.). However, Bohm advocated a non-classical ontology, particularly emphasized in 

later works, by attributing primitive mentality to wave functions (Ibid.). 
 

According to Bohmian mechanics (cf. Bohm and Hiley 1993), but against other 

interpretations, “particles are real material objects with definite positions and 
trajectories” (Wendt 2015: 86). The Uncertainty Principle precludes direct knowledge 

prior to measurement, making them hidden variables, but employing a rewritten 
Schrödinger equation enables ex-post calculation (Ibid.). Likewise, the wave aspect also 

describes a real phenomenon, envisaged as a field and referred to as the “quantum 

potential” (Ibid.). It performs the purpose of guiding particle movement toward some 
observed outcome (Ibid.: 87). Both particle and wave are therefore fundamental, 

separate yet indivisible, entities of quantum systems (Ibid.). Consequently, the wave 
function is no longer a complete description because particles with definite positions 

exist hidden within the quantum potential (Ibid.). 

 
The Bohm interpretation seemingly adheres to the classical worldview as it posits 

several classical features (Wendt 2015: 87). Firstly, particles are material objects (Ibid.). 
Secondly, waves refer to real phenomena, akin to the fields of classical physics (Ibid.). 

Thirdly, it proceeds in an ontologically deterministic and causal manner (Ibid.). Fourthly, 

it obviates extraneous mechanisms behind wave function collapse by ascribing it as an 
artifact of measurement (Ibid.). Finally, it upholds the subject-object distinction since 

observers as such are not a necessary part of the equation (Ibid.). However, the 
quantum potential exhibits additional non-classical features, highlighted by the 

metaphysical issue of what it is, the answer to which is “active information” (Ibid.: 

87-88). 
 

This information is objective, in accord with the conventional definition (Wendt 2015: 
88). But, whereas Bohm and Hiley consider conventional information to be “passive” 

(i.e., it requires a subject to utilize it), information on their account is active because it 

“exercises causal agency on its own” (Ibid.). This is an “informational” rather than 
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mechanical form of agency, whereby particles are provided information about their 
environment through the quantum field, effectively lending a “perspective” (Ibid.). 

Information is therefore “a fundamental aspect of reality,” but information being active 
leads to a further implication (Ibid.). 

 

That is, given the “indivisible union” (i.e., non-separability) of particle and wave (or 
quantum field), primitive mentality is as inherent to particles as to the quantum field 

(Wendt 2015: 88). According to Hiley and Pylkkänen (1997), this interpretation still 
leaves us with a “physical” world, although one conditioned by “subtle” and “mental” 

physicality (Wendt 2015: 88). Followingly, they characterize Bohm’s position as 

“objective idealism,”33 in that “idealism” points to the irreducibility of mind, and 
“objective” to its ontological independence from human observers (Wendt 2015: 88; cf. 

Hiley and Pylkkänen 1997: 76). This is panpsychism, the notion that “[m]ind is not 
exclusive to human beings, or even organisms in general, but goes all the way down in 

nature” (Wendt 2015: 88). 

 
5.2 From panpsychism to neutral monism 
 
Wendt (2015: 110) employs a Schopenhauerian strategy to elucidate the merits of 

panpsychism and neutral monism. Specifically, he explicitly embraces the first-person 

perspective provided by our subjective experience as a means to further a metaphysical 
argument he claims could potentially close the explanatory gap and solve the 

mind-body problem (Ibid.: 109-110). This is a bold statement, particularly from the 
purview of contemporary social theory, since positivism, interpretivism, critical theory, 

and post-structuralism alike treats the experiential aspect of subjectivity as a 

complication best circumvented (Ibid.: 110-111). For some, this approach would not be 
scientific (Ibid.: 111). Similarly, involving metaphysics is sure to garner skepticism on 

the grounds that it amounts to mere speculation ill-suited for legitimate scientific practice 
(Ibid.: 109). 

 

33 In contrast to the subjective or monistic idealism of, e.g., Berkeley. 
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Nevertheless, materialism itself is a metaphysical assumption, one faced with notorious 
difficulties in explaining consciousness to boot (Wendt 2015: 109; cf. Nagel 2012). And 

at least for quantum theory, metaphysical debates seem to be the sole recourse, 
inasmuch as pure physics presently offers no direction for conclusively adopting one 

interpretation or the other (Wendt 2015: 109). So even if conceding that his 

metaphysical construal cannot be scientific per se, he maintains that it can be “rational,” 
that is, “consistent with known facts, logical in argument and coherent in structure” 

(Ibid.). 
 

The ontology in question consolidates panpsychism and neutral monism34, the latter 

being held to presuppose the former but not vice versa (Wendt 2015: 111; cf. 
Stubenberg 2018: 8.1). Whereas panpsychism conceives fundamental reality as a 

duality of mind and matter, neutral monism sees further reason to explain duality by 
virtue of a more fundamental layer (Wendt 2015: 111). Although giving rise to the 

distinction between mind and matter, this “underlying reality” is “neither material nor 

mental”35 (Ibid.). Monism thus points to the ultimate unity of reality, but in contrast to the 
monistic configurations of classical materialism and (subjective) idealism, respectively 

situating either matter or mind as fundamental, neutral monism rejects both of these 
positions (Stubenberg 2018). Its genealogy could be traced to Spinoza and Hume, 

however, there are disagreements over this designation and the genesis is usually 

attributed to Mach, James, and Russell, the term having been coined by the latter 
(Stubenberg 2018: 4; Wendt 2015: 126). For Russell, a clear appeal was its parsimony 

along with, precisely, its potential to solve the mind-body problem (Stubenberg 2018: 
6.1, 6.2). 

 

 
 

34 See Holman (2008) and Silberstein (2009) for comparisons. 
35 This is the traditional reading. More contemporary readings employ a both mental and 
material view (Stubenberg 2018: 1). Wendt does not address this distinction, even 
though his argument is arguably more in accord with contemporary accounts. 
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5.2.1 Panpsychism and quantum brain theory 
 

Panpsychism, although often rejected as an “absurd” doctrine36, has found expression 
throughout the history of philosophy (Wendt 2015: 112-113; cf. Skrbina 2005). 

Moreover, recent influential contributions by Seager (1995) and Chalmers (1996) have 

spurred a revival unfolding through the philosophy of physics, quantum brain theory, 
and the philosophy of mind. Indeed, partly encouraged by quantum physics, 

panpsychism has become reinstated as a “philosophically respectable” position (Wendt 
2015: 113-114). For panpsychism, consciousness is not contingent on human 

consciousness; that is, our reflexive experience of self-consciousness is not a limitation 

on consciousness sui generis (Ibid.: 114-115). How consciousness, or “psyche,” is 
defined differs within the discipline, but Wendt (2015: 115) proposes a definition in line 

with “subjectivity” in the social theory of the phenomenological tradition. 
 

This conceives consciousness as three phenomenologically interrelated yet “analytically 

distinguishable” features: Cognition, Experience, and Will (Wendt 2015: 115; cf. 
Kawade 2009). Cognition corresponds to conscious and sub-conscious thinking, 

including computational functions such as information processing, use of memory, and 
learning (Wendt 2015: 115). Experience is analogous to feeling, not as emotions, but in 

relation to sensory input and the bare sense of being (Ibid.: 116). While cognition might 

in principle be observable (e.g., in computers), experience is an inherently personal 
affair only knowable from the inside, making it the crux of the mind-body problem (Ibid.: 

115-116). Finally, will is connected with “mental causation,” the notion that 
consciousness appears to exhibit causal powers (Ibid.: 116). In contrast to the passive 

quality of cognition and experience in reflecting reality, will is active in intentionally 

extending outward to shape reality, and could therefore be seen as integral to our own 
impression of agency (Ibid.). 

 
Panpsychism maintains that consciousness is intrinsic to matter, both organic and 

inorganic (Wendt 2015: 114, 119). Since the latter is more relevant to the mind-body 

36 This is Searle’s view (cf. Skrbina 2005: 236). 
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problem (Ibid.: 119), the argument for consciousness in organisms is omitted (cf. Ibid.: 
116-118). For inorganic matter, the reasoning rests on quantum theory. Specifically, 

subjectivity (or “proto-subjectivity”) is identified with “the formalism of quantum 
mechanics” and analyzed by way of a first-person perspective (Ibid.). According to 

David Chalmers (1997), “[t]his way, we locate experience inside the causal network that 

physics describes, rather than outside it as a dangler … And importantly, we do this 
without violating the causal closure of the physical” (Chalmers 1997: 29, quoted in 

Wendt 2015: 119). This, however, presupposes quantum brain theory. 
 

Quantum brain theory reinterprets the common analogy between brains and computers 

in quantum terms, that is, by reference to “qubits” in superpositions of 0 and 1 as 
opposed to well-defined “bits” of 0 or 1 (Wendt 2015: 95). The central hypothesis states 

that elementary-level quantum processes become amplified and sustain superposition 
at organismic level, while subsequently constraining the deep functioning of the brain 

through downward causation (Ibid.). This involves continuous transformation of 

environmental information from macro to micro level, before information is returned to a 
decoherence-free “internal quantum state” within the brain, thus enabling quantum 

computational processes (Ibid.: 95-96). 
 

The theory is contested because it contradicts the “Neuron Doctrine,” a foundational 

tenet of neuroscience situating neurons as the smallest explanatory units of relevance 
(Wendt 2015: 96). Although acknowledging the presence of quantum processes in the 

brain, its proponents argue that wave functions are bound to decohere at the molecular 
level, making the inclusion of quantum mechanisms superfluous in explaining neural 

behavior (Ibid.). The “decoherence problem” is therefore a substantial challenge for 

quantum brain theory, yet, mutatis mutandis, the Neuron Doctrine is also confronted by 
difficulties, not least the hard problem of consciousness (Ibid.). Considering how the 

former theory could be a step toward solving the latter problem does, to that end, 
provide some impetus for closer examination, regardless of the pertinent but still 

unresolved issues within neuroscience (Ibid.). 
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5.2.2 Particle consciousness 
 

Presupposing quantum brain theory specifies cognition as an underlying quantum 
process whereby thinking occurs within the wave function, significantly, “a structure of 

potentiality which has no separable parts and, by definition, cannot be observed” 

(Wendt 2015: 120). As a “quantum computer,” the brain can simultaneously explore 
several opportunities up till the point where one possibility becomes actualized in 

conscious awareness (Ibid.). So for particles, if cognitive processes are inherent to any 

wave function (cf. the Bohmian quantum potential), perhaps “thinking” would be 

involved in producing the outcome when particles actualize in wave function collapse 

(Ibid.). Unfortunately, such a conjecture would be unobservable (from a third-person 
perspective), inasmuch as observation would prematurely collapse the wave function 

(Ibid.). Moreover, any potential trace of thought would be lost upon collapse because, 
unlike for humans, there is no “continuity of identity” seeing as particles are not alive 

(Ibid.). 

 
Experience is identified with wave function collapse. That is, for particles, experience is 

the internal perspective of the collapse of their own wave function (which is a 
constitutive claim, in contrast to arguments by, e.g., Wigner (1962) that consciousness 

causes collapse37) (Wendt 2015: 120). Whereas external observation shows a reduction 

from several possible states to an actual state, the internal perspective involves a 
“differentiation of phenomenal content,” leading to the realization of one conscious state 

over other possible states (Ibid.). Wendt (2015: 120) emphasizes how experience, on 
this view, is not epiphenomenal: firstly, because consciousness performs a crucial 

function “in bridging the past, present, and future” (cf. 5.3); and secondly, it being 

epiphenomenal would indicate another factor capable of mounting a better explanation. 
The failure of materialist third-person accounts thus leads him to conclude that 

proposing a first-person account of collapse-as-experience should not be deemed 
redundant a priori (Ibid.: 120-121). 

37 This is the idealist “Subjectivist Interpretation” of quantum theory (cf. Wendt 2015: 
81-85). 
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Lastly, will is the “force” that induces wave function collapse (Wendt 2015: 121). 
Although this presents will in causal terms, its influence is not the “mechanical” action 

associated with Aristotelian efficient causation (which is notoriously absent in wave 
function collapse, and perhaps relatedly, “is at least an awkward way to describe mental 

causation”38) (Ibid.). Rather, a different Aristotelian conception of causality is elicited. 

Approaching causation from an external perspective, Heisenberg and others perceived 
wave functions as “tendencies,” “propensities,” or “dispositions,” which indicates a 

directed quality that cannot be reduced solely to probabilities (Ibid.). However, 
dispositional understandings do not account for the phenomenological aspect of willing 

or mental causation, so to further probe for a cause behind collapse it is fruitful to turn 

inward (Ibid.). That is, reconstitute quantum-level matter as “agency” or “process”39 
(Ibid.: 122). 

 
This frames matter as spontaneous, active, and causally driven by an internal force 

(Wendt 2015: 122). Contrary to the retrospective quality of efficient causation (i.e., 

causes being prior to effects), the experience of agency entails being prospectively 
directed toward future ends in the teleological manner of Aristotelian final causation 

(Ibid.). Furthermore, while the classical representation of causality is ontologically 
deterministic, agency denotes a sense of freedom (Ibid.). The experience of free will 

being another hard problem, attempts have followingly been made to resolve the issue 

by regarding free will as a result of sub-atomic indeterminism, but this line of reasoning 
is generally dismissed in view of indeterminism not capturing the full extent of “will” 

(Ibid.). Nevertheless, such rejections do not consider how an internal perspective might 
alter the premise, so that “what appears on the outside to be random could be willed on 

the inside” (Ibid.). Indeed, wave function collapse could be construed as a “choice” 

made by particles in reaction to measurement (Ibid.). 
 

38 See Wendt (2015: 175-176, 256-257) for discussions on mental causation. 
39 Here, Wendt follows Weyl, who followed Leibniz (Wendt 2015: 122; cf. Sieroka 2007; 
2010). Bohm and Hiley’s active information has “similarly intentional connotations” 
(Wendt 2015: 122, footnote 51; cf. Bohm and Hiley 1993). 
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Even so, additional qualifications are in order since particles are, after all, notably 
different from organisms. Specifically, there is no internal structure, they are not 

necessarily ordered with each other, and as mentioned, do not persist over time after 
wave function collapse (Wendt 2015: 122-123). Particles are purely process rather than 

process-cum-substance, which complicates attributions of subjectivity inasmuch as 

subjectivity is contingent on a subject, and the argument is not that particles are 
“subjects of experience” as such (Ibid.: 123). Correspondingly, there is a panpsychist 

distinction between mentality (i.e., subjectivity) in organisms and elementary-level 
“proto”-mentality (Ibid.). However, this only substitutes the necessity to explain how 

consciousness could emerge from entirely material matter with the necessity to explain 

how it could emerge from proto-mental matter (Ibid.). 
 

5.2.3 Quantum coherence 
 

This “combination problem” involves two central questions. The first, similar to the 

“binding problem” facing materialist models, relates to how the transient 
proto-mentalities of sub-atomic particles could stabilize into a coherently consolidated 

experience of consciousness in organisms (Wendt 2015: 123). The second pertains to 
the conditions for life by inquiring into the pronounced difference between animate and 

inanimate macroscopic matter (Ibid.). Expressly, if consciousness is intrinsic to matter, 

are rocks also conscious? While “strong” panpsychism might argue affirmatively, Wendt 
(2015: 123-124) sees reason to avoid this position, particularly because he considers 

quantum brain theory to provide a compelling answer to both questions. 
 

On this account, the essential difference is quantum coherence (Wendt 2015: 124). 

Usually, particles decohere through interaction. Taking wave function collapse as an 
analog of experience would then suggest that experiences, albeit “subjectless,” are 

ubiquitous throughout matter as a function of particle interaction (Ibid.). Absent quantum 
coherence, however, there is no means by which these experiences become organized, 

hence they amount to nothing more than transitory events immediately lost upon 

collapse (Ibid.). A rock would therefore not be conscious, i.e., have experience, even if it 
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were composed of particles with momentary experiences. But, as per quantum brain 
theory, the brain continuously upholds quantum coherence, despite the inevitability of 

decoherence in environmental interaction (Ibid.). Accordingly, the transient sub-atomic 
experiences become integrated and comprehended as a whole, which provides 

continuity by enabling memory formation and storage (Ibid.). Quantum coherence thus 

generates the human experience of consciousness, which also distinguishes this 
manifestation of mentality from the proto-mentality of particles (Ibid.). 

 
Returning to the mind-body problem on this background reveals how the issue could 

have been “incorrectly” framed from the outset, which makes sense if classical 

materialism (or fundamental separability) is no longer presupposed (Wendt 2015: 
124-125). That is, a panpsychist solution would not be premised on consciousness 

emerging from matter as such, but rather, on mind and matter being fundamentally 
continuous (Ibid.). This enables integration of both mind and matter within a physical 

and naturalistic framework, and an explanation of how consciousness manifests 

differently under distinctive conditions (Ibid.). Yet, one might still ask how compelling 
this solution really is when, in situating both the objective and the subjective as 

fundamental realities without explaining the distinction, the corollary is an explanatory 
gap that is both epistemological and ontological (Ibid.: 125). 

 

Panpsychism by itself therefore faces an added explanatory difficulty, and one with 
parsimony too (Wendt 2015: 125). Here, there are two responses. The first is to 

supplant mind and matter with a more fundamental unit, conceived as information40, and 
consider it a brute fact that information exhibits objective and subjective aspects (Ibid.). 

While leaving the distinction unexplained, treating it as a brute fact means that it cannot 

be explained as it is just that, a fact of nature (Ibid.). The second, however, comes from 
neutral monism, and attempts to explain how the subject-object distinction itself 

40 E.g., Wheeler’s (1990) “it from bit,” a variation on the Subjectivist interpretation (cf. 
Wendt 2015: 83-84, 125). There are also neutral monist perspectives on ultimate reality 
as informational (cf. Stubenberg 2018: 5.1). 
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emerges41 from a fundamental, but neither mental nor material, “sub-stratum” of reality 
(Ibid.: 126). Finding empirical footing in quantum theory, several arguments have 

recently been extended in favor of the position, both by philosophers of mind and 
quantum theorists42 (Ibid.). 

 

5.3 Quantum neutral monism 
 

One proposal, due to Atmanspacher and Primas43, posits “temporal symmetry-breaking” 
as an explanation for how the distinction emerges by employing a quantum approach to 

the “hard problem” of time (Wendt 2015: 126). The problem is the contradiction between 

two incompatible expressions of time, the mental “A-Series” and the physical “B-Series” 
(cf. McTaggart 1908). The former corresponds to the subjective experience of “tensed” 

time as a successive continuity of Now-moments, constantly moving from past to future 
(Wendt 2015: 126-127). Although the time of Now always changes it still forever 

remains Now, granting the present an ontological privilege which in comparison makes 

past and future seem unreal (Ibid.: 127). 
 

The latter corresponds to the “tenseless” time described by physics (Wendt 2015: 127). 
Here, there is no basis for privileging the present as the only temporal relation is the 

symmetrically bidirectional dyad of before/after (Ibid.). It conveys a sense of eternity 

seeing as the before/after relation never changes (Ibid.). Whereas the A-Series is “time 
as Becoming,” the B-Series is “time as Being,” and the challenge is how to reconcile the 

two when the former, informed by our subjective experience, sees time as nothing but 
flow, and the latter, informed by the causal closure of physics, sees the flow of time as 

illusory (Ibid.). 

41 As noted in 3.4, emergentism is contested. However, this pertains to the classical 
worldview because “there is little disagreement that [ontological emergence] exists in 
the quantum world” (Wendt 2015: 256; cf. Silberstein and McGeever 1999). 
42 See, e.g., Holman (2008), Velmans (2008), Silberstein (2009), Robinson (2012), and 
Seager (2013) for the former, and Lockwood (1989), Bohm (1990), Vitiello (2001), and 
Pylkkänen (2007) for the latter. 
43 See Atmanspacher (2003), Primas (2003; 2007; 2009), and Atmanspacher and 
Primas (2006). 
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Atmanspacher and Primas utilize a largely unnoted property of the laws of physics, 
namely that when applied to a closed system the laws are “time-reversal invariant” 

(Wendt 2015: 127). Under this condition, equations generate two equivalent solutions, 
one “forward-moving” and one “backward-moving” (respectively analogous to efficient 

and final causation) (Ibid.). In standard practice, the second solution is commonly 

discarded since final causation is assumed to be of no physical relevance, and the 
majority of quantum theoretical applications are therefore time-asymmetric, regarding 

quantum systems as solely dependent on the past (Ibid.). 
 

As the Delayed-Choice Experiment showed, however, time-symmetric approaches 

incorporating future measurements into current descriptions of the state of a system are 
equally permissible (Wendt 2015: 127). According to Price (1996), the propensity to 

disregard backward-moving solutions reflects a bias based on preconceived but 
well-ingrained conventions, rooted in classical conceptions of causality (Wendt 2015: 

127-128). Indeed, as quantum theory thoroughly complicates causation, there is 

arguably no rationale for the a priori rejection of backward-moving causation (Wendt 
2015: 128; cf. Price and Corry 2007). 

 
Time-symmetry augments the B-Series claim that the unidirectional flow of time is not 

an essential feature within the domain of physics, but if so, what would occasion our 

A-Series experience of time as flow (Wendt 2015: 128)? Atmanspacher and Primas 
maintain that a suitable answer cannot be provided under materialist ontology (Ibid.). 

Seeing as the A-Series presupposes experience, the absence of sufficient materialist 
accounts would seem to necessitate the inclusion of consciousness (Ibid.). Thus, the 

principal framework is shifted from time-asymmetric quantum theory (because it 

describes the material world only) to a “generalized quantum theory” describing a 
substratal reality devoid of time and a mind-matter distinction (Ibid.). 

 
The existence of such a fundamental level is, as mentioned, the core tenet of neutral 

monism, and quantum physics lends credence by theorizing a strikingly similar reality: 

the “zero-point field” or “vacuum,” a “plenum of background energy from which new 
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particles continuously and spontaneously emerge” (Wendt 2015: 128; cf. Vitiello 2001). 
This “holistic” level of reality is completely symmetrical, which means that within its 

parameters wave-particle duality, thus by extension mind-matter duality, and tensed 
time do not exist (Wendt 2015: 128). It features prominently in several quantum 

philosophical models, notably, as “pre-space” in Wheeler, “implicate order” in Bohm, 

“Ultimate Reality” in d’Espagnat, and “Source” in Jahn and Dunne (Ibid.). Atmanspacher 
and Primas link it to the notion of “unus mundus” developed by Jung and Pauli, and 

refer to it as “X” (Ibid.). 
 

Establishing the primacy of X enables the next stage of their argument. On this account, 

“the emergence of time” is “a process of “temporal symmetry-breaking” from the 
timeless unity of X” (Wendt 2015: 128). Symmetry breaks down as a consequence of a 

system’s environmental interactions, that is, constantly and ubiquitously (Ibid.: 128-129). 
This effects two “semi-groups” that evolve in diametric temporal directions, but 

dissimilar to the ideal case with a closed system, they are not mathematically 

equivalent, although they are still correlated (i.e., entangled) and therefore quantum 
complementary (Ibid.: 129). One proceeds forward in time as per the criterion of efficient 

causality, while the other recedes backward in time as per the criterion of final causality 
(Ibid.). Moreover, while the former is connected with material states, the latter is, 

significantly, connected with mental states (Wendt 2015: 129; cf. Primas 2003: 94). 

Hence, “the emergence of the arrow of time is the “interface” through which the 
distinction between mind and matter itself emerges” (Wendt 2015: 129; cf. Uzan 2012). 

 
Relating this proposal to his own Schopenhauerian procedure, Wendt (2015: 129) sees 

congruence on the grounds that the teleological quality of human action seems to 

conform to the retrograde qualification of time and causality. Indeed, whereas a material 
third-person perspective might analyze human behavior as “pushed” by anterior 

material interactions, a phenomenological first-person perspective might instead 
analyze it as “pulled” by posterior reasons (Ibid.). On the whole, both mind and 

matter-energy “is emerging continuously in pervasive processes of temporal 

symmetry-breaking from an underlying monistic reality” (Ibid.). 
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Human beings, as organisms, are inexorably coupled to this process (Wendt 2015: 
129). Thus, we experience both of the unique expressions of time and causality: in 

being material bodies, we are affected by the mechanical influence of efficient causality; 
in being conscious subjects, we effect the teleological influence of final causality (Ibid.). 

Yet, for all the convenient virtues of this integrated approach to ontology, Wendt (2015: 

130) emphasizes in closing how there is still much work to be done before it could be 
convincingly presented as a genuine solution to the mind-body problem. Even so, it 

does offer an intriguing methodology for future development (Ibid.). 
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6. IR Ontology 
 
Quantum theory provides a useful perspective on neutral monism, which illustrates how 

both could be pertinent to social science. However, similar monist perspectives have 

been submitted within IR without reference to physics. Jackson (2008) associates it with 
Weber. He criticizes “a dualist approach to the social sciences” and explores the merits 

of “social science built on monistic premises” (Ibid.: 146), by arguing that the 
“Enlightenment dream of a presuppositionless social science that can aspire to 

transcendental truth is philosophically unsustainable” (Ibid.: 130). 

 
His article44 questions whether scientific knowledge represents a reflection of the world, 

or rather a perspective on the world (Jackson 2008: 130). “Virtually all of the IR 
discussions” about “the philosophical foundations of empirical inquiry” presuppose the 

former, and therefore that social science should produce “descriptive and causal 

inferences that portray the world ‘as it really is’” (Ibid.). Thus, IR theory should mirror the 
true nature of the world. From neopositivist falsificationism or critical-theoretical 

argumentative consensus to scientific realism, the same implication follows: “the ideal 
social science would be a completely presuppositionless one,” that is, separated from 

the subjectivity of observers since it would inevitably distort the true objective nature 

(Ibid.). 
 

The attainability of this goal is debatable, as illustrated by the failure of logical positivism 
and the ensuing realization that perspectives irreducibly matter in the production of 

knowledge (Jackson 2008: 130). If observation is theory-dependent, experience is by its 

nature guided by language and concepts, and attempts to reestablish “classical 
objectivity” as the proper means to obtain scientific knowledge have as yet been 

unsuccessful45 (Ibid.). Nevertheless, this “drive for classical objectivity” and the 
presupposition of a presuppositionless social science have been preeminent and 

44 See Jackson (2010) for a further development. 
45 Jackson (2008: 130, footnotes 6-8) refers to Lakatos (1978), Popper (1979), Bhaskar 
(1979), Searle (1995), and Habermas (1975; 1990). 
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substantially influential on research, while alternative approaches have been largely 
disparaged (Ibid.). 

 
But if this ideal is as unattainable as he contends, the implications for research would be 

equally substantial. As a symptom of its preeminence, he identifies a “conceptual 

confusion” regarding method and methodology, a distinction he deems critical (Jackson 
2008: 131). Whereas method corresponds to various techniques for collecting and 

analyzing data, methodology is the philosophical “concern with the logical structure and 
procedure of scientific enquiry” (Sartori 1970: 1033, quoted in Jackson 2008: 131). But 

given the methodological dominance of classical objectivity, ostensibly methodological 

discussions have been conflated with discussions of method (Jackson 2008: 131). 
Followingly, there have been few genuinely methodological discussions (Ibid.). 

 
His proposal is to “give up the Enlightenment dream, and re-envision social science as 

an irreducibly partial and perspectival endeavour” (Jackson 2008: 131). This revisioning 

invokes the tradition of Weber, whereby social science is reframed as the “systematic 

application of a consistent set of culturally specific analytical premises” (Ibid.). That 

would entail the abandonment of classically objective claims of certainty and appeals to 
evenhandedness, the latter in favor of meticulous pursuit of the implications of a given 

premise, regardless of the likelihood of one-sided results (Jackson 2008: 131; cf. Weber 

1999: 154-155). Moreover, it would require a considerable awareness of ontology, not in 
the scientific realist sense of positioning ontology prior to epistemology and 

methodology, but in the sense of “foregrounding” ontology by actively keeping it in mind 
when reflecting on the conditions of knowledge production in research (Jackson 2008: 

132). This would clarify the terms of engagement and encourage critical debate on such 

crucial yet frequently overlooked conceptual issues (Ibid.). 
 

Classical objectivity expresses a particular conception of scientific knowledge and 
practice, so although arguably the majority view, it is not the only alternative (Jackson 

2008: 132). “Classical” signifies how it predates quantum theory, postmodernism, and 

the “linguistic turn” (Ibid.). As noted, dualism constitutes the ontology of classical 
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objectivity, and the primacy of objectivity is established through two central dualist 
tenets: “externality” and “determinacy” (Ibid.: 132-133). On the former, “things in the 

world exist independently of the knowledge practices through which people come to 
apprehend them” (Ibid.). On the latter, “things that people are apprehending have a 

more or less determinate character, some kind of dispositional essence that both gives 

rise to and sets limits on the kinds of knowledge-claims that can be validly constructed 
about them” (Ibid.: 133). Externality and determinacy thus impinge upon epistemology, 

which generates the methodological drive for classical objectivity (Ibid.). As will be 
illustrated by an engagement with Waltz’s (1979) ontological commitments, externality 

and determinacy feature centrally in Neorealist structuralism, and thus in the conceptual 

framework that constitutes negative security. 
 

6.1 Waltzian essentialism 
 

The drive for classical objectivity also finds clear expression in Waltz (1979). Hvidsten 

(2016: 12, 29) classifies his structuralism as “essentialism,” a set of “internally 
connected ontological, epistemological and practical-philosophical commitments out of 

which an understanding of the relation between IR and international politics may be 
fashioned.” The ideal-typical form conceives international politics as ontologically 

grounded in an immutable essence, where the epistemological role of theory should be 

to reflect the essence and then, through a practical-philosophical commitment, inform 
practitioners about it (Ibid.: 12). International politics is thus bifurcated into the objective 

and the subjective, respectively, its underlying essence and the contingent 
understandings of its practitioners (Ibid.: 28). 

 

In Waltz’s ontology, these correspond to structure and agency, and IR theory is 
considered a vehicle for reflecting the structure (Hvidsten 2016: 29). His conception of 

structure is likened to physical surroundings since it is similarly held to enable or 
constrain particular ways of acting and being (Ibid.). It therefore becomes crucial that 

theory accurately reflects the structure, in order to enlighten practitioners so that they 

can conform to its logics (Ibid.). Thus, whereas the subjective aspect of agency is 
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adaptable, the objective structure is fundamentally given and not contingent on how it is 
understood (Ibid.). 

 
However, Hvidsten (2016: 29) points out that the absolute separation of structure and 

agency flounders in the final analysis. Waltz maintains that social structure is “a 

principle of arrangement,” and in international politics the structural principle is 
supposedly anarchy (Hvidsten 2016: 29; cf. Wendt 1999: 98; Waltz 1979: 80). But 

Wendt’s canonical counterargument is that there is no singular “logic of anarchy” 
because anarchy could readily be associated with different structural forms (Wendt 

1999: 247; cf. Wendt 1992). Furthermore, Hvidsten (2016: 29) argues that the principle 

of arrangement is not anarchy but rather self-regard, as indicated in Waltz’s statement 
that “[i]nternational-political systems … are formed by the coaction of self-regarding 

units” (Waltz 1979: 91, quoted in Hvidsten 2016: 29). Self-regard actuates the 
“international imperative” of “take care of yourself!,” and prompts the analysis that a 

state is inexorably “constrained to take care of itself” (Waltz 1979: 107, 109, 201, quoted 

in Hvidsten 2016: 30). Yet, self-regard is not a characteristic of objective structure, but 
of subjective agents46 (Hvidsten 2016: 29). 

 
For Hvidsten (2016: 30), Waltz’s inability to maintain complete separation between 

structure and agency demonstrates how the essentialist ambition to identify a purely 

objective structure is problematic, in that subjectivity will eventually surface through 
social phenomena. Indeed, “[i]nternational politics cannot be completely abstracted from 

the self-understandings of the agents involved in international politics” (Ibid.). While both 
anarchy and self-regard could be considered social structures, neither would fit the 

essentialist criterion of “objective” structure, inasmuch as they are socially constructed, 

i.e., mind-dependent, structures. 
 

 

46 Similarly, Wendt (1992: 394) argues that “self-help” does “not follow either logically or 
causally from anarchy,” nor from structure at all, but from “process.” Incidentally, 
process is significant for non-separability (cf. 7.6). 
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6.2 Waltz, Wendt, and ontology 
 

The appearance of consequential agential subjectivity in Waltz’s objective structure is 
noteworthy since his ontology is materialist and individualist (Wendt 1999: 6). 

Materialism reflects a position in the material-ideational debate on structural theorizing 

in IR, which concerns the relative significance of material and ideational factors (Ibid.: 
23). Although both positions recognize that ideas play a unique role, materialism posits 

that any non-material force is of secondary effect to the primacy of material forces 
(Ibid.). For Waltz, a primary material force in his conception of structure is the 

“distribution of capabilities,” e.g., economic and military resources (Ibid.: 99). 

 
Individualism reflects a position in the agent-structure debate, which especially 

concerns the extent of the effect of structures on agents, that is, whether and how (i.e., 
causally and/or constitutively) it affects their properties (e.g., identities and interests) or 

their behavior (Wendt 1999: 26). In the latter case, structures “constrain” the behavior of 

agents, but in the former, they “construct” their properties (Ibid.: 26-27). Individualism is 
generally related to causal effects on behavior, but rejects constitutive effects on 

properties since this would preclude the possibility of reducing structures to the 
properties and interactions of independent individuals (Ibid.). 

 

Further probing of Waltz’s ontology will reveal persistent problems with separability, 
despite his attempts to maintain clear separations in line with dualism. However, before 

elaborating this argument it is necessary to highlight the salient ontological 
considerations that sustain it. Wendt’s (1999) Social Theory presents a seminal critique 

of materialism and individualism in structural theorizing, while also providing an 

alternative ontological perspective through idealism and holism. These ontological 
differences will be particularly informative for the question of separability. 
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6.2.1 Materialism vs. idealism 
 

Against materialism, Wendt (1999: 23) argues that separating the effects of material 
and ideational forces is not so straightforward, and illustrates the point with the common 

tendency to equate “power and interest” with material forces, juxtaposed to “ideas” in 

causing outcomes. But if the effects of power and interest were initially constituted by 
ideas this would complicate such separation (Ibid.). His idealism advances the latter 

position by upending materialism and situating the fundamental basis of society in “the 
nature and structure of social consciousness ( … the distribution of ideas or 

knowledge)” (Ibid.: 24). 

 
The conception of social structure as a distribution of ideas or knowledge entails a 

variety of functions, but significant in the present context is the assertion that structure 
contributes to constitute identities and interests (Wendt 1999: 24). Furthermore, while 

idealism does not reject the role of material forces, they are considered secondary by 

virtue of being constituted by ideas that imbue them with certain meanings for agents in 
the first place (Ibid.). There is thus a concomitant emphasis on constitutive effects and 

relationships, in contrast to the causal effects and relationships favored in materialist 
explanations (Ibid.).  

 

Wendt (1999: 135) introduces the constitutive argument that the distribution of power 
(e.g., capabilities), a primary structural factor in materialist accounts, derives its 

meaning from being “constituted in important part by the distribution of interests,” and 
further, that interests are “constituted in important part by ideas.” He emphasizes how 

this does not imply that ideas are either “autonomous from” or more decisive than power 

and interest, but it does imply that their effects are ultimately dependent on the ideas 
that constitute them (Ibid.). Hence, far from being adversarial to ideational explanations, 

“[p]ower and interest explanations presuppose ideas,” which contrasts with the 
Neoliberal argument that ideas and institutions more readily explain state behavior: 

“That treats ideas in causal terms which, while important, is not enough. The issue of 

“how” ideas matter is not limited to their causal effects” (Ibid.). 
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Correspondingly, materialist explanations implicitly incorporate cultural aspects, so only 

by removing “the discursive conditions of possibility” would the effects of material forces 
sui generis be distinguishable (Wendt 1999: 136). On this “rump” definition of “brute” 

material forces, Wendt (1999: 24, 136) claims that they “explain relatively little of 

international politics.” Furthermore, materiality should not be conflated with objectivity 
since “[c]ultural phenomena are just as objective, just as constraining, just as real as 

power and interest” (Ibid.: 136). His idealist social theory is scientifically realistic (Ibid.: 
64-67, 90-91). There is a “real world,” but it consists of more than purely material forces: 

“in the end there can only be two possibilities, materialist and idealist, because there are 

only two kinds of stuff in the world, material and ideational” (Ibid.: 136-137). 
 

6.2.2 Individualism vs. holism 
 

Against individualism but with holism, Wendt (1999: 26-27) disagrees on the ontological 

description of structure, and the function of its effects, by arguing that these are not 
reducible to the properties and interactions of individuals, and moreover, that structure 

contributes to construct agents by means of both causal and constitutive effects on their 
properties (which usually involves effects on their behavior as well). Whereas 

individualism employs a bottom-up perception of social life as an aggregate of 

independent agents, holism reverses the perspective with a top-down viewpoint that 
follows from the irreducibility of social structures (Ibid.: 26). The main point of contention 

is thus on constitutive effects and the implications thereof (Ibid.). 
 

Wendt (1999: 171) argues that culture exhibits constitutive effects, hence, “there is at 

least some sense in which the relationship between agency and structure is not one of 
“interaction” but of “mutual constitution” instead.” Accordingly, he rejects the individualist 

assumption of agents as independent of other agents for the holist notion of agency as 
intrinsically relational (Wendt 1999: 171; cf. Emirbayer 1997). Agents being constituted 

by social structures is associated with Rousseau and Hegel, who saw thought as 

inherently contingent on language (Wendt 1999: 171). Furthermore, agents being 
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constituted by their relation to other agents is a central assumption shared by several 
traditions within social science47 (Ibid.: 172). 

 
A succinct expression of the ontological differences between individualism and holism is 

found in the philosophy of mind (Wendt 1999: 172). This involves intentionality as a 

mental phenomenon that is about something, and the debate on how such mental 
representations are constituted, or where they are “located” (Ibid.). For individualism, 

“they exist solely in the heads of individuals. Mental contents are “about” the world but 
do not presuppose it” (Ibid.: 172-173). In this respect, individualism is analogous to 

“internalism,” a position underpinned by Descartes, Locke, Berkeley, and Hume (Ibid.: 

173). For Descartes48, thoughts exist independent of the world, and internalism 
accordingly posits that the contents of individuals’ mental states do not logically 

presuppose neither the world nor other people, which also implies culture (Ibid.). 
 

As mental states are private and not dependent on others, they sufficiently explain 

behavior and intentional action, which means that societies, as an aggregate of the 
properties and interactions of independent individuals, are explainable via reduction 

(Wendt 1999: 173). Contrary to internalism, however, the majority view is “externalism,” 
which holds that “the content of at least some mental states is constituted by factors 

external to the mind” (Ibid.). Thought is not prior to but dependent on society (Ibid.: 

174). Explanations of behavior via desires and beliefs will therefore inevitably involve 
environmental factors, deriving from a society that cannot be reduced to individuals 

(Ibid.: 173-174). 
 

6.2.3 Interaction/process 
 
Besides materialism and individualism, a “neglect of interaction” establishes the basis of 

Neorealist structuralism (Wendt 1999: 17). This relates to Waltz’s attempt to uphold 

47 E.g., structuration theory (cf. Giddens 1984; Bhaskar 1986). See Wendt (1999: 172) 
for others, including references. 
48 Note the relation between individualism and “Cartesian theory of mind” (Wendt 1999: 
173, footnote 98; cf. Markova 1982; Wilson 1995). 
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separation between theorizing at the systemic and the unit level, similar to his concern 
with a clear separation of structure and material forces from agency and ideational 

forces (Ibid.: 16). For him, the analysis of state interaction, i.e., “process,” does not 
pertain to systemic theory, since the latter applies to international politics, not foreign 

policy, and seeks to disclose systemic tendencies and constraints, not state action 

(Ibid.). Interaction theories aim to explain actions and followingly belong to the unit level 
(Ibid.: 16-17). 

 
Nevertheless, Wendt (1999: 318) contends that “[a]ll structural theories presuppose a 

theory of the social process that underlies structure,” and although implicit and 

underdeveloped, process is present in Waltz’s theorizing through the mechanisms of 
competition and socialization. As per individualism, these represent structural effects on 

behavior by means of reward or punishment (Ibid.). Competition follows a materialist 
logic described in terms of Darwinian natural selection and socialization ostensibly 

follows an idealist logic, but whereas a “thick” understanding of socialization would see 

properties as affected by norms, Waltz’s “thin” rationalist understanding limits the effect 
to behavior (Ibid.). Although Waltz acknowledges the possibility of property effects (cf. 

Waltz 1979: 76), focusing on behavior enables him to conceptualize norms as 
behavioristic patterns instead of shared ideas, which maintains a materialist 

underpinning (Wendt 1999: 101). However, a problematic consequence is the added 

difficulty with distinguishing between behavior induced by norms or by other conditions, 
which could undermine the application of norms and socialization (Ibid.). 

 
Moreover, Neorealist discourse generally avoids socialization as social factors are 

deemed unimportant, and correspondingly rejects the possibility that socialization could 

affect state properties as this would undermine a materialist structural ontology (Wendt 
1999: 102). These parameters restrict Waltz to his reductionist conceptualization of 

socialization, which facilitates the employment of a structural ontology without 
substantial social dimensions, but arguably inhibits its explanatory significance (Ibid.). 

For Wendt (1999: 319), this leaves Waltz’s treatment of process incomplete by 

repudiating the social aspect of structure and reducing the effects of socialization to 
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behavior. A mainstay of his own structural theory is construction effects, which is more 
readily explained by an idealist ontology (Ibid.). 

 
Another key element is, precisely, process, that is, how foreign policy practices 

(unit-level factors in Waltz’s view) sustain and transform both state agents and systemic 

cultures (Wendt 1999: 313). This situates process prior to structures and agents 
because both are ultimately effects of human practices (Ibid.). Thus, neither social 

structures nor agents, whether corporate or biological individuals, exist independent of 
the social practices that instantiate their being (Ibid.). Although practices are regulated 

by preexisting structures and embodied by preexisting agents, the frame of reference by 

which they are “preexisting” also presupposes a stable social practice to constitute them 
as such (Ibid.). Hence, “[a]gents and structures are themselves processes,” a 

perspective that engenders the statement that “anarchy is what states make of it” 
(Wendt 1999: 313; cf. Wight 2006: 7). 

 

6.3 Neorealist problems and Wendt’s structural response 
 

Over and above ontology, criticism of Waltz and Neorealism could be specified through 
three problems. Firstly, the paradigm seems unable to explain structural change49, 

particularly change that is not reducible to material transitions in the distribution of 

power (Wendt 1999: 17). Secondly, it is underspecified, in that some central hypotheses 
are not falsifiable, e.g., the application of state balancing because almost any foreign 

policy, even contradictory ones, could be taken to signify balancing behavior (Ibid.: 
17-18). Thirdly, one might question whether it sufficiently explains the essential 

characteristics it ostensibly does (Ibid.: 18). Waltz’s argument that power politics and 

balancing are tendencies solely attributed to a structure of anarchy was famously 
challenged by Wendt (1992) for relying on the assumption that anarchy necessarily 

produces a self-help system (Wendt 1999: 18). However, this is not a consequence of 
anarchy, but rather of states commonly employing an egocentric approach toward 

49 See Ruggie (1983), Ashley (1984), Walker (1987), Wendt (1992), and Kratochwil 
(1993). 
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security (Ibid.). Furthermore, states do not always behave egocentrically, and this could 
potentially transform the “logic” of anarchy (Ibid.). 

 
The upshot is that “even when the character of the international system conforms to 

Neorealist predictions, it does so for reasons other than Neorealism is able to specify” 

(Wendt 1999: 18). Expressly, its explanations fall short of apprehending the 
comprehensive context by omitting significant variables that do not accord with its 

conceptual framework. A purely material and immutable structural essence is arguably 
not the solitary factor behind the formation of egocentric self-help systems, the 

subjective understandings of the agents within that system about the system itself, 

along with their understandings about themselves, others, and the world, also 
irreducibly matters. Importantly, these understandings can change, and with them, the 

systemic structure, but Neorealism cannot account for this by means of its ontological 
commitments. 

 

Indeed, for Wendt (1999: 20), these problems follow from the Neorealist 
conceptualization of structure and its ontology. He correspondingly reorganizes the 

ontological framework along the perspectives of idealism, holism, and interaction or 
process (Ibid.: 20-21). Firstly, idealism reconceptualizes the quintessential characteristic 

of “international” structure as a social, as opposed to strictly material, phenomenon 

rooted in the “distribution of knowledge” (Ibid.: 20). This implies that “the character of 
international life is determined by the beliefs and expectations that states have about 

each other” (Ibid.). Thus, both the meaning and the effects of “material power and 
interests” are inherently contingent on the system’s social structure, particularly on the 

dominant culture of anarchy (Ibid.). 

 
Secondly, holism entails a reconceptualization of structure that sees the international 

system as a major determinant in the construction of state identities and interests 
(Wendt 1999: 20-21). Against the individualist restriction on state construction to causal 

effects on behavior, the international system is additionally held to causally and 

constitutively affect state identities (Ibid.: 21). While the domestic level is another key 
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contributor, state identities are notably enabled by and embedded in overarching 
systemic conditions (Ibid.). Finally, he emphasizes the relevance of interaction or 

process for systemic theory by arguing that the “logic of anarchy”50 cannot be separated 
from process, and that interaction itself is “structured” (Ibid.). 

 

Interaction is analyzed as a distinguishable level situated between the unit and the 
structural level (Wendt 1999: 147). While different in “nature and effects” from structure 

at the structural level, this level also has structural configurations (e.g., “desires, beliefs, 
strategies, and capabilities”) (Ibid.: 147-148). Moreover, theories pertaining to inter-state 

interaction are equally interested in the international system, and contrary to the unit 

level, interaction-level theories seek explanations in terms of systemic relationships 
(Ibid.). Interaction would therefore be “structural” and relevant to systemic theory, and 

he accordingly distinguishes between “two systemic levels of analysis:” 
“micro”-structures, i.e., interaction structures describing the world from the perspective 

of agents; and “macro”-structures, i.e., “Waltzian” structures describing the world from 

the perspective of the system (Ibid.: 147, 149). Conjointly, this conceptualization of 
social structure accounts for structural change by reference to changes in the cultures 

of anarchy, and explains these changes by way of dynamic processes in the 
international system (Ibid.: 20-21). 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

50 The term Logic of Anarchy  is due to Buzan, Jones and Little (1993), who similarly 
maintain the relevance of interaction/process. Dissimilarly, however, “they assume that 
anarchies have a certain “logic” independent of process” (Wendt 1999: 21). 

95 



 

7. Waltz, Wendt, and Dualism 
 
A recurring connotation in Wendt’s (1999) critique appears to be a qualification of the 

dualistic absolutes implicit throughout Waltz’s (1979) theory, specifically as regards the 

assumption of fundamental separation of subject and object, agents and structures, or 
mind and matter. Notwithstanding the fact that Wendt’s ontological commitment in 

Social Theory is explicitly dualistic (cf. Wendt 1999: 137; Wendt 2006: 185-186), there 
are notable differences in how dualism manifests in their respective theories. Typically, 

while Waltz attempts to maintain categorical separability between purportedly 

independent phenomena, Wendt counters by showing how non-separability conditions 
interdependent phenomena. On that account, Waltz is far more in line with dualism as 

fundamental separability. These differences surface in all of the ontological 
disagreements pinpointed by Wendt. 

 

7.1 Materialism-idealism (non-)separability 
 

Regarding materialism-idealism, as noted, Waltz assigns primacy to the former and 
Wendt to the latter, while both acknowledge a distinctive yet secondary role for the 

other. Nevertheless, in Waltz’s conception of the agent-structure relation, structure is 

unconditionally material and constituted by an immutable essence (cf. dualistic 
determinacy) that exists independent of the knowledge practices of agents (cf. dualistic 

externality). Hence, structure is fully separable from agents. Furthermore, structure 
affects agential behavior, but since structure is immutable, agents do not affect 

structure. In parallel with dualism, structure belongs to the external world of materially 

objective “things,” while agents (or agency) belong to the internal realm of ideationally 
subjective “thoughts.” 

 
Because thoughts are contingent representations or understandings of things, structure 

is primary and sets the parameters, which is reflected in the essentialist endeavor to 

disclose and convey its true nature (cf. the drive for classical objectivity). Resultantly, 
ideational factors could for all intents and purposes be minimized or disregarded in 
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systemic theorizing (cf. Wendt 1999: 92-93, 102, 370-371). Given the metaphysical 
conditions of dualism, separating subjective from objective aspects is paramount as 

subjectivity in general becomes a potential impediment to accurate scientific knowledge 
(cf. Wendt 2015: 66). It is therefore consequential, perhaps even emblematic, that the 

subjective self-regard of agents is deeply implicated in the supposedly objective 

structure posited by Waltz, as this would challenge his absolute separation of structure 
from agents. 

 
Conversely, the idealism advocated by Wendt differs in crucial ways. Above all, 

ideational forces are deemed primary, however, this is by virtue of the supplementary 

provision that the respective effects of material and ideational forces are not so readily 
separable. The claim is not that these cannot even in principle be separated (cf. brute 

material forces), but rather that, in practice, professedly material forces routinely and 
unwittingly incorporate ideational forces. The primacy of the latter is thus due to the 

former being constituted by ideas, that is, embedded in a cultural context that 

presupposes them. Correspondingly, ideational forces are neither more important than 
nor independent from material forces, as the two are held to be complementary, and 

Wendt (1999: 137) resolutely rejects “a subjectivist approach to social theory in which 
all that matters is how individual agents perceive the world” (cf. Ibid.: 371). 

 

This inferred non-separability is further evident in his conception of structure. While 
classified as a social phenomenon grounded in the distribution of knowledge, any social 

structure will necessarily encompass three distinguishable yet interrelated elements: 
“material conditions, interests, and ideas” (Wendt 1999: 139). Each element bears a 

different explanatory role, and they could therefore be analytically separated as if they 

were discrete “structures,” on the caveat that such separation would be a heuristic 
device since “[i]n the end for any given social system there is just structure, in the 

singular” (Ibid.). If so, they are “equally necessary to explain social outcomes,” and 
structural theorizing should accordingly aim to ascertain how these systemic 

components interconnect in their totality (Ibid.). 
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7.2 Individualism-holism (non-)separability 
 

A comparable concern with separability appears through individualism-holism, and their 
links to internalism and externalism. If, as internalism proclaims, thoughts are 

independent of the world (cf. dualistic externality), a straightforward separation of 

subjective thoughts and objective things would be appropriate. Mental states would not 
depend on others, and reduction to the properties and interactions of individuals would 

be a viable means of explaining structure and society. Furthermore, “[m]ost 
individualists treat identities and interests as exogenously given,” i.e., not in process (cf. 

dualistic determinacy) (Wendt 1999: 27, 366). As agents are ontologically independent 

and their properties are given, constitutive effects are ruled out. Hence, agents are fully 
separable both from other agents and from structure. 

 
The connection between (methodological) individualism and the classical assumption of 

atomism lends emphasis, as the central atomist claims are mirrored in Waltz’s premise: 

objects can be reduced to the properties and interactions of smaller objects; their 
properties are definite (cf. dualistic determinacy); and they are fully separable (cf. 

dualistic externality) (cf. Wendt 2015: 60-61). However, as noted, quantum physics 
challenges each of these, and further, suggests holism. Moreover, internalism is 

challenged on philosophical grounds by externalism51, a key implication of which is that 

external context contributes to constitute the thoughts of individuals. This context can be 
cultural, which means that thoughts are not independent of the world but rather 

constitutively presupposes it by being logically dependent on social relations (Wendt 
1999: 175). Externalism therefore precludes individualist reduction and also suggests a 

holist ontology (Ibid.: 174). 

 
Wendt’s account of holism emphasizes both constitutive effects and the relational 

quality of agency, whereby agents are constituted by social structures and by their 
relation to other agents. The agent-structure relation is thus contingent on a mutual 

51 Owing to two influential thought experiments, see Wendt (1999: 174-176; cf. Putnam 
1975; Burge 1979). 
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constitution that questions the assumption of separability in atomist terms. However, 
similar to his attempt to integrate material and ideational forces as jointly necessary, he 

advocates a “synthetic view” on individualism and holism (Wendt 1999: 178). To this 
end, he defends a “rump” individualism whereby culture also exhibits causal effects on 

agents, attributed to an independent explanatory role for mental states, and rejects a 

“radical” holism that would preclude such effects (Ibid.: 178-179). 
 

On a radical reading (e.g., Giddens’ structuration theory), agents are constituted solely 
by culture, which means that they are in no way independent of culture and therefore 

cannot figure in causal relationships with it (Wendt 1999: 179-180). Interaction, an 

important factor for Wendt, would accordingly not be possible seeing as the existence of 
distinct entities is a necessary precondition (Ibid.: 180). This would render the 

agent-structure relation a “duality” only, and not a “dualism” (Ibid.). His “moderate” 
holism thus seeks a synthesis of both holist duality and individualist dualism, where 

agents are at once dependent on yet independent of culture, and the agent-structure 

relation is both “mutually constituted” and causally “co-determined” (Ibid.). 
 

He attempts to resolve the paradox by differentiating between “individuality per se,” the 
self-organizing properties that do not depend on social contexts, and “the social terms 

of individuality,” the properties that do depend on culture because they are definitions of 

the Self made by reference to the perspectives of the Other (Wendt 1999: 181-182). 
Whereas the former corresponds to Mead’s (1934) conception of the “I” and supports 

the individualist intuitions about individuality, the latter corresponds to the “Me” and 
supports the holist intuitions about its social aspects (Wendt 1999: 182). 

 

By virtue of this distinction, both self-organizing and social properties contribute to 
constitute agents (Wendt 1999: 183-184). Consequently, the agent-structure relation is 

simultaneously independent in a causal manner and dependent in a constitutive manner 
(Ibid.: 183). Moderate individualism and moderate holism would therefore be 

compatible, if methodologically different, modes of inquiry (Ibid.: 184). Radical forms of 

either, however, including Waltz’s individualism and Giddens’ holism, fall short of 
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apprehending the comprehensive context by treating their own stipulations in absolutist 
either-or terms (Ibid.). 

 
7.3 Interaction/process (non-)separability 
 

Finally, separability recurs through interaction or process. For Waltz, “unit-level” or 
“reductionist” theories seek explanations by way of the properties and interactions of 

systemic parts (e.g., state agents), while “structural” or “systemic” theories seek 
explanations by way of the structure of the international system (Wendt 1999: 145). 

Structural theorizing solely pertains to the latter, which is premised on structure being 

ontologically independent, with effects that are equally separate, from the properties 
and interactions of agents (cf. dualistic externality and determinacy) (Ibid.: 145-146). 

Hence, structure is fully separable from agents. Nevertheless, as noted, interaction 
through the social processes of competition and socialization is implicit even in his 

categorically “structural” theory. Moreover, attributing interaction exclusively to the unit 

level could be an issue52, particularly if interaction has “emergent effects” not strictly 
reducible to properties (Ibid.: 145). 

 
Indeed, Wendt’s theory is premised on micro-structural interaction. As an intermediate 

level, it bears resemblance to both the unit and the macro-structural level, while still 

remaining distinct. Similar to the former, it involves unit-level attributes and seeks to 
explain the behavior of agents (Wendt 1999: 147). But dissimilarly, it includes external 

context through an “outside-in” perspective, as opposed to the “inside-out” perspective 
of property theories (Ibid.: 145). The relationships between systemic parts thus play a 

key role in explaining outcomes, and add a social aspect because intentional agents 

“take each other into account” through interaction, which influences their choices (Ibid.: 
148). For instance, in bargaining, “the outcome for each depends on the choices of the 

others” (ibid.) That is, outcomes are interdependent by definition. Furthermore, these 
social contexts indicate that interaction is structured (Ibid.). Since outcomes are affected 

52 E.g., “[t]he distinctiveness and significance of the interaction level is an important 
theme of Keohane and Nye’s study of interdependence” (Wendt 1999: 145; cf. Keohane 
and Nye 1989: 260-264). 
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by situational structures they cannot be explained solely by the attributes of agents 
because “what matters is how they interact, the outcome of which is emergent from 

rather than reducible to the unit-level” (Ibid.). 
 

These systemic characteristics are then commonalities shared with the macro-structural 

level. The dissimilarity is, again, perspectival, as micro-structures typify the bottom-up 
viewpoint of agents while macro-structures typify the top-down outlook of the system, 

respectively mirroring individualist and holist positions (Wendt 1999: 147, 150). 
Micro-structural analysis is generally aligned with methodological individualism 

(particularly rational choice theory), while holism tends toward macro-structural 

explanations, sometimes to such an extent that the interaction level is, as with Waltz, 
entirely omitted (Ibid.: 150). This holist neglect of interaction is equally problematic, 

particularly because structures at the macro level “are only produced and reproduced by 
practices and interaction structures at the micro level” (Ibid.). 

 

Macro-structures therefore require “micro-structural foundations,” which would be 
pertinent to systemic theorizing (Wendt 1999: 150). However, methodological 

individualism and its commitment to “micro-foundationalism” is faced by a problem in 
“multiple realizability,” the fact that several non-identical combinations of properties and 

interactions could realize an identical macro-level state (Ibid.: 152). That is, particular 

conditions at the unit or interaction level will be sufficient but not necessary for an 
existent macro-state, which would accordingly be “over-determined” and discontinuous 

with micro-level states (Ibid.). Micro-foundationalism can be understood in two ways: On 
a “radical” reading, macro-theories must be strictly reducible to micro-level propositions; 

on a moderate reading, which is the majority view, the effects of macro-structures 

should be identified via micro-level mechanisms (Ibid.: 153). 
 

Multiple realizability is an issue for both (Wendt 1999: 153). Primarily, if a variety of 
micro-level combinations can realize the same macro-level state the latter cannot be 

reduced to the former (Ibid.). But moreover, micro-level information could therefore 

provide superfluous detail (Ibid.: 154). Furthermore, there are causal mechanisms 
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exclusive to the macro level, which would duly go unnoticed by micro-level analyses 
(Ibid.). While the ramifications for individualism is contested, distinguishing between 

“ontological” and “explanatory” individualism is informative since multiple realizability 
does not infringe the ontological commitment of independently existing individuals (like 

agents being constituted by structures would) (Ibid.: 155). Explanatory individualism, 

however, which holds that structural effects are reducible, whether directly or via 
micro-mechanisms, to individual properties and interactions, is “fatally” damaged, 
according to Wendt (Ibid.). 
 

For him, the micro-/macro-structure relation, and the claim that macro-structures cannot 

be reduced to yet ontologically depend on micro-structures, is more readily explained by 
the notion of “supervenience”53 (Wendt 1999: 155-156). Supervenience “describes a 

non-causal, non-reductive relationship of ontological dependency of one class of facts 
on another (mental on physical, social on individual, etc.)” (Ibid.: 156). Macro-facts 

“supervene” on micro-facts when uniformity of micro-states generates uniformity of 

macro-states (Ibid.). In structural terms, social structures supervene on agents 
inasmuch as structural differences presuppose differences among the agents 

constituting those structures (Ibid.). Yet, owing to this non-reductive character, 
structures are still amenable to “relatively autonomous macro-level explanations” (Ibid.). 

 

7.4 Analytically separable yet ontologically interdependent 
 

In the end, the upshot is yet again an appeal to synthesis. Unit, interaction/micro, and 
macro level theories all employ “different objects of explanation,” but each level of 

analysis is distinctively germane to international political theorizing (Wendt 1999: 150). 

The study of systemic structures would consequently be facilitated by pluralistic 
strategies utilizing various tools and methods appropriate to the specific phenomena in 

53 However, as indicated in 3.4, “quantum systems entail a failure of supervenience ” 
(Wendt 2015: 251). Wendt’s (1999) supervenience argument illustrates the subtle 
influence of worldviews because it presupposes classical physicalism, ontological 
individualism, and contradicts externalism (Wendt 2015: 250-251, 254-255). Tellingly, 
separability is the issue for supervenience. 
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question (Ibid.: 155). However, it is important to emphasize the instrumental and 
heuristic quality of this pluralism since ontology inevitably figures as a sui generis issue, 

and it is not given that the relation between the poles of these syntheses would be 
symmetrical. 

 

A case in point regarding interaction concerns two contrasting models of the social 
process (Wendt 1999: 366). The “rationalist model” (apropos individualism) treats the 

properties of agents as exogenously given, ergo as not in process, which limits 
interaction effects to behavioral choices (Ibid.). But the “constructivist model” (apropos 

holism) treats agents as in process themselves, which means interaction influences 

their properties along with their behaviors (Ibid.). The identities of agents thus become 
instantiated and reproduced through interaction, identities which then constitute their 

interests, before leading to behavioral choices (Ibid.). 
 

Nevertheless, these models are not contradictory if they are understood to 

methodologically focus on different aspects of process (Wendt 1999: 366-367). That is, 
for analytical purposes, the rationalist model would be appropriate when one might 

reasonably assume that properties will remain constant throughout the interaction 
event, e.g., over shorter time frames, while the constructivist model would be more 

applicable over the longue durée, when properties could be expected to change (Ibid.: 

367). But significantly, the ontological question of whether agents are exogenous or 
endogenous to the social process still remains (Ibid.). Wendt (1999: 367) contends that 

few rationalists would argue in favor of the former, which would leave rationalism as a 
methodological utility, but not an ontological veracity. Moreover, if agents are 

endogenous then rationalist models will exclude a vital aspect of process that is only 

discernible by constructivist models (Ibid.: 367-368). 
 

This distinction between ontology and analytical expediency similarly applies to 
structure, as it could be useful to separate “material” from “ideational” structure, 

notwithstanding the ontological condition that both material and ideational factors 

ultimately constitute one unitary structure (Wendt 1999: 190). Likewise, and contrary to 
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Waltz, the separation of three distinct levels of analysis is not an expression of 
fundamental separation. At bottom, interaction-level explanations are dependent on the 

unit-level properties that contribute to constitute interaction (Ibid.: 149), and macro-level 
structures are dependent on the interaction-level micro-structures that produce and 

reproduce them (Ibid.: 150, 155-156). The following succinctly captures the ontological 

interdependencies between structures, agents, and interaction/process: “structure 

exists, has effects, and evolves only because of agents and their practices. All structure, 

micro and macro, is instantiated only in process. ... The dependence of structure on 
agency and the social process is both constitutive and causal” (Ibid.: 185). Hence, 

structure is not fully separable from agents, nor from process. 

 
In short, the dualism expressed in Wendt’s (1999) Social Theory differs considerably 

from that of Waltz (1979). For Wendt (1999: 77), social science is unique in that 
“ontologically, its objects do not exist independent of knowledgeable practices.” This 

violates dualistic externality. His refutation of a singular essential logic of anarchy, by 

showing how structure varies through process and depends on ideas, violates 
determinacy and externality in structural terms. His rejection of (ontological) 

individualism and affirmation of holism, by positing agents as in process and dependent 
on others as well as on structure, violates determinacy and externality in agential terms. 

 

Moreover, the ontology of structure is altogether both ideational and material, rather 
than the one or the other, which is incongruous with fundamental separation of 

subjective mind and objective matter. To be sure, there is still a differentiation between 
subject and object, mind and matter, or agents and structures, but agents being 

dependent on structures, structures being dependent on agents, and both being 

dependent on process, effectively belies the provision that they be fundamentally 
separable. Indeed, differentiation, as opposed to fundamental separation, between 

ideational and material aspects of reality would be compatible with the fundamental 
non-separation of a dialectically neutral quantum monism. 
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7.5 Non-separability and the reflexive potential 
 

For all that, Wendt (1999) does not address neutral monism in Social Theory. Yet, a 
problematization of subject-object separability is arguably latent throughout his critique, 

and further, features explicitly in his discussion of scientific realism and social kinds. In 

contrast to natural kinds, social kinds seem to necessitate an idealist or nominalist 
ontology (Wendt 1999: 68; cf. Bhaskar 1979: 48-49). This is because they are “mostly” 

constituted by ideas, which challenges the conventional separation of subject and object 
(Wendt 1999: 68). It is similarly held to challenge a central premise of scientific realism, 

namely, that “the world is independent of the mind and language of individual 

observers” (Ibid.: 51, 68). 
 

Being constituted by ideas, social kinds are not independent, which some 
post-positivists, e.g., Neufeld (1995), take to signify a total collapse of the subject-object 

distinction, and with it, a realist underpinning for science (if not for natural science then 

certainly for social science) (Wendt 1999: 49-50). The latter challenge is particularly 
pronounced for Wendt’s “modernist constructivism,” given the commitment to an idealist 

and holist ontology on top of scientific realism (Ibid.: 47). Under these circumstances, 
such a synthetic via media between positivism and post-positivism would be incoherent 

(Ibid.: 50). His defense of the position proceeds in four parts (cf. Wendt 1999: chapter 

2), but for the present purposes a clarification of the subject-object distinction as it 
relates to social kinds will have to suffice (Ibid.: 50). 

 
Specifically, the ideas that constitute social kinds are collective, not individual, which 

means that even if social kinds are not independent of collective observers they are 

largely independent of the mind and language of individual observers, and thus present 
themselves to individuals as “objective social facts” (Wendt 1999: 75; cf. Wight 2006: 

56). Furthermore, social kinds are in varying degrees also constituted by material forces 
and thus embedded with natural kinds (Wendt 1999: 72-73). Lastly, while natural kinds 

are wholly constituted by self-organizing internal structures, social kinds vary across a 
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spectrum of relational external structures along with internal structures (Ibid.: 73-74). He 
deems such an ontology compatible with scientific realism (Ibid.: 76-77). 

 
On that account, there is a meaningful distinction between subject and object in social 

kinds, yet, this is not always so: “In all but society’s most reflexive moments, there is a 

distinction between subject and object. The distinction is blurred by the fact that all 
observation is theory-laden, but this does not mean it is theory-determined” (Wendt 

1999: 77). Social kinds usually give the impression of being natural facts, which is a 
representative case of reification, that is: 

 

the apprehension of the products of human activity as if they were 
something else than human products .... Reification implies that man is 

capable of forgetting his own authorship of the human world, and further, 
that the dialectic between man, the producer, and his products is lost to 

consciousness (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 89, quoted in Wendt 1999: 

76). 
 

Expressly, “[w]hen social kinds are reified there is a clear distinction between subject 
and object,” but through “reflexivity,” an awareness of how we contribute to constitute 

social kinds, collectives have the potential to “transcend the subject-object distinction” 

and thus reconstitute them (Wendt 1999: 76). While observation is theory-laden in 
social as well as natural science, reflexivity is a consequential demarcation between 

them because it is immanent in social life, and significantly, because as a result “social 
scientific theories alone have the potential to become part of their world as well”54 (Ibid.). 

 

These considerations segue into a concise overview of Wendt’s critique of Waltz and 
Realism since they highlight the principal issue, namely, that structure is assumed to be 

a purely material and objective natural fact, which is not itself in process, and exists 
independent of subjective understandings of it (cf. dualistic determinacy and 

externality). In so doing, Realism reifies one specific culture of anarchy as the essential 

54 This reflects Giddens’ “double hermeneutic” (cf. Giddens 1982: 11-14). 
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structure and, in becoming part of the world by virtue of its prominence, unwittingly 
contributes to reproduce that culture (Wendt 1999: 368). If structure cannot be fully 

separated from the social process, nor from the agents whose ideas are instrumental in 
constituting it and who instantiate it through their practices, the subsumption of a Realist 

worldview by a collective of states will, correlatively, induce a “self-fulfilling prophecy” 

that plays part in generating and sustaining the egocentric self-help system of 
international politics described by Realism (Wendt 1999: 368). Importantly, “[t]he Self in 

the “prophecy” is the community not the individual” (Ibid.: 188). 
 

Conversely, constructivism could disclose the processual nature of these ostensibly 

essential structural constraints, and consequently highlight how structural change is 
possible (Wendt 1999: 369). Correspondingly, “constitutive theorizing enhances our 

collective capacity for critical self-reflection or “reflexivity”,” by inquiring into the 
conditions that constitute and actualize social kinds, and by showing how our practices 

sustain “the seemingly objective social facts,” the “logic of anarchy” included (Ibid.: 

374-375). Crucially, this reflexive potential only pertains to social kinds, seeing as such 
“second-order reflection on themselves” does not bear on “purely material” natural 

kinds55 (Ibid.: 375). Reflexivity provides a potentially emancipatory meta-perspective of 
ourselves and our world that enables a self-conscious rethink, and a subsequent 

choice, about the current trajectory of society (Wendt 1999: 375; cf. McSweeney 1999: 

219). 
 

The same principle applies to the international level, where an emerging “public sphere” 
could indicate an incipient joint awareness among states about their own role in the 

self-fulfilment of the logic of anarchy (Wendt 1999: 375-376). This “collective reflexivity” 

extends a possibility for purposeful self-intervention, e.g., through “constitutional design” 
of institutions, with view to change the underlying logic of international society by 

rationally influencing its evolution (Ibid.). A holist and idealist reconceptualization of the 

55 This still applies under the quantum framework outlined here. Even if natural kinds 
would not be purely material because consciousness is inherent to matter, absent 
quantum coherence, they would not be self-conscious, which seems a precondition for 
reflexivity (cf. Wendt 2015: 114-115). 
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structure of the international system explains how this could be so, and thus produces 
knowledge conducive to changing the system (Ibid.: 376-378). In short, “Neorealism’s 

problematic conclusions about international politics stem from its underlying materialist 
and individualist ontology, [but] by viewing the system in idealist and holist terms we 

could arrive at a better understanding” (Ibid.: 370). 

 
7.6 The ontological contradiction of constructivism 
 
However, Jackson (2008: 150) argues that constructivism faces a challenge with 

internal consistency. That is, if Wendt’s (1992: 396-397, quoted in Jackson 2008: 150) 

claim that “people act toward objects, including other actors, on the basis of the 
meanings that the objects have for them” represents the central constructivist insight, a 

(neutral) monistic ontology seems implied (Jackson 2008: 150). Such an ontology 
presumes “fundamental continuity [i.e., non-separability] of knowledge and the world,” 

which would mean that the knowledge practices of scholars “are by definition implicated 

in the situations under study” (Ibid.). Yet, “many prominent IR constructivists are 
uncomfortable with this implication,” and separate scholarly knowledge practices from 

those of lay actors “so that they can establish truer accounts of situations” (Ibid.: 
150-151). 

 

For Jackson (2008: 151), this only reintroduces dualism and signifies “a tension 
between their scientific ontology … and their philosophical ontology.”56 Whereas the 

former (e.g., individualism) imparts “a catalogue of the entities and objects that a 
particular perspective holds to exist,” the latter (e.g., dualism and monism) imparts “the 

necessarily conceptual basis for making such a claim” (Ibid.). Wendt found himself right 

in the middle of this tension, as one response would be to develop “a more coherent 
ontological dualism,” such as his “thin” constructivism (cf. Wendt 1999; 2000), while 

another would be to examine “the potentials of a more consistently monistic ontological 

56 Analogous to the “contradiction between epistemology and ontology” described by 
Kratochwil and Ruggie (Jackson 2008: 151; cf. Kratochwil and Ruggie 1986). 
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stance,” such as his later “quantum” constructivism (Jackson 2008: 151-152; cf. Wendt 
2006; 2015). 

 
Indeed, as Wendt (2006: 185-186) would realize, Social Theory straddles an 

inconsistent line because “its dualist ontology” makes it “fundamentally Cartesian in its 

worldview,” despite “half” of it being “decidedly anti-Cartesian.” In it, he attempted to 
reconcile natural and social science, while still maintaining the autonomy of the latter. 

However, by unquestioningly presupposing “the classical description of reality as 
defining the metaphysical framework … Social Theory’s solution was a Cartesian 

dualism, but dualism is probably wrong” (Ibid.: 215). This, and the “inability to otherwise 

reconcile consciousness and meaning with the material world,” led him to “a quantum 
approach, with its fundamentally different reality constraint,” and ultimately to a neutral 

monistic ontology (Ibid.). In Quantum Mind, Wendt (2015) revisits the agent-structure 
problem on this alternative background. While an exegesis would be beyond the 

present scope, a brief clarification is in order since it leads back to structuration theory 

(thus McSweeney and positive security), but follows fundamental non-separability to a 
logical conclusion that does not separate it from separability. 

 
Presupposing quantum emergence, whereby “parts and whole are “co-emergent”” 

through entanglement, “agents and structures are both emergent effects of practices” 

(Wendt 2015: 33, 257). On a qualitative definition, social structures (as “norms, rules, 
culture, institutions,” etc.) would then be “mind-dependent or intentional objects, and 

specifically collective intentions in Searle’s sense, involving shared mental states and 
language” (Wendt 2015: 258; cf. Searle 1995). Physically, however, they “are 

superpositions of shared mental states - social wave functions,” and therefore “pure 

potentialities,” but “not classically or really real (much less entities)” (Wendt 2015: 258). 
This ontology is not stratified because “[i]n the real world there are just people and their 

practices, which imply a flat ontology more like Giddens’ structuration theory” (Wendt 
2015: 258 ; cf. Giddens 1979; 1984). Structures are ontologically emergent, not as a 

separable level, but entangled with agents, which “implies a holistic social ontology,” 

where agents embedded in structures “are connected non-locally to each other” (Wendt 
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2015: 259; cf. Bhaskar 1979; Emirbayer 1997). Similarly, agents “are co-emergent, 
because individuals’ minds are not fully separable” (Wendt 2015: 260). 

 
In line with structuration theory and critical realism, “a quantum social ontology suggests 

… that agents and social structures are “mutually constitutive”” (Wendt 2015: 260). Not 

through “reciprocal causation,” because agent-structure entanglement is “a non-local, 
synchronic state from which both are emergent” rather than a process of temporal 

causal interaction (Ibid.). Nor through “co-determination,” because minds and structures 
represent potential, not determinate, states “until they collapse in practices” (Ibid.). 

However, what then of causal powers, interaction, and separability? The key is realizing 

how radical the transmutation afforded by fundamental non-separability really is. 
Causation routinely refers to efficient causation, which presupposes transmission 

between, and temporal separation of, cause and effect (Ibid.: 262). But non-locally 
entangled agents and structures are potentialities that actualize together in emergent 

localized practices through wave function collapse (Ibid.: 265). Moreover, collapse is a 

non-temporal process teleologically willed through final causation (Ibid.: 263-264). Thus, 
“agents are themselves emergent from interaction,” and “the causal power of the 

structures in which they are embedded is not that of efficient causation, but final 
causation” (Ibid.: 266). 

 

That said, a qualification of interaction, as “exchanges between pre-existing 
independent actors,” is required because “it only makes sense if agents are fully 

separable”57 (Wendt 2015: 172). If human agents are entangled and only actualize 
through collapse, induced by “measurements on and by our environments,” it would not 

be interaction as such but rather “intra-action” (Ibid.). This highlights an important 

dialectical point. That is, even if fundamentally non-separable, “the effect of those 
measurements is, if only for a moment, to constitute us as independent agents” (Ibid.: 

173). Indeed, “intra-actions enact agential separability” (Barad 2007: 140, quoted in 
Wendt 2015: 173). 

57 Which means that inter dependence is a misnomer too, but such is the legacy of 
dualism. 
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But if “interaction” denotes strictly causal interaction, it is limited to the actualized 
classical world. Quantum theory is “acausal,” and whether people or particles, before 

“measurement” there is nothing to interact with or causally influence (Wendt 2015: 
237-238). Interaction-as-process, however, is fundamental because processes are 

ontologically prior to substances (Ibid.: 264). This does not mean that either substances, 

efficient causation, or separability are unreal, they do exist in actualized reality, but not 
as such in potential reality. While this differentiates actuality from potentiality it does not 

separate them since reality in toto is ontologically flat, not stratified. Nevertheless, the 
actuality-potentiality relation is dialectically asymmetrical because the latter is more 

fundamental. In short, actualized separability is metaphysically constituted and made 

possible by potentialized non-separability. 
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8. Conclusion 
 
What then constitutes negative and positive security, and how are they different? 

Formally, negative security is constituted theoretically by Realism, positive security by 

structuration theory. Associating the former with Waltz’s (1979) Neorealist structuralism, 
it is constituted ontologically by materialism, individualism, and static process. 

Associating the latter with Wendt’s (1999) constructivist structuralism, it is constituted 
ontologically by “idealism,” holism, and dynamic process. Furthermore, negative 

security is constituted epistemologically by positivism, positive security by 

post-positivism. The former understands security as a property of states, conflictual and 
self-regarding, fixed by structure. The latter understands security as a condition of 

communities, cooperative and other-regarding, adaptable by (human) agency. While 
neither understanding is determined by their premises, their differences are instantiated 

and made possible by them (cf. Wendt 1999: 6). 

 
This is a descriptive answer, however, an interpretive answer could be more 

comprehensive. That is, negative security and its entire premise is constituted by 
fundamental subject-object separability, here associated with dualism. Conversely, 

positive security and its entire premise is constituted by fundamental subject-object 

non-separability, here associated with neutral monism. Illustratively, while negative 
security sees their relation as either-or, positive security sees it as both-and. Over and 

above possible metaphysical actualities, dualism and neutral monism represent shared 
assumptions and collective understandings about reality that affect how each of us 

experience it. They are foundational ideas, upon which other ideas are logically and 

conceptually dependent: “One’s ontology is basic to the conceptual scheme by which he 
interprets all experiences” (Quine: 1948: 29). Indeed, as “interaction” and 

“interdependence” would indicate, dualism is even manifest in language, as a discursive 
structure. But significantly, whereas a worldview of separation assumes conflict as “the 

default human condition,” a worldview of non-separation assumes cooperation (Wendt 

2015: 173). 
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Ultimately, this is what constitutes the conceptualizations of security and their 
differences, whether Baldwin and Waltz, or McSweeney and Wendt are aware of it or 

not. Objectively, “[w]hat we think we know exists has no bearing on what actually exists” 
(Wight 2006: 3), but subjectively, “if people form a shared representation of themselves 

and the world, then it becomes that way for them” (Wendt 1999: 347). These statements 

are not mutually exclusive. On fundamental non-separability, that would make sense 
because the objective ontological is not fully separable from the subjective 

epistemological. 
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