
Rethinking Ontological Security
Theory
 
Conceptual Investigations into ‘Self’ and ‘Anxiety’

 
Nina C. Krickel-Choi

N
ina C. Krickel-Choi    Reth

in
kin

g O
n

tological Secu
rity T

h
eory

Stockholm Studies in
International Relations 2021:4

Doctoral Thesis in International Relations at Stockholm University, Sweden 2021

Department of Economic History and
International Relations

ISBN 978-91-7911-634-7
ISSN 2003-1343

Nina C. Krickel-Choi
specializes in International Relations
Theory, Security Studies, and
International Relations in East Asia.
Rethinking Ontological Security
Theory is her doctoral dissertation.

Ontological Security Theory (OST) is an increasingly popular
theoretical approach in International Relations (IR) and used to make
sense of an ever-growing range of phenomena. At the same time, the
literature is characterized by great internal diversity and occasional
conceptual ambiguity. Adopting a conceptual lens, this thesis zooms in
on OST’s key concepts of ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’ to provide a critical and
timely engagement with this expanding literature. In doing so it
engages with questions such as: What assumptions inform the concepts
‘self’ and ‘anxiety’? How have the two concepts been used differently
over time and across the spectrum of the literature? Can we sharpen
OST as an analytical tool if we rethink some of the assumptions that
underpin them? In addressing these questions, this thesis highlights the
importance of concepts for making sense of the world, extends the
analytical reach of OST, and sheds new light on current IR issues in
East Asia.



Rethinking Ontological Security Theory
Conceptual Investigations into 'Self' and 'Anxiety'
Nina C. Krickel-Choi

Academic dissertation for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy in International Relations at
Stockholm University to be publicly defended on Wednesday 17 November 2021 at 15.00
online via Zoom, public link is available at the department website.

Abstract
The growing literature on ontological security has generated important insights about the behaviour of individuals, groups, 
and states in international politics. It has thereby greatly contributed to the discipline of International Relations (IR), 
especially to IR theory and the sub-field of Security Studies. By focusing on the ‘security of the self’ and the consequences 
of feelings of anxiety, Ontological Security Theory (OST) challenges the primacy of physical security-seeking and gives 
us a way of accounting for the psychological underpinnings of security-seeking in IR. Yet, in spite of its contribution 
to rethinking some of the fundamental tenets of the discipline, Ontological Security Studies (OSS) retains assumptions 
characteristic of IR as a whole, and is itself characterised by certain biases and ambiguities. Motivated by a desire to continue 
OSS’ critical engagement with IR, to sharpen OST as an analytical tool, and to advance our empirical understanding of state 
behaviour and the world, this dissertation adopts a conceptual lens to analyse and rethink two of OST’s key concepts: ‘self’ 
and ‘anxiety’. Specifically, it traces the usage of ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’ through the current OSS scholarship, and compares 
it with some of the literature’s precursors in sociology, phenomenology, and psychological existentialism. This makes it 
possible to recover lost meanings, on the basis of which the OST framework is rethought and applied to current IR issues 
in East Asia.

In adopting a strategy of recovering lost meanings, the five self-contained articles in this dissertation do not seek to 
return to a ‘purer’ reading of ontological security or to imply that these readings are more ‘correct’. Rather, the articles 
treat past usages of ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’ as sources of inspiration, which can complement current OSS and propel it forward 
by highlighting and problematizing underlying assumptions. They aspire to make us see and understand actor behaviour 
differently. In pursuing this aim, the articles provide an in-depth engagement with OSS and make three interrelated 
arguments. First, the ontological security-seeking ‘self’ is an embodied self, which suggests not only that we need to 
consider the bodies of states and other actors in IR, but also that physical and ontological security-seeking are closely 
intertwined and not easily distinguished. Second, though often equated, the concepts of ‘self’ and ‘identity’ are analytically 
distinct, from which it follows that ontological security is not reducible to matters of identity. Instead, ontological security 
is better understood, and provides greater analytical purchase, as consisting of multiple dimensions, which together create 
and reaffirm a sense of personhood. Third, while feelings of anxiety are ubiquitous, not all anxieties are the same, which 
is why it is useful to recover the existentialist distinction between normal and neurotic anxiety. Doing so allows us to 
account for different kinds of behavioural responses without falling into the trap of equating all anxiety with a lack of 
ontological security.

Ultimately, this dissertation reveals the crucial importance of concepts for shaping our analyses and imagination, 
develops the recovery of meaning as a key strategy to rethink concepts and theories, points to the important role of 
sovereignty in the ontological security-seeking of states, and advances OST by critically engaging with and rethinking two 
of its key concepts.

Keywords: anxiety, body, concepts, embodiment, existentialism, Giddens, identity, IR theory, Japan, Laing, North 
Korea, ontological security, phenomenology, psychological constructivism, recovering meaning, security studies, self, 
sovereignty, states, Taiwan.
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Swedish Summary 
 
Den växande litteraturen om ontologisk säkerhet har genererat viktiga insikter om 
individers, gruppers och staters beteende i internationell politik. Den har därmed i hög 
grad bidragit till disciplinen Internationella Relationer (IR), särskilt till IR-teori och 
underområdet säkerhetsstudier. Genom att fokusera på ”självets säkerhet” och 

konsekvenserna av ångestkänslor utmanar den ontologiska säkerhetsteorin (OST) 
premierandet av fysiskt säkerhetssökande och ger oss sätt att redogöra för de 
psykologiska underliggande orsakerna till säkerhetssökande i internationella relationer. 
Trots att ontologiska säkerhetsstudier (OSS) bidragit till att ompröva några av 
disciplinens grundläggande principer har OSS ändå hållit fast vid antaganden som är 
karakteristiska för IR som helhet, och präglas själv av vissa antaganden och 
tvetydigheter. I syfte att fortsätta OSS kritiska interventioner inom IR, att vässa OST 
som analytiskt verktyg och att främja vår empiriska förståelse av staters beteende och 
världen som helhet antar denna avhandling ett konceptuellt perspektiv för att analysera 
och ompröva två av OST:s nyckelbegrepp: ”självet” och ”ångest”. Mer specifikt spårar 

avhandlingen användningen av ”självet” och ”ångest” i dagens OSS-forskning och 
jämför dessa tillämpningar med några av litteraturens föregångare inom sociologi, 
fenomenologi och psykologisk existentialism. Detta gör det möjligt att återvinna 
förlorade betydelser, baserat på vilka OST-ramverket omprövas och appliceras på 
aktuella IR-frågor i Östasien.  

Genom att anta en strategi för att återvinna förlorade betydelser avser de fem 
fristående artiklarna i denna avhandling inte återgå till en ”renare” läsning av ontologisk 

säkerhet eller antyda att dessa läsningar är mer ”korrekta”. Snarare behandlar artiklarna 
tidigare användningar av ”självet” och ”ångest” som inspirationskällor som kan 

komplettera och driva dagens OSS framåt genom att lyfta fram och problematisera 
underliggande antaganden. Artiklarna försöker få oss att se och förstå aktörers beteende 
på ett annat sätt. För att uppnå detta gör artiklarna en djupgående intervention i OSS och 
framför tre sammanlänkade argument. För det första är det ontologiska 
säkerhetssökande ”jaget” ett förkroppsligat jag, vilket inte bara antyder att vi måste ta 

hänsyn till staters och andra aktörers kroppar inom IR, utan också att fysiskt och 
ontologiskt säkerhetssökande är nära sammanflätade och svåra att skilja åt. För det andra 
är begreppen ”självet” och ”identitet” analytiskt sett olika, även om de ofta likställs, och 
därav följer att ontologisk säkerhet inte kan reduceras till identitetsfrågor. I stället kan 
ontologisk säkerhet bättre förstås, och ges större analytiskt värde, som bestående av flera 
dimensioner som tillsammans skapar och bekräftar en känsla av att vara en person. För 
det tredje: Även om känslor av ångest är allestädes närvarande är inte alla ångesttillstånd 
likadana. Att återskapa den existentialistiska distinktionen mellan normal och neurotisk 
ångest är därför användbart. Detta gör det möjligt för oss att redogöra för olika typer av 
beteendemässiga reaktioner utan att fastna i fällan att likställa all ångest med en brist på 
ontologisk säkerhet.  

Sammanfattningsvis visar denna avhandling på begreppens avgörande betydelse 
för att forma våra analyser och vår fantasi, utvecklar meningsåtervinning som en 
nyckelstrategi för att ompröva begrepp och teorier, pekar på suveränitetens viktiga roll 



 
 

i staternas ontologiska säkerhetssökande och främjar OST genom att kritiskt interagera 
med och ompröva två av dess nyckelbegrepp.  
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1. Introduction 
 
The image on the front cover of this dissertation depicts the so-called duck-rabbit 
illusion, an ambiguous image in which both a duck and a rabbit can be seen, and which 
is used widely in philosophical and psychological work on perception.1 It is a fitting 
illustration for a thesis concerned with investigating key concepts in Ontological 
Security Theory (OST), because it exemplifies the role conceptual knowledge plays in, 
quite literally, making us see the world. For starters, the illustration raises the question 
of what the picture actually shows. Is it a duck, a rabbit, or something altogether 
different, like a duck-rabbit? In other words, how do we determine what something is 
when we see it? In raising this question, the illustration draws attention to the fact that 
what something is is not always clear, or rather, that it is not simply a matter of seeing 
and describing what is there. The depiction thereby drives home a second important 
point, namely that knowing is a prerequisite for seeing. Someone who does not know 
what a rabbit looks like would not be able to see it, no matter how often they are told 
that it is there. Hence, we might see either the rabbit or the duck more easily, but it is 
only based on knowledge about what to look for that we can then actively choose to see 
either one.  

Informed by such assumptions, this thesis provides an in-depth engagement with 
the literature on ontological security by critically examining two of its main concepts 
and the way they lead us to make sense of the world in a specific way. The starting 
observation of this dissertation is that Ontological Security Studies (OSS), as indeed IR 
more generally, sometimes does not have the knowledge or the vocabulary to see 
differently. OSS, which is a rapidly growing literature in International Relations (IR), 
takes as its point of departure the insight that actor-selves, be they individuals, groups 
or states, do not only care about their survival and material gains, but first and foremost 
about the security of ‘the[ir] self, the subjective sense of who one is’ (Mitzen 2006: 344). 

According to the literature, actor-subjects experience profound anxiety when their sense 
of self is under threat, making anxiety management one of the main drivers behind actor 
behaviour. This makes ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’ two of the key concepts in OSS. This 
innovative scholarship has done much to challenge some of the commonly taken-for-
granted assumptions in IR, most importantly by undermining the primacy of physical 
security and carving out the crucial role of anxiety in international relations. However, 
in other respects it seemingly cannot free itself from IR’s entrenched way of seeing 
things. As this thesis shows, this pertains specifically to the kind of actor-self assumed 
to be at the heart of the discipline, which is rarely problematized and whose 
characteristics are often not at all clear. This is the case even though it is the security of 
the ‘self’ which is the central concern of the scholarship. As a consequence of the limited 
attention paid to the psychological assumptions informing IR’s conception of the actor-
self, ambiguities emerge with regard to what can cause anxiety, how experiences of 
anxiety can differ, and what their behavioural consequences might be.  

 
1 The image first appeared in a German magazine in 1892. Its original illustrator is unknown (McManus et 
al. 2010). 
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These issues might initially seem rather abstract, but they have very real and 
potentially far-reaching consequences for IR theory and the way we see and ultimately 
shape the world. For example, it makes a world of difference if we conceptualize states 
as rational utility-maximisers or kind-hearted empathisers when we try to make sense of 
China’s behaviour in the East China Sea, or if we think Japan will respond to anxiety 
generated by North Korea’s behaviour with policy adaptation or policy change. The 
assumptions we make about the actors we seek to analyse matter. OSS has done more 
than other approaches in IR to question some of the discipline’s founding assumptions 

and has the potential to do even more. Yet, it has to date not paid sufficient attention to 
some of the implicit beliefs at the heart of its own theoretical framework, even though a 
rethinking thereof could not only deepen our understanding of ontological security but 
also make us see the world differently. This is because knowledge precedes action and 
understanding. Or to bring it back to the metaphor, we might discover a rabbit where so 
far we have only been able to see ducks, and given how differently ducks and rabbits 
behave, this might fundamentally change how we make sense of international relations. 

 

Research Questions and Research Aim 
The articles in this compilation thesis seek to investigate and problematize some of the 
assumptions underpinning OST. Concretely they ask: What kind of assumptions inform 
the concepts of ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’ in OSS? What are the implications and consequences 

of those assumptions? And how and to what effect can we challenge and rethink some 
of them? In engaging in these conceptual investigations, this thesis’ aim is two-fold. The 
first is to provide a critical and in-depth engagement with the diverse and rapidly 
growing literature of OSS. The second is to raise awareness of the importance of 
concepts in refining our thinking tools and making sense of international politics. Any 
change in the way we understand concepts has consequences for the kind of 
interpretations and explanations theories can generate. Therefore, the articles in this 
compilation do not only sharpen our understanding of OST, but also point to the 
importance of rethinking ontological assumptions in IR theory more generally. In doing 
so, they alert us to different and new ways in which conceptual analyses can help us see 
and make sense of a greater range of phenomena. Analytically, the articles argue for 
understanding the actor-self as embodied, differentiating ‘self’ from ‘identity’, and 

distinguishing between different kinds of ‘anxiety’ in IR. Empirically, they draw on 
illustrative cases in East Asia to draw out the ontological security-providing role of 
sovereignty.  

In developing these arguments, the articles are informed by psychological 
constructivism and phenomenology, and methodologically establish concepts as a 
crucial concern for IR scholarship in their own right, beyond their function as building 
blocks of theories. Employing a strategy of recovering lost meanings, the articles 
combine two distinct steps. They first critically analyse the usage of ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’ 

in contemporary ontological security scholarship, and trace changes in the two concepts’ 

meaning both diachronically and synchronically. Upon identifying parts of their 
meaning that seemingly were lost or changed over time, the articles then, second, 
creatively reimagine OST by bringing these lost aspects back in. This rethought 
analytical framework is ultimately brought to bear on contemporary issues in 
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international relations. In so doing, the articles highlight the importance of conceptual 
work for IR, and point to the ontological security-providing work concepts perform by 
fixing meaning and reducing epistemological uncertainty. In sum, by revealing and 
rethinking some of OSS’ underlying assumptions, this thesis aims to provide an impetus 
for seeing and apprehending the world of IR differently. 

Before outlining the remainder of this chapter, a brief note on terminology is in 
order: I use the terms ‘actor-self’ or ‘actor-subject’ to refer to the kind of generalized 

actors typically the subject of, and constructed by, IR theory.2 These actor-selves are 
steeped in assumptions, for example about them being rational gain-maximisers, and 
generalized to the extent that all actors within a given theoretical framework are assumed 
to exhibit the same behavioural characteristics. In this thesis I apply conceptions of the 
actor-self mostly to states, yet the resulting insights should be seen as having more 
general relevance and as extending equally to individuals, groups, or other kinds of 
actors. With regard to OSS and OST, I take the former to refer to the field of scholarship, 
while the latter denotes the theoretical framework more narrowly understood.3 
Consequently, I understand OST to be the subject matter of OSS. Lastly, I use inverted 
commas to indicate when I am referring to the concepts within a theory, while a lack of 
inverted commas means I am referring to phenomena in the world. Thus, to say that ‘a 
broad conception of “anxiety” seems to indicate the presence of anxiety everywhere’ is 
meant to convey that the concept points to the widespread existence of certain feelings 
in the world. 

With this in mind, this introductory chapter will first give a brief overview of the 
assumptions that are generally made about the actor-self in IR, focusing particularly on 
how they are shaped by the dichotomy of reason versus passion. Specifically, section 
two outlines my reading of the development of the actor-subject within IR theory and 
shows how psychological assumptions inform the discipline’s research agenda in very 

concrete ways. This is followed in section three by a closer look at OSS, how I take it 
to fit into the discipline of IR, and how the usage of two of its key concepts, ‘self’ and 

‘anxiety’, raises questions with regard to the meaning of those concepts. Since this thesis 
is concerned with an analysis and rethinking of these concepts, section four then details 
the methodology employed. This section first gives a brief account of the existing 
literature’s insights, before outlining the critical and creative moves involved in my 
strategy of recovering lost meanings. It concludes by pointing to the implications of 
conceptual work for theory and ontological security more generally. Section five 
discusses the five contributing articles, highlighting their main arguments and specific 
contributions with regard to the research aims mentioned above. Lastly, section six 
concludes with reflections on this thesis’ overall implications, its shortcomings and 
limitations, as well as potential avenues for further research. 

 
2 Note that, since the articles were written at different stages during my thought process, the terminology in 
this introductory chapter is not always consistent with the one used in the contributing articles. 
3 This is different from the way the two labels are often used in the literature, where they both tend to refer 
to the scholarship more generally. OST is the older label for work on ontological security, while the term 
OSS has gained popularity more recently for better capturing the scholarship’s internal diversity. 
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This introductory chapter is followed by the five contributing articles, which are 
throughout referred to by their Roman numerals: 

 

Article I ‘The Embodied State: Why and How Physical Security Matters for 
Ontological Security’ 

Article II ‘Ontological Security as a Framework for Existence: Moving 
beyond Identity, Discovering Sovereignty’ 

Article III ‘Defending the Islands, Defending the Self: Sovereignty and the 

Origin of the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands Dispute as Ontological 
Security-Seeking’ (with Ching-Chang Chen) 

Article IV ‘The Concept of Anxiety in Ontological Security Theory’ 

Article V ‘Returning to the Roots of Ontological Security: Insights from the 

Existentialist Anxiety Literature’ (with Karl Gustafsson) 

 

 

 

2. Background: Creating Actor-Selves in IR 
 
Like all social sciences, IR is interested in investigating parts of the world of human 
interaction (Freyberg-Inan 2006: 248), which is why one way to read the literature is by 
focusing on how the IR actor-self is informed by conceptions about human nature. These 
ideas about what people, and by extension other actors, are like, form part of the 
ontological foundations of IR theorizing, and consequently exert huge influence over 
the questions we ask, the answers we get, and the very way we see and understand the 
world (Berenskötter 2018). Yet, aside from the occasional criticism of viewing the self 
as fundamentally rational and self-interested (Hafner-Burton et al. 2017; Hall 2006; 
Smith 2004), the discipline of IR has not paid nearly as much attention to assumptions 
about the actor-self as one would expect, at least when considering the ontological 
importance of the issue. In fact, much of IR theory tends to avoid such discussions of its 
philosophical and psychological underpinnings (Freyberg-Inan 2006: 248), and the issue 
is arguably complicated by the fact that IR is internally diverse, comprising a multitude 
of ontologies and assumptions about the ‘self’ (Jackson 2016). Hence, the purpose of 
this section is to give a brief overview of how the actor-self has been treated in IR and 
to lay the groundwork for situating OSS and this study in the literature.  

 

Western philosophy is characterized by a fundamental tension, which reveals itself in 
the binary between passion and reason, or between human’s ability to feel emotions and 
to act rationally. Of the two, the latter has generally been privileged over the former 
(both normatively and analytically), so that acting according to the precepts of reason is 
seen as good and desirable, while giving in to emotions is perceived as irrational and 
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thus to be avoided. Aristotle, influenced by Plato, held that to overcome emotions is to 
be virtuous, and this is a position that was later shared to varying degrees by thinkers as 
diverse as Hobbes, Descartes, Spinoza, Kant, and Adam Smith (Mercer 2006: 289–290). 
It is also one of the founding assumptions of Christianity, where humans’ propensity to 

do evil, notably by giving in to impulses and temptations, can be overcome by active 
resistance, responsible behaviour, and the rational pursuit of entry into heaven (Paipais 
2019). Given this long tradition, it is no surprise, then, that the privileging of reason and 
rationality has also found its way into IR, most prominently in the form of the dominance 
of rationalist approaches in the discipline, so that the default view of the actor-subject 
has been that of ‘rational man’.4 

Realism, liberalism, and rational choice theory are all influenced by the tenets of 
neoclassical economics as articulated by Adam Smith, which assumes that individuals 
are first and foremost rational and self-interested (Hall 2006). Realism (especially its 
classical variant) in particular is based on a view of humans as aggressive, motivated by 
fear, driven by the will to power (or at least survival), and as acting rationally—a 
description of human nature that is taken to be fixed and unchangeable (Crawford 2009: 
272–274). As a consequence of conceptualizing human nature in these terms, actors are 
assumed to be profoundly asocial and to find themselves in a highly competitive and 
hostile world (Hall 2006). Their interests arise solely from their individual goals, the 
pursuit of which does not take the interests of others into account (Freyberg-Inan 2006: 
250). This pessimistic view of the self as rational, fear-driven, and inevitably prone to 
conflict has shaped the discipline in profound ways. As a result of the attribution of these 
human characteristics to states and other actors, IR was for decades preoccupied with 
power politics, a debate about relative versus absolute gains, and the ‘puzzle’ of 

interstate cooperation (e.g. Mearsheimer 1995). Although liberalism has a slightly more 
positive view of human nature, meaning that impediments to cooperation and peace can 
ultimately be overcome, it, especially in its institutionalist form, shares many of 
realism’s assumptions with regard to human nature. Notably, liberalism, too, takes the 

self to be fundamentally self-interested, with its interests being defined solely 
individually, and to operate according to the principles of utility-based rationalism 
(Keohane & Martin 1995).  

The rise of constructivism in the late 1980s and 1990s posed the first real challenge 
to this view (Adler 2013; Kratochwil 1989; Onuf 1989). By focusing on the social 
construction of both knowledge and reality itself (Guzzini 2000), it paved the way for 
investigations based on the crucial role of language, norms, and identities (Adler 2013). 
Even though early versions of constructivism did not dispense with the rational actor 
assumption, they introduced to IR a modified conception of the actor-subject based on 
the insight that humans are inherently social creatures. By moving from ‘homo 

 
4 It is also no surprise that this traditional Western view of the ‘self’ is gendered (Hooper 2001; Peterson 
1992; Zalewski & Parpart 2019) and racialized (Grovogui 1998; Sabaratnam 2020). Further, while the 
influence of rationalist approaches in IR is undeniable, the extent to which they are dominant has been 
questioned. Jennifer Sterling-Folker notes that realism, especially, seems to survive mainly as a familiar 
target for others to define themselves against, so that there exists an entire ‘cottage industry of realist 

criticism’ without conventional realism seemingly ever ceasing to be hegemonic (Sterling-Folker 2006: 228, 
quoting Sullivan 2005). 
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economicus’ to ‘homo sociologicus’ (Barbato 2016: 559) cooperation became less 

puzzling and the study of an increased range of social phenomena possible. While the 
norms scholarship emphasized that humans are social creatures who care about what 
others think of them, which motivates them to act in accordance with what is socially 
appropriate (Finnemore & Sikkink 1998; Raymond 1997), scholars focusing on the 
notion of identity came at the problem of the nature of the ‘self’ in two different ways 
(Hagström & Gustafsson 2015). Some took identities to be the result of domestic 
features, such as culture and historical experience, and thought of it in more essentialized 
and enduring terms (Hopf 2002; Katzenstein 1996; Wendt 1999). Others conceived of 
identity mainly relationally, emphasizing that the self is always constructed against a 
number of others and therefore subject to change (Campbell 1998; Neumann 1996). In 
all cases, however, norms and identities were understood to impact an actor’s 

understanding of their interests and thus of their foreign policy. This is because ‘it is 

only once we know who we are that we can know what we want’ (Ringmar 2007: 13, 

original emphasis). 

Parallel to the mainstreaming of constructivism, the discipline also experienced 
the greater integration of insights from psychology, leading, inter alia, to the so-called 
‘emotional turn’. While political psychology had always existed as a neighbouring field 
of IR and part of Political Science, it, too, had kept with the rational actor assumption. 
It had focused mostly on factors that impede individual rational decision-making in 
order ‘to fill in gaps in realist thinking’ (Goldgeier & Tetlock 2008: 463). In the 1990s, 

however, in line with wider trends in the social sciences, the long-held distinction 
between reason and emotion, or between rationality and affectivity, came under heavy 
criticism, inaugurating a greater concern with ‘hot cognition’ (Demertzis 2014; 

Hutchison & Bleiker 2014).5 Dissatisfied with the prioritization of reason over passion, 
which cast emotionality ‘[a]s the Other of rationality’ (Demertzis 2014: 225), scholars 

started to take emotions seriously in their own right within their analyses. While initially 
focused on the impact of distinct emotions, like fear, hope or anger (2014: 228), over 
time this scholarship broadened its conception of emotions and rethought the 
relationship between feeling and reason. There also emerged the insight that rationality 
itself is dependent on emotions, since we cannot know our preferences without them 
(Mercer 2005, 2010; Mattern 2014). Together with the broader developments in 
constructivism, the emotional turn contributed to a stretching of the idea of the rational 
individual, from one based on a solely utility-based understanding of rationality to one 
where anything can be deemed rational as long as actors ‘have reasons for what they do’ 

(Simon 1985: 297).  

The kind of constructivism that ultimately became the mainstream is largely 
associated with the works of Alexander Wendt, which embraces a view of the ‘self’ as 
rational and grounded in physics (Wendt 1987, 1992, 1994, 1999). Yet, there also 
emerged a more psychologically informed constructivism, which made less reductionist 
assumptions about the actor-self. This is captured by the term ‘psychological 

constructivism’, which was coined by Jacques Hymans (2010) in his discussion of 
 

5 This is in contrast to so-called ‘cold cognition’, which centres on factors shaping rational thought processes, 

such as belief systems (Holsti 1962; Renshon 2008), framing (McDermott & Kugler 2001), or personality 
type (Gallagher & Allen 2014). 
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Richard Ned Lebow’s work A Cultural Theory of International Relations (2010), but 
which is applicable to a wider range of scholarship. This scholarship has moved away 
from the ‘reason’ side of things to discover and incorporate emotions more thoroughly 
into IR. In his book, Lebow outlines a new grand theory based on the ‘spirit’, which 
emphasizes social emotions like the desire for pride and self-esteem gained through 
honour and standing, as the main drivers behind human action. Unlike Wendt, Lebow 
completely dispenses with any materialist ontology and takes his inspiration largely 
from ideational works of classical Greek philosophy. One of Lebow’s key claims is 

thereby that international actors, and especially states, are not ‘gigantic calculating 

machines; they are hierarchically organized groups of emotional people’ (Hymans 2010: 

462). Thus, emotionality is neither an obstacle to individual decision-making nor a 
complimentary factor to rationality, but the core characteristic of all socially embedded 
actor-selves. As will be discussed in the next section, it is in this climate and as part of 
these developments that scholarship on ontological security appeared. 

 

The insights that emerge from this brief disciplinary history are threefold. For one, IR 
is in many ways a psychological discipline. Not only do many of its subfields explicitly 
incorporate knowledge from cognitive, evolutionary, or social psychology, but all of its 
major theories are underpinned by some kind of understanding of human nature 
(Crawford 2009; Freyberg-Inan 2006), and thus at least implicitly grounded in 
psychological micro-foundations (Kertzer & Tingley 2018: 320).6 Second, it matters 
greatly what kind of understanding of the actor-self underlies our theories. Since 
assumptions about whether actors are predominantly rational, social, or emotional, or 
whether they are human-like at all7, form part of the ontological foundation of any 
theory, they have profound consequences for the questions we can ask, the conclusions 
we arrive at, and for how we see and make sense of the world. This entails, third, that 
rather than reflecting human nature, IR theories construct actor-selves, whose 
motivations and behaviour only make sense within the logics and goals of a theory and 
the discipline of IR itself (Berenskötter 2007, 2018). While the trend to move away from 
conceptualizing IR actors as ‘gigantic calculating machines’ and toward ‘humanizing’ 

IR is laudable, it is still often driven by the sense that, if we can only solve ‘the riddle 

of “what human nature really is”’ (Paipais 2019: 370), then we can develop more 

accurate social scientific theories (e.g. Freyberg-Inan 2006; Mercer 2006; Wendt 2015). 
Yet, theories cannot but adopt stylized versions of human behaviour, which is why they 
create IR’s ideal-typical actor-subjects in the process. This means not only that there is 
a plurality of actor-selves in IR, since IR is theoretically and ontologically diverse, but 
also that any conceptualization of actors’ ‘selves’ is subject to assumptions and biases, 

 
6 These psychological assumptions are in a way all the more entrenched the less they are explicitly 
acknowledged (Freyberg-Inan 2006: 248). As Steve Smith notes, ‘the dominant method [rational choice 

theory] in the dominant IR academic community is producing a discipline that is marked by political 
assumptions masquerading as technical ones’ (2004: 503). 
7 Not all social theory models its conception of agency after humans, and in IR, too, there has been a 
movement to overcome the discipline’s anthropocentrism by incorporating the effects of material and non-
human factors into analyses (Braun, Schindler & Wille 2019; Law 2009; Pereira & Saramago 2020). 
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which can be challenged and rethought. It is here that this thesis is located by 
investigating some of the assumptions underpinning OSS.  

 

 

3. Previous Research: ‘Self’ and ‘Anxiety’ in Ontological 
Security Studies 
 
This section briefly presents my understanding of the literature on ontological security 
and situates it within the wider IR scholarship. It highlights its specific treatment of 
‘self’ and ‘anxiety’ by discussing how the literature has responded to common criticisms 
and where it has located the key phenomena to be explained. In doing so it shows that, 
while OSS has greatly enhanced our understanding of actor-subjects by challenging the 
primacy of reason over emotions, the scholarship retains some IR assumptions about the 
actor-self which raise their own analytical issues. Specifically, the ‘self’ in OSS is 

frequently disembodied and equated with ‘identity’, while ‘anxiety’ is ascribed to nearly 
every actor-self and too often not sufficiently differentiated from ‘ontological 

insecurity’. The introduction of these issues sets the stage for the articles in this 
compilation thesis and contextualizes their contributions. 

 

Introducing Ontological Security Studies 
The term ‘ontological security’ was first coined by existentialist psychologist R. D. 
Laing (1990) in the late 1950s to capture every individual’s need for a ‘security of 

being’. The concept later made its way into the social sciences, largely via the works of 
Anthony Giddens (1991), who drew on Laing’s insights in the course of developing his 

structuration theory. When OSS emerged in the early 2000s, IR as a discipline was 
arguably at an inflection point. The discourse about the ‘retreat of the state’ (Strange 

1996) in the 1990s had engendered expectations about the demise of the state and the 
increasing importance of globalizing forces, like capitalism, international organizations, 
and international law (Gottlieb 1993; Zacher 1992).8 Theoretically, constructivism had 
become a firmly established paradigm, but there was a feeling in some parts of the field 
that it was not going far enough, and that it shared too many of realism’s and liberalism’s 

assumptions (cf. Hagström & Gustafsson 2015: 4–5). At the same time, the shock of the 
September 11 attacks had highlighted the failure of IR to adequately account for actors 
beyond the state and to pay attention to actors’ subjective understandings of themselves, 

leading to a call for ethical reflection about how IR contributes to ‘singing our world 

into existence’ (Smith 2004). Early work on ontological security spoke directly to these 

concerns by emphasizing local and global dynamics beyond the state (Kinnvall 2004), 
undermining taken-for-granted state interests, and focusing explicitly on actors’ self-

 
8 For works disputing the state being in retreat, see Gelber 1997, Krasner 1999, Sassen 1995, Weiss 1998. 
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understandings (Mitzen 2006; Steele 2005, 2008).9 Early OSS was thus directly shaped 
by the disciplinary concerns of its time. 

In IR ontological security is generally defined as ‘security of the self’, as opposed 

to security of the body, and used to challenge the widespread assumption about the 
primacy of physical security by prioritizing actors’ self-identity needs. OSS posits that 
all actors have a basic need for ontological security and that they feel compelled to act 
in defence of their sense of self, since ‘ontological insecurity is so intolerable that it must 

be defended against by whatever means available’ (Cash 2020: 311). Consequently, the 
pursuit of ontological security can sometimes trump the pursuit of physical security 
(Browning 2018a; Hansen 2016; Mitzen 2006; Steele 2008). Since the security of the 
self is often linked to identity preservation, ontological security can be threatened by 
circumstances that prevent actors from enacting their identities in their accustomed 
manner (Mitzen 2006), by others’ explicit or implicit misrecognition of their identity 

(Gustafsson 2015a; Zarakol 2011), or by an internally felt mismatch between one’s 

actions and desired self-identity (Gustafsson 2015b, 2016; Steele 2005, 2008). No 
matter the cause, however, in all cases such threats are assumed to generate an 
experience of unacceptable levels of anxiety, even existential anxiety, which needs to 
be dealt with. OSS as a field of study is largely interested in the consequences of these 
anxieties and the ways by which actors, including states, try to alleviate them.  

As is evident from this short account, OSS continues the trend described in the 
previous section of further humanizing IR’s actor-self by putting the ‘self’ and its 

perceptions and emotions front and centre. One of the literature’s most important 

insights is that emotional needs related to identity, recognition, and self-esteem can, and 
often do, trump conventionally assumed interests like physical security or material gain. 
In other words, OSS is not only self-consciously psychological, but it also turns the 
conventional conceptualization of the actor-self on its head by privileging emotions over 
reason. It thereby rejects the utility-based rationalism so prominent in the discipline and 
is able to explain behaviour that would otherwise seem ‘irrational’. The key emotion in 

OSS is anxiety, which is understood broadly to include feelings of guilt, shame, or 
inferiority, and the avoidance of which is seen as the actor-self’s primary motivational 

driver. Anxiety is distinguished from fear (Ejdus 2020: 19–20; Rumelili 2015b: 12), and 
can be understood as uncertainty resulting from the uniquely human ability to anticipate 
and worry about the future (Van Marle & Maruna 2010). It is precisely this attention 
paid to diffuse and unknown threats, as well as to actors’ feelings and perceptions not 

accounted for in conventional Security Studies, which has led to the great uptake and 
wide applicability of OST within IR.10 Yet, OSS has also been criticised on multiple 
grounds, and the way the scholarship has dealt with these criticisms, rather than the 

 
9 Jef Huysmans (1998), in an even earlier article, had also already pointed to the signifying, and therefore 
ontological security-providing and reality-building, work of IR and its concepts. 
10 For example, the theme of the 2019 CEEISA-ISA joint international conference in Belgrade was 
‘International Relations in the Age of Anxiety’, and the quest for security as a result of anxieties is behind 

numerous special issues in academic journals on, inter alia, the politics of populism (Cambridge Review of 
International Affairs 2019), anxiety in world politics (International Theory 2020; Journal of International 
Relations and Development 2021), or the challenges to the liberal international order (International 
Organization 2021). 
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objections themselves, merits some brief attention. This is because the responses to these 
criticisms raise some questions and point to the kind of underlying assumptions about 
the actor-self constructed by OSS, which are ultimately the concern of this dissertation. 

 

Thinking about the ‘Self’ in OSS 
OSS has been subject to several criticisms, notably for being excessively concerned with 
continuity over change (‘status quo bias’) (Browning & Joenniemi 2017), for imposing 
a normative ideal which forecloses alternative ways of being (Rossdale 2015), and, most 
often and most loudly, for applying a psychological concept like ‘ontological security’ 

to collective actors like states. This last charge has been brought forth on the grounds 
that it impoverishes Giddens’ original account (Croft 2012; Krolikowski 2008), and that 
by treating the state as a monolith (Steele 2017), OSS is not only reifying the state (Croft 
2012) but also silencing voices from within (Delehanty & Steele 2009). The most 
forceful articulation of the argument has come from Richard Lebow, for whom 
‘[t]reating states as people is deeply problematic’ (2016: 35) because states have neither 

psyches nor emotions, which is why ‘[i]t makes no sense to speak of their psychological 

needs, especially anxiety reduction’ (2016: 36). The issue of state personhood is of 
course a still unresolved issue of the discipline as a whole, which makes it somewhat 
unfair, and indicative of disciplinary power politics, to ask the proponents of just one 
theoretical approach to justify themselves for an assumption that is foundational to the 
entire discipline.11 Personally, I side with E. H. Carr who commented in 1939, ‘The 

controversy about the attribution of personality to the state is not only misleading, but 
meaningless. (…) The personality of the state is not a fact whose truth or falsehood is a 
matter for argument. It is what international lawyers have called “the postulated nature” 

of the state. It is a necessary fiction’ (2001: 148). Yet, it is nonetheless instructive to 

look at how OSS has dealt with this issue, since justifications for the ascription of a 
‘self’ are bound to reveal underlying assumptions about the nature of this ‘self’. 

OSS scholars have responded to criticisms about ‘scaling up’ in numerous ways, 
for example by pointing to disciplinary convention and the analytical utility of treating 
states as people, as well as by highlighting that conventional Security Studies, too, is 
reliant on the ascription of emotions to state actors, notably fear (Mälksoo 2015; Mitzen 
2006; Rumelili 2015a). More interesting for the present purpose, however, are 
arguments seeking to ground the ontological security-seeking of the state in the 
ontological security needs of its political leaders or citizens. Brent Steele, for example, 
argues that it is state representatives who ‘are the state’ (2008: 18), which is why feelings 

of ontological security can obtain to the extent that ‘state agents seek to satisfy the self-
identity needs of the states which they lead’ (2008: 19). Similarly, Jennifer Mitzen notes 
that inter-state routines impact upon individuals’ identity and provide a source of 

distinctiveness vis-à-vis members of other states (2006: 352), while Ayşe Zarakol holds 

that states can be conceived of as ontological security-seeking entities, because they 
provide ontological security for their citizens (2017: 49). Others draw on complexity 

 
11 The issue of attributing psychological personality to states has been with IR since its inception and been 
discussed as part of the ‘level-of analysis problem’ (Singer 1961), the ‘aggregation problem’ (Gildea 2020; 

Hafner-Burton et al. 2017), and the ‘state-as-person’ debate (Jackson 2004; Neumann 2004; Wendt 2004). 
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theory to argue that complex social systems, like societies, have emergent properties 
irreducible to the individual level, which is why the concept of ontological security can 
be meaningfully applied to the state-level (Ejdus & Rečević 2021) and ‘produce 

aggregate behavioural outcomes’ (Rumelili 2015b: 17). Along similar lines, Catarina 

Kinnvall notes that ‘[e]motional investment is (…) tied to the institutionalization of 
shared collective identities’ (2018: 531), which leads to members of collectives having 

a shared understanding of a situation, while Filip Ejdus goes so far as saying that 
emotions are ‘constitutive of collective agents including states’ (2020: 13). 

The crux of the argument linking political leaders or citizens to the state is that 
individuals are attached to the identity of the state in complicated ways, which generates 
the need for the state to maintain that identity. Yet, this reasoning implicitly assumes 
that the state’s self exists independently from the people whom it serves, which does not 

follow logically from the claim that citizens rely for their ontological security on the 
state. As Paul Roe notes, ‘the state as a provider of ontological security is not the same 
as the state as a referent object’ (2008: 785). Further, while the mobilization of emergent 

properties provides a sophisticated argument for the emergence of identities and group 
emotionality, such an explanation leaves aside the question of the ‘self’, or rather, it 

collapses ‘self’, ‘identity’, and ‘ontological security’ into one (cf. Browning & 

Joenniemi 2017). It remains unclear how exactly the selves of individual citizens or 
group members relate to the self of the whole, and how the ‘self’ of the state differs from 

society or group identity. Lastly, these accounts reveal an ontology reminiscent of 
Wendt’s ‘naturalistic approach to society’ grounded in scientific realism (Kratochwil 

2000: 77), which sees ‘an uninterrupted chain-reaction from the mind of individual 
people to the agency of collective actors’, so that the ‘idea of states as psychological 

entities [is] somehow connected to the brains of their people’ (Barbato 2016: 561). At 

the same time, this materialist ontology does not seem to matter for the actor-self’s 

identity or ontological security, which remain unaffected and firmly disembodied. 

Thus, in its efforts to justify why actor-subjects like states can be ontological 
security-seeking selves in the first place, the scholarship has so far overlooked the kind 
of ‘self’ it is attributing and not paid sufficient attention to the assumptions that 
characterize its actor-self. This emerges not only from the common conflation of terms 
like ‘self’ and ‘identity’, but also from the reduction of ‘self’ and ‘identity’ to matters of 
emotions or cognition, which results in an opposition of ontological security to physical 
security. Put differently, OSS is grounded in an understanding of the ‘self’ not only as 

‘identity’ but also as different from, and opposed to, the body. While this kind of 
self/identity conflation and (Cartesian) dualism is characteristic of IR more generally, it 
is nonetheless surprising with regard to OSS, given the scholarship’s roots in 

phenomenology and phenomenology’s insight that emotions and perceptions are 
experienced through the body. Therefore, rather than developing another argument for 
why states can be said to have selves, this thesis is concerned with investigating the kind 
of ‘self’ OSS attributes to states and other actors, the assumptions that underpin it, and 
the knock-on effects they result in. This leads me to the second focus of this thesis, 
namely the usage and meaning of the concept of ‘anxiety’. 
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Identifying ‘Anxiety’ in OSS 
As an agent-centric theory OST does not only take ‘selves’ as its starting point, but is, 

like all social theories, based on a particular kind of ‘self’. One of the defining 
characteristics of the ontological security-seeking ‘self’ is that it is anxious, or at the 
very least prone to anxiety, and that anxiety needs to be dealt with. In many ways, to be 
a self is to be anxious. As already discussed, this way of thinking about the ‘self’ and its 
nature is fundamentally different from traditional IR theories, allowing OSS to theorize 
actors’ motives and priorities in a fundamentally different way. Additionally, ‘anxiety’ 
in OSS is not always a distinct emotion in narrow terms, but sometimes better 
understood as a mood that ‘manifests in different emotions and leaves room for a range 

of political possibilities’ (Kinnvall & Mitzen 2020: 240; cf. also Ringmar 2018; Rumelili 
2021). This wider conception of ‘anxiety’ enables OSS to posit anxiety not only as the 
central feature of the self, but also as a central feature of the social world. It allows it to 
‘see’ and identify feelings of anxiety and their consequences in places where previous 
scholarship overlooked them. Generally, OSS can be seen as taking anxiety to matter 
for three different aspects of IR research: at the level of individual action, IR theory, and 
within the discipline of IR as such. 

First and foremost, anxiety matters in the world and at the level of individual 
action. Taking its cue from the existentialist thinkers of the nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, OSS posits ‘anxiety’ as the driving force behind, and even 
precondition for, all human agency (Berenskötter 2020; Mitzen 2006). Anxiety arises as 
a result of the freedom to make decisions, and as a result of the ability to reason and to 
overcome one’s instincts. This forces each of us to continuously consider potential 
future consequences, thereby potentially generating a near-permanent state of 
uncertainty (Van Marle & Maruna 2010). Yet, even though anxiety, by virtue of the 
notion of free will, is a ‘privilege’ of being human, we generally seek to minimize and 
to control it, notably by increasing certainty and finding meaning in the world. In this 
context, OSS has identified the importance of routines and narratives. Routines reinforce 
our sense of who we are, as each repetitive act of ‘doing’ functions as a confirmation of 

who we take ourselves to be. Importantly, such routines do not have to be positive (in a 
normative sense), but can also be negative as, for example, in the case of routinized 
conflictual or hostile interactions with others (Browning 2018a; Hansen 2016; Mitzen 
2006). Similarly, the creation of narratives about who we are shapes our identities, 
which then serve to inform our behaviour internally (Steele 2005, 2008), while also 
providing us with an image of ourselves to project externally. Such self-narratives 
provide reassurances with regard to where we came from and how we fit into the world, 
which explains the appeal of populism and nationalism (Browning 2019; Homolar & 
Scholz 2019; Kinnvall 2004, 2018). However, they also need to be recognized and 
reaffirmed by others, so that misrecognition of our identities is one of the main sources 
of anxiety in OSS (Greve 2018; Pacher 2019; Zarakol 2011).  

On a second level, anxiety also matters for IR theory. For example, Felix 
Berenskötter (2018) argues that, while the driving emotion in realism is conventionally 
taken to be fear, this fear is actually better characterized as anxiety, since it is the 
outcome of two uncertainties: ‘the impossibility of knowing the intentions of others; and 
the impossibility of knowing the future’ (2018: 827). Similarly, liberal institutionalism, 
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too, can be seen as being mainly concerned with anxiety, given that institutions and 
norms are mechanisms explicitly designed to mitigate uncertainty about the 
predictability of others’ behaviour (2018: 829). This argument is taken further by Bahar 
Rumelili (2020), who finds that the notion of ‘anxiety’ as the fundamental human 
condition is already present in Hobbes and ultimately what gives rise to his 
conceptualization of the state of nature in the first place. Consequently, anxiety is not 
just a ‘background condition’ already present in all of IR theory, but something that 

should be explicitly integrated as a constitutive condition in IR theorizing (2020: 261; 
cf. also Hom & Steele 2020; Steele 2021). In this, Rumelili complements an earlier 
appeal for constructivists to pay more attention to the future, since political actors 
always make decisions in the face of uncertainty about what is to come (Berenskoetter 
2011). In other words, OSS suggests that anxiety is not a mere secondary concern or 
comparable to any other emotion like fear or trust, but that it is the central emotion in 
life and politics, and therefore central to our theorizing.  

Lastly, anxiety is also characteristic of OSS and the discipline of IR itself. 
Commenting on the internal heterogeneity within OSS, Croft & Vaughan-Williams 
(2017) note that the scholarship is torn between embracing its unconventional roots in 
existentialist philosophy and sociology, which links it to the ‘international’ elements of 

the social sciences more generally, and engaging with the mainstream of IR scholarship 
to demonstrate its own legitimacy within the discipline. With regard to IR more 
generally, Stefano Guzzini (2020) identifies multiple anxieties related to the frequent 
marginalization of the discipline within university departments, its fragmented content 
and extraordinary methodological diversity, as well as the uneasy mix of practical and 
observational knowledge. On all accounts IR tends to compare itself unfavourably with 
other disciplines, thereby generating significant insecurities. Likely, Nathan Sears’ 

(2020) observation that the discipline has so far failed to come to grips with the 
existential threat humanity poses to itself, and instead continues to focus on the 
comparatively minor threats to national security, has to be read in the same light. An 
ontological security perspective would at least suggest that scholars cling to the familiar 
routines provided by conventional approaches to IR, because they provide legitimacy 
and a way to escape scholarly anxieties. Still, it is important to note that anxieties are 
not necessarily negative. While it is true that we often experience anxiety as unpleasant 
and instinctively seek to avoid it, existentialism tells us that it is also a precondition for 
agency, freedom and creativity. Thus, Guzzini (2020) urges IR scholars to embrace IR’s 

anxieties and to view its plurality and multiplicity of worldviews as a strength. Along 
similar lines, other works in OSS have called for reconceptualizing ‘anxiety’ as a 
constructive force in both policy-oriented (Gustafsson 2021; Rumelili 2015b; Rumelili 
& Çelik 2017) and academic work (Gustafsson & Hagström 2020; Weick 2014).  

In this way, OSS not only continues the trend in IR to further challenge the old 
distinction between reason and passion, but in making ‘anxiety’ central to the very 
constitution of the ‘self’, it also puts forth a particular conception of the IR ‘self’, which 
enables us to rethink matters of agency and emotions in fundamental ways. Thus, a focus 
on ‘anxiety’ means that we can study empirical, theoretical, and disciplinary phenomena 
from a new perspective in their multiple causes and consequences, so that OSS has 
succeeded in better capturing the role of emotions analytically and generating a range 
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of new and innovative insights. Yet, as can be gauged from the brief account of the 
literature, the broad and malleable conception of ‘anxiety’ means that some form of 
anxiety seems to be present everywhere. There does not seem to be an actor who is not 
anxious. This, however, raises a number of questions. First, it brings into question OSS’ 

distinct explanatory value. After all, if anxiety is so ubiquitous and central to the 
constitution of the self, what does the concept actually explain? If, as a summative 
reading of the literature seems to suggest, everyone is anxious all the time, how do we 
account for differences in actor behaviour, especially with regard to change and 
continuity in behaviour? This issue is further compounded by a second one, namely the 
near-synonymous usage of ‘anxiety’ and ‘ontological insecurity’. Much of the literature 
often slips from one concept to the other, without it being clear whether and how the 
two terms differ. Such conceptual conflation mirrors another recently voiced criticism, 
which is that it is not always clear what constitutes a threat to the self in the first place 
(Berenskötter & Nymalm 2021). Hence, engaging with these issues is crucial for moving 
OSS forward and, given the broad appeal of a concept like ‘anxiety’, bound to have 
implications beyond OSS for IR as a whole. 

 

 

4. Methodology: Ontology, Method, and the Study of 
Concepts 
 
As illustrated by the example of the duck-rabbit illusion in the introduction, one of the 
key methodological assumptions that guides this project is a belief in the need for 
conceptual knowledge in order to ‘see’, and therefore in the constitutive role of 
language. Because language structures our thought in fundamental ways, it quite literally 
determines the limits of what we can think, imagine, and see in the world (Hacking 
2002; Lakoff & Johnson 2003). Although there is a case to be made that this kind of 
concept-dependency is true for physical reality as well as for social reality (Goodman 
1983), it is arguably especially true for the latter. Concepts are of special importance in 
the social construction of reality because they are the result of ‘bounding practices’, 

delineating phenomena from each other and thereby directing our attention in specific 
ways (Ish-Shalom 2021). It is for this reason that engaging with concepts is an important 
undertaking. Doing so allows us to identify hidden assumptions, problematize those 
assumptions, and rethink our conceptual and theoretical devices. However, since studies 
which take concepts as their object of investigation are relatively few and recent, this 
section begins by briefly introducing the existing IR scholarship on concepts from which 
this thesis draws. This is followed by an outline of my strategy for investigating 
concepts, the recovery of lost meanings, and a short discussion of the implications of 
conceptual work for theory and OSS.  

 

A Constructivist Approach to Studying Concepts 
Since, as the title of this dissertation suggests, the present project is a ‘conceptual 

investigation’, it is useful to start by clarifying what that means. For a long time, scholars 
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in Political Science and IR did not pay much attention to concepts as objects of 
investigation, but focused mostly on concepts in relation to theories, with the goal of 
establishing conceptual clarity. To the extent that they did engage with concepts in their 
own right, this was done mostly in a positivist vein, as an analytical and purportedly 
neutral assessment of what a concept means and how it can be delineated so that it can 
serve as a measurable variable in explanatory theories (Guzzini 2005: 500–503). It is 
only relatively recently that scholars in IR are starting to move beyond the pinning down 
of the meanings of concepts, and towards an engagement with concepts that embraces 
their often contested nature, or investigates their performative effects in different 
contexts. Stefano Guzzini (2005), for example, develops a constructivist conceptual 
analysis, arguing that such an analysis should not only include the study of what a 
concept means, but also of what it does and how it came to acquire its current meaning. 
Similarly, Felix Berenskötter (2017) expands the scope by differentiating between four 
different aims a conceptual analysis can have: Its aim can be to explore how concepts 
are used in academic theories versus how they operate within society, to trace a 
concept’s evolution throughout history, to specify it in a positivist vein by grounding it 
in empirical data, or to critically expose a concept’s political function. Yet, in spite of 

the growing number of IR publications which explicitly take concepts as their object of 
investigation (e.g. Adler-Nissen 2013; Berenskötter 2016; Ish-Shalom 2021; Winkler 
2020), this scholarship is in many ways still in its infancy and the vocabulary needed to 
discuss conceptual issues is often still lacking. Thus, one challenge in this project has 
not only been to find my ‘own way of “doing” conceptual analysis’ (Wilkens & Kessler 
2021: 205), but also to find the right language to describe it. 

Given that the aim of the present study is to identify and problematize two 
concepts’ underlying assumptions, I am mostly interested in highlighting the importance 
and consequences of conceptual issues, as well as the effects of reconceptualizing ‘self’ 

and ‘anxiety’. Hence, the present analysis is situated within constructivism broadly 
understood, but it is less attentive to the kind of genealogical tracing outlined by 
Guzzini’s (2005) ideal constructivist analysis. In other words, the articles in this 
compilation are not primarily concerned with investigating why ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’ 

acquired their present-day usage. Instead, they come closer to what Guzzini (2013) has 
elsewhere referred to as ‘ontological theorizing’, i.e. as ‘theorizing the central 

phenomena that constitute the field of inquiry’ (2013: 534). Yet they also go one step 

further by taking on board Berenskötter’s demand for a process that ‘oscillates between 

deconstruction and reconstruction’ (2017: 171). The articles thus do not only seek to 
problematize, but also to formulate conceptual alternatives. Ultimately, adopting a 
constructivist metatheoretical outlook entails accepting the epistemological and 
ontological claims that both meaning and the social world is intersubjectively 
constructed (Guzzini 2005: 498), as well as taking seriously the idea that to construct 
something is a creative act. This makes constructivism not only a critical but also a 
creative enterprise (Epstein 2021: 6–10). Consequently, since ‘conceptualizing concepts 

means conceptualizing the world around us’ (Ish-Shalom 2021: 9), any work that deals 
with concepts takes part in the creation of the social reality it seeks to analyse. 

This starting point has a number of implications. First, it highlights the central role 
of agents, whether they are scholars, practitioners, or other civil society actors. While a 
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constructivist lens does not dispose of structural factors, and hence remains stuck within 
the agent-structure problem (Wendt 1987), it certainly privileges the role of actors. This 
is also explicitly the position adopted here. Second, even though this is not the explicit 
focus of this dissertation, it is this kind of agent-centrism which makes room to account 
for scholars’ and other actors’ ethical responsibility in the way they wield concepts. 

Third, and most significant for this thesis, a constructivist lens entails a commitment to 
reflexivity. This means reflexivity not only on the part of the researcher as indicated 
above, but also with regard to the research object and the mutually constitutive 
relationship between the construction of knowledge and the construction of society, 
which is itself the object of study (Berenskötter 2011: 649; Guzzini 2005: 499). In other 
words, it is grounded in the idea that knowledge precedes action and understanding, 
which is why a change in knowledge can change how we see and make sense of the 
world. Given, therefore, the importance of individual knowledge and perception and that 
‘our faculty of knowing the world depends on our cognitive and linguistic tools’, a 

conceptual investigation is in line with insights from phenomenology (Ish-Shalom 2021: 
4), which highlights the fundamentally human drivers behind the formulation of 
concepts. Accordingly, 

‘human societies and individuals with their restrictedness and finiteness 
essentially inhabit an infinite reality that they can never know as a whole. In 
order to be able to make sense of this reality and to perceive, describe, 
understand, and imagine a future, and act in it; in order to attribute meaning 
to this reality and themselves, in order to communicate and cooperate with 
others, they must differentiate and select phenomena from the “stream of 

life” and create order. To do this, they assemble their experiences and 
interactions with reality into an interpretive scheme of concepts: they 
conceptualize’ (Kibrik 2021: 3). 

From this it follows that concepts have epistemologically and ontologically securitizing 
functions. A concept can be thought of as a tool of scientific (or unscientific) knowledge 
that enables some phenomena to be clearly identified as belonging to a general category, 
and that can be linked to a typology or an explanation (Swedberg 2014: 19). In other 
words, the most important purpose of concepts is to allow us to recognize phenomena 
when we see them. Therefore, Berenskötter defines a concept as ‘an abstract frame that 

helps generating knowledge about the world’ and as a ‘heuristic device’ that is not ‘an 

accurate representation of the world (…) but a mental image’ (2017: 154). Concepts are 

constructions designed to help us make sense of our world. Consequently, they are not 
stable. As social constructions, concepts are subject to change and can take on different 
or even multiple meanings depending on the time and the context (Wilkens & Kessler 
2021: 205). This context-dependency means that the meaning of concepts lies in their 
usage. Further, it is important to note that concepts do not exist in isolation but always 
as part of a web of concepts (2021: 210). As such, they acquire meaning from how they 
relate to other concepts, for example by being part of a binary, a continuum, or a set of 
neighbouring and closely related concepts or clusters. This is also how concepts come 
to be the ‘building blocks’ of theory (Berenskötter 2017: 152), since a theory is a set of 

concepts connected in a specific way so as to posit ‘logically interconnected sets of 

propositions from which empirical uniformities can be derived’ (Swedberg 2014: 4, 



17 
 

quoting Merton).12 Thus, concepts and theories acquire their meanings from how 
concepts relate to each other, which is why conceptual meaning is theory-dependent and 
not divorceable from one’s metatheoretical outlook (Guzzini 2005). 

Therefore, by adopting a constructivist approach to studying concepts, the articles 
in this compilation allow me to investigate the usage and meaning of concepts, identify 
and problematize underlying assumptions, ask questions about the role and function of 
concepts in specific contexts, and reimagine what an alternative conceptualization could 
look like. While all of this points to an engagement with concepts as important and 
valuable in its own right, a conceptual investigation is also a useful way to approach 
theories and to engage in theoretical work more generally. I will return to this point at 
the end of this section, after having introduced my particular approach to conducting a 
conceptual analysis.  

 

The Analytical Process: Recovering Lost Meanings and Rethinking OST 
As mentioned, much of the existing literature explores how concepts function politically 
in the world, and critically investigates for example how politicians or other societal 
actors shape and wield concepts (Buzan, Wæver & de Wilde 1998; Carrai 2019; 
Koselleck 1989), how concepts themselves change as they travel between societies and 
languages (Winkler 2020), or how we can distinguish concepts based on the extent to 
which they are accepted within society (Kibrik 2021). By contrast, I look at the usage 
of two concepts within a narrow academic discourse in IR and rethink them by 
recovering lost meanings. Rethinking concepts, of course, ‘is a political act, or at least 

an act of academic politics, with reflexivity built in’ (Ish-Shalom 2021: 12). It is an 
intervention in an academic debate, which draws attention to and denaturalizes common 
usages of concepts, in this case of ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’. In doing so, the work of 
rethinking challenges some of those concepts’ taken-for-granted meanings and proposes 
alternative readings. Broadly speaking, therefore, the conceptual analysis of this project 
combines two distinct steps: a critical move and a creative move.13 

The critical move proceeds from the idea that the ‘meaning of a concept lies in its 
usage’ (Buzan, Wæver & de Wilde 1998: 24) and that all concepts are ‘concepts-in-use’ 

(Wilkens & Kessler 2021: 206). The articles therefore analyse how current academic 
works in IR apply OST, and particularly what meaning they seem to ascribe to the 
concepts of ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’. Treating the contemporary OSS scholarship in IR as 
empirics, the articles in this compilation compare the different interpretations and 
utilizations of concepts among scholars both diachronically and synchronically. The 
goal is to investigate what a particular understanding of a concept does for an author’s 

argument and application of the theory (cf. Berenskoetter 2017: 161), and to categorize 
them accordingly. This kind of sorting is itself an important part of the critical enterprise 
because it serves to denaturalize the taken-for-granted (Epstein 2021: 30, 266). This 
allows the articles to reveal hidden, and importantly divergent, assumptions and 

 
12 In positivist research theories generate hypotheses which can then be empirically tested, but this does not 
have to be true for non-positivist approaches (cf. Lai & Roccu 2019). 
13 I thank Felix Berenskötter for suggesting to think about what I do in terms of a critical and a creative move. 
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understandings. For example, Article I shows that much of the current scholarship 
conceives of the ‘self’ as disembodied and as something that is opposed to the body, 

while Article II identifies a widespread conceptual overlap between the concepts of 
‘self’ and ‘identity’. Interestingly, these two usages differ from the way the ‘self’ was 

understood by OST’s ‘founding fathers’ R. D. Laing and Anthony Giddens. Similarly, 

Article IV homes in on the varying implications the concept of ‘anxiety’ can have in 

OSS scholarship, while Article V points to some differences between these 
understandings of the concept and the way ‘anxiety’ was thought of within one of the 

intellectual inspirations for OST, namely the existentialist literature on anxiety.  

Conducting such an analysis is useful on two accounts. For one, it highlights that 
the meaning of a concept is never just given and can differ substantially even among 
scholars within the same field, who, superficially at least, use the same language. The 
outlined differences in conceptual usage and understanding help us to make sense of 
some of the internal diversity within OSS, while also reminding us that we as scholars 
need to be clear about how we employ a certain concept and how that might differ from 
the way other scholars perceive the same concept. This is not a matter of either 
interpretation being right or wrong, but of communicating effectively and demonstrating 
awareness of the fundamentally ambiguous and amorphous nature of concepts. Second, 
identifying and being able to point to concrete differences in how concepts are used, 
draws our attention to the processes which might have led to these varying 
understandings, and enables us to ask questions about why concepts carry the varying 
meanings they carry, or what they do for a particular analysis in a given context. While, 
as mentioned, this study conducts neither a fully-fledged genealogical treatment of ‘self’ 

and ‘anxiety’, nor investigates their performative effects in any systematic way, some 

of the articles nonetheless contain some observations and ideas with regard to how such 
conceptual diversity came about. For instance, Article I notes that OSS had to initially 
position itself via the IR mainstream, which might have facilitated a conception of the 
‘self’ as disembodied, while Article IV proposes that some understandings of ‘anxiety’ 

might be the result of scholars’ attempts to address criticisms levelled at Giddens and 
the OSS scholarship more generally. Thus, while a genealogy and investigation of what 
concepts do, as argued for by Guzzini (2005), are not the primary focus of this project, 
it is still the analysis of concepts-in-use which makes such investigations possible and 
which brings certain biases or analytical problems into focus.  

This first critical move also lays the groundwork for the second overarching move 
in this project, which is the creative rethinking of concepts. Doing something creative 
by definition means to create something new, and something can only be new in relation 
to the old. For this reason, the critical analysis described above is a precondition for this 
second step (cf. Gustafsson & Hagström 2018: 640). Only after identifying and engaging 
with the assumptions underpinning certain conceptual usages, can I then rethink those 
concepts. The value of reconceptualizing thereby lies in challenging some of those 
taken-for-granted perspectives and offering an alternative way to imagine and make 
sense of phenomena in the world. While there are likely a range of ways in which one 
can rethink concepts, for example by drawing inspiration from other fields of 
scholarship or by focusing on the etymology or linguistic features of concepts, the 
approach I have chosen centers on the recovery of lost meanings. Specifically, I look at 
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how ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’ were used in works preceding the contemporary OSS 
scholarship in IR, notably in the key works by Laing and Giddens, but also in the 
existentialist anxiety literature of the late 19th and early 20th century. This allows me to 
identify aspects of a concept’s meaning that seemingly got lost. Importantly, this should 
not be seen as implying that these older conceptualizations are in any way more 
‘correct’. Rather, they are a source of inspiration, one way to think differently and to 

highlight that conceptual meaning is not given. 

Consequently, I then reimagine ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’ on the basis of these recovered 
meanings, and apply this rethought ontological security framework to contemporary IR 
issues. Article I recovers the idea of the ‘self’ as embodied from the works of Laing and 
Giddens and develops the notion of the embodied state. In doing so it shows how 
physical and ontological security concerns are not as clearly separate as the literature 
suggests, and that physical security issues can have psychological consequences. 
Likewise, Article II draws on Laing and Giddens to develop a distinction between ‘self’ 

and ‘identity’ based on the ‘self’ understood as personhood being a precondition for 

role-identities—an argument that is then applied in Article III to the case of Taiwan’s 

pursuit of ontological security upon losing international recognition of its sovereignty. 
Article V, by contrast, makes use of the pre-Laingian anxiety literature to develop the 
distinction between ‘normal’ and ‘neurotic’ anxiety. Recovering this distinction allows 

us to address various criticisms of the OST scholarship, as well as to make a larger 
theoretical argument about why emotions like anxiety can be attributed to collective 
actors like states. The analytical process is summarized in figure 1.  

 

        Critical Move 
 

                            Creative Move 
 

 

Analyse usage of concepts in OST → recover lost meanings→ rethink OST and implications for IR 

 

Figure 1: Summary of the analytical process. 
 

In sum, by combining a critical and a creative move, this project’s approach to concept 

analysis goes beyond the tracing of how concepts are contested and utilized differently, 
to creatively reconceptualize key concepts of OSS via the recovery of some of their lost 
meanings. This is conducive to my aim of drawing attention to these conceptual 
differences, problematizing them, and providing an impetus for imagining some of those 
concepts, and therefore the world, differently. Thus, while largely a conceptual project, 
the ultimate goal of reconceptualizing is to change how and what we see in order to 
make better sense of phenomena in IR. Having said this, there are a few additional 
remarks to be made about the interrelation of concepts, theories, and ontological 
security. 
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The Implications of Concepts for Theory and Ontological Security 
As described in the previous section, the articles in this compilation thesis largely focus 
on concepts, their meanings, and how rethinking them can change our analyses. 
However, concepts do not exist in isolation but always as part of a web of concepts and 
within a specific context. In this case, the context is the academic literature concerned 
with a particular theoretical framework, Ontological Security Theory. ‘Self’ and 

‘anxiety’ are key concepts within this framework and acquire their meaning from the 
way they are used within this theoretical structure. Interestingly, the extent to which 
OST is a theory in the ‘proper’ sense can be debated. When coined by Laing (1990) in 

the 1950s, ontological (in)security was nothing more than a concept, a way to identify 
and describe individuals who are liable to developing psychological disorders like 
schizophrenia. Later, Giddens (1991) linked the concept to other ideas about ‘basic trust’ 

and the development of a ‘protective cocoon’, and outlined some mechanisms for the 

maintenance of a feeling of ontological security, notably reflexivity and routines. This 
introduced a temporal dimension on which early IR scholarship built, thereby 
developing the concept into a theory, which could explain particular events by reference 
to a more general rule (Lebow 2010: 4). At present, my sense is that OST fulfils all the 
functions of what Berenskötter (2018) has called ‘grand’ theories—it is interpretive, 
explanatory and normative (see also Guzzini 2020)—although perhaps not all OST 
scholarship speaks to all of these functions at all times. 

Leaving aside the question whether OST is a theory or something less than that, 
what this discussion shows is that the line between concepts and theory is quite thin, as 
is the line between the work of conceptualizing and theorizing. The word ‘theorize’ 

comes from Greek and means to see, to observe, and to contemplate (Swedberg 2014: 
12). It thus describes a mixture of activities that together make up the first step of the 
scientific enterprise, theorizing (which is then usually followed by steps two and three, 
the outlining and testing of a theory) (2014: 4). Yet, to see, to observe and to contemplate 
is also an accurate description of what I do with regard to the concepts of ‘self’ and 
‘anxiety’ in the articles, which is why my conceptual investigation can also be seen as a 
kind of theorizing. This corresponds to the insight that concepts are not only the building 
blocks of theories, as mentioned above, but their ‘ontological building blocks’ 

(Berenskötter 2017: 152, emphasis added), designating not only what is important, but 
what is in the first place. For this reason ‘[i]magination is the achievement’, i.e. the 

outcome, of theorizing (Weick 2014: 178). Concepts in theories thus function as world-
builders. They shape our imagination and what we can see in the world (interpretive 
function), and the way they are configured within a framework shapes how we make 
sense of the world (explanatory function). Consequently, conceptual work that analyses 
and rethinks the meaning of key concepts cannot but have consequences for the 
interpretive and explanatory functioning of theories. 

This is not to deny that the boundaries of concepts are likely to appear clearer in 
theory than in practice, and that concepts are to some extent inherently vague (Ish-
Shalom 2021: 8), so that not all meaning-related ambiguity can ultimately be overcome. 
Given the importance of concepts for our political imagination, such a definitive closure 
of meaning is likely also not desirable. As outlined in Article IV, in the case of OSS it 
is probably precisely the conceptual malleability of a concept like ‘anxiety’, which has 
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appealed to scholars from very different schools of thought and enabled them to engage 
in a conversation with each other. Thus, the sorting and categorizing of meanings is 
sometimes to be resisted. Here a brief reflection on my own motivations in pursuing this 
kind of conceptual research is perhaps in order. As noted above, beyond the analytical 
aspects, there is also an ontological security element to concepts, since they provide 
order, stabilize meaning, and help us make sense of the world (cf. Kibrik 2021: 3). It is 
thus possible that this project’s endeavour to clarify and disentangle conceptual 

meanings is itself the result of discomfort with the multiple different usages and 
meanings of ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’ in the literature. In line with the phenomenological 
underpinnings of conceptualizations, therefore, this thesis might be driven by my own 
personal need for epistemological security.  

Yet even if so, this only goes to highlight again that conceptual work is not neutral 
(Ish-Shalom 2021: 8), which is why it is important to be aware of one’s own potential 

biases and to pay attention to concepts and the work they do. Conceptual issues, and 
especially the presence of multiple meanings, are an opportunity to ask questions and to 
investigate underlying theoretical assumptions. In the words of Ish-Shalom, ‘concepts 

and their meanings are the data (…) of studying contestation and fully encapsulate the 

sociopolitical construction of the sociopolitical world’ (2021: 2). This is why disputes 

over concepts can be seen to ‘provide a way into understanding’ (Hutchison and Bleiker 
2014: 503). Thus, the development of a conceptual analysis is a useful entry point for 
an in-depth engagement with OST on both a conceptual and a theoretical level.  

 

 

5. Main Arguments and Contributions 
 
Having thus outlined some of OSS’ weaknesses and the methodological approach that 
guides this research project, this section discusses the individual articles, their main 
arguments, and their contributions with regard to the dissertation’s research aim. To 
recall, aside from providing a critical engagement with the literature, the aim is to 
investigate and problematize some of the assumptions underlying ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’ in 
OSS, and to increase the analytical reach of OST by rethinking them. To this end, the 
articles seek to draw out and identify implicit assumptions, highlight their implications 
and consequences, and consider how a reconceptualization of ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’ can 
increase the explanatory leverage of OST. They do so by focusing on the ways the two 
concepts are used differently across different parts of the literature. This sharpens our 
analytical tools and helps us apprehend behaviours as ontological security-seeking, 
which previously were not understood as such. 

 

Problematizing the ‘Self’ 
The first three articles engage with the ‘self’ and show that it is commonly assumed to 

be disembodied and to be quasi-coterminous with the concept of ‘identity’. 

Understanding the ‘self’ in this way has allowed OSS to clearly position itself vis-à-vis 
conventional Security Studies, and to challenge the discipline’s privileging of physical 
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security. By largely bracketing matters of physical security and the body, the scholarship 
was able to adopt a critical positioning and clearly articulate its value-added. However, 
as the articles show, limiting the concept of ontological security to apply mostly to 
identity-related issues decreases the analytical leverage of OST. It overlooks crucial 
aspects of international relations, for example the importance of sovereignty for states’ 

ontological security. The articles, therefore, seek to bring the body back into OSS and 
to reconceptualize the ‘self’ as personhood, arguing that being a person encompasses 

more than having an identity and provides therefore a clearer way to distinguish ‘self’ 

from ‘identity’. Doing so allows us to disentangle threats to the self from threats to 
identity, and thus increases the analytical leverage and explanatory scope of OST.  

Article I, ‘The embodied state’, makes the point that the kind of ‘self’ that is at the 
heart of the original OST literature in Laing and Giddens is an embodied self, and that 
this fact of embodiment has so far been overlooked in OSS and in IR more generally. 
Instead, OSS has adopted the disembodied ‘self’ that is prevalent in mainstream IR, and 
which is itself a result of the pervasiveness of a (Cartesian) dualist ontology. However, 
we conventionally think of states akin to persons with bodies as is evident from concepts 
like ‘security’ and ‘sovereignty’, which imply not only that there is something physical 

worth protecting, but also that this physical aspect is clearly delineated and a constitutive 
part of the state. Thus, the state is more than a discursively reproduced abstraction; it is 
better understood as an entity co-constituted by its physical and psycho-social parts, i.e. 
as a person. For OSS, the article argues, this means that the literature would benefit from 
dispensing with the common opposition of ontological and physical security, and taking 
seriously the implications of embodiment, for example in the fact that a physical threat 
always has the potential to also be a threat to one’s ontological security, and vice versa. 

Physical and ontological security are not independent of each other, and this is illustrated 
via a case study of the so-called ‘North Korean abduction issue’ in Japan. The abduction 

of Japanese citizens from Japanese territory by North Korean agents constituted a bodily 
violation of Japan, generating anxiety about Japanese statehood, and ultimately 
contributing to a disproportionate threat discourse about North Korea meant to shore up 
these anxieties. Beyond that, and with relevance for IR more generally, the article 
suggests that it is the notion of sovereignty that determines states’ personhood, and that 

sovereignty therefore seems to have a significant ontological security-providing 
function deserving of further investigation in IR in general. 

In many ways picking up where the first article left off, Article II ‘Ontological 

security as a framework of existence’ advances the conceptualization of the ‘self’ as 
personhood and as distinct from ‘identity’. Within OSS, ontological security is defined 
as both ‘security of the self’ and as ‘security of identity’, so that ‘self’ and ‘identity’ 

become conflated. Yet, such conceptual conflation reduces the explanatory leverage of 
OST and deprives us of crucial insights. The article demonstrates this by outlining how 
the institution of sovereignty provides personhood, and thereby ontological security, to 
all states, independent of their particular identities. Again drawing on the literature’s 

‘founding fathers’, it shows how for both Laing and Giddens the notion of ontological 
security describes a framework consisting of multiple dimensions related to time, space, 
continuity and identity. It is the self, understood as a person endowed with subjectivity 
and the capacity to act autonomously, which makes use of this framework to secure its 
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sense of self. Consequently, ‘identity’ is an important aspect of the ontologically secure 
‘self’, but it does not capture the full extent of ontological security. Ontological security 
is not reducible to matters of identity. Based on this distinction between ‘self’ and 
‘identity’, the article develops an account of sovereignty as an institution upheld by 
discursive and ritualistic practices, and argues that it is this institution of sovereignty 
which provides states with an acting ‘self’, or personhood. Since this institution needs 
to be upheld by collective practices, it follows that by participating in the discourse and 
rituals of sovereignty, states do not only contribute to their own ontological security but 
also to the ontological security of each and every state. The wider implications of this 
argument are that any debate touching on the future of either the state or the Westphalian 
system needs to take ontological security into account, be it in arguments about the 
eroding effects of globalization, the inevitability of a world state, or the protracted nature 
of territorial disputes. 

Article III, ‘Defending the islands, defending the self’, provides an empirical 
illustration of the theoretical argument made in Article II by demonstrating the analytical 
utility of defining the ‘self’ in OSS as personhood and as clearly distinguishable from 
‘identity’. The article traces the territorial dispute between the People’s Republic of 

China (PRC, also China) and Japan over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands to the time before 
the official derecognition of the Republic of China (ROC, also Taiwan) as the ‘true 

China’ in 1971. It argues that the looming loss of its sovereignty generated existential 
anxiety in Taiwan, which prompted it to reassert its statehood by laying claim to the 
islands. Doing so allowed Taiwan not only to present itself as the true defender of 
Chinese interests, but also to reaffirm its sovereign self. It was only as a result of this 
linking of the islands with Chinese sovereignty that China then inherited this conflict 
with Japan upon becoming the officially recognized China by the UN in 1971, and it is 
this context which still impacts the conflict today. Further, in the process of performing 
statehood, the ROC also emphasized its identity as a victorious World War II ally and 
cast Japan as a fascist revisionist state—an identity narrative that still features in all 
kinds of Sino-Japanese disputes today. Beyond highlighting the relational dynamics of 
ontological security-seeking, therefore, this article shows that, while assertions of self 
and identity might often go together, they are nonetheless distinct. Upon losing 
international recognition, the ROC could not but try to reaffirm its sovereign self, yet 
the identity narrative it told in the process could have been very different. Additionally, 
the article indicates that for China the dispute is about its very being as a sovereign self, 
whereas for Japan the conflict mainly challenges its self-identity as a peaceful and non-
imperialist state. This suggests that it might be harder for China to compromise on the 
issue than for Japan, since for China the dispute is more closely linked to its very being 
as a state. 

 

Problematizing ‘Anxiety’ 
Since the ontological security-seeking ‘self’ is not only embodied but also potentially 
anxious, and since ‘anxiety’ is the main motivating driver in OSS, Articles IV and V 
zero in on the concept of ‘anxiety’ and its relation to ontological (in)security. They 
identify a variety of usages and implications of the concept, which sometimes contradict 
each other and partially explain OSS’ great internal diversity. The articles focus 
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specifically on assumptions concerning the triggers of feelings of anxiety, as well as 
their behavioural consequences, and take issue with ‘anxiety’ being attributed too 
broadly and rarely distinguished from ‘ontological insecurity’. They argue that pointing 

to anxiety to explain all kinds of phenomena actually reduces OST’s ability to make 
sense of actor behaviour. The articles also explore the pre-Laingian literature on 
existentialist psychology, which has a more nuanced conception of ‘anxiety’, and 

propose it a source of inspiration for OSS to differentiate more clearly between different 
kinds of anxiety.  

Article IV in this compilation thesis, ‘The concept of anxiety in OST’, surveys the 
contemporary landscape of OSS in IR and traces different usages and understandings of 
‘anxiety’ in the scholarship. Concretely, it identifies two conceptual issues on which 
scholars within OSS diverge, but which have so far not been explicitly acknowledged. 
One is that anxiety is sometimes understood as inhibiting behavioural change and as 
leading to behavioural rigidity, and at other times as a catalyst for change and a driver 
behind behavioural adaptation. Yet, it is not clear under what conditions anxiety 
produces which outcome, leading to the problem of codetermination. The second issue 
centres on a disagreement among scholars about whether ‘anxiety’ is better understood 
as an extraordinary and temporarily limited condition, or as a normal and ever-present 
part of life. This ultimately has implications for whether a condition of ontological 
security is at all achievable, since it is difficult to argue that it is, if anxiety is also ever-
present. Beyond that, though, this second divergence among scholars also creates a 
paradox whereby unusual behaviour, or behavioural change, comes to be explained by 
the constant and normal condition of anxiety. Even though the main purpose of the 
article is to explicate some of the internal diversity in OSS, and to draw out the various 
implications of divergent understandings of ‘anxiety’, the article also makes the case 

that these conceptual ambiguities should be reduced to increase the analytical utility of 
OST, and that this can be done by introducing a conceptual distinction between ‘anxiety’ 

and ‘ontological insecurity’. 

Article V, ‘Returning to the roots of ontological security’, lastly, deals in depth 
with the distinction between ‘anxiety’ and ‘ontological insecurity’. The article starts 

from the observation that the concept of ‘anxiety’ in OSS is somewhat ambiguous and 
ill-defined, and that the OST literature itself has been the subject of multiple criticisms, 
notably the application of an individual-level concept to states and the privileging of 
identity continuity over change, and has of yet neglected to reflect on some of its 
intellectual roots. Consequently, this article engages with the pre-Laingian existentialist 
anxiety literature to recover a distinction between normal and neurotic anxiety, which 
was implicit in Laing’s account of ontological security, but later explicitly rejected by 
Giddens. Since much of the IR scholarship on ontological security draws mostly on 
Giddens, this explains the loss of the distinction in OSS and the resulting conceptual 
ambiguity. The article suggests that a re-introduction of the distinction between normal 
and neurotic anxiety, by relating the former to ‘anxiety’ and the latter to ‘ontological 

insecurity’, can help us address some of the prominent criticisms levelled at OSS. Based 

on this move, the article argues that the distinction sharpens the meaning of the concepts 
‘anxiety’ and ‘ontological insecurity’, as well as their relation to the positive correlate 

‘ontological security’. Additionally, it becomes possible to associate ‘anxiety’ with 
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adaptability and identity change, while ‘ontological insecurity’ can be seen as a more 
severe condition leading to an inability to adapt. Moreover, reading the existentialist 
anxiety literature suggests that ‘anxiety’ can be understood as a general mood 

descriptive of societies and social groups at large, so that the concept’s application to 

states is not as problematic as it might initially seem. Thus, returning to the roots of 
ontological security makes us aware of the loss of certain conceptual meanings and helps 
us address contemporary theoretical problems. 

 

In this way, the five articles in this compilation thesis problematize and rethink OSS’ 

key concepts of ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’ in different ways. They identify underlying 

assumptions which inform current scholarship on ontological security, recover lost 
meanings, and show that doing so is useful for sharpening OST and improving our 
understanding as well as application of the theory. Yet, many of the articles’ insights, 
like the importance of embodiment or the value of conceptual work in problematizing 
taken-for-granted assumptions, are not limited to OSS but speak to IR more generally. 
Thus, the next section reflects on some of the wider disciplinary implications of this 
research.  

 

 

6. Concluding Remarks: Rethinking Ontological Security, 
Rethinking IR 
 
This final section seeks to go beyond the description of the research process and the 
articles themselves, to discuss how this thesis’ findings help us rethink OSS and IR more 
generally. While each of the articles in this compilation makes a contribution in its own 
right, their nature as journal articles means that the scope and argumentation is 
necessarily narrow, and that I was not always able to explore their consequences to the 
fullest extent. Additionally, the insights and arguments of the five articles also 
complement each other, so that it is worth examining what story they tell collectively 
about OST. To draw out these implications, this final section highlights the three main 
theoretical arguments, and reflects on this dissertation’s findings, limitations, and 
avenues for further research. It does so by addressing in turn OSS, the literature on 
concepts, and IR more broadly.  

 

Implications for Ontological Security Theory 
As described in the previous section, together the five articles in this compilation thesis 
contribute to OSS by identifying a number of assumptions underpinning ‘self’ and 

‘anxiety’, and by rethinking these two key concepts. Concretely, they make three 
interrelated arguments. The first is that the ontological security-seeking ‘self’, as any 

actor-self, is in fact embodied. This is an ontological claim with potentially significant 
consequences for our understanding of OST. It undermines the binary of physical 
security and ontological security commonly found in the ontological security 
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scholarship, and prompts us to pay more attention to the psychological consequences of 
(perceived) physical insecurity. Traditionally, OSS has limited itself to commenting on 
the opposite dynamic, observing that the pursuit of ontological security can generate 
greater physical insecurity. Yet, Article I makes the case for a genuine two-way 
relationship between physical and ontological security concerns. Additionally, it 
extends the notion of the actor-self as embodied to the state by showing that embodiment 
is implicit in concepts like ‘sovereignty’ or ‘security’. 

The second and third arguments are more analytical in nature. Thus, the articles 
address the common conflation of ‘self’ and identity’ within OSS, and develop a 
distinction between the two concepts. They do so by way of equating the former with 
the concept of personhood, while narrowing the meaning of the latter to one of role-
identity. The payoff of this move is not only an increase in analytical leverage via the 
sharpening of two concepts which are often used interchangeably, but first and foremost 
the ability to point to the distinct role the institution of sovereignty plays in the 
ontological security of states. This ontological security-providing function of 
sovereignty has so far gone largely unnoticed within the OSS scholarship, whose main 
concern has been with issues of identity. Coming to appreciate the role of sovereignty 
in this way allows OSS to engage with, and contribute to, wider debates within IR, for 
example on the retreat or return of the state (see below). Lastly, the articles make a third 
argument about the need to distinguish ‘anxiety’ more clearly from ‘ontological 

insecurity’. They show how the different ways in which the concept of ‘anxiety’ is used 
in contemporary OSS reveals disagreements about the concept’s meaning, and suggest 
a re-introduction of the distinction between normal and neurotic anxiety found in the 
existentialist anxiety literature. On the basis of such a distinction, it becomes possible to 
integrate the multiple understandings of ‘anxiety’ without equating all anxiety with 
ontological insecurity. An additional benefit of this distinction is the possibility to 
account better for the factors which lead to behavioural change versus behavioural 
continuity, something OSS has struggled with. 

Figure 2 summarizes the dissertation’s main arguments in relation to my 
understanding of the explicit and implicit assumptions informing contemporary 
ontological security scholarship in IR. It also lists some of the implications that follow 
from my arguments, which are discussed throughout the remainder of this chapter. Note 
that the table presents the assumptions identified as underpinning OSS in a simplified 
manner and that the scholarship is treated with more nuance in the respective 
contributing articles. 
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Assumptions Informing 
OSS 

 

My Arguments Implications 

The actor-self is disembodied 
− Ontological security is 

separate from physical 
security 

− Ontological security is 
mainly about identity 

The actor-self is embodied 
− This applies to all kinds 

of actors, including states 

 
– Physical security 

measures can mitigate 
feelings of anxiety 

– A physical threat can also 
cause ontological anxiety 

– Sovereignty makes the 
state an embodied person 

 
‘Self’ = ‘Identity’ 
− A threat to one’s identity 

is a threat to the self 
− Ontological security is 

primarily about identity 

‘Self’ ≠ ‘Identity’ 
− ‘self’ refers to the entity 

endowed with autonomy; 
‘self’ = ‘person’ 

− ‘identity’ = ‘role-
identity’; informs the 

person’s conduct 
− Ontological security is 

not reducible to matters 
of identity 

 

 
− States become a self by 

attaining sovereign 
personhood; only as a 
state ‘self’ can they then 

enact a role-identity 
− Sovereignty is crucial for 

states’ ontological 

security 

‘Anxiety’ = ‘Ontological 

insecurity’ 
− Ontological insecurity is 

ubiquitous 
− Anxiety/ontological 

insecurity sometimes 
leads to behavioural 
change and sometimes to 
behavioural continuity 

‘Anxiety’ ≠ ‘Ontological 

insecurity’ 
− Anxiety is common; 

ontological insecurity is 
rare 

− Distinguishing between 
different kinds of anxiety 
adds more nuance and 
helps us account for a 
greater range of 
phenomena  

 
 
− Anxiety can lead to 

behavioural adaptation; 
ontological insecurity 
makes adaptation unlikely 

Figure 2: Summary of the assumptions, main arguments, and implications identified in this thesis. 

 

Presented in this way, it becomes evident that the identified assumptions and arguments 
are somewhat interlinked. At the very least, the conventional understanding of the ‘self’ 

as disembodied seems to facilitate the conflation of ‘self’ and ‘identity’. Similarly, the 
widespread equating of the two concepts could be a contributing factor to the difficulty 
of distinguishing ‘anxiety’ clearly from ‘ontological insecurity’, and some of the articles 
suggest that a threat to the self might cause more severe anxiety than a threat to one’s 

identity. In this way, the articles do not only make important contributions in their own 
right, but they also speak to and complement each other. Having said this, they are also 
subject to certain limitations worth mentioning. For starters, as mentioned in section 
four, conceptual distinctions tend to be clearer in theory than in practice. ‘Self’ and 

‘identity’, for example, are in practice closely connected and often part of the same 



28 
 

discourse, since identities can be articulated in the language of sovereignty and selfhood 
or vice versa. This can make their analytical distinctiveness difficult to discern. The 
conceptualization of different kinds of anxieties is subject to similar concerns. Not only 
do the articles at present leave unanswered the question of how to identify and 
distinguish between normal and neurotic anxiety when we see it in the world, but they 
also raise new questions about whether the distinction is one of kind or degree, and what 
difference that would make for our analyses.14 

Further, while it has helped me to make the distinction between ‘self’ and ‘identity’ 

by conceptualizing ‘self’ as personhood and narrowing ‘identity’ to mean role-identity, 
this is certainly not the only way to make the distinction and the notion of personhood 
is itself polysemic. The conception presented here is grounded in phenomenology and 
privileges subjective experience above all else. Specifically, I use personhood to denote 
both the internal phenomenological experience of being a continuous self over time, as 
well as the externally constructed ideal of an individual person with moral standing, 
which is in turn worthy of formal-legal recognition.15 Yet, there are many different ways 
in which ‘self’ and personhood can be conceptualized (for an overview see Zahavi 
2016), and any reconceptualization should be judged based on its analytical utility. Thus, 
future research should further investigate the distinction and interrelation between ‘self’ 

and ‘identity’, as well as the extent to which these two concepts occupy different places 
within the ontological security framework. In this, OSS might benefit from going 
beyond the works of Laing and Giddens, and Lacan16, to draw inspiration from other 
accounts of selfhood, or related concepts like ‘subjectivity’, ‘consciousness’ or ‘self-
awareness’, which can also be found in neighbouring disciplines like philosophy, 
sociology, psychology, and neuroscience.17 

Beyond this, the conceptualization of the actor-self as embodied seems promising 
for OSS in multiple respects, which future research could investigate. For one thing, it 
complements current research on materiality and material extensions of the ‘self’ in OSS 
(Ejdus 2017, 2020; Della Sala 2017). But the body is also an anchor for memories and 
emotions (Weigert & Gecas 2005: 164) and could serve to better ground already existing 
research on the subject by bringing their physical dimensions to the fore (Gustafsson 
2014; Mälksoo 2015; Subotić 2019). The body is, in the words of Anthony Giddens, the 
‘“visible” aspect of the self’, which not only links it closely to the experience of shame 
(1991: 66), but also points to the crucial role of appearance and demeanour in the 
construction of the ‘self’ (1991: 99–100). Appearance and demeanour seem like useful 
analytical categories for OSS to explore, especially given the importance for actor-

 
14 I thank Filip Ejdus for bringing this issue to my attention. 
15 In this way, my conception of personhood combines three aspects which Alexander Wendt has elsewhere 
disaggregated into psychological, legal, and moral personhood (2004: 294). To me these aspects are 
intimately related, since it is our shared experience of feeling like a continuous self, which grounds our moral 
responsibilities and legal rights and obligations, and which is why a perceived violation of our moral and 
legal dues can be anxiety-inducing. 
16 There is a substantial strand within OSS drawing on a Lacanian conception of the ‘self’, for example 
Browning 2019; Browning, Joenniemi & Steele 2021; Eberle 2019; Kinnvall 2018; Vieira 2018; Zevnik 
2021. For a critical commentary on this move see Article IV. 
17 Some IR research is already doing this, see e.g. Lerner 2021, Wendt 2015. 
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selves to be seen or recognized in a specific way. Lastly, the notion of ‘person’ or 

‘personhood’, by virtue of its association with rights and responsibilities, offers a way 

to incorporate the moral dimension of international politics into OSS (cf. also Subotic 
& Steele 2018). Of interest here could be especially the expectations of being treated 
with dignity and respect, the civil rules and moral codes that govern social interactions, 
as well as the emotional consequences of feeling disrespected. All of this links OSS 
directly to recent developments in IR more broadly, which will be discussed below. 
Before that, however, this dissertation also has some implications for the study of 
concepts in IR, which are worth mentioning. 

 

Implications for the Study of Concepts 
While this thesis did not set out to make a methodological contribution, it nonetheless 
adds to the emergent literature on concepts in three ways: First, it reaffirms the 
literature’s insight that it is important to pay attention to the ways concepts are used, 

adapted, and ‘made to fit’; second, it suggests one way of critically engaging with and 
rethinking concepts, namely by paying attention to and recovering lost meanings; and 
third, it outlines some of the linkages between conceptual work and the work of 
theorizing. The articles in this compilation demonstrate that investigating conceptual 
changes over time has the potential to reveal hidden assumptions, which is important for 
questioning, denaturalizing, and critically rethinking concepts. Due to the intimate 
connection between concepts and theories, an analysis of divergent understandings of a 
concept is also an opportunity to identify potential ambiguities or biases within a theory, 
which is vital for sharpening our analytical tools. Thus, concepts and conceptual 
analyses provide an entry point into theorizing, i.e. into creatively re-shaping our 
thinking tools. Analysing concepts in a wider theoretical context is especially important 
because concepts do not stand alone, but are usually part of a conceptual web or a fully-
fledged theory, so that the rethinking or reconceptualizing of a concept always has 
knock-on effects. 

Yet, in spite of these insights, the approach here also lays bare a number of 
shortcomings and difficulties, notably with regard to language and how to discuss 
conceptual issues. For one, this research reveals the impossibility of giving due 
consideration to all concepts at all time, and the subsequent necessity of leaving some 
concepts unquestioned. For example, while I have reflected a lot on the concepts of ‘self’ 

and ‘anxiety’, in Article I I also use ‘physicality’ and ‘materiality’ interchangeably even 
though it is not a given that these two terms are sufficiently similar. Similarly, my 
conception of the ‘self’ as personhood is in some respects close to what others might 
call ‘subjectivity’, which highlights both the arbitrariness of some conceptualizations, 
but also the importance for scholars to spell them out. In practice, it is difficult to always 
account for all meanings at all times, and the approach here is arguably in some respects 
limited and coloured by my personal understandings of which concept’s meaning is 

changed or contested in the first place. Another aspect that is tricky is the language in 
which to talk about the untangling of meanings. I argue throughout for the need to be 
clear about the meanings one ascribes to concepts, not only to facilitate scholarly 
communication but also to avoid conceptual overstretch and increase the analytical 
leverage of one’s analytical framework. Yet, this can be misread as a positivistic 
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endeavour whereby meaning is narrowed to a point where a concept can function like a 
measurable variable (cf. section 4). This is emphatically not my intention, yet it has 
proven difficult to articulate the difference between the two aims, and the current IR 
literature offers little guidance on that matter. 

Overall, the scholarship on concepts in IR is still very much in its infancy and 
much work remains to be done. Specifically, the literature should give more systematic 
treatment to the question of what to do with (acknowledged or unacknowledged) 
conceptual disputes. I have chosen to treat them as a source of inspiration and as an 
opportunity to investigate a matter, in this case a theory, but this has the inadvertent 
consequence of presenting such conceptual multiplicity as a ‘problem’ that needs to be 

‘fixed’. Yet, it is obvious that conceptual diversity can also be a boon, since it brings 
scholars with diverse understandings together and highlights precisely that conceptual 
meaning is never just given but always constructed. The question then becomes how to 
talk about and problematize polysemy without foreclosing other ways of engagement. 
Generally, there is a need to expand the so far limited vocabulary with which to describe 
conceptual work. Moreover, IR would benefit from more scholarship on the relation 
between concepts and theory. We know that conceptualizing, for example by splitting 
or categorizing, is one of the main ways by which we theorize (Swedberg 2014) and by 
which concepts make new things thinkable. For this reason, constructivism, especially, 
needs to move beyond a focus on actions and behaviours, toward an analysis of the 
concepts and epistemological frames that make those actions possible (Epstein 2021: 
276). Lastly, future research could also investigate the psychological effects of 
conceptual contestation for both speakers and audience. This would link conceptual 
analyses directly back to the work of OSS and foreground that concepts are tied to 
meanings whose destabilization has itself the potential to generate feelings of anxiety.  

 

Implications for International Relations 
Beyond these very specific implications for research on OST and concepts, this thesis 
also speaks to multiple ongoing developments in the discipline. I will discuss three in 
turn. First, with regard to IR theory, there is an enduring movement away from the 
rational gains-oriented actor-self and towards what I have described in section two of 
this introduction as an increasing concern with the human element in international 
politics. This development is exemplified by works taking inspiration from such 
humanistic philosophical strands as existentialism and phenomenology (Berenskötter 
2021; Browning 2018b; Rumelili 2021; Steele 2013), as well as works paying attention 
to phenomena like humour (Brassett, Browning & Wedderburn 2021; Chernobrov 2021; 
Crilley & Chatterje-Doody 2021) or friendship (Berenskoetter 2007; Nordin & Smith 
2018; Roshchin 2006; Van Hoef & Oelsner 2018) in international politics. Relatedly, 
there has been a (re)discovery of the body in IR. Driven by the emancipatory demands 
of those who are not traditionally included in the rational, autonomous and (implicitly) 
white actor-self, this growing literature emerged largely out of discontents with the 
disembodied and thus universalizing conceptions of IR’s subjects. As such, much of the 
literature is inspired by feminist and postcolonial approaches and focuses on the (living 
or dead) bodies of individuals, for example in the context of war and violence (Wilcox 
2015), resistance (Fierke 2013; Shinko 2010), emotions and memory (Ahmed 2015; 
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Auchter 2014), or the Covid-19 pandemic (Purnell 2021). However, there has also been 
a limited attempt to re-embody ‘IR’s traditional and typical units of analysis’, including 

the state (Purnell 2021: 6), and to recover ideas about the body at the roots of our 
political concepts (Epstein 2021). 

This leads me to the third and perhaps most prominent development with which 
IR has had to grapple. We now seem to find ourselves in a period of the ‘return of the 

state’ (e.g. Barrow 2005), or at least in a period where ‘the desire for sovereignty that is 

tightly bound up with the state appears to be reasserting itself wherever we turn, with a 
vengeance’ (Epstein 2021: 1).18 The re-emergence of right-wing populism has been 
abundantly commented on, and calls to ‘take back control’ have, inter alia, been 

analysed as ‘a shift to the hyperreal—a condition that denies all of sovereignty’s 

contradictions and inconsistencies’ (Richardson 2019: 2000). Even more recently, the 

Covid-19 pandemic has led to an even more pronounced re-bordering of the world 
(Aradau & Tazzioli 2021; Wang 2021), so that renewed scholarly attention is given to 
sovereignty and how it is portrayed as both the root cause of much ontological insecurity 
but also its solution (cf. Brown 2014). Much recent OSS scholarship has investigated 
this duality and drawn attention to the emotional appeal of populism, as well as its 
political functions of excluding ‘others’ and retaining hierarchies (Browning 2018a, 

2019; Homolar & Scholz 2019; Kinnvall 2019; Mitzen 2018; Steele & Homolar 2019).  

Although the conceptual discussions in this compilation dissertation might initially 
appear quite abstract and technical, they nonetheless speak to all three of these 
developments. Firstly, they take seriously and build on the insight that political actor-
selves are not ‘gigantic calculating machines’ (Hymans 2010: 462), but complex social 

entities with psychological needs. By making the case for differentiating between 
normal and neurotic anxiety, the articles widen the range of possible psychological 
experiences, and thereby add more nuance to our analysis of international politics. They 
also develop the existentialist insight that being someone, and being seen as someone, 
is a fundamentally existential matter for actor-selves, a matter of life and death, and not 
just some trivial anxiety. This existential element is often overlooked in OSS, yet it 
would complement scholarship on, for example, migrants (Gazit 2019, 2020; Mitzen 
2018; Vaughan-Williams & Pisani 2020) and ethnic minorities (Croft 2012). 
Additionally, the climate crisis also reminds us that existentialism’s and OSS’ insights 

about anxiety, and the need to cope with it, will continue to have relevance. Not only do 
we need to examine how actors, individuals as well as states, will deal with a global and 
utterly existential threat, but we also need to find ways for the ontological security-
seeking behaviour of states not to get in the way of collective solutions. Thus, future 
research should expand on this humanistic lens, for example by incorporating a greater 
range of emotions, and by investigating how else actors can pursue and find meaning. 

Secondly, this thesis project adds to recent developments by endeavouring to re-
embody the state. It does so by showing how the idea of the body is implicit in concepts 
like ‘security’ or ‘sovereignty’, and by demonstrating the importance of the body for a 
subjectively experienced ‘self’. As Articles I, II, and III highlight, a crucial part of being 

 
18 This is not to be confused with the academic discourse in IR about the ‘return of the state’ in the late 1970s 

and 1980s (see Mandelbaum 2020: 188–192). 
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a state and ‘doing’ sovereignty is to delineate the state self, i.e. to construct the state’s 

body, whose violation can have significant psychological consequences. Doing so 
challenges the clear-cut distinction between physical and ontological security, and, more 
generally, the Cartesian divide between the ideational and material on which much of 
IR is built.19 Yet, more work is needed on what exactly it means for a socio-material 
construct like the state to be a body. Article I provides a rudimentary conception of the 
state body as consisting of territory and people, but this is admittedly a rather limited 
understanding. Arguably, states also construct other material elements as part of their 
bodies, and they understand when other objects are mobilized to stand in for their bodies. 
For example, during 2012 anti-Japanese protests in China demonstrators set Japanese 
cars on fire and attacked Japanese restaurants (Reilly 2014)—actions Japan surely 
understood as an attack on itself. IR does not yet have apt ways to conceptualize and 
analyse events like these. Additionally, the boundaries of the state ‘self’ are likely not 

always as clearly delineated as the idea of territory suggests. Article III highlights the 
case of sea borders, which are by nature more ambiguous than land borders. More 
generally, we might have to contend with the idea that the ‘self’, by virtue of being a 

subjectively experienced construction, does not necessarily align with the principles of 
physical reality. Hence, we need a better way to account for the fact that, while a body 
with finite boundaries is necessary for a state to exist, such boundaries are nonetheless 
elastic and malleable (Epstein 2021: 268). 

Thirdly, the findings in this thesis highlight the centrality of state sovereignty for 
the ontological security of states and OSS as a whole. Not only do they show how 
sovereignty-related practices help to construct the embodied state, but the distinction put 
forth between ‘self’ and ‘identity’ helps us ‘see’ phenomena of sovereignty in the first 
place. Sovereignty, or being a state, emerges as a primary concern for states and a 
precondition for identification.20 Further, by shifting the emphasis from the state as an 
ontological security-provider for its citizens to the state as an ontological security-
seeker, itself operating in a complex social and hierarchical environment, it becomes 
possible to account for the role of the international environment in securing the state’s 

‘self’, even as its identity or other aspects might be contested. The findings here suggest 
that states’ sense of self, in fact their very being as a state, is contingent on sovereign 

recognition as well as on the continued existence of the sovereign state system as a 
whole (cf. Grzybowski 2021; Hom & Steele 2020). Consequently, the continuous 
reproduction of sovereignty is not only existentially important for states, but also 
somewhat different from issues of identity commonly the subject of OSS.21 This makes 
OSS an indispensable element in understanding the resurgence of the idea of the state, 
as well as its continuing dominance in spite of its inadequacy for addressing global 
challenges like climate change. One implication is that it is incredibly difficult to 
overcome the state system when the actors with the most political power have an 

 
19 In this, this project is also in line with new materialist approaches like Actor Network Theory (e.g. Latour 
2005; Law 2009), although it remains committed to a kind of agent-centrism which that literature rejects. 
20 On this point see also Janis Grzybowski (2021) who refers to state subjectivity as a ‘fundamental’ 

ontological security concern. 
21 Note that for me ’stateness’ is not an identity, the way it is for others (e.g. Campbell 1998), but a descriptor 

of a category of being. 
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existential interest, and are emotionally invested, in maintaining the institution of state 
sovereignty. It also means that any alternative organizing system will have to account 
for the provision of ontological security to both the people and the political entities they 
identify with.22  

In sum, while acknowledging that OSS has already done a lot to challenge 
dominant approaches within IR, this thesis argues that it could contribute even more to 
both theoretical and empirical IR scholarship, if it was more attentive to some of the 
assumptions implicit in its own key concepts. By foregrounding the constructed nature 
of OSS’ actor-self, the articles in this dissertation demonstrate the importance of further 
humanizing the ontological security-seeking ‘self’ for seeing differently, and for making 
sense of IR phenomena which have so far escaped our attention. Together, they advance 
our understanding of the actor-self at the centre of OST, increase OST’s explanatory 

scope by proposing ways to sharpen the key concepts of ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’, and draw 

attention to the malleability and polysemy of its concepts as a way of problematizing 
and recovering meanings. In so doing, the articles highlight that the world is not simply 
the way it is, but largely the result of how we conceptualize it. For OSS this means that 
a reconceptualization of ‘self’ and ‘anxiety’ can make it see a greater range of emotional 
phenomena, as well as the ontological security dynamics informing the search for 
sovereignty. As this thesis shows, it makes a huge difference to our understanding of the 
world if we think of actor-selves as embodied or disembodied, or as mostly anxious or 
mostly ontologically secure. It matters if what we see are ducks or rabbits. 

 

 

  

 
22 Yet, by drawing out how state actor-selves, via the contingent practices of sovereignty, come to be in the 
first place, the articles not only point to the ontological security-providing function of sovereignty, but also 
reaffirm the fragility and, at least in theory, malleability of the state system. In other words, they correspond 
to work that highlights the historical contingency of states (Tarrow 2015; Tilly 1975). 
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