




An Introduction to the English School of  
International Relations





AN INTRODUCTION TO  
THE ENGLISH SCHOOL OF 

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

The Societal Approach

BARRY BUZAN

polity



Copyright © Barry Buzan 2014

The right of Barry Buzan to be identified as Author of this Work has been 
asserted in accordance with the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in 2014 by Polity Press

Polity Press
65 Bridge Street
Cambridge CB2 1UR, UK

Polity Press
350 Main Street
Malden, MA 02148, USA

All rights reserved. Except for the quotation of short passages for the purpose of 
criticism and review, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a 
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, 
mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission 
of the publisher.

ISBN-13: 978-0-7456-5314-3
ISBN-13: 978-0-7456-5315-0 (pb)

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Typeset in 10.5 on 12 pt Times
by Toppan Best-set Premedia Limited
Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, St Ives PLC

The publisher has used its best endeavours to ensure that the URLs for external 
websites referred to in this book are correct and active at the time of going to 
press. However, the publisher has no responsibility for the websites and can 
make no guarantee that a site will remain live or that the content is or will 
remain appropriate.

Every effort has been made to trace all copyright holders, but if any have been 
inadvertently overlooked the publisher will be pleased to include any necessary 
credits in any subsequent reprint or edition.

For further information on Polity, visit our website: www.politybooks.com

http://www.politybooks.com


CONTENTS

Foreword	 vii

Part Iâ•‡ Background and Context	 1

Introduction	 3

1	 The Evolution of the English School	 5
2	 Key Concepts	 12
3	 Theories and Methodologies	 21

Conclusions to Part I	 39

Part IIâ•‡ The Historical/Structural Orientation	 41

Introduction	 43

4	 International Society in World History	 47
5	 The Expansion of European International Society	 60

Conclusions to Part II: Theorizing International Society as 
Social Structure	 78

Part IIIâ•‡ Normative Orientations: Pluralism and Solidarism	 81

Introduction	 83

6	 Classical Pluralism and its Successors	 89
7	 Pluralism in Historical Perspective	 97



viâ•…â•…  Contents

8	 Classical Solidarism and its Successors	 113
9	 Solidarism in Historical Perspective	 134

Conclusions to Part III	 164

10	 Ongoing Debates and Emergent Agendas	 168

Notes	 188
References	 194
Index	 223



FOREWORD

Louise Knight at Polity had the original idea for this book, which she put 
to me in January 2010. It was conceived as a teaching text, but it has 
become more than that. It explains not only what the English School is, 
where it came from and how it is placed in the wider canon of IR, but also 
what its key concepts and ideas are and what is distinctive about them. It 
examines the English School’s standing as theory, and it provides a guide 
to the main branches of work and their principal authors in the literature. 
It does not introduce many new concepts or arguments not already in the 
literature, though it does call for some obscure ones to be given more 
attention and in places goes into considerable depth to clarify complex 
issues and debates. It picks out the main trends, identifies places where 
further work is necessary, and sets out the ongoing research programme. 
The aim of the book is to makes sense of the existing literature rather than 
to try to extend it, as I did in my previous English School book (Buzan 
2004).

The book speaks to three audiences. It provides a comprehensive guide 
to the English School’s approach to international society that will serve 
the needs of beginners, whether at undergraduate or postgraduate level. 
For those with partial knowledge of the English School, it will both  
round out the picture and put what they know into context. For those 
already very familiar with the English School, I hope that the concen-
trated and comprehensive overview will provide them with new insights 
and new questions, as the process of writing this book has done for me. I 
hope that all readers will get a sense of where good research opportu-
nities lie and that they will feel invited to join the English School’s 
conversation.



viii    Foreword

Since part of the aim is to introduce readers to the literature, the bibli-
ography and referencing are fairly extensive, though going for general 
representation rather than trying to be exhaustive. The book thus has a 
bibliographical essay woven throughout, which links to the more com-
plete annually updated bibliography on the English School website: www.
leeds.ac.uk/polis/englishschool/. To avoid obstructing the flow of reading, 
any reference containing more than three sources has been put into the 
endnotes. The book covers a very wide range of topics, from war to envi-
ronment and from nationalism to the market, many of which have exten-
sive literatures of their own. My strategy is to focus almost exclusively 
on the English School output on these topics and not to reference  
the wider literatures, except where they are sensitive to English School 
ideas.

The English School is taught mainly as part of omnibus courses at both 
undergraduate and postgraduate level that cover IR theory as a whole. The 
book will be of use in such courses, and, like similar volumes on realism 
and other IR theories, also to those individuals who want to pursue the 
ideas further.

Since I am a part of the story here, and since this book is in part intended 
to be a guide to the literature, I have referred to myself and my work in 
the third person, trying to locate my own contributions in the same way 
that I have done for other authors. My aim is to provide an evenly balanced 
description and assessment of the English School. I have tried to avoid 
making it merely an extension of my own lines of argument, which, while 
part of the English School’s conversation, are not representative of the 
mainstream.

Several people across the range of the English School have been of 
invaluable assistance in helping me to shape and execute this project. Alex 
Bellamy and Molly Cochran commented on the original proposal. Will 
Bain, Tim Dunne, Andrew Hurrell, Andrew Linklater, Richard Little, Cor-
nelia Navari and John Williams commented both on the proposal and on 
the first draft of the full manuscript. Robert Falkner, Rita Floyd and Nick 
Wheeler commented on the first draft, and Cornelia Navari, Brunello 
Vigezzi, Peter Wilson and Yongjin Zhang commented on the penultimate 
version. Lene Hansen, George Lawson and Iver Neumann helped me on 
particular points. The thoughtful, constructive and often very detailed 
inputs of this group represent collegiality of the highest order. They had a 
considerable impact both on the ultimate design of the book and on too 
many of the points made along the way to allow for more than occasional 
individual acknowledgment. I thank them deeply both for helping me to 
find a fair balance and for embodying the collaborative spirit of the English 
School’s ‘great conversation’.

http://www.leeds.ac.uk/polis/englishschool/
http://www.leeds.ac.uk/polis/englishschool/
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I would also like to thank the anonymous reviewers for Polity for 
helpful comments on the proposal and the manuscript.

The text of chapter V draws heavily on Barry Buzan and Richard Little, 
‘The Historical Expansion of International Society’, in Navari and Green, 
2014.

Part I gives a general overview of the English School’s history, main 
ideas, methodology and placement in the wider canon of IR theory. Part 
II gives a detailed look at the historical, regional and social structural 
strands of English School work. Part III explores the normative side of the 
English School through an in-depth account and analysis of pluralist and 
solidarist orientations towards order and justice, and how these play out 
in the evolution of primary institutions over the last half millennium. The 
concluding chapter looks at ongoing debates and at how the English School 
research programme is unfolding.

Barry Buzan
London, September 2013





PART I	� BACKGROUND AND 
CONTEXT





INTRODUCTION

The three short chapters in this part set the context for the longer looks at 
the main lines of work in the English School in parts II and III. Chapter 1 
gives a brief history of the English School, and chapter 2 sets out the key 
concepts, distinctions and understandings used in its literature. Chapter 3 
addresses its methodology and theoretical standing, and surveys how it 
stands in relation to other mainstream approaches to thinking about inter-
national relations.





1	 THE EVOLUTION OF THE 
ENGLISH SCHOOL

A reasonable date for the beginning of the English School is 1959, when 
the British Committee on the Theory of International Politics (hereafter, 
the British Committee) first met. But, like the association between 1648 
and the sovereign state, any such date marks a fairly arbitrary median point 
in a longer process. In organizational terms, the origins of the British Com-
mittee can be traced back to the mid-1950s (Vigezzi 2005: 109–16; Epp 
2010). In conceptual terms, the idea of ‘international society’, often seen 
as the flagship concept of the English School, is not original to it. The 
German historian Heeren’s (1834) discussion of states-systems was influ-
ential on early English School thinking (Keene 2002; Little 2008b), and 
the term has been intrinsic to international law since at least the nineteenth 
century (Schwarzenberger 1951).

The name ‘English School’ was not coined until Roy Jones (1981) used 
it in calling for its closure. In a sweet irony, it became a label accepted 
both by those within and those outside the School (Suganami 2003: 253–7). 
Like many such labels, including ‘realism’ and indeed ‘international rela-
tions’ itself, ‘English School’ is a poor fit with what it represents. Some of 
its founding figures were not English – Hedley Bull was Australian, Charles 
Manning South African – and its focus has always been on history and 
theory for the global level of international relations. It never had any par-
ticular interest in British foreign policy. More arguably, there is nothing 
particularly English about its ideas, which might better be understood as 
a European amalgam of history, law, sociology and political theory. The 
key classical theorist with whom the English School is most closely associ-
ated is Grotius, a Dutchman. Somewhat embarrassingly, its initial funding 
came from American foundations (initially Rockefeller, later Ford). But 
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‘English School’ has now become an established brand name, pushing 
alternatives (‘British School’, ‘classical approach’, ‘international society 
school’) to the margins.

Why ‘School’? Dunne (1998: 1–22) sets out the various criteria of self-
identification, external recognition and shared intellectual foundations that 
justify the use of the term in this case. More abstractly, Suganami (2010) 
offers a helpful way of thinking about the ontology of the English School 
by distinguishing between a club and a network, and between a grouping 
and a succession of scholars. How did this ‘School’ unfold?

Initially, there was just the idea of a society of states/international 
society. This was a more historical, legal, philosophical and, up to a point, 
sociological way of thinking about international relations than the more 
mechanistic idea of international system that was becoming dominant in 
the field of International Relations (IR) in the US after the Second World 
War. As Wight (1991) sets out in detail, the idea of international society 
offered a kind of middle ground, or what later became labelled the via 
media, between the extremes of liberal, or revolutionist, and realist views 
of international relations. The English School conception of IR had, as Epp 
(2010) puts it, right from the beginning ‘seen a somewhat different subject 
all along’. Robert Jackson (1992: 271) nicely sums up this conception of 
the subject of IR as:

a variety of theoretical inquiries which conceive of international relations 
as a world not merely of power or prudence or wealth or capability or 
domination but also one of recognition, association, membership, equality, 
equity, legitimate interests, rights, reciprocity, customs and conventions, 
agreements and disagreements, disputes, offenses, injuries, damages, repara-
tions, and the rest: the normative vocabulary of human conduct.

Thinking along these lines was developing inside several heads well before 
the first meeting of the British Committee, not just Schwarzenberger’s but 
also those of Martin Wight and Charles Manning, both teaching at the 
London School of Economics (LSE) during the 1950s (Manning since 
1930). De Almeida (2003: 277–9) goes so far as to argue that the British 
Committee was not just constructing a via media between realism and 
liberalism. Under Wight’s leadership it was recovering a fully fledged third 
position of thinking about IR – rationalism – with its roots in the works 
of Grotius, Locke, Hume, Burke and de Tocqueville, that had got lost 
during the great world wars of the twentieth century.

Following on from the idea of international society came that most 
English of things, a club. The British Committee was a self-selected group 
of scholars and practitioners mixing academics from History, Philosophy, 
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IR and Theology with practitioners from the Foreign Office and the Treas-
ury.1 The British Committee eschewed current affairs and policy questions 
and focused on developing a general understanding of international rela-
tions around the concept of international society. It was perhaps more 
successful as a discussion group, sharpening up and pushing forward the 
thinking of its individual members, than it was as a project group generat-
ing publications. One cannot divorce the outstanding individual works of 
those who participated in it from the deliberations of the British Commit-
tee.2 It did, however, produce two landmark edited volumes in its own 
right: Diplomatic Investigations (1966), edited by Butterfield and Wight, 
and The Expansion of International Society (1984), edited by Bull and 
Watson. The British Committee also inspired independent but linked 
projects. Porter (1972) has a strong English School content, and a parallel 
project group based at the LSE published three edited volumes picking up 
and extending on many of the themes within the British Committee’s work 
on the idea of international society.3

Being a club with a clear set of participants, the British Committee 
generated unhelpful disputes about the membership of the wider School: 
who was in and who was not, as members of the English School network 
more broadly (Dunne 1998; Linklater and Suganami 2006: 12–42; Suga-
nami 2010). The participants in the British Committee are on record 
(Vigezzi 2005), and there is no question that Herbert Butterfield,4 Hedley 
Bull,5 Adam Watson6 and Martin Wight7 were the key players. The prin-
cipal exclusions from this club were Charles Manning8 and E.Â€ H. Carr, 
both of whom have their backers as foundational figures for the English 
School. Manning was an influential thinker who did much not just to 
establish IR as a distinct field of study in Britain but also to embed a socio-
logical, constructivist way of thinking about ‘international society’ as a 
‘double abstraction’, with imagined states imagining themselves to be 
members of an international society. His idea that international society is 
a game of ‘let’s-play-states’ (1962: 165) is one that might well resonate 
with contemporary poststructuralists, as might his use of extravagant  
metaphors. Since, in Manning’s view, both states and international society 
are social constructions, they are, in contrast to realist conceptions, 
malleable.

Carr’s most influential work for IR (Carr 1946) had no obvious sympa-
thy for the idea of international society. In it he argued against harmony 
of interest liberalism and saw international society largely as an artefact 
of the dominant powers, whom he described as ‘masters in the art of con-
cealing their selfish national interests in the guise of the general good’ 
(ibid.: 79, 95–7, 167). Yet he did allow for something like international 
society to exist, albeit with its terms very much set down and manipulated 
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by the dominant powers rather than being in some sense independent of 
them (ibid.: 143). His dialectical critique of both utopianism (as danger-
ously divorced from the nature of things) and realism (as politically sterile 
and fatalistic), and his argument for the necessity of blending power and 
morality in international relations, seemed to leave room precisely for a 
via media of the type offered by the English School’s idea of international 
society (Dunne 1998: 23–46). At the same time, however, the oppositional 
tensions between realism and idealism tended to diminish the space for 
thinking about international society. It was not uncommon for the founding 
writers of the English School to think that the extremes of Cold War poli-
tics were squeezing out international society (e.g., Wight 1991: 259–68).

Two others, also not part of the British Committee, John Burton (1972) 
and Evan Luard (1976, 1990; Roberts 1992), worked on similar themes 
around this time. Luard wrote about international society, and Burton, 
prefiguring what would later become the debates about transnationalism 
and the transcendence of the state system, about world society. They 
worked in Britain, but are not generally considered to be part of the English 
School because, despite some commonality of terms, they did not relate 
to its concepts and discussions. Indeed, Burton and the English School 
rather saw each other as enemies (Brown 2001: 429–32).

Following Suganami’s lead, one can see that by the 1970s, and certainly 
during the 1980s, the English School was becoming more of a network of 
scholars than a specific club, and increasingly a succession of scholars 
across generations rather than a particular grouping in place and time. The 
club element faded away during the 1980s and was replaced by a looser 
and more global network and generational succession of scholars during 
the 1990s. Among other things, this made debates about who was in or out 
much less relevant. In this book, I take a broad view – the English School 
is a ‘great conversation’ comprised of anyone who wants to talk about the 
concepts of international and world society and who relates in some sub-
stantive way to the foundational literature on those topics. It is not a School 
in the narrow sense of representing a specific line of thought on which all 
adherents are agreed.

Thanks in no small part to the impact of Bull’s (1977) The Anarchical 
Society, the main elements, or themes, of this ‘great conversation’ were 
already pretty well worked out by the end of the 1980s and set the template 
for much of the English School literature that would follow during the 
1990s and beyond. There were two reasonably distinct historical projects. 
One, mainly comparative, was initiated by Martin Wight and carried 
forward by Adam Watson. This project, discussed in chapter 4, looked back 
into history to find other cases of international society that could be com-
pared with each other and with the European case (Wight 1977; Watson 
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1992). The other, mainly in the form of developmental history (set out in 
chapter 5), was to look more specifically at the formation of the European 
(‘Westphalian’) international society. Here the key theme was, from the 
late fifteenth century, the expansion of European international society 
beyond its cultural home base to dominate the whole planet, together with 
the problems that arose as a result (Wight 1977; Bull and Watson 1984a; 
Gong 1984a). As Epp (1998: 49) notes, this project sustained a specific 
English School interest in the consequences of decolonization and a more 
general one in the role of culture in world politics, even when these topics, 
and the School itself, were unfashionable.

The expansion story gave rise to a number of more conceptual and 
normative themes. Considerable attention was given to the five institutions 
of the classical Westphalian international society: war, diplomacy, the 
balance of power, international law, and great power management.9 How 
had these institutions evolved in Europe, and what kind of order did they 
produce, both there and in the global international society that Europe 
imposed on the rest of the world? These classical five institutions did not 
satisfy everyone as a complete set, and other candidates for this status were 
also put into play: sovereignty (Brewin 1982; James 1986) and nationalism 
(Porter 1982; Mayall 1990).

Related to this were both more general attempts to theorize international 
and world society (Butterfield and Wight 1966; Bull 1966a, 1971, 1977) 
and more practical and normative concerns about the management of 
contemporary international society. Although the British Committee was 
famously disinterested in giving policy advice on current affairs (Dunne 
1998: 90, 96; Epp 2010), the English School was deeply interested in the 
questions of order and justice that arose from the highly uneven and ineq-
uitable way in which the expansion story had generated the contemporary 
global-scale international society. What were the proper roles and respon-
sibilities of the state in international society, both in general (Windsor 
1978; Navari 1991) and specifically relating to great power responsibilities 
and the management of international society (Bull 1980, 1982)? How was 
one to understand the legitimacy of an international society that mixed 
equality and inequality (Wight 1977; Butler 1978)? In general, how could 
the sometimes conflicting and sometimes interdependent imperatives for 
order and justice be met in international society?10 This order/justice 
dilemma framed what become known as the pluralist–solidarist debate 
within the English School, which is covered in depth in Part III. More 
specifically, given that nonintervention was almost a corollary of sover-
eignty, what was the role of intervention in international society (Vincent 
1974; Little 1975; Bull 1984b)? Linking to the more general order/justice 
question, this topic became a prominent part of another key branch of the 
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English School literature, that on human rights and the relationship between 
the society of states, on the one hand, and the cosmopolitan community of 
all humankind, on the other (Bull 1984a; Vincent 1986).

Naturally, these various themes, approaches and debates generated con-
troversy and opposition within the English School. But it is important to 
understand such divisions of approach and analysis as interrelated aspects 
of a broader attempt to work out the history and nature of international 
society as a social construction. That done, one might then try to clarify 
the implications of this way of understanding international relations for 
the possibilities of public policy.

During the 1990s, the post-club English School network continued to 
produce work on all of these themes, both collective volumes11 and sig-
nificant individual and joint works.12 Buzan’s (2001) 1999 call for a recon-
vening of the English School failed to re-create any sort of club, but it did 
succeed in strengthening both the sense of community within the School 
and the degree of recognition outside it.13 The English School became a 
more organized presence at IR conferences, and from 2003 there was an 
active English School section within the International Studies Association. 
It became more acknowledged as one of the mainstream IR ‘paradigms’ 
and attracted more attention as a subject for PhD work.

Roy Jones’s (1981) critique of the English School also inaugurated an 
ongoing critical discussion and self-assessment, which, depending on one’s 
point of view, can be seen either as a sign of healthy self-reflection or as 
suggesting a bit of angst and self-obsession.14 Whichever interpretation one 
prefers, this literature and the various edited volumes about the English 
School constitute a useful guide to how the School’s understanding of itself 
has unfolded, and how it sees itself as relating to other Schools of thought 
in IR. Also notable is the continuing centrality of Bull, who remains the 
best-known representative of the English School. After his death in 1985, 
(re)considerations of his work became a significant niche in the English 
School literature.15

In the twenty-first century, the English School both consolidated itself 
as a network and confirmed itself as an ongoing succession of scholars 
across generations. The tradition of collective works about the School 
carried on,16 and there was an impressive flow of significant individual and 
joint volumes.17 The long-neglected subject of international society at the 
regional level began to receive attention.18 Both the normative and struc-
tural approaches to international society sharpened up their acts, and there 
was intensifying interest in revisiting the by now dated story told by the 
British Committee (Bull and Watson 1984a) about the expansion of inter-
national society (Keene 2002; Buzan 2010a; and, for a review of the litera-
ture, Buzan and Little 2010). Despite some earlier work by Armstrong 
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(1977, 1993), Fred Halliday (2009) was still rightly of the view that the 
English School had not paid enough attention to the role of revolutions in 
the story of international society. For those wanting more detail on sources, 
a reasonably full bibliography of English School writing can be accessed 
and searched at www.leeds.ac.uk/polis/englishschool/.

The English School retains a strong but far from dominant position in 
British IR, with notable concentrations at Aberystwyth, the LSE and 
Oxford and a presence in most places where IR is taught. As from the 
beginning, some of this strength comes from Australians and other non-
Brits working in the UK. In Europe more widely, there is significant inter-
est in Denmark, Germany and Italy, with outposts in Norway, Turkey and 
Israel. The English School has a solid presence in the white Common-
wealth, mainly Canada and Australia, and some outposts in India. It strug-
gled to get established in the intensely parochial US IR market, despite 
having a scattering of followers. But, with the establishment of the ISA 
section, it seems now to have found its feet. As Stephen Krasner (1999: 
46) acknowledged, the English School is the ‘best known sociological 
perspective in IR’. More recently, the School has attracted interest in 
Northeast Asia, particularly in China,19 and also in Japan (Hosoya 1998; 
Ikeda 2009) and Korea (Shin 2008, and see other articles in that issue of 
Journal of World Politics),20 where it resonates with historical approaches 
to IR and also serves as an antidote to what some see as the excessive 
influence of American IR theory in their universities (Y. Zhang 2014). 
Whether appropriately or not, the existence of an ‘English’ School is taken 
as justification for developing more national approaches to IR theory, such 
as the mooted ‘Chinese School’ (Qin 2005; Wang and Buzan 2014).

http://www.leeds.ac.uk/polis/englishschool/


2	 KEY CONCEPTS

English School thinking is built around a triad of three key concepts: 
international system, international society and world society (Cutler 1991; 
Little 1995: 15–16). Within the English School discourse these are usually 
codified as Hobbes (or sometimes Machiavelli), Grotius and Kant. They 
stem from Wight’s (1991) foundational ‘three traditions’ of IR theory: 
realism, rationalism1 and revolutionism. Wight’s three traditions can them-
selves be traced back via the work of Hersch Lauterpacht to a parallel 
debate in International Law among those supporting natural law, positive 
law and the via media of the Grotian view combining elements of both 
(Simpson 2004; Jeffery 2006). The three traditions idea thus reflects a time 
when International Law and International Relations were much less sepa-
rated fields of study than they have now become.

Broadly speaking, these terms are now understood as follows:

•	 International system (Hobbes/Machiavelli/realism) is about power 
politics among states and puts the structure and process of interna-
tional anarchy at the centre of IR theory. This position is broadly paral-
lel to mainstream realism and neorealism and is thus well developed 
and clearly understood outside the English School. It is based on an 
ontology of states and is generally approached with a positivist episte-
mology, materialist and rationalist methodologies, and structural 
theories.

•	 International society (Grotius/rationalism), or sometimes states-system, 
or interstate society, or society of states, is about the institutionaliza-
tion of mutual interest and identity among states and puts the creation 
and maintenance of shared norms, rules and institutions at the centre 
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of IR theory. The basic idea of international society is quite simple: just 
as human beings as individuals live in societies which they both shape 
and are shaped by, so also states live in an international society which 
they shape and are shaped by. Wight (1991: 137) nicely captures it with 
the idea that international society is a social contract among societies 
themselves each constituted by their own social contract.2 But because 
states are very different entities from individual human beings, this 
international society is not analogous to domestic society (Bull 1966b, 
1966c; Suganami 1989) and has to be studied as a distinct form. This 
social element has to be put alongside realism’s raw logic of anarchy 
if one is to get a meaningful picture of how systems of states operate. 
When units are sentient, how they perceive each other is a major deter-
minant of how they interact. If the units share a common identity (a 
religion, a system of governance, a language) or even just a common 
set of rules or norms (about how to determine relative status and  
how to conduct diplomacy), then these intersubjective understandings 
not only condition their behaviour and identity but also define the 
boundaries of a social system. This position has some parallels to 
regime theory, but is much deeper, having constitutive rather than 
merely instrumental implications (Hurrell 1993; Dunne 1995b: 140–3). 
International society has been the main focus of English School think-
ing, and the concept is quite well developed and relatively clear. In 
parallel with international system, it is also based on an ontology  
of states, but is generally approached with a constructivist epistemol-
ogy and historical methods. It can also be approached as a social 
structure.

•	 World society (Kant/revolutionism) takes individuals, non-state organi-
zations and ultimately the global population as a whole as the focus of 
global societal identities and arrangements and puts transcendence of 
the state system at the centre of IR theory. Revolutionism is mostly 
about forms of universalist cosmopolitanism. It could include com-
munism, but, as Wæver (1992: 98) notes, these days it is usually taken 
to mean liberalism, an interpretation that underlines Halliday’s com-
plaint that the English School pays insufficient attention to revolution. 
This position has some parallels to transnationalism but carries a much 
more foundational link to normative political theory. It clearly does not 
rest on an ontology of states but, given the transnational element, 
neither does it rest entirely on one of individuals. Critical theory defines 
some but not all of the approaches to it, and in Wightean mode it is 
more about historically operating alternative images of the international 
system as a whole than it is about capturing the non-state aspects of 
the system.3
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In typically terse fashion, Bull (1991: xi) sums up Wight’s view as Machi-
avellians being ‘the blood and iron and immorality men’; Grotians being 
‘the law and order and keep your word men’ who represent ‘the perspective 
of the international establishment’; and Kantians being ‘the subversion and 
liberation and missionary men’.

Jackson (2000: 169–78) puts an interesting twist on the three traditions 
by viewing them as defining the diverse values that statespeople have to 
juggle in the conduct of foreign policy. Realism he sees as giving priority 
to national responsibilities, rationalism as giving priority to international 
responsibilities, and revolutionism (which, picking up the now dominant 
liberal interpretation, he prefers to call cosmopolitanism) as giving priority 
to humanitarian responsibilities. He adds a fourth, more recent value – 
stewardship of the planet – in effect giving priority to responsibility for 
the physical environment.

The classical English School framework is summarized in figure 2.1.
As captured in figure 2.1, the idea is that these three key concepts form 

a complete and interlinked picture of the IR universe. Although each 
element is conceptually and methodologically distinct, they blur into each 
other at the boundaries. In the English School perspective all three ele-
ments are in continuous coexistence and interplay, the main question at 

Figure 2.1â•… The classical ‘three traditions’ model of English School theory
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any given time and place being how strong they are in relation to each 
other (Bull 1991: xvii–xviii; Dunne 1995b: 134–7). This fluid framework 
opens up a wide range of scenarios: from hard realist ones in which states 
compete ruthlessly for power (system dominant); through more ordered 
ones in which states pursue degrees of coexistence, cooperation, and even 
convergence (society dominant); to ones in which states are no longer the 
dominant unit (world society dominant). In Wight’s view, ‘The greatest 
political writers in international theory almost all straddle the frontiers 
dividing two of the traditions’ (Roberts 1991: xxv). The distinction between 
system and society has played a central role in English School thinking, 
with world society playing more at the margins. Both the system/society 
distinction and the marginalization of world society have been disputed, 
on which more below. Yet despite some harsh critiques (Keene 2002: 
29–39) this framing remains influential at the core of most English School 
writing. Since international society is the concept most distinctive to the 
English School, much of its literature privileges this over the other two 
parts of the triad.4

Within this general framework three other pairs of concepts define the 
core vocabulary of the English School:

•	 First- and second-order societies First-order societies are those in 
which the members are individual human beings. Such societies have 
been the principal subject of Sociology, and much of what falls under 
world society is about first-order societies. Second-order societies are 
those in which the members are not individual human beings but 
durable collectivities of humans, such as states, which are possessed of 
identities and actor qualities that are more than the sum of their parts. 
As noted above, the English School rejects the domestic analogy for 
international society, seeing it as a distinctive form. The terms first- and 
second-order society are not (yet) in common use, but the very idea of 
an international society requires acceptance that such a thing as a 
second-order society is possible. In the English School perspective, IR 
is mainly about the study of second-order societies, a subject largely 
neglected by Sociology (Buzan and Albert 2010).

•	 Pluralism and solidarism Within the idea of international society, and 
particularly related to the debates about order and justice, human rights 
and (non)intervention, two positions have emerged which are labelled 
pluralist and solidarist. The terms were coined by Bull (1966b) and 
have remained central structuring concepts for normative debates 
within the English School (Wheeler 1992; Dunne and Wheeler 1996; 
Bain 2010). They are quite complex, and I will return to them in more 
detail in Part III.
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○	 Pluralism represents the communitarian disposition towards a state-
centric mode of association in which sovereignty and noninterven-
tion serve to contain and sustain cultural and political diversity. It 
is in this general sense status quo orientated and concerned mainly 
about maintaining interstate order. As a rule, pluralists, following 
Bull, will argue that, although a deeply unjust system cannot be 
stable, order is in important ways a prior condition for justice.

○	 Solidarism represents the disposition either to transcend the states-
system with some other mode of association or to develop it beyond 
a logic of coexistence to one of cooperation on shared projects.  
In principle solidarism could represent a wide range of possibili-
ties (Buzan 2004: 121, 190–200), but in practice within the English 
School it has been linked mainly to liberal cosmopolitan perÂ�
spectives and to concerns about justice. Solidarists typically emÂ�
phasize that order without justice is undesirable and ultimately 
unsustainable.

Pluralism and solidarism hinge on the question of the type and extent 
of norms, rules and institutions that an international society can form 
without departing from the foundational rules of sovereignty and non-
intervention that define it as a system of states. In the English School 
context it is important to see pluralism and solidarism not as opposed 
and mutually exclusive positions. Their proponents may sometimes 
think of themselves as opposed, and the language of the debate may 
sometimes take oppositional form. But, in a detached perspective, their 
core function is to define the central, permanent tension in the English 
School’s ‘great conversation’ about how to find the best balance between 
order and justice in international society. As indicated in figure 2.1, 
pluralism and solidarism define the boundary zones of rationalism/
international society, respectively towards realism and revolutionism, 
and so play an instrumental role in linking together the English School’s 
triad of concepts.

•	 Primary and secondary institutions This usage is also not (yet) well 
established, even though the understanding it represents is deeply 
implicit in the whole idea of international society. It relates to the 
common usage of ‘institution’, which can be understood either in quite 
specific terms, as ‘an organisation or establishment founded for a spe-
cific purpose’, or in more general ones, as ‘an established custom, law, 
or relationship in a society or community’ (for detailed discussion, see 
Holsti 2004; Buzan 2004: 161–204; Schouenborg 2011).
○	 Primary institutions are those talked about by the English School 

and reflect the second usage of ‘institution’ above. They are deep 
and relatively durable social practices in the sense of being evolved 



	 Key Conceptsâ•…â•…  17

more than designed.5 These practices must not only be shared 
among the members of international society but also be seen among 
them as legitimate behaviour. Primary institutions are thus about 
the shared identity of the members of international society. They 
are constitutive of both states and international society, in that they 
define not only the basic character of states but also their patterns 
of legitimate behaviour in relation to each other, as well as the 
criteria for membership of international society. The classical 
‘Westphalian’ set consists of sovereignty, territoriality, the balance 
of power, war, diplomacy, international law and great power man-
agement, to which could be added nationalism, human equality and, 
more recently and controversially, the market. But primary institu-
tions can be found across history wherever states have formed an 
international society.

○	 Secondary institutions are those talked about in regime theory and 
by liberal institutionalists and relate to the organizational usage of 
the term. They are the products of a certain types of international 
society (most obviously liberal, but possibly other types as well) 
and are for the most part intergovernmental arrangements con-
sciously designed by states to serve specific functional purposes. 
They include the United Nations, the World Bank, the World Trade 
Organization and the nuclear non-proliferation regime. Secondary 
institutions are a relatively recent invention, first appearing as part 
of industrial modernity in the later decades of the nineteenth century.

Also worth highlighting are two other concepts distinctive to the English 
School. The first is the ‘standard of civilization’, which will recur fre-
quently throughout the book. This concept was taken from International 
Law and diplomatic and international legal practice, where it became 
deeply embedded during the nineteenth century (Kingsbury 1999: 72–7; 
Fidler 2000; Bowden 2009: locs. 1633–1787), but its contemporary usage 
in IR is distinctive to the English School. It originates from the nineteenth-
century practice of differentiating among states and peoples in hierarchical 
terms of ‘civilized’, ‘barbarian’ and ‘savage’, and using these classifica-
tions to gatekeep on entry to European, and later Western, international 
society. Since 1945, the blatancy of such designations has more or less 
disappeared from polite international discourse. But, as Fidler (2000: 
388–9) argues, ‘the rejection of the “standard of civilization” as a driving 
force of international law [has] been more apparent than real.’ The sub-
stance remains very much in terms of conditionality of entry to various 
clubs, the conduct of the global economy (Bowden and Seabrooke 2006), 
and much of the discourse around human rights. Bowden (2009: loc. 2589) 
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shows how the discourses around failed states and terrorism have revived 
the ‘standard of civilization’ and notes that, ‘Like the classical standard, 
the current measure of civilization revolves around the capacity of Non-
western states to govern and conduct themselves in such a manner that 
they can engage with the West on its terms, whether that be through trade 
or war.’ For the English School this concept provides useful leverage 
against a too easy assumption that sovereign equality is a simple or uniform 
practice. I put ‘standard of civilization’ in inverted commas to signify that 
it is always the construct of one party in a relationship, usually the domi-
nant one, and not a statement about some essential condition. As Fidler 
(2000: 389) sums up the idea: ‘to engage fully in international relations, 
your behaviour has to conform fully to expectations, policies, and rules 
established by the prevailing powers.’

The second concept is raison de système, coined by Watson (1992: 14) 
and defined as ‘the belief that it pays to make the system work’. This 
concept can be seen as a way of encapsulating the English School’s core 
normative debate between pluralism and solidarism. It stands as a coun-
terpoint to the idea of raison d’état, which is central explicitly to realism 
and implicitly to much Western IR theory.6 Raison de système is not widely 
used in the English School literature but has a good claim for wider deploy-
ment. It neatly encapsulates the logic underlying international society, and 
therefore what differentiates English School thinking from other lines of 
IR theory.

While these concepts and vocabulary are broadly common to English 
School thinking, it is nevertheless possible to understand the School’s 
approach to international society in three different, though potentially 
overlapping, ways:

1	 as a set of ideas to be found in the minds and language of those who 
play the game of states;

2	 as a set of ideas to be found in the minds of political theorists;
3	 as a set of concepts defining the material and social structures of the 

international system in terms set by academic analysts.

Manning (1962) is the classical exponent of the first view. For Manning, 
the idea of international society was just that – an idea. What was important 
for him was that this was not just any idea, or anyone’s idea. It was an 
idea incorporated into the official thinking of states about their mutual 
intercourse. It formed part of the assumption that was intersubjectively 
embedded as orthodoxy among those who talked and acted in the name of 
states. For Manning, understanding world politics necessarily meant that 
the analyst should understand the thoughts that underlie the actions of 
statespeople. Thus, the idea of international society was not an analyst’s 
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idea, invented externally to the practice. Rather, the analyst reconstructs 
the idea of international society already contained in the collective dis-
course and reproduced in the practice.7 The central subject of study in this 
perspective is diplomats and diplomatic practice (see also Osiander 1994: 
1–11; Jackson 2000; Wilson 2012).

The second view is most manifest in Wight’s (1991) idea of the three 
traditions, but it is also strongly present in the work of Bull (1966b, 1977), 
Vincent (1986), and many others who participate in the debates of the 
English School from the perspective of political theory.8 Wight’s three 
categories of international thought are extracted from writings by interna-
tional lawyers, political philosophers, diplomats and statespeople. In this 
version, English School theory is a set of ideas that fill the minds of people 
as they think about and/or participate in world politics. The three traditions 
can be seen as the framing for the English School’s ‘great conversation’, 
setting out the primary positions that are always in some sense in play in 
discussions about foreign policy and international relations. The approaches 
and concerns of political theory and international legal thought are strong 
in this perspective. They inform not only the influential strand of normative 
theory in English School thinking but also the disposition to think in terms 
of both universal principles and a levels of analysis distinction between 
individuals and the state. By ‘universal principles’ I mean here those prin-
ciples whose validity requires that they be applied to all the members of 
a specified group.

There is some tendency in this political theory understanding to treat 
English School theory as part of the history of ideas, and therefore as 
essentially a philosophical debate, as opposed to a discussion about the 
condition of the real world. The scope for normative positioning within 
this debate is large. At one end, much of English School writing about 
pluralist international society could be read from a progressive perspective 
as justifying the history of imperialism. At the other end, there is a strong 
and persistent progressive concern to improve the condition of world poli-
tics by getting practitioners to change their conceptual maps of world 
politics towards more enlightened forms. This normative approach to 
English School theory has been the dominant one, strongly influenced by 
the core questions of political theory: ‘What is the relationship between 
citizen and state?’; ‘How do we lead the good life?’; and ‘How is progress 
possible in international society?’.

The third view sees international system, international society and 
world society as a set of analytical concepts designed to capture the mate-
rial and social structures of the international system (Buzan and Little 
2000; Buzan 2004). This view is strong in the work of Bull (1977) and 
even more so in that of James (1978, 1986, 1993). Some inspiration for it 
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might be taken from Manning’s (1962) idea to validate the standing of 
states as collective actors and to understand the games that they play. 
Thinking along these lines is analogous to the structural approaches taken 
by non-English School IR theorists such as Waltz (1979), who is interested 
only in material structures, and Wendt (1999), who sets up a social struc-
tural approach. This approach does not have any necessary normative 
content in the sense of promoting preferred values (though that is not 
excluded). Norms and ideas play their role here as different forms of social 
structure: not normative theory, but theory about norms. It is about finding 
sets of analytical constructs with which to describe and theorize about what 
goes on in the world, and in that sense it is a positivist approach, though 
not a materialist one. One illustration of its potential strengths is shown 
by Little’s (2000: 404–8; 2007) discussion of how English School theory 
leads to a much different understanding of the balance of power than one 
finds in the purely mechanical idea of it in neorealism.

This, then, is the key vocabulary and set of distinctions that both mark 
out English School theory from other approaches to IR and structure its 
societal approach to the subject. Unless otherwise specified, the definitions 
set out here will apply to all that follows.



3	 THEORIES AND 
METHODOLOGIES

Given the demand for methodological precision and theoretical rigour led 
since the 1950s mainly by American IR, there have been longstanding 
questions put to the English School about its methods, theoretical standing 
and place in the discipline of IR. Is the English School a theory? Does it 
have any methodology? Is it methodologically eclectic? Are its terms 
specified rigorously enough? Is it a distinctive position within IR, or just 
some kind of soft version of realism, or an early (and by implication primi-
tive) version of constructivism? Does it represent some kind of Atlantic 
divide between an American IR that strives to reduce the subject to a 
branch of physics amenable to the cause–effect logic of positivist analysis 
and a European IR that takes a more contingent, historical and sociological 
view of the subject?

Questioning the English School’s 
methodology and theoretical standing

These kinds of questions were given a particular edge early on by the 
robust stance taken by Hedley Bull (1966a), already a leading figure in the 
English School, against the ‘scientific’ (positivist) approaches and methods 
that, under the label behaviouralism, were coming to dominate American 
IR during the 1950s and 1960s. Bull defended a so-called classical approach 
to the subject based more on history, law and political theory and, for some 
(not Bull: most clearly Wight, Butterfield and Mackinnon), also resting on 
more than a touch of Christian theology. This ‘classical’ approach carries 
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with it a clear and coherent method that has been most clearly articulated 
by Jackson (2000). It aims to combine the normative and the analytical, 
and it is most clearly represented in the work of Jackson (1992, 1996a, 
2000, 2009) and Hurrell (2001, 2007b). Bull’s view was fairly representa-
tive of the attitude in the British Committee (Dunne 1998: 117–24;  
Linklater and Suganami 2006: 97–108; Navari 2009: 5–14), and so from 
an early point both set the English School apart from mainstream American 
IR theory and marginalized it within the American-dominated IR dis-
course. From a behaviouralist perspective, the English School represented 
the traditional thinking, with its soft logic, fuzzy methodology and confu-
sion of the normative and empirical, that they were trying to move away 
from (Copeland 2003). As Finnemore (2001) notes, the English School did 
not generate much traction in American IR debates because it did not do 
enough to specify either its methods or its aims and did not sharpen up its 
own understanding by engaging with other theories. She (2001: 509, 513) 
puts the pointed questions: ‘How do you know an international society (or 
international system, or world society) when you see one?’ and ‘How is 
it, exactly, that politics moves from an international system to an interna-
tional society, or from an international society to a world society?’

As Navari (2009: 39–57) argues it, English School scholars were not 
closed-minded about materialist factors and causal hypotheses: e.g., 
Wight’s (1977: 174–200) look at polarity; Watson’s pendulum theory 
(1990, 1992: 13–18, 120–32; see also Buzan and Little 1996; Wæver 1996: 
223–5); and, even more clearly, Holsti’s approach to institutions (2004, 
2009). In both its comparative and developmental historical work, the 
English School was certainly interested in finding general patterns and 
making structural comparisons across space and time. But English School 
scholars were generally much more interested in analysing the social 
dynamics: the ideational forces, the rules of conduct, the intentionality of 
the actors, and the normative tensions and problems generated by the 
interplay of these factors. They were specifically interested in sustaining 
the normative engagement with the study of IR that materialist, ‘scientific’ 
approaches tended to marginalize, and this commitment explains their 
methodological choices and priorities. Whereas material causality was 
appropriate to the study of systems, societies could only be understood 
through the consciousness and moral character of the actors within them. 
Not until the rise of constructivism to respectability in American IR made 
intersubjective understanding fashionable, and stood mutual constitution 
against cause–effect logic, did the English School and its approach achieve 
real recognition in the US as a respectable approach to the subject.

As a result of the pressure arising from this epistemological divide, and 
from critics such as Finnemore and Copeland, there is now a substantial 



� Theories and Methodologiesâ•…â•…  23

literature on English School methodology.1 The earlier indifference of the 
School to methodological specification has given way to a greater aware-
ness of the need to position oneself in the epistemological debates. Although 
there are now at least some answers to Finnemore’s questions,2 more 
remains to be done. Finnemore’s questions can also be put to the concept 
of primary institutions, and here too there are some answers,3 though again 
more needs to be done.

Perhaps the most common depiction of the English School in these 
terms is that it is theoretically and methodologically eclectic or ‘pluralist’.4 
This understanding has been developed most prominently by Linklater 
(1990) and Little (1995, 1998, 2000, 2009). It is closely linked to the triad 
of international system, international society and world society, which 
requires the School to address the ontologically distinct aspects that 
compose the international whole (Buzan 2004: 6–10, 22–4). Linklater  
and Suganami (2006: 81–4), no doubt correctly, argue that theoretical/ 
methodological eclecticism was an accidental development in English 
School thinking rather than one that was consciously planned. Little (2009), 
building on his earlier work, and particularly his critique of Linklater’s 
(1990) attempt to link the pillars of the triad to different methodologi-
cal approaches, defends his broad view of the English School and the 
necessity within that breadth for the School to be methodologically eclec-
tic. Linklater associates international system/realism with positivism, 
interÂ�national society/rationalism with hermeneutics, and world society/
revolutionism with critical theory. Little agrees on positivism and interna-
tional systems, but he assigns hermeneutics to both international society 
and world society (see also Epp 1998). For Little, as for Linklater, meth-
odological eclecticism is a necessary consequence of the English School’s 
basic triad and, more broadly, its ambition to take a holistic approach to 
the study of international relations. Indeed, Dunne (2008: 271) goes so far 
as to argue that this holistic approach is the key defining feature of the 
English School, more so than its flagship concept of international society.

The English School never accepted the argument about incommensura-
ble paradigms that for a time separated liberal, realist and Marxian 
approaches to IR. In its search for raison de système, it always retained its 
potential as a site for synthesizing grand theory. Little (2008a: 682–3) 
compares the English School’s holistic approach to knowledge creation 
with the ‘fragmented’ approach dominant in the US. Dunne (2008: 280) 
similarly contrasts the English School with the ‘metatheoretical exclusion-
ism’ practised in the US. He sees it as avoiding the conflictual ‘either/or’ 
choices of realism versus idealism and explaining versus understanding by 
offering an approach that combines agency and structure, theory and 
history, and morality and power (ibid.: 268, 271).
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This debate about how to integrate and understand the English School’s 
triad clearly reflects back on the point made above about materialist theo-
ries being appropriate for the study of international systems, while inter-
national society (and world society) requires an understanding of the 
intentions of the actors and the shared rules of conduct. It also reflects the 
English School’s views on international law (see Wilson 2009), with plu-
ralists leaning towards positive international law and solidarists towards 
natural law and progressive international law. This methods debate blends 
into the longstanding tension between the normative (pursuit of progres-
sive values) and the structural (objective, empirical) approaches in the 
British Committee and the English School more broadly (Dunne 1998: 
99–104; Linklater and Suganami 2006: 108–13; see also Jackson 2009: 
22–8). Within the British Committee there was general agreement to keep 
normative arguments separate from empirical ones. Hedley Bull and Alan 
James were notable sceptics about normative promotionalism, but John 
Vincent5 and Nicholas Wheeler aimed to transcend mere empiricism. Bull 
remained suspicious of normative positioning, though his later work 
(1984b) revealed his own liberal stance. Perhaps in more recent times the 
mainstream view is that the normative and structural sides of the argument 
should not, and cannot, be separated (Cochran 2009: 221).

Whether or not one can talk about ‘English School theory’ depends 
somewhat on where this question is asked. Many Europeans use the term 
‘theory’ for anything that organizes a field systematically, structures ques-
tions and establishes a coherent and rigorous set of interrelated concepts 
and categories. Many Americans, however, demand that a theory strictly 
explains, and that it contains – or is able to generate – testable hypotheses 
of a causal nature. English School theory clearly qualifies on the first 
(European) account but mainly not on the second (for an exception, see 
Mendelsohn 2009). And in its constructivist and normative theory aspects 
it cannot (and does not want to) meet the criteria for ‘hard’ (mainly positiv-
ist) theory. Given its necessary theoretical and methodological eclecticism, 
the English School cannot meet a requirement of theory that is linked to 
a single epistemology.

Nevertheless, the English School’s ideas do have some interesting and 
important theoretical qualities. Most obviously, it sets out a distinctive 
taxonomy of what it is that IR should be taking as its principal objects of 
study: the triad of international system, international society and world 
society; first- and second-order societies; and primary and secondary insti-
tutions. Taxonomy has not been fashionable in IR theory but, because it 
identifies what it is that is to be theorized about, it is absolutely founda-
tional to any theoretical enterprise. To the extent that a taxonomy is flawed, 
the whole foundation of theory is weakened. In my view, the English 



� Theories and Methodologiesâ•…â•…  25

School deserves more theoretical credit for its distinctive taxonomy than 
it gets, and I will try to show why in the discussion below about how the 
English School compares and contrasts with other mainstream IR theories. 
That said, however, the English School certainly deserves the brickbats it 
has received for not having been rigorous enough in defining its terms 
(Finnemore 2001; Buzan 2004; Navari 2009: 14–18; 2010), especially 
international and world society, and in Buzan’s (2004) view also primary 
institutions and solidarism. This is, however, improving. Holsti (2004) has 
led the way on giving greater specificity to institutions (see also Buzan 
2004: 161–204, and, for a dissenting view, Wilson 2012). There is now 
also more debate, building on James’s (1993) critique of Bull, about 
whether or not the distinction between international system and interna-
tional society is necessary, or whether a typology of international societies, 
such as Buzan’s (2004: 190–5) power political, coexistence, cooperative, 
convergence, can capture both (Dunne 2008: 276–9; Little 2009: 81–7; 
Williams 2010a). I return to these debates in chapter 10.

Placing the English School in IR’s 	
theoretical canon

Given these general features, what is the English School’s place in the 
wider field of International Relations? More specifically, how does it relate 
to the other main strands of IR theory? This latter question is particularly 
interesting given that the English School has been variously classified as 
a mere offshoot of realism, or a part of the idealist enterprise, or an early 
form of constructivism. The initial focus of English School work, particu-
larly during the British Committee phase, centred on opening up space  
for the rationalist, international society, position between the longer- 
established realist and idealist (whether liberal or socialist) positions. By 
introducing international society as a third element, not only as a via media 
between realism and liberalism/cosmopolitanism but also as the keystone 
to an interdependent set of concepts, English School theory offered a way 
of transcending the binary opposition between them that formed the 
essence of the supposed first great debate about IR theory. As Wæver 
(1992: 99–100, 121) puts it, the English School has the ability to

combine traditions and theories normally not able to relate to each other. 
.Â€ .Â€ . It promises to integrate essential liberal concerns with a respect for a 
fair amount of realist prudence; it promises to locate structural pressures in 
specific historical contexts and to open up for a structural study of interna-
tional history.
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All general theories of international relations identify some basic mech-
anism or driving force that explains how and why things work the way 
they do. For realism, this is power politics and relative gains. For liberal-
ism, it is rational choice and absolute gains. For Marxism, it is the mate-
rialist dialectics of class struggle. For poststructuralists and constructivists, 
it is discursive process and the creation of intersubjective meaning. For 
the English School, it is the social dialectics of the desire to create a 
modicum of both order and justice beyond the level of the state. Some IR 
theories also offer a general picture of what the international system looks 
like and might look like. Realism sees a world of states and balance of 
power. It does not offer a vision of improvement, but it does show how 
things change with different distributions of power (polarity). Liberalism 
too sees a world of states, but also a variety of non-state actors, especially 
transnational firms and intergovernmental organizations (IGOs). It offers 
a vision of improvement in the form of ever more agreement around 
regimes and IGOs to regulate both specific areas of behaviour and the 
general pattern of relations among states and non-state actors. Marxism 
sees a world defined by a capitalist political economy, stratified by class 
structures and working through a system of states differentiated into core 
and periphery. It offers a vision of struggle to create more equality both 
socially and among states. Most poststructural theories offer only a process 
and not a picture of international relations, though critical theorists, of 
course, will offer both a clear picture of what they think is wrong with the 
world and prescriptions about what needs to be done to fix it.

The English School’s picture of international relations is both more 
complicated and less determinate. Like that of realists and liberals, it starts 
with the state but, through its concepts of international and world society, 
primary institutions, and raison de système, it has a deeper and more social 
vision of international order than either. The idea of primary institutions 
makes it considerably more than just a via media between them. Because 
international societies can come in a great variety of forms, the English 
School can offer various visions of the future and contains no teleological 
assumptions about how things will unfold. The balance between the provi-
sion of order and justice could get better or it could get worse, and deciding 
in which direction it is going will very much depend on the normative 
stance of the observer.

In more detail, the English School can be positioned in relation to other 
mainstream IR theories as follows.

Realism

The English School’s focus on international society shares state-centrism 
with realists. But power, while certainly a key feature in English School 
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thinking, is not necessarily dominant, as it is for realists. The taxonomical 
difference between society and system as the central focus is a big one: the 
English School’s struggle against realism was to pose the more social 
concept of international society against, or alongside, the more mechanical 
idea of international system. While realists looked only for a balance of 
power, the English School looked for raison de système. The English 
School position interleaves the logic of more material theories of the inter-
national system, driven by billiard ball metaphors, with the view that 
sentience makes a difference and that social systems cannot be understood 
in the same way as physical ones. When the billiard balls can sense and 
think, their behaviour becomes considerably less predictable: they acquire 
independent agency. As Williams (2010a) notes, realists see states as given 
and anarchy as an essentially material condition, whereas the English 
School sees states and anarchy as social constructions. In the realist view, 
anarchy has one major outcome – the balance of power – whereas for the 
English School international anarchy can support a wide variety of social 
forms.

The actual debate about how the English School and realism stand in 
relation to each other is quite diverse, though it is generally true that simi-
larities are easier to find between classical realism and the English School 
and differences more obvious in relation to neorealism. A few people argue 
for a close link. Molloy (2003) makes the case that Wight’s thinking, and 
by extension that of the English School, was so underpinned by realist 
assumptions as to make it more a modification of realism than an alterna-
tive to it. Griffiths (1992) argues that the English School’s triad is very 
close to an understanding of political realism that he derives from the work 
of Berki. But since his general aim is to question the meaning of realism 
in IR, and he sees Morgenthau and Waltz as idealists, his view deconstructs 
much of the mainstream understanding of what realism is. The strongest 
alignments of the English School with realism come from Halliday (1994: 
97–9), who thought of the English School as ‘British realism’ on the 
grounds that its concept of society was state-centric rather than cosmopoli-
tan or counterpoised to the state, and Brown (2001: 423–6), who sees Bull 
and Wight as part of the same group as Morgenthau, Kennan and Wolfers 
and, on that basis, argues that ‘the work of the ES cannot be easily distin-
guished from [classical] realism’.

More common is a middle view featuring both shared ground and sig-
nificant differences. Buzan (1993) is keen to link neorealism to interna-
tional society using their common roots in state-centrism and anarchic 
structure. He uses a neorealist-type logic of anarchy to argue that structural 
forces should produce not just a balance of power but also international 
societies, because having an international society gives a survival and 
power advantage to those states that have it as opposed to those who don’t. 
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If mutual recognition of sovereign equality is the foundation of interna-
tional society, then this extends the meaning of ‘like units’ found in neo-
realism. But, although he argues for a shared structural root between 
international societies and neorealist logic, he does not thereby identify the 
English School as realist. He also ties it into liberal thinking about regime 
theory and keeps a sharp distinction between the realist idea of interna-
tional systems and the English School ones of international and world 
society. Little (2003) sees the English School as having quite a lot in 
common with classical realism but very little with neorealism. The English 
School makes explicit many things that are implicit in classical realism 
and focuses them in the idea of international society. It problematizes 
anarchy, while realism just assumes it (Little 2003: 459). Classical realism 
and the English School are also linked by Spegele (2005: 98–9), who 
perceives both as being marginalized as methodologically traditionalist by 
the turn to ‘scientific’ causalism and as suffering a similar loss of standing 
within IR because of their ‘methodological quietism’, and Wæver (1999: 
10–11), who sees similarities in their sense of tragedy in IR.

At the other end of the spectrum are those emphasizing the differences 
between the English School and realism. Copeland (2003) contrasts the 
methodological softness of the English School with the rigour of realism, 
and rightly sees the English School’s agenda as ranging much more widely 
than realism into neoliberal and regime theory concerns about cooperation. 
Here too he sees regime theory as methodologically much more rigorous 
in identifying the causes and conditions of cooperation. Mearsheimer 
(2005: 144–5) goes further, characterizing the entire English School, and 
indeed the whole of British IR, as essentially idealist because they want 
to improve the world rather than study the realities of power politics. 
People writing more from the English School side also emphasize differ-
ence, seeing the School as having being set up as an explicit challenge to 
realism. De Almeida (2003) argues this case strongly, demonstrating that 
the British Committee specifically set itself to challenge the dominance of 
realism in IR by recovering the rationalist position. Although the British 
Committee’s work was mostly state-centric, it differed fundamentally from 
realism in its interpretation of Hobbes and the consequences of anarchic 
structure. In the English School tradition, international anarchy was always 
differentiated from domestic anarchy on the grounds that there are big 
basic differences between states and people as the constituent units, and 
therefore the analogy is false.6 Linklater and Suganami (2006: 44) also 
note how the English School approach set up international social structure 
as an alternative reading to the neorealist idea of structure as polarity. 
Reversing Molloy’s (2003) view about Wight, noted above, Jeffery (2006) 
argues that, inasmuch as the English School’s three traditions idea was 
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drawn by Wight from the work of the international lawyer Hersch Lauter-
pacht, it was specifically opposed to realism. Lauterpacht argued against 
E.Â€H. Carr’s denial of morality in the workings of international relations 
and, like the English School, set Grotius up as a via media between the 
extremes of utopianism and realism.

One can conclude that the English School is not just a soft form of 
realism but differs from it on some quite basic issues. Realists take the 
international system as their main, perhaps only, object of study, whereas 
for the English School the international system is just one of the things 
taken into account, with the main focus being on international society. For 
realists, international society either doesn’t exist or is merely an epiphe-
nomenon of calculated great power foreign policy – in Carr’s (1946: 167) 
cynical words: ‘every doctrine of a natural harmony of interests, identifies 
the good of the whole with the security of those in possession.’7 This 
disparity in the principle object of study generates deep epistemological 
differences. International systems are amenable to positivist approaches 
and mechanistic theories, whereas international societies lend themselves 
more to historical, legal and constructivist approaches. Realists abstract 
themselves out of history by assuming both the permanent domination of 
power and survival motives and the timeless universality of anarchic struc-
ture and the balance of power as a ‘hidden hand’ mechanism. By contrast, 
the English School is always concerned about historical contingency and 
has a wider vision of both state motivations (which includes the realist 
one) and international system structures. Where it comes closest to realism 
is in its primary institutions of the balance of power and great power man-
agement (on which more in Part III). Yet, for the English School, the 
balance of power is a social contract, not a mechanistic property of the 
system system, which is a profoundly different understanding. Great power 
management is perhaps the closest point of contact between the two, espe-
cially regarding the need to accommodate changes in the distribution of 
power (Ayson 2012). But again there is a significant difference, with real-
ists such as Carr emphasizing the self-interest of great powers in ‘manag-
ing’ the international society, and the English School emphasizing raison 
de système. Mearsheimer is wrong that the English School is utopian, but 
its abiding concern with society as opposed to system, with the dialectics 
of order and justice, and with pluralism and solidarism, does put a lot of 
blue water between it and the pure power politics of realism.

Liberalism

With the exception of regime theory, there has not been as much discussion 
about drawing parallels between the English School and liberal approaches 
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to IR, let alone seeing it as a subset of liberalism in the same way as some 
want to make it a subset of realism. As noted above, Mearsheimer lumps 
the English School with all other kinds of idealist, but few others would 
take so stark a view. The English School is broadly meliorist, thinking that 
an imperfect world can be made better by human effort, rather than idealist 
or utopian.8 It mainly opposes radical reform as either impossible or unde-
sirable, or both. And while there are some cosmopolitan elements in 
English School thinking, there is not much of the liberal enthusiasm for 
giving practical priority to global civil society, and much more commit-
ment to working through states. The English School focuses mainly on 
primary institutions, which are by definition difficult to manipulate or 
reform, whereas liberals focus mainly on secondary institutions, which 
they see, like domestic institutions, as specific instruments of functional 
reform. For the English School, secondary institutions are reflective and 
supportive of primary ones, and their possibilities are constrained by the 
broader framing of primary institutions within which they necessarily 
operate. While the English School has concerns about justice, these are 
balanced by its concerns about international order and stability. As  
Linklater and Suganami (2006: 108–13) point out, there is a considerable 
ambivalence within the English School about making normative claims, 
more so than among liberals. That said, some English School solidarist 
writers, whose concerns lie mainly in the area of human rights, do go down 
the progressive line,9 and there are others, such as Cronin (1999, 2003), 
who operate between the liberal and English School traditions.

The main discussions linking the English School and liberalism are 
found in the middle ground, particularly in regime theory, where there are 
some parallels between the solidarist wing of the English School and the 
kind of normative aspiration to identify structures that promote coopera-
tion and to improve the peacefulness and justice of the human condition 
that are generally associated with liberal IR perspectives. Quite a bit has 
been written about the similarities and differences between the English 
School approach to institutions and that of regime theory.10 There is general 
agreement that these two bodies of literature overlap at several points, and 
that there is significant complementarity between them. But there are also 
significant differences:

1	 Regime theory is focused more on contemporary events, while the 
English School has a mainly historical perspective;

2	 Regime theory is concerned primarily with ‘particular human- 
constructed arrangements, formally or informally organised’ (Keohane 
1988: 383), whereas the English School is concerned primarily with 
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‘historically constructed normative structures’ (Alderson and Hurrell 
2000: 27) – the shared cultural elements that precede rational coopera-
tion, or what Keohane (1988: 385) calls enduring ‘fundamental prac-
tices’ which shape and constrain the formation, evolution and demise of 
the more specific institutions. Onuf (2002) labels this distinction as 
‘evolved’ versus ‘designed’ institutions, or what above were termed 
primary and secondary institutions.

3	 Closely tied to the previous point is that the English School has placed 
a lot of emphasis on the way in which the institutions of international 
society and its members are mutually constitutive. To pick up Manning’s 
metaphor of the game of states, for the English School the primary 
institutions define both the rules of the game and what the pieces are. 
Both of these can change over time as primary institutions evolve  
and sometimes become obsolete (e.g., colonialism) as new institutions 
arise (e.g., nationalism). Regime theory tends to take both actors  
and their preferences as given and to define the game as cooperation 
under anarchy. This difference is complemented and reinforced by  
one of method, with regime theory largely wedded to rational choice  
(Kratochwil and Ruggie 1986; Wæver 1998: 89–92) and the English 
School resting on history, normative political theory and international 
legal theory (Hurrell 2001).

4	 Regime theory has applied itself intensively to institutionalization 
around economic and technological issues, both of which have been 
neglected by the English School, which has concentrated mainly on the 
politico-military sector and human rights.

5	 Regime theory has proceeded with its analysis mainly in terms of actors 
pursuing self-interest using the mechanisms of rational choice, while the 
English School has focused mainly on common interests and shared 
values among actors and the mechanisms of international order (Evans 
and Wilson 1992: 337–9; Buzan 1993; Hurrell 1993; Dunne 1995b: 
140–3). In a sense, the English School is concentrating on the social 
conditions that underlie the processes that interest regime theorists, 
which is what Copeland (2003) sees as methodological softness versus 
rigour.

6	 De facto, but not in principle, regime theory has examined mainly sub-
global phenomena. Its stock-in-trade is studies of specific regimes, 
which usually embody a subset of states negotiating rules about some 
specific issue (fishing, pollution, shipping, arms control, trade, etc.). The 
English School has subordinated the subglobal to the systemic level, 
talking mainly about the character and operation of international society 
as a whole.
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More broadly, while the English School has a liberal cosmopolitan 
element within it, its main concern is to differentiate the idea that there 
could be a society of states from the cosmopolitan practice of thinking in 
universalist moral terms about the great society of humankind as a whole. 
While humankind remains a key moral reference point for English School 
thinkers, it was the society of states that provided most of the practical 
possibilities for realizing idealist objectives or, if mismanaged, for provid-
ing many of the main obstacles. Here the English School was, like liberals, 
against the realist view that international society could not be more than 
a self-interested epiphenomenon of great power foreign policies. But it was 
more in line with Carr (1946) than with the liberals in arguing that there 
was no automatic or easy harmony of interests, and in general it remained 
more state-centric than liberals who tended to emphasize the roles of global 
civil society and non-state actors. The English School also largely lacks 
the mainstream crusading element found in offensive liberalism. It would 
be difficult to imagine an idea such as the ‘concert of democracies’  
(Ikenberry and Slaughter 2006) coming out of the pragmatic and pluralist 
traditions of English School thinking, although it might just about be found 
as an extreme form of ‘offensive solidarism’.

Constructivism

Is the English School just a precursor to constructivism, and therefore now 
outdated? Or does it share some key features with constructivism, inas-
much as both focus on the social structure of international relations, while 
at the same time retaining some important and useful features of its own 
that differentiate it from constructivism? The bottom-line similarity is that 
any study of society is necessarily constructivist in some central way, 
because society cannot be understood as anything other than a social con-
struction. As Reus-Smit (2005: 83) puts it, the English School and con-
structivism ‘are engaged in a similar, if not common, project – to understand 
the social bases of international relations.’ In that sense, the English School 
was ‘constructivist’ before constructivism became mainstream (Dunne 
1998: 187–90). And, although difficult to prove, it is almost certainly the 
case that the arrival of constructivism into mainstream IR in the US during 
the 1990s made the English School more accessible to American IR. Via 
a constructivism that had achieved some methodological respectability in 
the US, the English School’s concerns about international society became 
themselves more respectable and comprehensible to American IR. Before 
that time, the latter’s obsession with international system and positivist 
epistemology, and its commitment to leaving behind the classical methods 
of political theory, law and history, meant that the English School and 
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international society had only a marginal position on the fringes of Ameri-
can IR.

There was therefore a happy synergy between the rise of constructivism 
in IR and the resurgence of the English School during the late 1990s. Each 
drew some support from the other, the most obvious traffic from the 
English School to constructivism being the conspicuous influence of the 
three traditions on Wendt’s Hobbesian, Lockean and Kantian types of 
international society. Partly as a result of this, Reus-Smit (2005: 82–4) 
justly complains that the English School gives too much weight to Wendt 
in its engagement with constructivism, ignoring the other, mostly more 
radical, strands that make up constructivism overall. Dunne (1995a), for 
example, sees quite close parallels between the English School and Wend-
tian constructivism in their adherence to intersubjective construction of 
social structure. But he views constructivists as more open to change in 
the social structure, at least compared with the more conservative position 
of classical English School writers such as Bull and Wight. Suganami 
(2001b) also perceives many parallels between the English School and 
Wendt’s constructivism, including state-centrism, a bottom-up theory of 
society and a macro-sociological approach. But he sees differences most 
starkly both in the historicism of the English School versus Wendt’s ahis-
toricism and in the different conceptions of anarchy, with American writers 
generally starting from Hobbesian assumptions and the English School 
assuming that anarchy is always a social condition. Buzan (2004) also 
favours Wendt, using his ideas to reformulate the English School’s triad.

The general view in the literature follows the line of some shared fea-
tures but some key differences, many of which relate to the general differ-
ence of approach to the study of IR in Britain and the US (Zhang Zhenjian 
2004). The English School has its main roots in the study of history,  
political theory and international law, whereas constructivism grew out of 
debates about epistemology and method. As Reus-Smit notes, the norma-
tive side of the English School, especially the pluralist/solidarist debates 
about order and justice and the willingness to take explicit normative posi-
tions, is largely absent from constructivism.11 Cochran (2008; 2009: 221) 
takes this further, arguing that the normative and structural should not, and 
cannot, be separated, but should go hand in hand, and that this linkage 
gives the English School a position distinctive from, and superior to, 
constructivism.

In the other direction, constructivists see the English School as meth-
odologically challenged. Finnemore (2001: 510) makes the point that 
‘Arguments that how things are constituted makes possible other things 
(and in that sense causes them) are a large part of American constructivist 
IR, yet the English School has not emphasized constitutive causality.’ She 
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argues that the English School could pursue causality in relation to how 
primary institutions are constitutive of, and therefore cause, international 
order, and that doing so would make the English School more acceptable 
within American IR. Reus-Smit (2002: 502–5; 2009: 69–72) maintains that 
constructivists would question the separability of the society of states from 
world society because world society significantly influences the norms of 
the society of states. Within the English School he sees this separation as 
largely analytical, the main question being to what extent the needs and 
imperatives of the two levels are necessarily conflictual or potentially and 
actually reconcilable. These kinds of challenges have found replies. Navari 
(2009, 2010) clarifies the English School position on methodology. Clark’s 
(2007) empirical work demonstrates clearly that world society does shape 
some of the norms and institutions of the society of states (see also Mitrani 
2013).

Wæver (1998: 93–8) rejects the idea that the English School is simply 
an early form of constructivism. He sees constructivists as having more 
detailed concerns about types of rules (regulatory versus constitutive – for 
discussion, see also Buzan 2004: 176–82) and about how and by whom 
and how well social constructions are built. This leads constructivists to a 
more questioning view of statehood than that generally taken within the 
English School, not to mention realism and liberalism. Wæver (1999) 
argues that constructivism and the English School are alike in:

1	 accepting a mix of material and social structures (and therefore occupy-
ing the middle ground between the all-material world of neorealism/
neoliberalism, on one end, and the all-ideas world of poststructuralism, 
on the other); and

2	 their positions on the role of ideas and identity.

He sees two advantages of the English School over constructivism (and 
therefore reasons not to conflate them):

1	 the openness of the interplay among the three traditions; and
2	 the ability of the English School to handle open ethical debates of a 

non-resolvable kind.

Aside from their different origins, approaches, methods and attitudes to 
normative debates, perhaps the other key distinction between constructiv-
ism and the English School is the way they approach the institutions of 
international society. A key strength of the English School is in ‘ascertain-
ing the institutional framework of historical and existing international 
societies’ (Linklater and Suganami 2006: 115). Wendt’s view of social 
structure is coarse-grained in terms of simple Hobbesian, Lockean and 
Kantian models and enemies’, rivals’ or friends’ relationships, while other 
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constructivists focus more on detailed particularities of international/world 
society. The English School’s concept of primary institutions, by contrast, 
gives a much more fine-grained picture of interstate society than Wendt’s 
(Bull 1977; Buzan 2004; Holsti 2004).

Where the English School and constructivism run most closely in paral-
lel regarding the conceptualization of international society is in the work 
of Reus-Smit, who conceives ‘fundamental institutions’ as ‘“generic” 
structural elements of international societies’ (Reus-Smit 1999: 4). They 
are authoritative because they embody ‘sets of prescriptive norms, rules, 
and principles that specify how legitimate states “ought” to resolve their 
conflicts, coordinate their relations, and facilitate co-existence’ (ibid.: 34). 
What is perhaps most insightful is Reus-Smit’s argument that these fun-
damental institutions are shaped by ‘higher order values’, which he calls 
‘constitutional structures’ of international societies, meta-values that define 
legitimate statehood and rightful state action. ‘Constitutional structures’, 
in his words, ‘are coherent ensembles of intersubjective beliefs, principles, 
and norms that perform two functions in ordering international societies: 
they define what constitutes a legitimate actor, entitled to all the rights and 
privileges of statehood; and they define the basic parameters of rightful 
state action’ (ibid.: 30). Reus-Smit’s term ‘fundamental institutions’ feels 
close to the English School’s ‘primary institutions’ and his ‘constitutional 
structures’ close to Clark (2005: 245), who argues that ‘the evolution of 
specific legitimacy formations forms the essential history of international 
society’, where legitimacy is defined in terms of rightful membership and 
rightful conduct (ibid.: 2, 9). Reflecting on the history of European inter-
national societies, Reus-Smit further posits that three normative elements 
are constitutive of such constitutional structures: a hegemonic belief about 
the moral purpose of the state, an organizing principle of sovereignty, and 
a norm of pure procedural justice. It follows that, as the emergence of 
international societies is contingent on different historical and cultural 
contexts, international societies vary in their constitutional structures, 
which informs the establishment of different fundamental institutions 
(Reus-Smit 1999: 27–31).

Perhaps another parallel between them hinges on the system/society 
distinction. As noted above, the English School is divided on this, with 
some defending Bull’s distinction between the two and others arguing that, 
both empirically and theoretically, there is a stronger case for seeing 
degrees of society all the way down, with no asocial systems. Constructiv-
ists seem similarly divided, with some (Wendt 1999) preserving a rump 
materialism and others wanting social construction all the way down.

There is much to be observed about synergies and complementari-
ties between the English School and constructivism and a good case for  
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promoting cross-fertilization between them. Henderson (2001: 423) notes 
that ‘The constructivists probably owe a greater debt to the English School 
than they have acknowledged and could enrich their more developed 
approach with a careful study of the considerable body of literature that 
amounts to the English School approach.’ But Wæver is right that they 
should be kept distinct. Although they do share some key things, their 
differences are also important, and strengths would be lost by trying to 
conflate them.

Critical theory and poststructuralism

There is much less discussion of the English School in relation to critical 
theory and poststructural approaches than there is of its relation to the other 
three mainstream approaches. One extreme view from the pluralist side of 
the English School is that of Robert Jackson (2000: 51–5), who denounces 
the moral posturing of critical theory and ‘postmodernists’ in vituperative 
terms – a position, it has to be said, matched by his equally damning fusil-
lades against the shortcomings of systems theory and positivism. Jackson 
perhaps sees himself following on from Bull’s robust defence of the clas-
sical approach against behaviouralism.

From the other side, Andrew Linklater (1990, 1996a, 1998) has led the 
way in bringing critical theory to the English School, and Williams (2004) 
has also called for this link to be strengthened. The postmodernist work of 
James Der Derian (1988, 1992, 1994, 1996) clearly shows English School 
influence imparted by his supervisor at Oxford, Hedley Bull. Ole Wæver 
is a complex figure, sometimes described as a poststructural realist, but 
sympathetic to the English School. He sees the work of Manning (1962), 
especially his interest in the grammar of international society, as displaying 
poststructural elements which he is keen to preserve against any attempt 
to try to reduce the English School to the terms of mainstream American 
IR theory (Wæver 1998: 117–22, 129–32). Waever (1999: 9–13) recog-
nizes the English School as being in some respects close to poststructural-
ists, both in its sense of language and the elements of discourse method in 
its study of practice and on account of the self-conception of IR scholars 
in relation to their subject matter. Ironically, this does not sound far 
removed from Jackson’s (2000: 55–101) call for the study of human 
conduct in IR by situating diplomatic discourse within the general frame 
of the situations, the social ethics, and the self-understanding of the actors 
themselves of the events within which they were operating.

Wæver (1998: 98–101) also argues that, for the poststructuralists, inter-
national society as understood by the English School offers a way out of 
Walker’s (1993), and also Wight’s (1966a), inside–outside problem. Inside 
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the state there is relative order and the possibility of progress. Outside it 
there is anarchy and disorder and no possibility of progress. By rejecting 
the domestic analogy, the English School constructs an alternative to both 
the domestic (as hierarchy/order) and the international (as anarchy/
disorder).

As with constructivism, the English School clearly runs parallel to 
poststructuralism in some respects. That said, poststructuralists, like con-
structivists, proceed with a much higher level of methodological and epis-
temological self-consciousness than most who work in the English School 
tradition.

The capacity of the English School to connect, and sometimes be con-
fused, with most of the main branches of IR theory is a reflection of its 
holistic approach stemming back to Wight’s three traditions. Realism/
Hobbes, rationalism/Grotius and revolutionism/Kant quite naturally create 
links in many directions. This explains both how and why it shares features 
with many other IR theories, and why it stands outside the game of playing 
these theories off against each other as being somehow mutually exclusive 
positions. Holism by definition necessitates taking a wide range of varia-
bles into account, so this disposition also explains both its theoretical and 
methodological eclecticism.

Others

The absences are also interesting. So far there is relatively little interplay 
between the English School and feminism. True (2005) charts some of the 
reasons for this, while Towns (2009) and Blanchard (2011) show some of 
the ways in which the two agendas might be fruitfully combined. Blan-
chard offers the intriguing suggestion that gender be considered a master 
institution of international society and patriarchy a derivative one. The 
same neglect is true for international political economy (IPE), International 
Security Studies and European Studies, though for all of these a strong 
case can be, and has been, made that there should be such links (Buzan 
1996, 2005, 2010b; Diez and Whitman 2002; Riemer and Stivachtis 2002). 
There are obvious synergies between the English School’s expansion story 
and the interests of International Historical Sociology, though so far these 
have run in parallel more than interacted. As various writers have pointed 
out (Brown 2001: 432–7; Buzan 2004: 72–4), there are also interesting but 
largely unexplored synergies between the English School and both the 
Stanford School and Wallerstein’s World System Theory.

A more recent development, with roots in both constructivist and post-
structural thinking, is the call for a turn to practice theory, both for IR 
generally (Neumann 2002; Adler 2008; Pouliot 2008) and for the English 
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School in particular (Navari 2011). Practice theory looks for a logic of 
action below the levels of rational choice, conscious belief or discourses 
of argument into the realm of doxa and ‘background knowledge’ (Pouliot 
2008). Neumann (2002: 629–31) defines practice as ‘patterns of action that 
are organized around the common implicit understanding of the actors’, 
or ‘socialized patterns of action’ that are ‘nested phenomena’. The point 
of interest here is that this approach seems to cut very close to the English 
School’s core concept of primary institutions. This link is reinforced by 
most of the authors just cited focusing on diplomacy as a key illustration 
of what they mean by practice. Although not keen on the poststructural 
link, Navari (2011) has laid the groundwork for bringing this way of think-
ing into the English School. She charts how the work of Manning (1962), 
Keens-Soper (1978), Jackson (2000) and Bain (2003) all run close to 
practice theory, and how this opens up a new way of understanding the 
primary institutions of international society. The empirical approach to the 
study of institutions proposed by Wilson (2012), based on Manning, also 
lies close to practice theory. Although not specifically linked to the English 
School, Adler’s (2008) highlighting of self-restraint within communities 
of practice is very close to the foundational English School understandings 
of raison de système.

Since primary institutions remain rather weakly theorized within the 
English School, there is perhaps a fruitful synergy to be harvested here.



CONCLUSIONS TO PART I

The English School is now a well-established approach to the study of 
international relations. It has generated distinctive concepts and literatures 
and has a firm claim to theoretical standing. Unlike realism, liberalism and 
constructivism, each of which claims a certain sector of the subject, the 
English School is not so much part of a division of labour within IR as a 
way of approaching the subject as a whole. Seeing it as ‘the international 
society’ approach could suggest that it claims only part of the subject. But 
more important is its many overlaps with other approaches to IR. It is this 
holism and methodological eclecticism which position it better to integrate 
IR than to add to the differentiations that divide it. Keeping this back-
ground in mind, we can now turn to examine the substantive work of the 
English School.





PART II	� THE HISTORICAL/
STRUCTURAL 
ORIENTATION





INTRODUCTION

One of the attractive features of the English School’s societal approach is 
that, much more so than either realism or liberalism, it opens the door to 
studying international and world history in terms of the social structures 
of international orders. The presence of several influential historians in the 
British Committee (Herbert Butterfield, Martin Wight – himself much 
influenced by Arnold Toynbee – and Michael Howard) and the sympathy 
towards a historical perspective of other key figures (Hedley Bull, Adam 
Watson) ensured that this orientation would be prominent in its attempt to 
understand and develop the concept of international society. As Bain 
(2007b, 2009) argues, the English School makes something of a fetish of 
the importance of history to IR, generally taking the view that knowledge 
of history is useful and necessary to understanding international relations.1 
But the English School generally rejects the view that history can predict 
or explain, or that it has any kind of mechanical relationship with, the 
present. Rather, history gives a perspective helpful to informed speculation 
about present and future events and processes and roles. And, as in their 
different ways both Weber (1998) and Keene (2008) point out, the English 
School’s engagement with history was with the more traditional, constitu-
tional and diplomatic approaches to that subject. Butterfield and Wight 
were particularly opposed to the more social and structural (and Marxist) 
approaches taken by the new historians in Britain during the time the British 
Committee was doing its foundational work (Hall 2002: 727–34; Keene 
2008: 388–91). That said, the Toynbee connection meant that the British 
Committee was open to world history as well as to the more parochial sort.

At some risk of oversimplifying, the broad differences between the 
English School and other theoretical approaches to IR in relation to history 
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might be characterized as follows. Realists are backward looking in terms 
of the narrow criteria of polarity and the balance of power (the future will 
be similar to the past). But, because they see history mainly as recurrent 
validations of power politics, they are not much interested in its details 
except to confirm the validity and longevity of their general ideas about 
power politics. Liberals tend to be forward looking. They have difficulty 
looking back more than two centuries, before which most of their main 
ideas did not exist in comparable form.2 They focus mainly on the dynam-
ics of and possibilities for change and progress that are inherent in moder-
nity. Thus they seldom venture back more than a century or two, and 
sometimes incline towards a teleological view of history as progress. 
Marxists have a well-known historical story to tell, also based on a teleol-
ogy of progress, but it is one that tends either to marginalize the state or 
to see it mainly in the context of class struggle rooted in the structure of 
the international political economy. Postcolonialism focuses on the rela-
tionships of imperialism itself and their downstream consequences. Some 
constructivists, most notably Wendt (1999), have a framing that could be 
used to inform a historical approach in terms of movements from one type 
of international social system to another: Hobbesian (enemies), Lockean 
(rivals), Kantian (friends). But this framing has not yet been much used in 
that way, and in general constructivists focus on the role of ideas and do 
not attempt to generate portraits of how the international system is, or 
should be.

Some more recent English School work (e.g., Keene 2002; Keal 2003) 
links to postcolonial concerns, but most of the classical writers took little 
interest in the relationships of imperialism as such. They were concerned 
more with the ‘standard of civilization’ and the consequences of decolo-
nization. Even though, as we shall see, Wight and Watson were drawn to 
looking for larger patterns in their historical studies, the English School 
shares with constructivism the lack of a determinist approach to history. It 
is not wedded to the necessity of repetition, or progress, or the particular 
working out of dialectics. It lets the historical record speak for itself, and 
is concerned with working out what that record tells us about how inter-
national societies have evolved, and how they could and should evolve. 
For most English School writers, international society is an element that 
is always present in international relations, but whose depth, character, and 
influence all fluctuate with historical contingency.

The historical wing of the English School pursues two projects. The 
more general one is comparing how different international societies have 
evolved in different times and places (Wight 1977; Watson 1992) – the 
varieties, as it were, of raison de système. Its main focus is on premodern 
cases stretching back to the earliest history of civilization. This work pro-
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vides a broad sense that international relations is partly a social order or 
structure, not just a mechanical system, and that the specific nature and 
dynamics of this social order are the key objects of study. The more specific 
project focuses on how the contemporary global international society came 
about as a result of the expansion to planetary scale of what was originally 
a novel type of international society that emerged in early modern Europe 
(Bull and Watson 1984a). Here the focus is on the world after 1500. Baldly 
put, this expansion story is told mainly as one of how colonization and 
decolonization remade the world (often badly) in the political image of 
Europe. It is partly a story of power and imposition and partly one of the 
successful spread and internalization beyond the West of Western ideas 
such as sovereignty and nationalism. It is also a story about what happens 
when international society expands beyond the cultural heartland that gave 
birth to it. How does international society function when it contains many 
cultural traditions rather than one? These two projects overlap during the 
early phase of the rise of the West (1500–1800) and merge into one when 
the West becomes globally dominant during the nineteenth century.

In the context of this part, it might be argued that the comparative 
project shows something about what forms of international society other 
than the Westphalian one can look like and that the expansion project 
shows how we got to the particular social and material structures we  
are now in, and why the legacy of a core–periphery formation makes some 
of the politics of it take the form that they do. Inter alia, a knowledge 
of their history is necessary to grasp the normative dynamics of interna-
tional societies and the roles that humans play in making and maintaining 
them.

One must, however, exercise caution before accepting the differentia-
tion between an evolution story and an expansion one implied by the titles 
of Watson (1992) and Bull and Watson (1984a). The premodern stories 
told in the comparative project are as much about developments that were 
largely separated from each other by time and place, with relatively limited 
passage of learning among them, as about ‘evolution’ in any sense. The 
‘expansion’ story is about both expansion and evolution and how they 
played and still play into each other, even though the expansion side ceased 
to be active once international society reached global scale. The compara-
tive story told in chapter 4 is thus focused mainly on world history before 
the rise of the West, and the expansion story told in chapter 5 is largely 
about the rise of the West and its creation of a global-level international 
society. The expansion story, however, also reaches back into premodern 
history. And there is a possibility that, as the revolutions of modernity 
continue to spread from the narrow initial core within the West to most 
other cultures and peoples, the comparative story will become relevant 
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again in the form of multiple modernities and regionally differentiated 
international societies.

There is an important link between the English School’s historical 
projects and the development of its thinking about the institutions of inter-
national society as a way of understanding international social structure. 
Thus chapters 4 and 5 look at the English School’s two main historical 
projects, while the Conclusion to Part II takes up the idea of primary 
institutions as a way of understanding the social structures of international 
societies.



4	 INTERNATIONAL SOCIETY IN 
WORLD HISTORY

Compared to the large and diverse body of writing in the expansion project, 
the English School literature on comparative international societies in a 
world historical context is relatively small. It consists mainly of two clas-
sical works by Wight (1977) and Watson (1992). Where it talks about 
non-European, premodern international societies, this literature has 
attracted relatively little criticism or comment. Perhaps the most active 
ongoing area of this part of the project is now centred on China and the 
attempt to recover and develop in English School terms the story of the 
classical Sinocentric international society in East Asia (aka ‘the tribute 
system’: Y. Zhang 2001; F. Zhang 2009, 2014; Y. Zhang and Buzan 2012). 
Most of the criticism and commentary addressed to the two classical works 
relates to where the comparative history project overlaps with the expan-
sion one around the story of the rise of European international society. I 
will deal with this in the next chapter. This chapter reviews the main 
content and ideas of Wight (1977) and Watson (1992) and, more briefly, 
the related work of Buzan and Little, Linklater and Clark. In addition, it 
surveys the contemporary English School literature on regional interna-
tional societies, which is also in comparative mode. This regional literature 
might be seen as reflecting a kind of resurfacing of the classical world as 
the period of Western dominance and hegemony begins to draw to a close. 
What Fareed Zakaria (2009) labels ‘the rise of the rest’ can be understood 
as a more diffuse distribution of power and the reassertion of non-Western 
cultures acting once again to differentiate regional interÂ�national societies 
from a Western-dominated global one (Buzan 2010a, 2011).
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Martin Wight’s Systems of States

Barry Gills (1989: 105) sees Martin Wight as ‘the interpreter of the Toyn-
bean research project to the field of International Relations’, and Wight 
was undoubtedly the progenitor of the comparative history project within 
the English School. His book Systems of States (1977), published five years 
after his death, was based on papers he wrote for the British Committee. 
It was not designed by the author as a coherent work, and the papers to 
the British Committee that compose it are of a very preliminary and 
exploratory character, albeit based on a very wide and deep historical 
knowledge. Wight takes the key idea of ‘systems of states’ or ‘states-
systems’ from the earlier work of Pufendorf and Heeren, and he understands 
it as a group of independent sovereign states in regular interaction with 
each other, sharing some form of recognition and diplomacy as institutions, 
and also trade. This concept did not yet make the distinction between 
international system and international society that Bull (1977) brought into 
play, but rather bundled both into the same term. Wight (1977: 39) accepted 
states-systems as ‘constituting a valid society of mutual rights and obliga-
tions’, so his position was more than just a realist, system one. The book 
contains both the theoretical and empirical beginnings of a comparative 
historical project. His method was to construct an analytical scheme with 
a taxonomy of types and then to pursue a comparative analysis via case 
studies. The empirical chapters cover in some detail classical Greece; the 
wider classical Mediterranean system, including Greece, Persia, and 
Carthage; and the creation of the modern European states-system out of 
the hierarchical mediaeval order. Alongside these quite developed case 
studies are briefer forays into several other classical states-systems.

The analytical scheme is set up mainly in the first chapter, in which 
Wight puzzles his way through four questions about states-systems. How 
should ‘states’ be understood as the members of the system? What kind of 
interactions and institutions give meaning to ‘system’? How does cultural 
identity play into states-systems? And what kind of political questions 
should one ask about states-systems in terms of numbers of members, 
coherence (or not) of political type, phases of structure and eventual fate? 
Some of these questions are explored in a bit of depth, others just sketchily 
drawn. There are two key distinctions in Wight’s (1977: 21–45) taxonomy 
of states-systems, the first between international and suzerain states-
systems and the second between primary and secondary states-systems.

•	 International states-systems approximate to what mainstream IR theory 
thinks of as anarchic systems/societies, in which the units relate to each 
other as sovereign equals and cultivate the balance of power as an 
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organizing principle. Wight’s examples are Europe and the classical 
Greek and Hellenistic systems, which form his main case studies, and 
China between 771 and 221 bc.

•	 Suzerain state-systems are where states relate to each other on a basis 
of sovereign inequality, with one state in some sense dominating the 
system in core–periphery fashion, both claiming, and having recog-
nized by others, a higher status. Here the organizing principle is divide 
and rule. Wight (1977: 24) insists on the singular ‘state-system’ for this 
type because of its hierarchical structure. His examples are the Byzan-
tine Empire, China and the Abbasid Caliphate. He muses about whether 
the mediaeval system in Europe was not a states-system, but perhaps 
‘a double-headed suzerain state-system’ (ibid.: 26–9). Interestingly, he 
also mentions the British Raj in India, with its suzerainty over the 
princely states, as the most recent case of this form (ibid.: 23). This is 
a rare exception to the general reticence of first-generation English 
School writers to think about the European colonial era in terms of 
international society.

•	 Primary states-systems are where the units are states, and again the 
obvious examples are Europe and the classical Greek and Hellenistic 
systems.

•	 Secondary states-systems are systems of systems, where the units are 
primary states-systems. Somewhat confusingly, Wight starts by confin-
ing the membership of secondary states-systems to suzerain state- 
systems, and his example of this form is the Middle Eastern Armana 
system during second half of the second millennium bc (see also Cohen 
and Westbrook 2000). He goes on to muse about the Mediterranean 
system during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries ad, but gets lost in 
the messy multiplicity of the types of actors in that system. It is then 
not entirely clear whether a secondary states-system could include not 
just suzerain state-systems but also primary states-systems and, indeed, 
individual states. Along this line, Gills (1989: 108–9) makes the inter-
esting suggestion that, up until the nineteenth century, the relatively 
equal relations among the states-systems of Eurasia could be classified 
as a secondary states-system in Wight’s terms. But with the huge rela-
tive power advantage that developed in Europe’s favour during the 
nineteenth century this was ‘transformed into a primary state system 
on a global scale’.

Wight also touches on the idea of open versus closed states-systems, 
the relationship between core and periphery in a system, whether or not 
states-systems had characteristic phases of development, and what, in 
contemporary IR, would count as polarity theory. He made a quite extensive 
study of tripolar systems (Wight 1977: 174–200) and speculated in relation 
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to international society that low number systems such as Rome–Parthia 
don’t generate strong rules (ibid.: 25). Along with many others in IR (Gilpin 
1981; Modelski 1987; Kennedy 1989), Wight (1977: 42–4) was attracted 
by the question of whether states-systems were fated always to end in a 
‘succession of hegemonies’, being finally submerged into some type of 
unified entity – traditionally an empire (see also Gills 1989: 105–6).

On the basis of his historical studies, Wight (1977: 33) also concluded 
with his much-cited observation that ‘We must assume that a states-system 
will not come into being without a degree of cultural unity among its 
members.’ This put a pre-existing culture at the heart of both the formation 
and the stability (or not) of international societies. This thought was, as I 
will show in the next chapter, influential in the English School’s pessimism 
about the loss of cultural coherence contingent on the great round of 
decolonization following the Second World War. It implied that interna-
tional societies that expanded beyond their cultural base would necessarily 
be weakened.

Apart from this one point, however, Wight’s interesting, if very prelimi-
nary schema for comparative international society has not yet been fol-
lowed up. Linklater and Suganami (2006: 74–80) observe that neither 
Watson (1992) nor Buzan and Little (2000) make any serious use of 
Wight’s typology of states-systems. The potentially useful idea of second-
ary states-systems continues to lie fallow in terms of both needed concep-
tual development and application. The idea of suzerain state-systems is 
partly, though mainly implicitly, carried forward in the English School 
literature on hegemony, on which more below. Interest in suzerainty might 
also be in for a revival in the context of the new research into the Chinese 
tribute system mentioned above. The classical Sinocentric international 
society in East Asia was certainly not an international states-system, but 
neither was it exactly suzerain as that term is understood in the context of 
Western history. One possibility is that the study of this case will generate 
new categories of international society.

Adam Watson’s The Evolution of 
International Society1

Watson’s book, by contrast, was a consciously designed attempt to deliver 
the comparative history project started by Wight. This was done by compil-
ing a complete history of all major international societies from the begin-
ning of civilization to the modern day. The rationale for Watson’s project 
was his recognition that it was not possible to understand the contemporary 
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global international society without having some sense of how interna-
tional societies developed and operated in the past. In a reflection on the 
British Committee’s discussions, Watson (2001: 467–8) notes that they 
focused almost exclusively on the European model of anarchical society 
and ‘did not get around to serious study of hegemonial and suzerain 
systems’. He elaborates:

Wight and I were the unhappiest about this limitation. We felt that in our 
search for a theory we needed also to study systems where some or most of 
the political entities were in varying degrees dependent. He and I wanted 
especially to discuss hegemonies and suzerain systems, where partially 
dependent states retained nominal independence and a high degree of auton-
omy in practice.

Watson’s book aimed to remedy this gap in the British Committee’s work 
in two ways. First, it provided sketches of international societies from 
ancient Sumer and Assyria, through classical Greece, Rome, India and 
China, to Byzantium and the Islamic system, ending up with a detailed 
look at the emergence of the European system, from mediaeval and local 
to modern and global. Despite the book’s title, this aspect of the study is 
more about comparing different forms of international society than it is 
about evolution.

Second, Watson also had theoretical ambitions. Based on the compara-
tive method made possible by his wide range of historical cases, he wanted 
to investigate the structure of international societies across a spectrum 
ranging from highly decentralized at one end (the anarchy model) to highly 
centralized at the other (something close to empire). This aspect of his 
study aimed particularly at the British Committee’s neglect of international 
societies outside the Eurocentric Westphalian model of anarchy/sovereign 
equality. Based on his historical survey, Watson’s (1992: 120–32) key 
conclusions were that:

•	 the extremes of the spectrum (anarchy and empire) are unstable, 
meaning that the equilibrium position on the spectrum lies towards the 
middle (hegemony);

•	 there is often a significant difference between the formal principle about 
the degree of integration in an international society and the actual 
practice, that this can vary in either direction, and that it creates prob-
lems of legitimacy for the formal principle;

•	 both legitimacy and power are crucial to stability, with the former 
explaining the propensity for empires to be tolerant of diversity.

Watson’s theory comes in the form of a pendulum metaphor in which 
the condition of an international society can swing between the extremes 
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of anarchy and empire.2 His first move is to deconstruct the binary distinc-
tion that Waltz (1979) famously established between anarchic and hierar-
chic systems. His starting position is that it is not possible to investigate 
world history without having a reasonably robust model for comprehend-
ing empires, which across time have been a very significant feature of 
world politics. Although the conventional view of empires fits neatly 
within Waltz’s hierarchic system, from Watson’s perspective this assess-
ment considerably oversimplifies how most empires in world history have 
been structured. He argues that it is more appropriate to model empires in 
terms of a series of concentric circles, with the power of the empire weak-
ening as the circles extend outwards. According to this model, although 
there is an imperial core that can be characterized in terms of hierarchy, 
most long-lasting empires have survived because they have been willing 
to tolerate different degrees of independence with the various political 
communities that fall within their sphere. Watson identifies as dominions 
political communities whose external and, to some extent, domestic poli-
cies are regulated by the imperial authority. When the imperial authority 
is weaker and extends only to recognition of political overlordship of one 
state over others, he talks of suzerainty. When one or more powers are 
able in some sense to ‘lay down the law’ about the operation of a system 
of independent states, he labels this hegemony (Watson, 1992: 14–16; see 
figure 4.1).

Figure 4.1â•… Watson’s model of an imperial system
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This model is an ideal type, and in practice power relations with the 
imperial core do not diminish in this tidy spatial fashion. Moreover, this 
view of empire is not particularly original or very controversial. However, 
by scaling this thinking about degrees of integration upwards to encompass 
international societies in general, Watson opens up the anarchy–hierarchy 
spectrum by inserting hegemony, suzerainty and dominion into it. The full 
spectrum of Watson’s pendulum theory of international societies is thus: 
anarchy, hegemony, suzerainty, dominion, empire. Again, Watson is think-
ing in ideal-type terms, and so in this model the empire would directly 
administer all of the political communities in the system, and the other end 
of the spectrum would be made up of societies of completely independent 
states. The most interesting aspect of this move is when Watson opens up 
the spectrum to look at the intermediate positions. In practice, however, 
he focuses only on the middle position of hegemony, which he came to 
think of as the most important and enduring feature of international order. 
One key point he makes is that in an international system there can be 
more than one hegemon (multiple or collective hegemonies). So, for 
example, when he comes to look at the Greek city-states he identifies both 
Athens and Sparta as hegemonic powers. He also saw the contemporary 
international society as one of collective hegemony (Watson 2001: 470). 
Having established the idea of a spectrum of international societies that 
are distinguished in terms of the degrees of authority that some political 
communities exercise over others, Watson then goes on to make the very 
bold hypothesis that, because of the instability of the extremes (too much 
disorder and conflict in anarchies; too much domination and exploitation 
in empires), there is a natural tendency in international relations for inter-
national societies to find greatest stability in some degree of hegemonic 
relations (see figure 4.2).

Watson’s hypothesis does not presuppose that the metaphorical swing 
has any literal implications. There is no assumption that if an empire dis-
integrates it will give way to a hegemonic system. It is just as likely to 
give way to an anarchy. What the hypothesis suggests is that, across world 
history, hegemonic-type systems will tend to be the norm.3

Watson (1992: 14) argues that political communities experience a con-
stant tension between the desire, on the one hand, for order, which he 
argues can be most effectively achieved under the umbrella of empire, and, 
on the other hand, independence, which can be most effectively achieved 
under the umbrella of anarchy. It is this systemic tension that provides the 
motor for the pendulum. There is a constant tendency at the empire end 
of the spectrum for the imperial authority to take actions that drive political 
communities towards the anarchic end of the spectrum. By the same token, 
the chronic insecurity and competition experienced under conditions of 
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anarchy drive states towards the empire end of the spectrum. This is a 
powerful and compelling dynamic deserving further exploration and devel-
opment. Buzan and Little (1996: 420–3) for example, have argued that 
there exists a parallel version of Watson’s spectrum, emphasizing consent 
rather than coercion, and stretching from anarchy, through common market 
and union, to federation. Although Watson’s pendulum theory allows for 
legitimacy as well as coercion, it is still based essentially on the equation 
of hierarchy with empire, which necessarily places coercion above legiti-
macy. With cases in mind such as the EU, and up to a point the US, one 
can envisage a consent-led version of the pendulum in which coercion 
might play a subordinate role, and in which the logic of unstable extremes 
pushing towards a hegemonic middle might change. Simpson (2004) is 
notably interesting on the role of consent in the emergence of a legitimized 
form of hegemony in Western international society.

Even with this limitation, Watson’s pendulum theory not only offers a 
major alternative to neorealism but also challenges the general linkage 
between anarchy and international society in much of English School 
writing. By extending the idea of international society away from the 
assumption of anarchy and into the spectrum of his pendulum theory, 
Watson delivers on his and Wight’s sense that there was more to the game 
of international society than just the British Committee’s obsession with 
the Westphalian model. By moving international society into the hegem-

Figure 4.2â•… A simplified version of Watson’s metaphorical pendulum (from Buzan 
and Little 2009)4
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ony part of the spectrum, and possibly beyond, Watson exposed the tension 
in post-1945 international society arising from the fact that the principle 
of legitimacy lies with sovereign equality and nationalism, but much of 
the practice is hegemonic (Watson 1992: 299–309, 319–25). This problem 
of how to legitimize de facto hegemony in the face of the strong postco-
lonial normative commitment to sovereign equality still echoes on. Clark 
(2005: 227–43, 254) notes the contemporary problem of US dominance in 
‘the absence of a satisfactory principle of hegemony – rooted in a plausibly 
wide consensus – in which that actuality would be enshrined.’ This dis-
juncture between hegemony and sovereign equality preoccupied Watson’s 
thinking to the end of his life and formed the central theme of his last two 
books (Watson 1997, 2007).

Watson’s second and in some ways more daring move is to endeavour 
to link the pendulum model to the distinction articulated by the British 
Committee between an international system and an international society. 
To make this move, he argues in language that is very similar to that later 
used by Jackson (2000: 113–16), who accepts that the two terms point up 
a useful distinction, but argues that it is better captured by distinguishing 
between instrumental and non-instrumental behaviour. Instrumental behav-
iour is based on strategic conceptions of self-interest that necessarily take 
the actions of other actors into consideration. Failure to take account of 
others will all too easily give rise to self-defeating strategies – like playing 
chess without paying attention to your opponent’s moves. By contrast, 
non-instrumental behaviour is based on legal and moral obligations that 
necessarily embrace the legitimate interests of others who will be affected 
by it. Jackson accepts that both forms of behaviour need to be accommo-
dated in any analysis of international society. This formulation corresponds 
closely to that drawn by March and Olsen (1998) between the logic of 
consequences and the logic of appropriateness. It also plays into the debate 
about whether the system/society distinction is necessary, or whether it is 
better to think only in terms of types of society (more on this in chapter 
10).

Buzan and Little (2009: x, xxx) argue, contra Vigezzi, that, by making 
these major advances over his and Bull’s earlier Expansion of International 
Society (1984), Watson’s The Evolution of International Society deserves 
to be seen as the culmination of the work of the British Committee. 
Watson’s work was the precursor of two contemporary English School 
debates about hegemony and legitimacy (on which more in Part III). One 
key lesson from Watson’s work was that even in the Westphalian system 
hegemony was a significant factor, and that this disjuncture between the 
de jure position of sovereign equality and the de facto one of partial 
hegemony created problems of legitimacy for international society. The 
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pendulum theory incorporated, or perhaps replaced, Wight’s idea of suze-
rain state-systems and extended the possibility of types of international 
society. It fits with, and partially fed into, Simpson’s (2004) story of the 
tension between sovereign equality and legalized hegemony from 1815. 
And its scale and ambition inspired, and fed into, the work of subsequent 
authors such as Buzan and Little (2000) and Clark (2005, 2011).

Other works

While there has been no obvious successor to the pioneering works of 
Wight and Watson, a few other authors deserve mention in relation to their 
project: Buzan and Little, Linklater, and Clark.

In a series of works starting in the mid-1990s, Buzan and Little (1994, 
1996, 2000) opened an enquiry into the nature of international systems. 
This work was inspired in part by Wight and Watson and concluded very 
much in favour of an English School approach to the study of international 
relations. But it neither specifically pursued an international society frame-
work nor operated at the level of specific cases. While the more generalized 
survey of eras was broadly framed along the lines of the English School’s 
triad, Suganami (2003: 257) is correct to argue that Buzan and Little’s 
International Systems in World History (2000) was aimed more as a cor-
rective to neorealism than as a conscious extension of the English School’s 
comparative international society project. Even so, Watson (2001: 468–9) 
said that it brings out ‘the major role played by economic and cultural 
exchanges in knitting the world together’, and that the concluding chapters 
‘seem to me the fulfilment of what Wight and I had in mind as a necessary 
basis for further study.’ Like Wight and Watson, Buzan and Little argue 
that IR needs to pay more attention to empires both as actors within  
international society and as forms of international system/society in 
themselves.

Andrew Linklater (Linklater and Suganami, 2006: 189–222) sees 
himself as building on the comparative history approach to international 
society pioneered by Wight and Watson to pursue his own project on cos-
mopolitan thinking and the harm principle in international relations (on 
which more in chapter 8). In a first volume he has already set out the theo-
retical framework for reviving Wight’s sociology of states-systems project 
(Linklater 2011b) and linking it more firmly to the sociological literature, 
particularly Elias’s process sociology. At the time of writing, he is well 
advanced on a second volume applying this comparative framework across 
the history of the West, from classical Greece, through the Hellenistic 
system and Rome, to mediaeval and modern Europe.
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Ian Clark’s work on legitimacy in international society (2005, 2007, 
2011) might also be seen as associated with this project. Clark shares the 
comparative historical method with Wight and Watson, but he applies it 
largely within the confines of European history since 1648 and the global 
level international society that was created by European expansion. His 
concern with legitimacy and raison de système echoes Watson’s, focusing 
more on the evolution of international society, and the forces that drive it, 
than on the comparative side of the equation.

Regional international society

Until recently, the English School showed little interest in the idea of 
regional international societies. There is some acknowledgement that 
Europe did not expand into a social vacuum, and Watson (1992) gives a 
lot of coverage to premodern international societies. But these were not 
strictly speaking regional because there was as yet no global international 
society for them to be subsystems within. Rather, they were, like Europe, 
quasi-autonomous subglobal societies, for the most part thinly connected 
to each other, with each thinking of itself in universalist terms. As with 
international systems, only when there was a global international society 
could regional international societies exist within it. The expansion story 
largely took over the English School’s perspective on world history, fixing 
its focus firmly on the global level. Given that the School grew up during 
the depths of the Cold War, regional international societies might also have 
seemed necessarily divisive and conflictual. The Cold War, after all, is easy 
to construct as a zero-sum competition between two subglobal interna-
tional societies competing with each other to see which would dominate. 
In that perspective, any regional developments might easily have been seen 
as dividing and weakening international society at the global level. The 
classical English School’s disposition to focus on the global level was also 
reinforced by the normative commitments of its liberal solidarist wing (on 
which more in chapter 8) to view things through the lens of universal 
principles such as human rights. A good example of the English School’s 
neglect of international society at the regional level was Hurrell (1995), 
who, when writing on theoretical perspectives on regionalism, did not 
mention the English School (see also Vincent 1986: 101, 105; Bull 1977: 
279–81). Hurrell corrected this in later work on ‘one world and many 
worlds’ (Hurrell 2007a, 2007b: 239–61).

As Buzan (2004: 205–27) argues, this leaves out regional developments 
and, in so doing, contributes to the general gloom of pluralists about  
contemporary international society. Regional developments may lead to 
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conflict over who dominates at the global level, but there is nothing deter-
mined about this. Regional international societies may equally well evolve 
in relative harmony with the global level. In this context, the English 
School’s neglect of the EU as a highly solidarist regional international 
society embedded quite comfortably in the global one (Diez and Whitman 
2002: 45) is nothing short of astonishing. The EU is an ongoing experiment 
in the difficulties and limits of constructing advanced solidarism across a 
substantial group of states and societies. More generally, other authors 
argue that the expansion of European international society beyond its home 
culture to global scale almost necessarily generated regional international 
societies with greater cultural homogeneity than the global level (Riemer 
and Stivachtis 2002: 21–2). There is growing interest (especially in East 
Asia) not only in recovering the regional level stories5 but also in the 
prospect of a more region-centric structure for international society as the 
likely future (Kupchan 1998, 2002, 2012; Buzan 2010a). Others, using 
both historical and contemporary cases, argue for the regional distinctive-
ness and differentiation of international society even if they do not neces-
sarily see higher solidarity in the regions than in the core (Hurrell 2007a, 
2007b; Wang 2007; Stivachtis 2010; Merke 2011; Schouenborg 2012). 
Jackson also supports the view that the English School should take a more 
regionally differentiated view of contemporary international society, seeing 
it as ‘of mixed character and uneven depth from one global region to the 
next’ and as more solidarist in Europe/the West than elsewhere (Jackson 
2000: 128).

There are two reasons for including regional international society as a 
topic within this chapter. First, in a historical sense, this emergent literature 
is in some ways a continuation of Wight and Watson’s project of looking 
at different premodern international societies around the world, but now 
doing so in the context of the expansion story. The idea is that culture still 
matters, and that regional differentiation within a globalized international 
society is hardly surprising. As the period of intense Western hegemony 
begins to draw to a close, one might reasonably expect the regional level 
to become more prominent and more differentiated, perhaps making con-
nections to some of the international societies studied by Watson that were 
submerged and transformed, but by no means completely destroyed, by 
the Western expansion and overlay. The second reason is that this perspec-
tive reopens the comparative possibilities of the Wight and Watson project 
that became submerged by the expansion story which subordinated all to 
the military might and cultural hegemony of a West empowered by the 
revolutions of modernity (Buzan 2010a, 2011). Regional international 
societies can be compared with each other, and with the Western one, 
across both time and space.
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Bringing regional international society back into the picture also raises 
interesting and important questions about to what, exactly, the term ‘global 
level international society’ refers. Is it correct to think of a global interna-
tional society in the coherent, uniform sense that this phrasing implies? Or 
is it better to think about it as a kind of conglomerate, more core–periphery 
in form, with a dominant West and a variety of regional international socie-
ties in varying degrees of concordance with and alienation from each other 
and the core? For that view the term Western-global international society 
might be appropriate, and I will use it in that sense in the remainder of this 
book. The orthodox conceptualization of international society does not 
capture either of these differentiations at all well, suggesting that there 
might be a need to take up Thomas’s (2000: 829–31) suggestion of revisit-
ing Wight’s neglected concepts of suzerain and secondary states-systems. 
These might provide a useful way of thinking about culturally diverse 
international societies. Although Wight developed these concepts more for 
looking at the ancient and classical world, the disjunctures between the 
principles and the practices of contemporary international society make 
them relevant in ways he did not foresee.

At this point it becomes impossible to separate the comparative and 
expansion projects. In the story of contemporary international society, 
evolution and expansion merge.



5	 THE EXPANSION OF 
EUROPEAN INTERNATIONAL 
SOCIETY

Introduction

It is worth noting from the start that the particular historical framing of 
this story often skews it in Eurocentric ways. The main aim of the story 
is to cast light on the contemporary global international society within 
which we all live. The very fact of its globality makes this international 
society unique, not just because of its scale and cultural diversity, but also 
because it is geographically closed. In principle, a global international 
society could have come about in one of two basic ways. One way would 
have been for the various civilizational cores of the ancient and classical 
world to have expanded into increased contact with each other, so requiring 
that they develop rules of the game to mediate their relations: a polycentric 
system of systems. In such a case, global international society would have 
developed on the basis of cultural diversity and fusion. The other way is 
closer to what actually happened – namely, the takeover of the whole 
system by one of the civilizational cores and the absorption of all the others 
into its particular rules, norms and institutions. This monocentric model 
necessarily starts from relations of inequality and highlights ‘the standard 
of civilization’ as the key criterion for non-Western societies to gain mem-
bership (Buzan 2010a). This model sets up tensions over how such a 
society is now to evolve, as the distribution of power reverts from the 
extreme concentration that allowed its creation in the first place to some-
thing of the more even distribution (the rise of China, India and other 
non-Western powers) that marked the ancient and classical world. Thus, 
although there are even and uneven routes to a global international society, 
and they end up in the same place, the monocentric model ends up there 
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with a very different set of dynamics and problems than would have been 
the case had we arrived here by the polycentric route. As already noted, it 
is a theme of English School writing that, although the legitimacy of con-
temporary international society is based on the sovereign equality of states 
and, up to a point, the equality of people and nations, it is still riddled with 
hegemonic/hierarchical practices and inequalities of status. Contemporary 
international society is thus still a long way from resolving the inequali-
ties that marked its founding, and it remains culturally and politically 
insecure.

In a strictly geographical sense, the main expansion story is finished. 
Barring remaining uncertainties over the deep seabed, expansion is closed 
until humankind colonizes space. But it is more useful to see the current 
period not as the end of expansion, but as a merger of the specific expan-
sion story with the more general evolution one. International society is 
now global in scale, meaning that the only story to follow is about how 
this global society is and should be evolving. Is it getting deeper, more 
homogeneous and more universal, or, as raised in chapter 4, is it better 
understood in more differentiated terms as Western core plus global periph-
ery or Western core plus a variety of regional international societies with 
varying degrees of similarity and difference from the core?

The next section sketches out the classical expansion story in English 
School literature and is followed by a section reviewing the main critiques 
and extensions of this story. There is some unavoidable arbitrariness in 
how one draws the line between the classical story and the critiques/exten-
sions because the two are in reality fairly seamlessly interwoven. The final 
section looks at how the expansion literature is evolving.

The classical ‘expansion’ story in the English 
School literature

Like much else in the English School canon, the expansion story first 
comes to life in Bull’s classic work The Anarchical Society. Although it is 
mainly a theoretical work, Bull (1977: 27–40) does set out the basic story 
of the emergence of a Christian international society in early modern 
Europe and how this evolved from natural to positive law, from dynasti-
cism to popular sovereignty, and from Christian to European civilization 
(on the early phase, see also Wight 1977: 110–52). Bull looks at how the 
expansion of this society from European to global scale has weakened its 
common culture and strengthened Hobbesian (the world wars of the twen-
tieth century) and Kantian (the UN) elements at the expense of Grotian 
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ones. Bull devotes the last five chapters to thinking about how this global 
international society might evolve, both as a variant on the states-system 
and as an alternative to it. His outlook is pessimistic, seeing international 
society as weakened both by its expansion to global scale and by the central 
conflict among the great powers represented by the Cold War. He is con-
scious of the problems of inequality created by the expansion of a Western 
international society to global scale, and he opts for reforming the states-
system by emphasizing common interests and adapting international 
society to bring in non-Western cultures (Bull 1977: 315–17). He is con-
cerned about the tension between, on the one hand, state-centric interna-
tional society as the main and possibly only provider of world order and, 
on the other, world society (the collectivity of humankind), which he sees 
as the basis of moral claims (ibid.: 20–2) and the essential framing for the 
problem of reconciling order and justice (ibid.: 77–98). The Anarchical 
Society thus put on the table many of the themes and issues taken up by 
subsequent ‘expansion’ literature.

Three other landmark books in this literature were Bull and Watson’s 
(1984a) The Expansion of International Society, Gong’s (1984a) The 
Standard of ‘Civilization’ in International Society, and Watson’s (1992) 
The Evolution of International Society. Vigezzi (2005) lauds Bull and 
Watson (1984a) as the culminating and most important work of the British 
Committee, and it is generally accepted as the principal English School 
account of the expansion. Arguably, however, the expansion story is told 
with more depth, detail and coherence in the books of Gong and Watson. 
Many other authors have also contributed to the classical expansion litera-
ture, and the most efficient way to set this out is in terms of the themes 
and issues first raised by Bull. At some risk of oversimplification, the basic 
pattern of the classical expansion story can be rendered as:

1	 the emergence and consolidation of a distinctive anarchical international 
society in Europe built around the Westphalian institutions of sover-
eignty/nonintervention, territoriality, the balance of power, war, interna-
tional law, diplomacy and great power management;

2	 the transfer of this society to the rest of the world on the back of exÂ�
panding European economic and military power, mainly in colonial 
form but also in encounters with non-Western societies that escaped 
colonization;

3	 decolonization, the bringing in of the Third World to equal membership 
of global international society, and the subsequent problems.

This is presented mainly as a historical story of what happened and with 
what consequences, rather than as an attempt to explain why expansion 
occurred.
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Emergence

The story of how a Westphalian international society developed out of 
mediaeval Europe was sketched by Bull (1977: 27–40) and is told by 
several others. As noted in chapter 4, Wight (1977: 110–73) examines the 
mediaeval-to-modern emergence of international society in Europe, 
including looking in detail at the changing foundations of political legiti-
macy within it, from dynasticism to popular sovereignty, and highlighting 
the importance of shared cultural foundations. This cultural angle applies 
not just to the emergence of European international society but also to the 
multicultural global one that resulted from its expansion. Jackson (2000: 
156–67), too, looks at the transition from mediaeval to Westphalian inter-
national society. Watson (1992: 138–262) gives probably the most detailed 
telling of the story around the ideas of diplomacy, anti-hegemonialism (the 
precursor to balance of power), territoriality, dynasticism, international 
law and, after the French revolution, nationalism and collective hegemony 
(Concert), seen as a synthesis of balance of power and hegemony. This 
literature basically sets out what it was that expanded and how it came to 
be, and provides the background to the expansion story.

Transfer

The expansion part of the classical story is about how Europe imposed a 
global international society on a previously existing ‘system’ of several 
regional international societies each reflecting a local culture (Bull and 
Watson 1984b: 1; Watson 1992: 265–76). Vigezzi (2005: 106) is critical 
of Bull and Watson’s (1984a) under-exploration of the subglobal interna-
tional societies that the European expansion overrode. This defect was, 
however, partially remedied by Watson (1992: 214–27), who looks at the 
systems/societies it displaced. Europeans played into these local systems 
(trade, alliance) long before taking them over. Watson (1984c: 17–19, 
24–32) notes how the initial expansion by Spain and Portugal was a con-
tinuation of their reconquest of the Iberian peninsula from Islam, and how 
expansion was in part about managing conflict among European powers. 
He tracks the general shift from trade to administration as European 
power increased versus the rest of world, especially by the nineteenth 
century. Reus-Smit (2011a: 207–15) identifies five waves of expansion of 
what was initially a European international society, each contingent on 
the disintegration of empires: 1648 (Holy Roman Empire), 1808–25 
(Spanish Empire in the Americas), 1919 (Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman 
Empires), 1945 (beginning of the general decolonization by Britain, 
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France, the US and other lesser imperial states) and 1991 (the Soviet 
Union).

In some ways, this expansion story is rather oddly told in the classical 
account. It puts much more emphasis on the relatively small number of 
encounters between the expanding West and societies that it failed to colo-
nize than it does on the wholesale colonization of much of the world by 
Europeans. The reason for this is easy to see. Colonized territories and 
peoples were the possessions of the metropolitan powers and so did not 
register much, if at all, in thinking about a society of states. It was easy to 
suppose that colonization simply expanded European international society 
to global scale without centrally affecting the international society of 
Europe itself, other than making it a society of empires outside Europe. 
But this assessment is increasingly challenged. Benton (2002), for example, 
rejects the idea of colonial institutions being imposed from the imperial 
hub, because, although imperial powers may frequently have wished to 
establish a common institutional structure across their colonies, they were, 
in practice, often unable to overcome the complex and competing forces 
that they encountered on the ground. What tended to prevail, therefore, 
was a form of ‘legal pluralism’ – where the state was only one among 
many legal authorities. Up until the nineteenth century, both the great 
varieties of peoples and cultures that fell under European administration 
and the severe limits on European capacity to extend detailed control over 
the distances involved meant that empires became quite politically diverse. 
This was particularly true of the British Empire (Darwin 2012). For several 
centuries, this diversity of order in Christian and Islamic colonies was the 
dominant form because it generally proved to be the most effective struc-
ture for dealing with the social differences that existed in all colonies 
across the globe.

It was only in the middle of the nineteenth century that the European 
states began to remake the colonies in their own image. McKeown (2003) 
argues that the emergence of this new colonial regime is associated with 
the contemporaneous move from universal natural law to the adoption of 
positivist law, which was seen to be a feature of more advanced civiliza-
tions. Members of the English School were familiar with this line of argu-
ment through the work of Alexandrowicz (1967).

This elevated view of themselves adopted by the Europeans was also 
closely linked to the general take-off of modernity, centred in Europe 
during the nineteenth century, of which the shift towards positive law was 
just one part (Buzan and Lawson forthcoming). Modernity opened up a 
huge power gap between a mainly European core and a mainly non-
Western periphery and transformed the raison de système. It inevitably 
raised questions about the terms and conditions under which premodern 
polities could become members of the now global, but still European-
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dominated, international society – the so-called standard of civilization. 
Then as now, the ‘standard of civilization’ was linked to modernity through 
the ever unfolding criteria that defined ‘progress’. Then as now, the ‘stand-
ard’ was not fixed, but evolved with the development of the leading-edge 
powers who were strong enough to define their own model as the universal 
standard and force others to comply with it (Bowden 2009: locs. 1424–
787). The ‘standard of civilization’ also, and prior to later concerns arising 
with decolonization, opened up Wight’s question about the relationship 
between an underlying common culture and the ability to form and main-
tain an international society.

The key works on the standard of civilization are by Gong (1984a) and 
Bowden (2009). Gong argues that the expansion of European international 
society required changes of identity, starting with ‘Christendom’ in the 
emergence phase, then moving to ‘European culture’ (to bring in the 
Americas and other European offshoots during the decolonization of settler 
states in the Americas during the nineteenth century; see also Watson 
1984b; Clark 2005: 35–50, 48) and finally to the ‘standard of civilization’ 
in the late nineteenth century, when non-Western powers began to qualify 
for entry (Gong 1984a: 4–6). These changes reflected a mix of cultural 
arrogance towards other cultures (comparable to similar Islamic and 
Chinese attitudes of cultural superiority) and the necessities of interaction 
among equals, which required certain standards of effective government, 
particularly the ability to meet ‘reciprocal obligations’ in law (ibid.: 64–93). 
The ‘standard of civilization’ supported a partly racist taxonomy of ‘savage, 
barbarian and civilized’ as a way of classifying the non-European world 
in relation to Europe (see also Louis 1984; Bowden 2009: locs. 755–848). 
The expansion of international society was thus achieved on unequal terms 
in two ways: by the imperial absorption of much of the non-West into 
European empires and by the phased admission of a few non-colonized 
states into international society once they were deemed ‘civilized’. As 
Wight (1991: 50–82) revealingly observes, realist logic allowed conquest, 
exploitation and even extermination of barbarians, whereas rationalist 
logic pointed to a paternalistic obligation of the ‘civilized’ to tutor the 
barbarians up to the ‘standard of civilization’, giving them only the partial 
rights of a ward along the way.

Gong explores the nature and operation of the ‘standard of civilization’ 
in some depth. He notes the clash of civilizations explicit in the expansion, 
and how the ‘standard of civilization’ created a pressure for conformity 
with Western values and practices which posed a demanding cultural chal-
lenge to the non-West, much of which had to go against its own cultural 
grain in order to gain entry. This left an ongoing legacy of problems for 
the legitimacy of international law, still seen by some as reflecting imperial 
Western values (Gong 1984a: 7–21). Gong notes how the European need 
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for access (trade, proselytizing, travel) was what drove the functional 
aspects of the ‘standard of civilization’ (to protect life, liberty and property) 
and therefore the demand for extraterritoriality and unequal relations 
where the locals could not or would not provide these (ibid.: 24–53). 
Decolonization put an end to the ‘standard of civilization’. With the right 
of independence and sovereign equality becoming almost unconditional 
(see also Watson 1992: 296), the dismantling of the Western empires did 
not really confront the question of conditions of entry in anything like the 
same way as the earlier encounters had done. Gong (1984a: 90–3) does, 
however, make an interesting point, subsequently taken up by several 
others, that the conditionality of Western demands for human rights, with 
its concerns about life, liberty and property, is the successor to the ‘stand-
ard of civilization’.

De facto, then, the classical English School’s version of the encounter, 
and the whole ‘standard of civilization’ question, is confined mainly to a 
small number of cases. The early decolonization of the Americas created 
few problems because the new settler states were offshoots of European 
culture and therefore easy to accept as ‘civilized’. Four cases attracted the 
most attention – Russia, the Ottoman Empire, China and Japan – although 
some others (Siam, Iran) get passing mention. Other encounter and entry 
stories are still being written (Stivachtis 1998, 2010). Interestingly, little 
is written about India, despite its being one of the major centres of classical 
civilization, because it was colonized and therefore did not pose the ‘stand-
ard of civilization’ question. Russia was half European anyway, and had 
made it into European international society by the early eighteenth century 
(Watson 1984a; Gong 1984a: 100–6; Neumann 2011). The Ottoman 
Empire served as Europe’s alien Other for many centuries (Neuman and 
Welsh 1991; Yurdusev 2009), but it was also in close interaction with the 
European balance of power during much of that time. This meant that the 
Ottoman encounter story has a different quality from the later ones involv-
ing European expansion. For the Ottoman Empire, the question was about 
joining (or not) Europe’s international society, not the later Western-global 
version of it. It has inspired an ongoing debate about how to understand 
the difference between just being part of the European international system 
and meeting enough of the ‘standard of civilization’ to become a member 
of its international society. There is still no consensus about when (or if) 
the Ottoman Empire became part of European international society,1 and 
this whole debate gives useful depth to the current debates about the EU 
and Turkey.

Japan provides the model case for a rapid and successful adaptation by 
a non-Western power to the ‘standard of civilization’, with its acceptance 
into international society by 1899 and as a great power shortly thereafter 
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(Suganami 1984; Gong 1984a: 164–200). But there are interesting twists 
to this story, such as Japan’s failure in 1919 at Versailles to get Western 
recognition of racial equality (Clark 2007: 83–106). China’s struggle with 
the ‘standard of civilization’ was much more protracted and is, indeed, like 
Turkey’s, still ongoing (X. Zhang 2011a). There are, in a sense, two rounds, 
one classical and one modern, to China’s encounter story. In the classical 
round, as with the Ottoman Empire, there is a debate about when China 
gained entry – possibly not until during the Second World War with the 
final removal of extraterritoriality.2 In the modern round, there is the story 
of communist China’s encounter. Yongjin Zhang (1998) tells this story in 
detail, seeing communist China as alienated from international society 
(both excluded and self-excluding), but increasingly becoming more inte-
grated with it in terms of sovereignty, nonintervention, diplomacy (rising 
participation in IGOs and global economy), international law, and suchlike. 
China has successfully adapted to Westphalian international society, yet it 
remains alienated from the human rights and democracy elements that 
have come more to the fore in Western practice since the end of the Cold 
War (Foot 2006; see also chapter 9).

Decolonization

These encounter stories, and the issues raised by the ‘standard of civiliza-
tion’, are mainly specific to the colonial world before 1945. With decolo-
nization, we move to the third part of the classical story, in which the whole 
of the non-Western world is given largely unconditional membership of 
international society. During the expansion phase, the story was one of 
insiders (Europe and the West) and outsiders wanting to get in (the encoun-
ter stories), with not much being said about those who were colonized – 
inside in one sense, but very much in the third-class carriages. With 
decolonization, almost everyone becomes an insider, and the distinction 
among ‘civilized’, ‘barbarian’ and ‘savage’ has to be abandoned.

The focus then turns to the consequences of this rapid move to universal 
membership, the problems it raises for the cohesion of international society, 
and what, if anything, might be done about them. The general drift of the 
classical story for this phase is pessimistic. Decolonization triples the 
membership of international society and brings into it many postcolonial 
states that are both politically weak as states and economically poor and 
underdeveloped. It also weakens the cultural foundations of international 
society by diluting the previously dominant European cohesion. Now all 
the world’s cultures, both great and small, are inside, and this moves 
Wight’s question about the relationship between cultural cohesion and 
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international society to centre stage. As Riemer and Stivachtis (2002: 27) 
argue, ‘the logic of anarchy, operating in the international system, has 
brought states into international society; once in, the logic of culture has 
determined their degree of integration into international society.’ On this 
logic, if culture was diverse, then international society could be only 
weakly integrated. On top of all this was the Cold War, which along with 
decolonization defined the post-1945 era, and which meant that the great 
powers were at loggerheads, weakening international society still further 
(Bull 1980).

The pessimistic view of the post-1945 expansion belongs mainly to the 
pluralist wing of the English School (see chapter 6) and is clearly evident 
in some of the chapters in Bull and Watson’s book (1984a). Kedourie 
(1984) sees Marxism (class struggle) and nationalism (self-determination) 
as undermining the old order of balance of power and concert, which had 
itself failed in the two world wars. The spread of these ideas by the USSR, 
and in the Third World, meant that the machineries of chaos were dominant 
and international society was in deep decline (see also Watson 1992: 
277–98). Even further towards what at times reads like nostalgia for the 
European colonial system is Bozeman (1984: 387–406), who saw interna-
tional society as having peaked in the nineteenth century, with the height 
of European power, and the reassertion of non-Western cultures as drag-
ging the international order towards conflict since then.

Even Bull and Watson (1984c) were drawn into this feeling that decolo-
nization had been a great blow to international society. They accepted the 
negatives of weak states and cultural fragmentation, but tried to balance 
them with the positive development of the general acceptance by Third 
World elites of some of the key institutions of international society, sov-
ereignty and juridical equality, and, up to a point, also of Western norms. 
They read the Third World as wanting more to improve its position than 
to overthrow the system. Bull (1977: 315–17) argued that, in order to 
strengthen a declining international society by building up shared values, 
there was a need to extend and deepen the cosmopolitan elite culture 
beyond the West. Dore (1984) also found glimmers of hope in the existence 
of a global elite sharing a Westernized culture as a bulwark against disin-
tegrative multiculturalism, and Watson (1992: 307–8) mooted the possibil-
ity of a new cultural synthesis. There is here a distinct absence of celebration 
about the liberation of hundreds of millions of people from colonial rule 
and the creation for the first time of a global international society based 
formally on sovereign equality (as opposed to a Western-global imperial 
order). The view from the other side was equally gloomy: Mazrui (1984) 
argues that the legacy of the West for Africa is two contradictory and 
counterproductive ‘prison houses’: the state and capitalism.
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In his solo work, Watson tried to bring to the post-1945 problem insights 
from his historical investigations of international society across the whole 
sweep of world history. He questioned both the empirical and the norma-
tive validity of anarchy as the dominant way of framing international 
society, offering instead Europe–Ottoman relations as the model for over-
coming cultural diversity in the expansion of international society (Watson 
1990: 100–2). His spectrum of forms of international society, ranging from 
anarchy to empire, was a way of looking at the expansion story, both early 
(imperial) and contemporary. Watson (1992: 14) focused on raison de 
système and on tension in post-1945 international society, because the 
principles of legitimacy lie with sovereign equality and nationalism, but 
much of the practice is hegemonic (Watson 1992: 299–309, 319–25; 1997). 
Following Watson’s line, Rana (1993: 133) argues for the necessity of a 
‘pax collaborata’ to bring together the hegemonic North and the sovereign-
tist South in recognition of de facto hegemony. As already noted, this 
problem of how to legitimize de facto hegemony in the face of the strong 
postcolonial normative commitment to sovereign equality still echoes on.3

Coming at the problems of postcolonial international society from the 
bottom up, rather than from the top down, Bull’s solo work (1984a: 
217–28; 1984b) was dominated by the problem of inequality in the new 
global international society and the revolt against the West by Westernized 
Third World elites using Western ideas. Bull used the tensions between 
order and justice in international society to develop a strong sense of the 
revolt of the former colonial world against Western dominance. He 
acknowledged the considerable success of their struggle to regain equality 
notwithstanding the many moral shortcomings and hypocrisies within 
Third World positions. The problem, to which he never found the answer, 
was how to deal with the political, economic and social consequences of 
inequality seeded by the monocentric creation of Western-global interna-
tional society.

O’Neill and Vincent (1990: 283–5) also note the unequal relations 
between the West and the Third World and the consequent regional diver-
sity of international society, with some Third World unity around nonalign-
ment, development, and the elimination of colonialism and racism. Vincent 
added to the ‘revolt against the West’ theme by exploring the role of racism 
in European expansion. Racism became prominent in European thinking 
about colonialism during the later nineteenth century (Buzan and Lawson 
forthcoming: ch. 4) and was not rejected in the West until after the Second 
World War (Vincent 1982: 663), and then more as a reaction against 
Nazism than against colonial racism (Vincent 1984b). The idea that rulers 
and ruled should be of broadly similar racial stock was important in anti-
colonial and anti-apartheid movements. Racism played a role in the  
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formation of nationalisms in the non-Western world, and, although abol-
ished after 1945, the substance of racism was broadly upheld by the strong 
correlation between white and developed and non-white and underdevel-
oped in the subsequent half century (ibid.). Along parallel lines, Thomas 
(2000) argues that religious difference underlies a culturally pluralist inter-
national society, not least because the settlement of religion in the evolu-
tion of the European state did not happen elsewhere. Religion has become 
part of the political identity of the ‘revolt against the West’, sometimes 
being preferred to development.

The pluralist emphasis on the revolt against the West makes its inter-
pretation of decolonization into one of the creation of a house divided: a 
coherent global imperial order of insiders and outsiders deteriorates into 
an incoherent global disorder where everyone is inside but their differences 
and squabbles are bringing the house down.

Critiques and extensions of the 	
classical story

This section follows the same general framing as the previous one, looking 
at the expansion story in the three phases of emergence, transfer/encounter 
and decolonization. The literature here belongs mainly to the solidarist 
wing of the English School (on which more in chapter 8).

Emergence

The emergence story has been questioned mainly on the grounds that the 
classical story is too Eurocentric, and underplays the fact that European 
international society did not emerge fully formed in Europe and then 
spread from there to the rest of the world. Rather, it developed as it did 
substantially because it was already spreading as it emerged, and was thus 
in its own way shaped as much by the encounter as was the non-European 
world. Alexandrowicz (1967, 1973) provides the most radical challenge to 
the conventional English School account and is based on a close reading 
of the treaties that the Europeans signed between the sixteenth and eight-
eenth centuries with a range of states in Asia. When they moved into the 
East Indies, the Europeans found a well-developed international society in 
place. Alexandrowicz shows that, when Grotius argued in the seventeenth 
century that Europeans should accept the principle that the high seas con-
stituted international territory, the Indian Ocean provided the leading prec-
edent for this principle. Alexandrowicz identifies the existence by the end 
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of the eighteenth century of a global international society that rested on 
the foundations of natural law. But by that time, the Europeans were begin-
ning to move away from natural law towards positivist law. In the process, 
they constituted a purely European legal system based on the principle of 
mutual consent. As a consequence, non-European states that in the past 
had been acknowledged as fully sovereign states were now viewed only 
as potential candidates for admission into a European international society. 
Relations with the non-European world were redefined in a very funda-
mental way, with the Europeans viewing themselves as ‘civilized’ top dogs 
(see also Simpson 2004).

The first generation of English School theorists was well aware of this 
‘two-way encounter’ view of international society as an evolving phenom-
enon, and indeed Wight (1977) was favorably disposed towards it (Little 
2013). By the same token, Bull and Watson (1984a) were mindful that 
there were anomalies in their conventional expansionist story. Neverthe-
less, it is only relatively recently that the conventional story has come 
under systematic scrutiny. Yurdusev (2009), for example, shows how some 
of the classical institutions of Westphalian international society developed 
out of modern Europe’s oldest encounter, that with the Ottoman Empire. 
By the same token, there is a growing recognition that European coloniza-
tion needs to be examined in close conjunction with Islamic colonization 
(Benton 2002; Abulafia 2008).

Buzan (2010a) pushes this critique of Eurocentrism by setting up a 
syncretist account of the expansion story to incorporate both the Eurasian 
dimension and the two-way formative interaction between Europe and 
non-Western international societies. The syncretist account is based on the 
idea that it is the normal condition of human affairs for cultural ideas to 
flow between areas of civilization. Cultures thus evolve not only in response 
to their own internal dynamics but also because of encounters with other 
cultures, even remote ones. Obviously there has to be some contact in order 
for syncretism to function, but the interaction capacity requirements for 
the transmission of ideas are low, which makes such transmission the 
normal expectation.4 Both Hobson (2004) and Hui (2005), for example, 
point out how small numbers of Europeans visiting China from the thir-
teenth century onwards brought back crucial information about Chinese 
technology and politics. Bentley (1993) and Lach (1965, 1970, 1993) show 
how even the fairly thin trading systems of the ancient and classical world 
served as cross-cultural transmission belts for religions. Buddhism was 
carried from India to East Asia, and Islam from the Arab World to Africa 
and Asia. Where contact was closer and interaction capacity higher, as 
between Europe and the Islamic world and within the trading system of 
the Indian Ocean, there was a lot of movement of ideas.
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While the syncretist account does not equate to the polycentric model 
of how global international society formed, it does lean in that direction. 
Parts of the syncretist account, such as the long encounter between Europe 
and Islamic civilization, look very much like how the polycentric model 
would have worked. Wight (1977: 34) provocatively speculates that medi-
aeval Europe picked up the idea of crusade from the Islamic practice of 
jihad. He notes that, during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the Cru-
sades brought Europe into close contact with the Islamic world, adding to 
the contact already created by the earlier Islamic occupation of Spain, 
which together served as ‘the channel for the acculturation of mediaeval 
Christendom’ (Wight 1991: 52). This longstanding blending of cultures 
goes some way towards addressing contemporary concerns over the lack 
of cultural cohesion, and so perhaps points towards a less pessimistic view 
of international society post-decolonization. The syncretist position has 
also been encapsulated in the idea of ‘reciprocal socialization’ (Terhalle 
2011).

Transfer

In relation to the expansion phase, more work has been done to bring out 
what the encounter looked like from the other side. Onuma (2000) looks 
at the imposition of Western international law during the later nineteenth 
century fulfilling its earlier false pretentions to universalism. Kayaoglu 
(2010) explores the rise and fall of the extraterritorial jurisdiction estab-
lished by Western states in Africa, Asia and the Middle East in the nine-
teenth century, but also demonstrates how the practice helped to consolidate 
a conception of sovereignty in Europe that continues to hold sway in the 
twenty-first century. Roberson (2009) shows how Egyptian elites adapted 
to the financial ‘standard of civilization’ set by Britain, and Englehart 
(2010) how the Thai elite played to British cultural norms in order to gain 
recognition as ‘civilized’. Neumann (2011) explores how the cultural 
memory of being subordinated within a suzerain system affected Russia’s 
encounter with European international society. He sets up the interesting 
argument that all such encounters have been with polities coming from 
hegemonic/suzerain systems having to come to terms with the anarchic 
qualities of European/Western international society. Zarakol (2011) surveys 
the ongoing impact of the encounter experiences on Turkey, Japan and 
Russia. Reus-Smit (2011a) sees a recurrent theme in which domestic strug-
gles for individual rights link into anti-imperial struggles and the pursuit 
of sovereign equality within international society. The humiliations of 
having to conform to alien standards, and the condescending and often 
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racist attitudes of the Europeans towards those who tried, were important 
components of the revolt against the West.

A related line of critique, which moves more into the spread/encounter 
phase of the story, is that of Keene (2002) and others (Holsti 2004: 239–
74), who point out the conspicuous and Eurocentric failure of the classical 
story to feature the fact that colonialism was a core institution of European 
international society. Hobson (2012: locs. 5247–519, 7574) sees English 
School pluralism as infused with Eurocentrism and as ‘a retrospective 
justification of pre-1945 imperialism as a benign process that diffused 
civilization across the world’. In this vein, Gills (1989: 110) suggestively 
ties Bull and Watson’s expansion story during the nineteenth century to 
core–periphery analysis, considering the rejection of hegemony in the core 
and the assertion of it over the periphery as linked phenomena. Keene 
(2002) highlights colonialism and imperialism pre-1945 as emblematic of 
divided sovereignty in which the core develops a Westphalian principle of 
sovereign equality and tolerance within itself, but practices divided sover-
eignty and the ‘standard of civilization’ against the periphery. Decoloniza-
tion and Western reactions against the apogee of racism in Nazi Germany 
appear to eliminate this division, but don’t, and Keene (echoing Gong as 
noted above) understands human rights as a key contemporary extension 
of this two-worlds character of international society (ibid.: 122–3, 147–8), 
which continues to play strongly in international society despite the 
notional uniformity of sovereign equality.

Related critiques point to other areas in which the classical account 
underplays important elements, most notably the economic side of the 
expansion story and the extent to which the expansion was conducted by 
coercion. The classical account has relatively little to say on economics. 
O’Brien (1984) just refutes the idea that European development depended 
on overseas trade, and leaves it at that. Neither the economic dynamics of 
European imperialism (with the notable exception of Roberson 2009) nor 
the trading systems and international societies of the ancient and classical 
world into which Europe expanded get much attention. This neglect gives 
the classical story a rather one-dimensional character, as if European inter-
national society was expanding into (and filling) a vacuum. Such a view 
underplays the existence not just of Eurasia-wide trade routes that existed 
for millennia before the European expansion but also of extensive non-
European international societies (Buzan and Little 1996, 2000). Little 
(2005) is concerned to recover the pre-nineteenth-century story of multiple 
international societies encountering one another, and the extent to which 
European international society overlaid existing international societies 
rather than expanding its own international society into empty space. This 
makes the expansion story into more of a two-way encounter. Suzuki, 
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Zhang and Quirk (2013) examine instances of these international societies 
during the early modern era in some depth. They also raise analytical ques-
tions about how to frame this two-way encounter: as system versus society 
or as different types or levels of international society? Reinterpreting the 
expansion and encounter story in this way opens again the question of what 
‘global international society’ actually means as the outcome of the expan-
sion/encounter story. To what extent does it still remain a core–periphery 
structure with the regional international societies discussed in chapter 4 
echoing earlier international societies? Or is it the fairly homogeneous 
entity implied by the application of sovereign equality on a global scale?

The classical story notes European military superiority as a factor in the 
expansion (Howard 1984), and coercion certainly appears in the encounter 
stories, but coercion is never really placed at the heart of the expansion 
story, as some critics think it should be (Keene 2002: 3–4; Buzan 2004: 
222–7; Halliday 2009). Röling (1990) gives perhaps the strongest critique 
on this score, arguing that Grotius’s ideas basically set a law for the rich 
and powerful to exploit the weak and so underpin the coercive expansion 
of Europe. This contrasts with Bull (1990), who lauds Grotius as providing 
the basis not only for international (interstate) society but also for world 
society (through Grotius’s natural law elements underpinning solidarism). 
Suzuki (2005, 2009) picks up a different aspect of this theme in his recon-
sideration of Japan’s encounter. He complements Keene (2002) by looking 
at the two faces of international society via how Japan was socialized into 
wanting to be, and becoming, both an equal to the other great powers and 
an imperial power itself. He argues that the English School puts too much 
emphasis on the order side of the expansion story and not enough on the 
inequality and coercion one, which is its dark side, creating a normative 
imbalance in its perspective.

This perspective fits nicely with Armstrong’s (1998) idea of the ‘social 
state’, seeing the dynamics of international society in constructivist terms 
of mutual identity-shaping between states and international society. The 
tendency to underplay the dark side of European colonialism, and to view 
the nineteenth century as the high point of international society, reinforces 
the suspicions already noted that at least some elements of the classical 
English School were influenced by a nostalgia for the nineteenth-century 
colonial order, setting concerns for the cultural coherence of international 
society above concerns about the inequalities of empires (Buzan 2007 
[1991]: 142–7). While it is doubtless true that the role of coercion has been 
seriously underplayed in the classical English School accounts, one should 
not go too far in the other direction. Western coercion was not always just 
about gaining economic and political advantage. A considerable amount 
of trade was consensual, and Britain’s use of force to suppress the slave 
trade was not to its commercial advantage.
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Much of this critique of the expansion/encounter part of the classical 
story aims to bring out not just the coercive and unequal character of the 
monocentric creation of global international society but also the Eurocen-
tric telling of the story, which constructs it too much as a one-way street. 
These critiques are mainly in line with the postcolonial critique of IR 
generally. Seth (2011) notes a particular disappointment with the English 
School for being the only mainstream approach to IR that features a his-
torical orientation, but then fails to give anything like a balanced account 
of how international society was made.

Decolonization

At this point it becomes difficult to separate the critiques and extension of 
the expansion story from the broader discussion of contemporary interna-
tional society within the English School. It blends into the debates about 
how international society can handle the contradiction of its de facto hege-
monic practices set against sovereign equality and nationalism as its legiti-
mizing principles. That broader discussion is set out in Part III. There is, 
however, one line of critique that bridges between transfer and decoloniza-
tion, and that is about the failure to consider what happened to indigenous 
peoples. In some ways echoing Röling, Keal (1995) uses a legal approach 
to show how the shift from natural to positive law reduced the rights of 
native peoples in international society and increased outright territorial 
seizure by the Europeans. Dunne (1997) looks at colonial practice regard-
ing Australian Aboriginals through the three traditions, and perceives the 
treatment as largely reflecting a realist right of the civilized to conquer the 
barbarian and savage. Keal (2003) develops a fuller account, bringing in 
the impact of expansion on indigenous peoples as the most excluded 
victims, both in the sense of being badly treated during the expansion 
(massacred, displaced, enslaved, subordinated) and after decolonization, 
when they often remained as minorities within hostile states. Like Keene, 
he sees strong carry-overs to the postcolonial period from the colonial era 
of expansion, which he characterizes as ‘a society of empires’ (ibid.: 21). 
He considers the fate of indigenous peoples as a moral blight on interna-
tional society and argues the case for a right of self-determination (not 
necessarily sovereign independence) for such peoples.

Conclusions

The expansion story covers a great deal of ground and has sustained a large 
and lively literature across several generations of English School writers. 
Given the immensity of this world historical story, there will always be 



76â•…â•…  Historical/Structural Orientation

critiques that some things have been under-recognized or left out of its 
telling. But, on a deeper level, there are also critiques about how the story 
has been told.

The list of things that are not yet covered well enough is potentially 
very long. In general terms, the expansion story still suffers from the 
English School’s neglect of the whole economic dimension. Clark (2007) 
makes the case that more needs to be done to insert into the history of 
international society the story of world society, and how it shaped the 
norms of states. More specifically, there is room for argument about the 
emergence part of the story, and whether the emergence was largely a 
European event or a more global one that co-evolved in interaction with 
non-European societies. For the expansion and encounter part of the story, 
more can be said about the encounters already covered (China, Japan, 
Russia, the Ottoman Empire, indigenous peoples) and much more about 
those not covered much or at all (e.g., Egypt, India, Iran). Certainly more 
needs to be said about the colonized parts of the world, which tend to drop 
out of the story until decolonization brings everyone inside international 
society after 1945. In line with this, there is also a need to recover the story 
of the non-Western international societies that the Europeans overran. 
Acharya (2008) makes the good point that some of these contain interest-
ing expansion stories of their own – for example, the peaceful expansion 
of Indian world society into East Asia. The Hellenistic, Islamic and Chinese 
expansion stories are also possible comparators, having, like Europe’s, but 
unlike India’s, a strong military element supporting the cultural one.

For both the expansion and post-1945 parts of the story, Halliday (1999: 
1–23) argues that, despite its conspicuous place in Wight’s three traditions 
and Bull’s work, too much of the subsequent English School writing leaves 
out or downplays the role of revolutions in the history and evolution of 
international society. Armstrong’s (1977, 1993) work belies Halliday’s 
assessment, though it remains true that revolution does not figure broadly 
in the English School literature. Revolutions often specifically challenge 
aspects of international society (sovereignty, diplomacy) or are specific 
projects aimed at building societies different from the West, and the exist-
ence of a dominant international society is thus itself a permanent spur to 
such revolutions. This has long been the case. There is now an emerging 
recognition, for example, that the revolution that brought about the United 
States posed a significant challenge to the dynastic international society 
that prevailed at that time in Europe and that the United States went on to 
play a key role in the transformation of some of the defining institutions 
of the European international society.5

The story of the expansion of international society is one of the centre-
pieces of the English School and is crucial to what differentiates its offer-
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ing from realist, liberal, Marxist and constructivist understandings of 
international relations. Like all good grand narratives, the expansion story 
is not just an attempt to create a hegemonic discourse but also a site of 
contention, where many people contribute both to developing it and debat-
ing over its content and interpretation. The perspective it gives ties history 
and current affairs together into a coherent and meaningful whole that is 
unique both in its depth and mode of historical analysis and in its ability 
to frame many current policy dilemmas in a sophisticated way. The expan-
sion/evolution story about international society explains what the interna-
tional order is, how it came to be, and why resistance to and defence of it 
take the forms and have the intensities that they do. Many criticisms have 
been made about whether the English School has told this story accurately 
enough, what it has left out or exaggerated, and whether its approach is 
the optimal one for the job. But these criticisms are not for the most part 
aimed at suggesting that this story should not be told; rather they indicate 
an energetic and spirited debate whose desire is to get it right. That desire 
is in turn driven by an appreciation of how important it is to do so in order 
to understand how we got to where we are, what our options are, and what 
our priorities should be, from here going forward.



CONCLUSIONS TO PART II: 
THEORIZING INTERNATIONAL 
SOCIETY AS SOCIAL STRUCTURE

Both the comparative and the expansion/evolution historical approaches 
discussed in the previous two chapters make extensive use of the idea of 
primary institutions (introduced in chapter 2). They do this sometimes 
explicitly and sometimes implicitly. Such institutions also feature strongly 
in the pluralist/solidarist debate, and I will explore this in much more detail 
in chapters 6 to 9. Recall that primary institutions are differentiated from 
secondary ones (purposefully designed regimes and IGOs) by being deeper 
and more evolved, and by having a much longer history. Primary institu-
tions range from diplomacy and trade, through balance of power, war, 
international law and great power management, to nationalism and the 
market. These and other primary institutions provide a way of describing 
and differentiating international societies and tracking their evolution. This 
was Wight’s approach to thinking about the international societies of the 
ancient and classical world, and it remains the basis of English School 
theory.

Primary institutions offer a way of seeing international society, and 
possibly also world society, as a form of social structure. In other words, 
any given international society can be defined in terms of the set of primary 
institutions that compose it. Building on both the structural hints in earlier 
English School work and the approaches of Waltz and Wendt noted above, 
Buzan (2004) has made a strong call for an explicitly structural approach 
to be developed along these lines.1 He wants to differentiate a purely 
structural approach from the normative one and make this a core element 
of English School theory alongside normative approaches. He sets out in 
some detail how this might be done and argues that, inter alia, it will 
provide sharper concepts than the existing undifferentiated approach has 
done. Buzan (2004: 14–15) notes that a structural approach
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does not have any necessary normative content in the sense of promoting 
preferred values (though that is not excluded). Norms and ideas play their 
role here as different forms of social structure: not normative theory, but 
theory about norms. It is about finding sets of analytical constructs with 
which to describe and theorise about what goes on in the world, and in that 
sense it is a positivist approach, though not a materialist one. .Â€.Â€. I hope to 
expose the dynamics and driving forces underlying international society 
more clearly, and to break out of the somewhat stultifying opposition 
between a self-paralysed set of pluralists, and a self-confined set of solidar-
ists. Will this still be English School theory? Definitely, for it remains linked 
to the classic texts, the focus on international social structure, and the meth-
odological pluralism. But it will not be English School theory as we have 
known it so far.

Buzan (2004: 228–49) and Holsti (2004) show how the rise, evolution 
and sometimes obsolescence of primary institutions can be used to frame 
a historical account of how international societies evolve. This approach 
can usefully be applied to the expansion story, showing how and why 
expansion and evolution played into each other, and I develop this in some 
detail in chapters 7 and 9. Buzan (2004: 207–12; see also Buzan and 
Gonzalez-Pelaez 2009; Buzan and Zhang 2014) uses this approach to dif-
ferentiate regional international societies both from each other and from 
the global level. Tapping into the pluralist–solidarist spectrum, he sets out 
a typology of international societies based on the thickness and type of 
their primary institutions (Buzan 2004: 190–5). He argues that such a 
social structural approach dissolves the necessity for a concept of interna-
tional system by folding all into types of international societies. His types 
are as follows.

•	 Power political represents here much the same as Hobbesian does for 
Wendt (1999) and the traditional English School’s ‘international system’ 
pillar – namely, an international society based largely on enmity and 
the possibility of war, but where there is also some diplomacy, alliance 
making and trade. Survival is the main motive for the states, and no 
values are necessarily shared. Institutions will be minimal, confined 
mostly to rules of war, recognition and diplomacy. This is a pluralist 
society of offensive realism.

•	 Coexistence occupies some of the zone taken by Wendt’s (1999: 
279–97) uncomfortably broad Lockean category, focusing on the exem-
plar of modern Europe and meaning by it the kind of Westphalian 
system in which the core institutions of interstate society are the balance 
of power, sovereignty, territoriality, diplomacy, great power manage-
ment, war and international law. In the English School literature this 
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form is labelled pluralist and incorporates the realist side of Grotianism. 
The guiding principle of coexistence defines a pluralist society of 
defensive realism.

•	 Cooperative requires solidarist developments that go significantly 
beyond coexistence, but short of extensive domestic convergence. It 
incorporates the more solidarist side of what the English School calls 
Grotian but might come in many guises, depending on what type of 
values are shared and how/why they are shared. Examples of interstate 
cooperative projects might include the creation of a shared market 
economy, the pursuit of human rights, the joint pursuit of big science, 
and collective environmental management. Such cooperation probably 
downgrades war as an institution, and other institutions might arise to 
reflect the solidarist joint project(s). This form incorporates liberal 
international society.

•	 Convergence means the development of a substantial enough range of 
shared values within a set of states to make them adopt similar political, 
legal and economic forms. The range of shared values has to be wide 
enough and substantial enough to generate similar forms of government 
(liberal democracies, Islamic theocracies, communist totalitarianisms, 
etc.) and legal systems based on similar values in respect of such basic 
issues as property rights, human rights, and the relationship between 
government and citizens. Convergence is deep solidarism, and one 
would expect quite radical changes in the pattern of both primary and 
secondary institutions of international society. In a society of states the 
Kantian form of solidarism around liberal values identified by the 
English School and Wendt is one option, but not the only one.

This kind of social structural approach to international society through 
primary institutions raises two sets of theoretical questions:

1	 How are primary institutions to be theorized? Are they just empirically 
observed, or is there some principle of differentiation, whether func-
tional or something else, that can be used to put bookends around the 
possible set?

2	 Is it possible to create comprehensive taxonomies of types of interna-
tional society? If it is, do we need the concept of international system 
that has been an important part of the English School’s classical triad, 
or does the system element reduce to a mere rump of interaction 
capacity?

Before considering these questions further, it helps to have a more detailed 
understanding of primary institutions and how they have evolved. This is 
provided in Part III, and I pick up these theoretical questions in chapter 10.



PART III	� NORMATIVE 
ORIENTATIONS: 
PLURALISM AND 
SOLIDARISM





INTRODUCTION

This part focuses on the normative structure of the English School’s ‘great 
conversation’, which was manifested throughout the first three chapters as 
the concern about order and justice formalized in the pluralist/solidarist 
debate. Its normative structure is a key feature distinguishing the English 
School from realism and much constructivism. The pluralist/solidarist 
debate is about how international, or more specifically interstate, society 
relates, and should relate, to world society – or, in other words, how states 
relate, and should relate, to people. The key issue has been human rights 
and the seeming tension between the states’ claim to sovereignty, on the 
one hand, and the idea that universal rights are vested in people, on the 
other. The order/justice, states/people issue can be looked at in two ways. 
It can be seen in terms of the rights of states versus the rights of people. 
Or it can be seen more in terms of the nature and potentiality of interstate 
society, and particularly the actual and potential extent and type of shared 
norms, rules, practices and institutions within interstate societies. In this 
view there is no necessary contradiction between the rights of states and 
those of peoples if states deploy their sovereign right (and, in the solidarist 
view, also responsibility) to recognize and implement human rights. Impor-
tant to this debate are questions about international law as the foundation 
of international society, and especially about whether the international law 
in question should be (or include) natural law (as it was for Grotius) or 
positive law (as it was for Bull).

The main empirical issue at stake in this debate has been human rights, 
and particularly the question of humanitarian intervention. As Rengger 
(2011: 1160) points out: ‘the language of human rights is for many the 
lingua franca of ethical discussion of international politics.’ Reus-Smit 
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(2011b: 1217) underpins this with the point that ‘what makes individual/
human rights particularly compelling moral principles is their universaliz-
ability: the fact that they cannot coherently be claimed by one but denied 
to another.’ And as Wheeler (2000: 11) notes: ‘humanitarian intervention 
exposes the conflict between order and justice at its starkest.’ Also in play 
was the responsibility of the West towards the Third World.1 It can, 
however, be argued that solidarism ranges much more widely than human 
rights and world society, also covering issues such as the global economy 
and environmental stewardship and reflecting state-centric logics of coop-
eration and convergence (Buzan 2004: 139–60). More on this below.

It is crucial to understand that the pluralist and solidarist positions are 
not just ‘objective’ descriptive categories framing how things are, or might 
be, or have to be. Nor are they simply opposed positions. In some ways 
they are opposed, but the key is to see them as constituting the normative 
framing principles for a debate within the English School about the limits 
and possibilities of international society. And this is not just an abstract 
debate. As de Almeida (2006: 68) argues powerfully, ‘world order is and 
always has been both pluralist and solidarist’, which means that the practi-
cal debate is not about either/or but about how to blend and mix the two 
qualities. Order/justice and pluralism/solidarism have yin/yang qualities in 
which each is a necessary presence in the other.

Both positions express preferences about how things should be: they 
are practice-guiding theories. This normative quality is obvious in relation 
to solidarism/justice, which is expected to be about the ‘ought’ side of 
things. It is perhaps less immediately obvious in relation to pluralism, 
which is more easily thought of as being about the ‘is’ side. Yet, as Bull 
(1972: 270; see also Mason and Wheeler 1996) makes very clear about 
pluralism, interstate order is purposive, represents preferred values, and 
has to be defended in terms of its contribution to world society. Jackson 
(2000: 1–10), who comes close to pure pluralism, likewise makes very 
clear the latter’s essentially normative quality. The debate, like that in 
much of political and legal theory, is mostly about how best to blend the 
demands and needs for both order and justice. Its distinctive focus is in 
applying those arguments to international relations, and how best to rec-
oncile the desires and needs of both people and states. This debate goes 
on both within and between the individuals participating in the great con-
versation of the English School.

Should further evidence of the normativity of this debate be needed, 
even a superficial reading of the English School literature, both classical 
and contemporary, quickly reveals a deep grounding in the normative clas-
sics of political theory and international law. It is no accident that the three 
traditions are named after Hobbes/Machiavelli, Grotius and Kant. Also to 
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be found are Arendt, Berlin, Burke, Cobden, Elias, Gentili, Hart, Heeren, 
Hume, Locke, Marx, Mill, Oakeshott, Oppenheim, Popper, Pufendorf, 
Rawls, Rousseau, Schwarzenberger, Vattel, Vitoria, Weber, and many 
others.2 Hurrell (2001: 493) rightly observes that ‘within English School 
writing the emphasis on the history of thought about international relations 
occupied a particularly important place’, and more than a few English 
School writers have made their own contributions to the history of ideas 
literature.3

These pluralist and solidarist dispositions form the mechanism that con-
nects the core English School debates about rationalism/international 
society to the other two sections of the triad: realism/international system 
and revolutionism/world society. The links can be expressed in various 
tempting dyads:4

•	 pluralism as the normative character of international society and soli-
darism as the normative character of world society (Williams 2010a);

•	 pluralism as situational ethics and solidarism as cosmopolitan ethics 
(Reus-Smit 2002: 501–2; Jackson 2000);

•	 pluralism as identified with positive law and solidarism with natural 
law;

•	 pluralism, following Nardin’s (1983) distinction, as a ‘practical asso-
ciation’ (in which actors pursuing different purposes seek some rules 
about coexistence) and solidarism as a ‘purposive association’ (in 
which actors seek to pursue collective goals);

•	 pluralism following the realist injunction to focus on the empirical 
study of what is and solidarism following the normative path of cam-
paigning for what should be;

•	 pluralism as about order and solidarism as about justice.

But, as the four chapters in this part will show, these are oversimplifica-
tions. As Williams (2005; see also Bull 1977: 276–81) argues, the inherent 
diversity of humankind means that world society is in many ways also 
pluralist even in its cosmopolitan framing. It is also the case, as argued by 
liberal democratic peace theory, that interstate society can be solidarist 
along cooperative and convergence lines. Pluralism’s logic of coexistence 
is not just about ‘is’ but contains room for ‘ought’, as in arms control and 
environmental management as responses to shared existential threats. Con-
versely, solidarism’s logics of cooperation and convergence contains room 
for ‘is’, as in the study of existing regimes or purposive cooperation. The 
pluralist and solidarist strands of English School thinking are thus complex 
and closely interwoven. As Weinert (2011) argues, there is a need to rescue 
the pluralist/solidarist debate from the excessive polarization into which it 
has fallen and to recover the sense from the classical three traditions of 
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the English School that both are always in play. Yin and yang never stand 
alone.

The English School not only brings together international system, inter-
national society and world society but also keeps the normative and the 
structural approaches to these in continuous play. Because it does this, the 
English School is better able than narrower theoretical approaches to 
develop a holistic perspective on international relations. Thus, although 
pluralism and solidarism might at first sight look simply like restatements 
of liberalism and realism, this is not the case. Rather than being separate, 
zero-sum positions, they are two sides of an ongoing, and permanent, 
tension in the subject matter of International Relations around which the 
normative and structural debates of the English School are organized. This 
is what enables the English School to incorporate, and up to a point inte-
grate, what most other approaches to IR separate, compartmentalize and 
put into zero-sum competition.5

Much of the debate around pluralism and solidarism is about how to 
find ways of reducing the tension between the needs and imperatives of 
states and the needs and imperatives of humankind, both singly and col-
lectively – what Cochran (2009) calls ‘middle-ground ethics’. Most English 
School writers operate within this debate, taking the tension between the 
imperatives of order and justice as the core problem to be addressed. The 
tension is visible even within the work of individual writers – most 
famously in Bull’s work between order (1977) and justice (1984a) – and 
the debate about it (Dunne and Wheeler 1996; Wheeler and Dunne 1998). 
A similar case in point is within Vincent’s (1974, 1986) work. That tension 
is what makes sense of the debates about human rights, international order, 
great power responsibilities, (non)intervention, the institutions of interna-
tional society, and the rest of the English School’s agenda. If, as Wheeler 
(1996) argues, international society requires some degree of moral com-
munity among state leaders, then it is legitimate to ask how much that 
creates, or can create, a sense of moral responsibility towards citizens. That 
is how international society links to world society. The English School is 
about finding a working balance between how power and interest, as well 
as standards of justice and responsibility, operate in international society, 
how the ideal and the real meet up, and how the normative and the empiri-
cal are intertwined.

Several recent English School works make this search for a synthesis 
between the demands of order and justice abundantly clear.6 The four 
chapters in this part look at pluralism and solidarism in both theoretical 
and historical perspective. The aim is to distil the essence of each position 
by looking at the literature advocating it, and then to survey the primary 
institutions that represent them in the historical development of interna-
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tional society. Readers should keep in mind that this is not a setting out of 
opposites like the standard chapters in IR texts covering realism and lib-
eralism. These chapters are about the yin and yang of justice/order, solidar-
ism/pluralism and states/people. Readers should also keep in mind that the 
historical accounts in chapters 7 and 9 of how primary institutions have 
evolved are intended as much to unfold the story of the developing struc-
ture of international society as they are to illustrate the practical interweav-
ing of pluralism and solidarism.





6	 CLASSICAL PLURALISM AND 
ITS SUCCESSORS

Introduction

This chapter explores the more conservative side of English School think-
ing whose intellectual leanings take it closest to realism. The main concern 
of pluralism is international order, and its vision of international society is 
state-centric and limited largely to norms of coexistence. Pluralism presup-
poses that states are de facto the dominant unit of human society and that 
state sovereignty means giving political primacy to both positive interna-
tional law (Hurrell 2007b: 49ff.) and nonintervention. More discreetly, 
pluralism, like realism, is about the preservation and/or cultivation of the 
political and cultural difference and distinctness that are the legacy of 
human history (Jackson 2000: 23). The assumption of major differences 
among states and peoples in the system is amplified by the English School’s 
preference for thinking of international society on a global scale. If inter-
national society must cover the whole system, then the historical evidence 
is overwhelming that states are culturally and ideologically unlike. During 
the Cold War, when this position was first crystallized within the English 
School, the evidence for the depth of cultural and ideological differences 
among states was all too palpable (Bull 1977: 257–60).

Pluralism defines international societies with a relatively low, or narrow, 
degree of shared norms, rules and institutions among the states, where the 
focus of international society is on creating a framework for orderly coex-
istence and competition, or possibly also the management of collective 
problems of common fate that concern the ‘existence’ part of coexistence 
(e.g., arms control, environment). At the pluralist end of the spectrum, 
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where international society is thin, collective enforcement of rules will be 
difficult and rare. Like Bull, Hurrell (2007b: 29) sees the limits of pluralist 
thinking not so much in a denial of common interests, but more in con-
sciousness of the difficulty of agreeing action in the face of differences in 
power and values. On a more negative note, pluralism can be defined as 
‘little more than a name given to the voice of scepticism that regards the 
scope for international agreement as falling well short of encompassing 
questions pertaining to the enforcement of international law’ (Bain 2007a: 
560). Pluralists give political, though not necessarily moral, primacy to 
states over people. They are more sovereigntist and nationalist than 
internationalist.

Among the pluralists, James (1984, 1986) is particularly strong on the 
defence of sovereignty as the prime organizing principle and states as the 
only entities with full capacity to act as international persons. He stages 
sovereignty as ‘the constitutive principle of inter-state relations’ (James 
1999: 468). Pluralism’s focus on sovereignty sets up the solidarist promo-
tion of cosmopolitan human rights as a danger to the stability of interna-
tional society, because, if human rights are given independent of the state, 
then the principle of sovereignty and the right of nonintervention are neces-
sarily challenged in a fundamental way.

The pluralist framing in terms of coexistence restricts international 
society to fairly minimal rules. Pluralist international society lacks much 
potential for development beyond institutions centred on shared concerns 
about the desired degree of international order under anarchy. It is thus 
confined largely to agreements about mutual recognitions of sovereignty, 
rules for diplomacy, and promotion of the nonintervention principle. As 
Mayall (2000a: 14) puts it, pluralism is:

the view that states, like individuals, can and do have differing interests and 
values, and consequently that international society is limited to the creation 
of a framework that will allow them to coexist in relative harmony .Â€.Â€. For 
pluralists, one of the features that distinguishes international society from 
any other form of social organization is its procedural and hence non-
developmental character.

Pluralism thus shares with realism the view that states are separate and 
different, but does not follow it into an assumption of a permanent crisis 
of survival and the primacy of conflict. Unlike realism, it moderates that 
view with the idea that, despite their separateness and difference, states 
might nevertheless desire, and be able to construct, relations that display 
a degree of order and up to a point peace. Whereas the basic principle of 
realism is survival, that of pluralism is coexistence.
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Despite its state-centrism, there is also some place in pluralism for the 
great society of humankind. Like realism, pluralism is not devoid of ethical 
concerns. Its ethical orientation is grounded not in one specific vision of 
the good, but rather in acceptance, and normative defence, of the ethical 
diversity of human communities. The normative stance of pluralism is thus 
grounded in a conception of the responsible management and maintenance 
of a diverse international society (Jackson 1990b). This commitment to 
ethical diversity, whether as a normative preference or as acceptance of a 
profound, historically generated reality, means that the ethics of pluralism 
are much concerned with avoiding conflict promoted by the intolerant 
pursuit of universalist ideologies. This is the root of pluralist concern about 
the liberal pursuit of universal human rights. Pluralism is not only a con-
servative disposition. It is a practical ethics in which justice is framed as 
a concern with order under conditions of cultural and political diversity 
(Cochran 2008). That it is a normative choice to work to sustain interna-
tional society, as pluralists want to do, is made clear by Jackson (2000: 
366; see also Williams 2011), who uses situational ethics to argue that 
pluralism ‘is a greater international good than democracy’. Pluralism 
stresses the instrumental side of international society as a functional coun-
terweight to the threat of excessive disorder. Such disorder can come either 
from the absence of states (a Hobbesian anarchy) or from excesses of 
conflict between states, whether driven by simple concerns about power 
and survival (as in the warring states period in China or in early modern 
Europe – see Hui 2005) or by rival universalist ideological visions (as 
during the Cold War). In empirical terms, pluralism therefore defines 
international societies in which the ethical diversity of the members dic-
tates a relatively low degree of shared norms, rules and institutions among 
the states, and where the focus of society is on creating a framework for 
orderly coexistence and competition, and possibly also the management of 
collective problems of common fate. Both Wight (1991: 134) and Bull 
(1991: xi) are aware that the minimalist, state-centric position of pluralism 
tends to support the status quo: in Wight’s terms, it ‘makes a presumption 
in favour of existing international society’.

The setting up of the pluralist/solidarist debate started in the early years 
of the British Committee and unfolded in both its internal discussions and 
the wider debate they inspired (Dunne 1998: 100–3; Vigezzi 2005). Foun-
dational to this debate was the prior differentiation of international society 
from international system. Only when the idea of international society is 
the guiding concept do the essentially social and normative issues of plu-
ralism/solidarism come into play. This explains why the pluralist/solidarist 
debate is distinctive to the English School and largely absent in the sys-
tems-based theories dominant in American IR.
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Bull’s pluralism

The originating work was a paper first written by Bull in 1962 (Bull 1966b; 
see also Bull 1990). Bull set out the terms for solidarism and pluralism by 
exploring the positions represented respectively by Hugo Grotius and Lassa 
Oppenheim. The core of the argument is about whether the international 
law on which international society rests is to be understood as natural law 
(Grotius, solidarist) or positive law (Oppenheim, pluralist). According to 
Bull (1966b: 64), it was Grotius’s view, deriving from natural law, that 
‘individual human beings are subjects of international law and members 
of international society in their own right.’ Because Grotian solidarism 
comes out of natural law, it is inherently universalist in the sense of having 
to be applied to all humankind. While Bull accepted the universalism, he 
rejected natural law as a basis for international society, and particularly 
dismissed the idea that individuals have standing as subjects of international 
law and members of international society in their own right. He argued 
(ibid.: 68) that Grotius’s attachment of solidarism to natural law was rooted 
in the needs of his own times ‘to fill the vacuum left by the declining force 
of divine or ecclesiastical law and the rudimentary character of existing 
voluntary or positive law’, and that (ibid.: 66) ‘Grotius stands at the birth 
of international society and is rightly regarded as one if its midwives.’ 
Seeing the Grotian position as relevant to a long-past set of historical 
conditions, and fearing that Grotius’s blending of individual rights and 
state sovereignty was a recipe for conflict, Bull (ibid.: 73) opted for Oppen-
heim’s view: ‘it may still be held that the method he [Oppenheim] employed, 
of gauging the role of law in international society in relation to the actual 
area of agreement between states, is superior to one which sets up the law 
over and against the facts.’ This view seemed to strengthen over time: 
‘there are no rules that are valid independent of human will, that are part of 
“nature”. Natural law cannot accommodate the fact of moral disagreement, 
so prominent in the domain of international relations’ (Bull 1979: 181). 
For Bull, international society is, and should be, based on positive law.

The rather stark package of arguments that Bull deployed in this article 
did much to set the tone and content of pluralism. He restricted the idea 
of international society to states (see also James 1989), and in that sense 
he helped to draw a clear boundary between international society (states) 
and world society (individuals, peoples, humankind). Bull (1966b: 51–2) 
argued that states are ‘capable of agreeing only for certain minimum pur-
poses which fall short of that of enforcement of the law’, and that this 
made Grotian solidarism defined in terms of enforcement of law unrealis-
tic. He also argued (ibid.: 53–7) that, while pluralists see war as a right of 
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the state, solidarists see it as an instrument of international society. Adopt-
ing the positive law position reinforced all this by putting international law 
wholly into the hands of states. It identified pluralism with positive inter-
national law (ibid.: 64–8) and excluded individuals as subjects of interna-
tional law.

In another paper at the same time Bull (1966c) set out the pluralist case 
for international society more broadly as a third option between chaotic 
anarchy and empire. Wight (1966b: 95–7) is clearly thinking along parallel 
lines, characterizing international society as a middle position between the 
atomization of realism and the unification of cosmopolitanism, resting on 
a sense of common humanity combined with a recognition of states as 
similar types of unit. Bull (1977: 46–51; see also Suganami 1989) rejects 
the Hobbesian analogy of international with domestic politics, like Wight 
(1966a: 23), seeing greater prospects for order in international than in 
domestic anarchy.

Yet, despite their state-centric, positive law leanings, neither man aban-
dons the world society element entirely, and both remain highly conscious 
of the tension between order and justice (Bull 1984a; Wight 1966b: 104–5). 
Bull (1977: 77–98) initially seems to take the harder line, arguing that 
order is a necessary condition for justice, but that justice is only a desirable 
condition for order. Surprisingly, he also remains open to natural law as a 
way of thinking about moral questions free from cultural relativism (Bull 
1979). Wight (1966b: 106–11) likewise starts with order as a precondition 
for justice, but he goes on to argue that decolonization suggests a case 
where justice is a precondition for order. Later on in the same book, Bull 
(1977: 318–20) also begins to think of international society as a way 
station towards world society, which provides the moral basis for it and 
the standard by which it should be judged. This seems to lean towards his 
description of Grotius’s vision of international society as informed by 
natural law, and therefore blending states and people: ‘International society 
for Grotius is not just the society of states, it is the great society of all 
mankind’ (Bull 1990: 83). Again, Wight (1991: 36) takes a parallel view 
that ‘in the last analysis international society is a society of the whole 
human race.’ Despite favouring a pluralist, state-centric understanding of 
international society, both men see the need to retain a moral anchor in 
world society, and it is this that set up pluralism/solidarism as a debate 
rather than a taking of mutually exclusive positions.

Although realism and pluralism start from different ontologies (system 
versus society), they share a similar vulnerability to pessimism. Starting 
from mechanical assumptions about survival imperative and a self- 
reproducing balance of power, realism excludes hope of any major change 
in the condition of insecurity and is pessimistic by definition. Starting from 
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an assumption that a coexistence international society is possible though 
not inevitable, pluralism is already less pessimistic to begin with. But, 
since pluralism does not allow much if any scope for development of 
international society beyond mere coexistence, it too can easily breed, or 
reflect, pessimism.

This effect is easily visible in Bull. Vigezzi (2005: 291) notes Bull’s 
growing pessimism about the future of international society, given both 
the superpower ideological polarization of the Cold War and the rising 
dissatisfaction of the Third World with Western values and institutions. In 
the logic of the three traditions, the relative strengths of international 
system, international society and world society are in continuous flux. 
Pluralism contains no teleological assumption that international society 
will necessarily grow stronger, and a real possibility that it might decline. 
Writing in the depths of the Cold War, and not too long after the main 
round of decolonization following the Second World War, Bull clearly 
thought that international society was going downhill. The two superpow-
ers he characterized as ‘the great irresponsibles’ (Bull 1980). Visible 
throughout his work is concern about the dilution of international society 
by decolonization, which brought in both weak states and non-Western 
cultures, so reducing the political efficiency and the shared cultural founda-
tion of Western international society (Bull 1977; Bull and Watson 1984c; 
Bull 1984a). He concludes his best-known work (1977: 319) with the 
evaluation that ‘International society today is in decline, but such prospects 
as there may be for order in world politics lie in attempts to arrest this 
decline rather than to hasten it.’

Successors

Bull’s pessimism seems to have been mainly empirical: that, even though 
he wanted a better world, the facts of international politics seemed to stand 
firmly in the way of achieving it. The principal legatee of this reluctant 
pluralism is James Mayall (2000a). His position, like Bull’s, is pragmatic, 
taking the view that the world is pluralist whether we like it or not and 
that the risks of ignoring this fact are likely to outweigh any gains. In 
earlier writing Mayall (1984) excluded the development of the market as 
a solidarist institution of contemporary international society by seeing it 
as having become subordinated to economic nationalism as a conse-
quence of the broadening of security. More recently (Mayall 2000a), his 
review and critique of the shortcomings and pitfalls of solidarism leave 
him nowhere else to go. He sees the state, sovereignty and territoriality 
remaining strong and indispensable even though war has declined as an 
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institution of international society. Popular sovereignty and nationalism 
open the way to solidarist pursuit of human rights and democracy, but 
human rights is hugely problematic in practice, as is self-determination. 
Both reopen reasons for war, while democracy is simply unavailable in 
many places because the conditions for it are lacking (ibid.: 92–8). Mayall 
therefore sees mainly continuity in practice, with solidarist rhetoric often 
being hypocritical or dangerous, and he prefers an honest realistic pluralism 
stressing prudence and responsibility over unrealistic solidarist projects.

Although making many of the same arguments, Robert Jackson (2000) 
manages to shrug off the mantle of pessimism. He presents the glass as 
half full rather than half empty, focusing more on what pluralist interna-
tional society and good professional statecraft have accomplished in the 
provision of order than on what they have not done or cannot do. In a 
strident defence of pluralism, Jackson mounts a polemic in favour of a 
pluralism of prudence, tolerance and nonintervention against what he sees 
as the destabilizing and utopian solidarist promotion of humanitarian inter-
vention and democracy. He argues that responsibility between states is low 
and that cosmopolitanism is imperialist and dangerous, and he joins those 
who see the pursuit of human rights as a new ‘standard of civilization’ 
(ibid.: 287–93). But, as Bain (2007a: 562) argues, ‘Jackson’s global cov-
enant can be little other than a pluralist society of states that in effect 
extinguishes the solidarist voice of human community.’

Jackson and Mayall both share Bull’s fear that attempts to promote 
solidarism based on cosmopolitan values (especially human rights and 
democracy) will not only undermine sovereignty as the basis of interna-
tional order but also increase disorder, because of the lack of any plausible 
agency other than the state to provide order on a global scale. Both are 
keen to point out in detail why democracy and human rights are not values 
universally shared within pluralist international society, as well as the risks 
of conflict that arise if it is assumed that they are or should be. Both authors 
are firmly against postmodern approaches to IR. Both defend the impor-
tance of prudence and responsibility in the practice of statecraft. Both are 
impressed by the stability of pluralist interstate values, while at the same 
time conscious that substantial changes not only in some of the core insti-
tutions (war, sovereignty, colonialism) of international society but also in 
the nature of states also reveal considerable flexibility and adaptiveness. 
Both have deep reservations about the pursuit of human rights on the basis 
of cosmopolitan principles. Both (Mayall 2000a: 21; Jackson 2000: 105) 
oppose the solidarist project of transforming international society from a 
practical into a purposive or ‘enterprise’ association. And both oppose the 
practice of the strong trying to impose any ‘standard of civilization’ on the 
weak.
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Coming from the next generation of English School writers, and also 
from a rather different perspective, Morris (2004) reinforces the pluralist 
story and picks up the pessimistic tone of earlier writers noted above. He 
sees the European great powers as having been the leading norm entrepre-
neurs pre-1945, driven by a sense of exceptionalism in relation to the rest 
of the world. But the Cold War and decolonization wrecked this position 
and reduced international society to little more than ‘unlimited pluralism’. 
The possible post-Cold War reopening for a progressive agenda has been 
sullied by US unilateralism and coercion.

Classical pluralism accepted the ideological and cultural diversity of 
humankind and sought to embed this diversity in a logic of coexistence. 
Because pluralists are looking to enhance order in world politics, they fear 
that any attempt to impose ideological or cultural homogeneity, such as 
the promotion of universal human rights, will provoke conflict and under-
mine the sovereignty-based international order. Pluralist order is based on 
the raison de système of cultivating a shared interest in a degree of stability 
in international relations. It rejects the hope that ideological or cultural 
convergence will bring peace.

Building on this legacy, John Williams (2002, 2005, 2006, 2011) has 
started to reclaim the normative foundations of pluralism and to challenge 
the solidarists’ claim to the moral high ground. He starts from the proposi-
tion that pluralism is ‘the defining feature of human life and possibly the 
universal feature we all share as humans – that we are different’ (Williams 
2011: 1251). He sees the state system as a possible solution to this condi-
tion, noting that territoriality has a normative side as an ‘important aspect 
of community-based accounts of the nature of the good life for humans’, 
and that tolerance is a key normative value for pluralists (Williams 2002; 
2011: 1252). He mounts a probing attack on the assumption that solidarism 
must be associated with world society and pluralism with the society of 
states, showing how world society is inherently pluralist and the society 
of states at least potentially solidarist (Williams 2005). He questions the 
universalism of solidarism and argues that globalization is challenging the 
Westphalian model by changing the balance between international society 
and world society more towards the latter (ibid.). Because this shift is a 
major restructuring of world politics, understanding that world society is 
in fact intensely pluralist rather than inherently solidarist matters a lot.

With these arguments and inclinations in mind, we can now look at the 
historical record in terms of primary institutions. How does the English 
School’s discussion of these institutions, and their emergence and evolu-
tion, line up or not with the theoretical pluralist assumptions and expecta-
tions sketched above? Is the structure of international society in fact 
pluralist?



7	 PLURALISM IN HISTORICAL 
PERSPECTIVE

Introduction

Pluralism, like much of IR theory, is rooted in European history mainly 
from around 1500 until 1945.1 More particularly, it rests on the emergence 
of the modern international system of sovereign territorial states out of  
the religious wars of the seventeenth century, a process usually bench-
marked in IR by 1648 and the Treaties of Westphalia. There is a lot of 
argument in IR about the appropriateness (or not) of Westphalia as a 
benchmark for the emergence of the sovereign state (see Carvalho et al. 
2011; Buzan and Lawson 2012), but this need not detain us here. 1648 is 
a reasonable tipping point to signify the emergence of the absolutist sov-
ereign, territorial state, a process stretching from the late fifteenth century, 
through the Glorious Revolution in England in 1688, to the Treaty of 
Utrecht in 1713. This system generated the sovereignty-based form of 
‘Westphalian’ international society that went on to impose itself on the rest 
of the world through the process of colonization and decolonization. It 
symbolizes a deep and widely agreed change in both the organizing prin-
ciple and the nature of the dominant unit in (European) international 
relations.

Bull’s foundational account of Westphalian international society drew 
on the debates within the British Committee and focused on five primary 
institutions as characterizing this pluralist society: the balance of power, 
diplomacy, great power management, international law and war. Given the 
discussion above, sovereignty is a surprising absence from this list, but 
one that is easily explained. Bull (1977: 65–76) frames his account within 
a functional conception of society in which human societies of whatever 
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sort must be founded on understandings about three issues: security against 
violence, observance of agreements and rules about property rights.

Within society he argues that there are three levels of rules.

1	 Constitutional normative principles are the foundation, setting out the 
basic ordering principle (e.g., society of states, universal empire, state 
of nature, cosmopolitan community, etc.). In Bull’s view, what is essen-
tial for order is that one of these principles dominates. Because the 
principles are usually zero-sum, contestation equals disorder. Contesta-
tion at this level is what defines Wight’s revolutionists.2 For a Westphal-
ian international society, the key principle is sovereignty.

2	 Rules of coexistence are those which set out the minimum behavioural 
conditions for society, and therefore hinge on the basic elements of 
society: limits to violence, establishment of property rights and sanctity 
of agreements.3

3	 Rules to regulate cooperation in politics, strategy, society and economy 
About these Bull (1977: 70) says: ‘Rules of this kind prescribe behav-
iour that is appropriate not to the elementary or primary goals of inter-
national life, but rather to those more advanced or secondary goals that 
are a feature of an international society in which a consensus has been 
reached about a wider range of objectives than mere coexistence.’ Here 
one would find everything from the UN system, through arms control 
treaties, to the regimes and institutions for managing trade, finance, 
environment, and a host of technical issues from postage to allocation 
of orbital slots and broadcast frequencies.

Given this starting point, several things become clear about Bull’s for-
mulation of pluralist international society. First, the absence of sovereignty 
from his list of primary institutions is explained by his prior choice of 
‘society of states’ as the constitutional normative principle. In this formula-
tion, states, and therefore sovereignty, are already given before we get to 
primary institutions. More subtly, but just as surely, so also is territoriality, 
which is a deep institutional choice about how to package sovereignty. If 
one sees primary institutions as constitutive of international society, then 
sovereignty, and its corollary nonintervention, plus territoriality are the 
keys to constituting the new type of state that emerged in Europe during 
the centuries around 1648. We can therefore add these two primary institu-
tions to Bull’s original five. Since ‘cosmopolitan community’ is given as 
an alternative to society of states under constitutional normative principles, 
that also tends to stage solidarism as a competing, revolutionist form of 
basic order, and therefore a potentially major source of disorder.

Second, once the choice is made for a society of states, Bull locks in 
the pluralist form of international society by defining his second level of 
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rules as being about coexistence. His five primary institutions plus the two 
implicit ones are nicely linked to the three elements in his functional view 
of society: limits to violence (war, the balance of power, great power 
management), establishment of property rights (sovereignty, territoriality) 
and sanctity of agreements (diplomacy, international law).

Third, his regulatory rules seem to point mainly to secondary institu-
tions and to be the location where state-centric solidarism might develop 
in the form of ‘consensus .Â€.Â€. about a wider range of objectives than mere 
coexistence’. The formulation of such rules as being ‘more advanced’ but 
‘secondary’ is curious. It seems to suggest that solidarist rules are both 
more advanced than those of coexistence and secondary to them, and to 
deny them status as primary institutions.

It is of course unfair to pick apart a formulation of Bull’s that was 
written so long ago. But his ideas remain influential, and in trying to get 
to grips with the pluralist/solidarist debate it is helpful to expose its foun-
dations. Bull’s scheme limits primary institutions to pluralism, but a clearer 
understanding of what is at stake emerges if human rights and other soli-
darist values are also classed as possible primary institutions. To embark 
down that road one needs to unpack the classical set of primary institutions 
further, and also look at the framework of legitimacy that both supports 
them and marks important points of transformation in their historical 
development.

The emergence of pluralist 	
primary institutions

Talking about the classical package of seven primary institutions risks not 
just setting up a kind of model for pluralist international society but also 
sliding into the assumption that this package came into being all of a piece, 
thereafter existing as a relatively stable and static social structure. This risk 
is enhanced both by the iconic status in IR of 1648 as representing the 
transformation from mediaeval to modern and by the relative disinterest 
in the details of history among a majority of those in the field. Yet, when 
viewed in the perspective of English School writing about them, nothing 
could be further from the truth. Rather than a big bang, there was a slow 
and quite differentiated emergence. And rather than stasis, the internal 
social structure of pluralism has been surprisingly fluid and evolutionary. 
Sketching out this dynamic process tells us a lot not just about the nature 
of pluralism but also about the linkage between pluralism and solidarism. 
I start this process here and carry it on in chapter 9.
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There is also a problem about the use of the term ‘modern’. In IR, this 
is often attached to the mediaeval to ‘modern’ transition benchmarked by 
Westphalia. The mainstream, state-centric approaches in IR tend to think 
of the emergence of the ‘modern’ sovereign territorial state as happening 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and carrying on from there. 
This view is at odds with the opinions of most sociologists and world 
historians, who associate modernity with the package of industrial, social, 
political and economic revolutions that transformed the world from the 
late eighteenth through the nineteenth centuries. The English School, in 
line with most of IR, underplays this ‘great transformation’ of the nine-
teenth century (Buzan and Lawson 2013), yet it is a crucial factor in 
understanding the evolution of pluralist international society.

Bull (1990: 75) shows some awareness of all this but does not take it 
far. He argues that Westphalia marks the beginning of modern interna-
tional society in Europe but not the beginning of the modern state, which 
he rightly places in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. He fails 
to identify this gap as problematic. Using his distinction between system 
and society, he sees the emergence of a European international system of 
states as happening in the late fifteenth century. Several other writers agree 
that Westphalia marks the coming into being of a self-conscious interÂ�
national society of states in Europe that was a deep transformation from 
the mediaeval arrangements.4 But this international society was still far 
from being ‘modern’ in the sociological sense. It was not the absolutist 
states of 1648 that Europeans went on to spread around the world, but the 
modern ones that emerged from the French, American and industrial 
revolutions.

In a powerful argument building on the assumption of territoriality and 
sovereignty, Reus-Smit (1999: 87ff.) makes the case that the moral purpose 
of the state set up by Westphalia was fundamentally still premodern. It was 
to preserve the divinely ordained hierarchical social order of aristocratic 
dynasticism, while at the same time undercutting the political authority of 
the papacy. This generated the absolutist territorial state, dynastic diplo-
macy, reliance on natural law, and a status hierarchy of states based on 
dynastic standing rather than sovereign equality. The shift to true moder-
nity, as Bull and Wight hint, took place during the nineteenth century, when 
the moral purpose of the state shifted to the liberal aim of ‘the augmenta-
tion of individuals’ purposes and potentialities’ (ibid.: 122–9) or, in Wight’s 
(1977: 153–73) terms, from dynastic to popular sovereignty. This gener-
ated popular sovereignty, positive international (contractual) law, multilat-
eral diplomacy, and a greater degree of sovereign equality. It also changed 
the norms and principles by which states accorded each other recognition 
(Fabry 2010).
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The idea of society raises the question of what principles of legitimacy 
underlie it, an idea prominent in Watson’s (1992: 130–2) main work, and 
one which will play importantly throughout the rest of this part of the book. 
Hurrell (2007b: 77–91) provides a thoughtful discussion of the complexity 
of legitimacy, in the end associating it with belief as opposed to coercion 
or calculation (a framing parallel to that used by Wendt [1999] and also 
picked up by Buzan [2004]). James (1978) sets out a similar case to Bull’s 
for thinking of states as forming a society, focusing on international law 
as defining rightful (i.e., legitimate) behaviour, sovereignty as defining 
rightful membership, and diplomacy as formal communication. This 
approach is developed by Clark (2005, 2007), who defines legitimacy in 
terms of rightful membership and rightful conduct. Wight (1977: 153–73) 
likewise defined legitimacy in terms of rightful membership and the deter-
mination of rightful sovereignty. But he also noted that the principles on 
which these are determined can change, as in the transition from dynasti-
cism to popular sovereignty (see also Watson 1992; Reus-Smit 1999; 
Navari 2007). This point echoes Bull’s awareness that the modern state 
did not emerge for a couple of centuries after Westphalia. Yet it is pretty 
clear that by 1500 the transformation from the constitutional normative 
principles of feudalism to an order based on centralized, sovereign territo-
rial states was well under way (Wight 1977: 129–52; Watson 1992: 
135–81).

If the international society that emerged around 1648 was undergoing 
substantial changes in the nature of its members and what was considered 
rightful conduct among them, then it is necessary to chart the evolution  
of these changes, and this can be done in terms of primary institutions. 
Within the frame of European history, the early story of primary institu-
tions is almost entirely pluralist in character, and in what follows I briefly 
sketch the emergence of eleven such institutions, mainly as seen through 
the English School literature: territoriality, sovereignty/nonintervention, 
diplomacy, international law, the balance of power, great power manage-
ment, war, imperialism/colonialism, human inequality, dynasticism and 
nationalism.

Territoriality

As Ruggie (1986: 141–8; 1993: 161–4) argues, territoriality and property 
rights emerged strongly during the transition from the many cross-cutting 
rights of the mediaeval order to the state-centric Westphalian one (Watson 
1992: 138–97). Territoriality became an underpinning principle of the new 
anarchic international order, reinforced in Europe by its development as a 
colonial practice to deal with the ‘empty’ spaces of the Americas (Branch 
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2012). The ever more precise demarcation of borders steadily tightened up 
over the succeeding centuries, becoming a constitutive element of interna-
tional society (Holsti 2004: 75–88).

Sovereignty/nonintervention

In tandem with territoriality, sovereignty/nonintervention also unfolded 
from the sixteenth century onwards (Brewin 1982; Sørensen 1999; Holsti 
2004: 118–28). Together, these two primary institutions laid the founda-
tions for, and indeed constituted, the Westphalian order of a states-system. 
As noted in chapter 6, James (1984: 12–13, 17; 1986; 1999: 468) takes a 
strong view of sovereignty as the defining institution of modern interna-
tional society, linking it to territoriality and stressing the difference between 
fully sovereign states, ‘which are independent in their constitutional 
arrangements’, versus those lacking full international capacity to act. And, 
as Mayall (2000a: 11) points out, the removal by Westphalia of religion as 
a legitimate reason for war was the ‘ancestor of the modern practice of 
non-intervention’.5

Diplomacy

Ruggie (1993: 164–5) notes that sovereignty created the necessity to invent 
a particular form of diplomacy with extraterritorial rights (see also Holsti 
2004: 178–98). There is a good deal of discussion in the English School 
about diplomacy as one of the key practices of states-systems generally, 
but also the particular modern form of it that emerged in Europe from the 
fifteenth century onwards.6 One particularly interesting argument about the 
evolution of this primary institution is Reus-Smit’s (1999: 87–121) about 
the nineteenth-century shift from a diplomacy based on dynastic interests 
and concerns to a modern form of multilateralism reflecting the interests 
and concerns of the rational, bureaucratic state, where sovereignty was 
vested in the people rather than the prince.

International law

Sovereignty also generated a new international law, starting with Spanish 
debates during the sixteenth century, but often benchmarked to the classi-
cal texts of Hugo Grotius in the first part of the seventeenth century. As 
noted above, Grotius was a key reference point for the first generation of 
English School writers (Bull et al. 1990; Keene 2002). The English School 
has retained a stronger connection to international law than most other 
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approaches to IR.7 Indeed, several writers accord international law pride 
of place among the primary institutions:

‘The most essential evidence for the existence of an international society is 
the existence of international law.’ (Wight 1979: 107)

International law is ‘the bedrock institution on which the idea of inter-
national society stands or falls’. (Mayall 2000a: 94)

In the legal positivist view, ‘international society is not merely regulated 
by international law but constituted by it.’ (Nardin 1998: 21)

Despite this focus, and despite the importance of it in Bull’s foundational 
work (discussed in chapter 6), the English School has not had much to say 
about the shift from natural to positive law as the dominant form that took 
place during the transformation to modernity during the nineteenth century 
(Reus-Smit 1999: 94–134).

The balance of power

The balance of power was slower to emerge, though Watson (1992: 181) 
argues that it was preceded in Europe by the idea of anti-hegemonism, 
especially against the Habsburgs. Somewhat later, after the Treaty of 
Utrecht (1713), the balance of power began conspicuously to challenge 
dynastic principles as a key institution for regulating relations among 
states.8 In this usage, the balance of power is an agreed social convention 
among the powers, not just a mechanical quality of the system (Bull 1977: 
104–6; Little 2007a), and it was this understanding that emerged after 
Utrecht (Bull 1977: 101–6). The balance of power principle was then 
enshrined in the Treaty of Vienna (1815) (Reus-Smit 1999: 134–40; 
Simpson 2004: 96–7).

Great power management

Great power management is in a sense implicit in all of the big war-settling 
congresses from 1648 onwards, and Bull (1977: 200–29) provides a state-
ment of its mechanics. Like the balance of power, the logic and legitimacy 
of great power interests grew as the dynastic principle weakened. Holsti 
(1991: 114–37; see also Wight 1977: 42, 136–41) argues that this practice 
becomes much more evident and formalized from the Treaty of Vienna 
(1815) and the Congress of Europe, a transformation that Simpson (2004) 
defines as a shift from the relatively pure and undifferentiated practice of 
sovereign equality set up at Westphalia to a quite strong form of ‘legalized 
hegemony’ in which great powers saw themselves as having, and were 
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recognized by others to have, managerial responsibility for international 
order (see also Watson 1992: 138–262). That practice continued through 
the League of Nations after 1919 and the UN Security Council after 1945, 
both of which embodied a hybrid structure with sovereign equality recog-
nized in the general assembly of all members and the legalized hegemony 
of the great powers in the smaller council.

War

War, like diplomacy, is a perennial practice found in most international 
societies throughout history. Bowden (2009: loc. 1933) cites the sixteenth-
century international lawyer Vitoria as saying: ‘it is a universal rule of the 
law of nations that whatever is captured in war becomes the property of 
the conqueror.’ What is particular about war as a primary institution of 
‘modern’ European international society is what kind of restraints are put 
both on the ways in which it is fought and on the reasons that are consid-
ered legitimate to justify resort to it (Williams 2010b; see also Howard 
1966, 1976; Bull 1977: 184–99). In this sense, Westphalia opens the way 
for war to become an institution of international society, largely by taking 
religion off the list of legitimate reasons for war within the realm of Chris-
tendom – relations with the Islamic sphere were another matter (Holsti 
1991: 38)! Holsti (2004: 131–4, 277–83) also notes the formalization and 
legalization of war during the eighteenth century and the erosion of the 
right of conquest after 1815.

So far, this account of the classical seven primary institutions exposes two 
types of dynamism in the evolution of ‘modern’ pluralist international 
society. The first dynamism concerns the seven primary institutions them-
selves, which do not arrive as a coherent set but unfold in an extended, 
interwoven sequence. Sovereignty, territoriality and diplomacy (or at least 
the latter’s distinctive form in relation to absolutist sovereign states) 
emerge from the sixteenth century. International law emerges during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. War (in the sense of restraints on war) 
emerges from the seventeenth century. The balance of power as a political 
principle emerges from the eighteenth century. And great power manage-
ment, although detectable earlier, emerges strongly from the nineteenth 
century.

The second dynamism concerns major changes of practice within 
several of these institutions which reflect changes in the underlying prin-
ciples legitimating them. A number of writers note that sovereignty did not 
initially come with equality, and that the emergence of sovereign equal-
ity was contingent on the decline of dynastic hierarchy from the late  
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eighteenth century onwards (Wight 1977: 136; James 1992; Reus-Smit 
1999: 87ff.). At the same time the basis of sovereignty shifts from dynastic 
to popular, and the basis of diplomacy shifts from dynastic to multilateral 
(Reus-Smit 1999: 87ff.). International law starts out mainly as natural law 
but, particularly from the nineteenth century onwards, becomes dominated 
by positive law (Holsti 2004: 146–50). Thus, although the general framing 
of these classical primary institutions remains stable, the core practices 
within some of them change very dramatically indeed.

This quite pervasive and deep dynamism is at odds with the conserva-
tive and rather static image often attached to pluralism. This dynamism is 
easy to miss even though defenders of pluralism, such as Jackson (2000: 
419–26), stage it as demonstrating the flexibility, adaptability and therefore 
desirability of the decentralized pluralist approach to international order. 
One explanation for the static image of pluralism is that, by seeing the 
development of international society as being confined by the dictates of 
sovereignty and difference, pluralism mainly limits its view of interna-
tional society to being a practical association going no further than a logic 
of coexistence. That limitation in turn generates a rather restricted view of 
the range of primary institutions that international society can have.

Even with the internal changes noted above, a striking feature of this 
classical set of seven pluralist primary institutions is how neatly they fit 
together. They define clearly the criteria for membership of international 
society in terms of sovereign territorial states, which settles the issue of 
property rights. They provide for means of formal communication among 
these entities via diplomacy. And they provide for a degree of order in 
terms of the balance of power, war (and agreed limits on its use), interna-
tional law and great power management. It is theoretically and practically 
possible for all of these elements to work together in mutually comple-
mentary harmony around a logic of coexistence. Nothing determines that 
they have to work in that way, and pluralists regularly remind us of the 
contingent and fragile character of international society: it can easily fall 
apart if some powers defect from the rules of the game of coexistence. But 
the classical seven institutions can work together in a relatively smooth 
and coherent fashion if the powers want them to, and as they did for a time 
during the nineteenth century.

Yet the story of pluralist primary institutions does not end here. There 
are extensions to it – imperialism/colonialism, human inequality and 
nationalism – that have unsettling implications for the harmony of the 
classical seven. Imperialism/colonialism is the ghost at the table (or skel-
eton in the closet), hidden away, or at least marginalized, and yet continu-
ously present to haunt all other proceedings, not least because of the ethical 
implications of its association with human inequality. Imperialism conveys 
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the general legitimacy of a culture of domination, while colonialism is 
more about the formalities of foreign rule and occupation.9 Nationalism 
picks up the relentlessly evolutionary thread of the story and suggests that 
this dynamism is an unceasing characteristic of modern international 
society. If fluidity and evolution are ongoing features of modern interna-
tional society, then pluralism is at risk of becoming just the opening phase 
of modernity. The continuous rise, evolution and sometimes decline and 
obsolescence of the primary institutions of international society (Holsti 
2004) put the package of the classical seven increasingly at risk of 
destabilization.

Imperialism/colonialism

So the eighth pluralist primary institution is imperialism/colonialism, 
which, supported by the prevailing interpretations of war and international 
law, created a two-tier international society based on divided sovereignty. 
Colonialism began to soften after the First World War with the develop-
ment of the mandate system and became rapidly obsolete after the Second 
World War. The mind-set of imperialism as a legitimate culture of domina-
tion was slower to fade and arguably still remains influential in some 
international practice. Only a handful of authors have addressed imperial-
ism/colonialism in an English School framing. As noted in chapter 5, 
Keene (2002) and Holsti (2004: 239–74) both point out the failure of the 
classical story to identify that imperialism/colonialism was a core institu-
tion of classical European international society. It is not that the classical 
story was unaware of imperialism/colonialism, but it failed to construct it 
as a core institution of European international society and therefore 
obscured the key reality of divided sovereignty in its operation.

Keene (2002) makes a quite different interpretation of Grotius from that 
of Bull and Wight, seeing Grotius’s ideas as underlying the divided sov-
ereignty and the very particular view of property rights that underpinned 
European imperialism/colonialism. Keene highlights colonialism and 
imperialism pre-1945 as emblematic of divided sovereignty in which the 
core develops a Westphalian principle of sovereign equality and tolerance 
within itself, but practices divided sovereignty and the ‘standard of civili-
zation’ against the periphery. He argues that ‘we need to appreciate the 
importance of the idea of civilization not merely as a standard for regulat-
ing the entry of new states in international society, but also for validating 
an entirely different set of legal rules and political institutions in its own 
right’ (Keene 2002: 117). Phillips (2012) also picks up the importance of 
‘civilization’ as a concept, noting how it could be, and was, used both to 
justify and to oppose imperialism.
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This idea of a two-tier imperial/colonial international society has been 
taken forward by Suzuki (2005, 2009) in the context of Japan’s and China’s 
encounters with Western international society. Although colonialism is 
formally dead, its imperial legacies remain to haunt much of contemporary 
international politics between the (Western) core and the periphery, despite 
the notional uniformity of sovereign equality. Keene, like many other 
English School writers, considers the logic of human rights as the succes-
sor to the standard of civilization, albeit now within a universal interna-
tional society rather than being about the relations between insiders and 
outsiders.10

While Keene sees imperialism/colonialism as going right back to the 
beginning of the European states-system, Holsti (2004: 239–74) focuses 
on colonialism, arguing that this gets formalized as state practice only 
during the late nineteenth century. Before that it was practised, but mainly 
informally and led by private actors. Holsti notes the enduring parallels 
between colonial discourses about bringing the natives up to the ‘standard 
of civilization’ and contemporary ones about development (ibid.: 250).

Reflecting on imperialism/colonialism as a primary institution of Euro-
pean international society raises the thought that, during the four and a half 
centuries of its imperial period (late fifteenth century to 1945), two more 
primary institutions also existed: the ninth being human inequality and the 
tenth, closely associated, being dynasticism as the legitimate form of 
government.

Human inequality

An assumption that humans were not equal underpinned many practices 
of this historical period (and earlier ones), most notably slavery, racism, 
gender inequality, dynasticism and empire. As Hobsbawm (1975: 312) 
notes, the aristocracy’s ideas about good breeding and their class superior-
ity as rulers were not far removed in essence from racist thinking and 
eugenics. Perhaps the most extreme manifestation of this was the ‘scien-
tific’ racism that blossomed throughout the West during the nineteenth 
century (Hannaford 1996: 155–84; Smaje 2000: 1–8; Keal 2003: 56–83). 
Its ‘scientific’ standing was strengthened by the evolutionary ideas of 
Darwin. These translated easily into the view that different races repre-
sented different steps on the ladder of evolution, and this view in turn was 
easily reinforced by the huge power superiority of the white race during 
the latter half of the nineteenth century (Taylor 1840; Ferguson 2004: 
196–203, 262–4). Hobsbawm (1990: 107–8) refers to racism as a ‘cen-
tral concept of nineteenth century social science’.11 An interesting and 
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important twist in Japan’s encounter with Western international society 
was the rejection in 1919 of its claim for recognition of racial equality 
(Clark 2007: 83–106). As noted, Vincent (1982, 1984b) is one of the few 
English School writers to pick up on racism in the context of international 
society. Yet, while human inequality was certainly, in the sense defined in 
chapter 2, a primary institution during this historical period when pluralist 
international society was the dominant form, it is not intrinsic to the logic 
of pluralism, and arguably contradicts it. Although human inequality but-
tressed imperialism/colonialism, its essential idea goes against both the 
pluralist logic of coexistence and the pluralist acknowledgment of the great 
society of humankind.

Dynasticism

In addition to Wight’s (1977: 110–73) focused discussion of the shift of 
legitimacy from dynasticism to popular sovereignty and Watson’s (1992) 
more diffuse accounting of it in Europe and elsewhere, Reus-Smit (1999: 
87–134) is one of the few writers associated with the English School to 
give much specific attention to dynasticism. Like Wight, his focus is on 
the shift from absolutism to popular sovereignty as the basis of the state 
during the nineteenth century. Another is Navari (2007), who shows how 
three different types of state in Europe – absolutist (seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries), constitutional (nineteenth century) and democratic (twen-
tieth century) – generated different practices and therefore different forms 
of international society. As the dominant form of legitimate government 
in Europe (and many other places), dynasticism shaped not only, in Reus-
Smit’s term, ‘the moral purpose of the state’ but also the rightful member-
ship of international society. Diplomacy was orientated towards dynastic 
concerns, and wars were fought for dynastic interests. In this way, dynasti-
cism had a major impact on the nature of international society, an influence 
perhaps best illustrated by the Holy Alliance after 1815, which was con-
cerned to defend a dynastic status quo against any resurgence of the 
republicanism unleashed by the French and American revolutions. To the 
extent that dynasticism backed empire and sustained a hierarchical inter-
national society, it too is not a good fit with pluralism’s emphasis on 
sovereign equality. Some tension remains to be resolved between the view 
of Simpson (2004), that Westphalia ushered in a strong period of sovereign 
equality, and that of Reus-Smit (1999), that the intervening effect of hier-
archy linked to dynasticsm meant that sovereign equality did not really 
emerge until popular sovereignty replaced dynasticism during the nine-
teenth century.
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In this sense, imperialism/colonialism, human inequality and dynasticism 
destabilize the classical seven primary institutions of pluralism even 
though they coexisted with them historically. While there might have been 
a pluralist international society among the Western states up until the First 
World War, there was certainly not one on a global scale. As Keene and 
Suzuki argue, what Europe experienced as pluralist international society 
along coexistence lines, Africa, Asia and the Middle East experienced as 
the inequality, intolerance and humiliation of imperialism/colonialism and 
racism. And, while imperialism/colonialism, human inequality and dynas-
ticism have all been obsolete as institutions of international society since 
1945, their legacies linger on.

Nationalism

The eleventh pluralist primary institution is nationalism, which burst onto 
the European scene with the French revolution in the late eighteenth 
century and was consolidated alongside the other pluralist primary institu-
tions during the nineteenth. As Hurrell (2007b: 121–2) notes, ‘political 
nationalism has been the most persistent and pervasive ideology of the 
modern state system’, and national self-determination provided ‘the politi-
cal power and the moral meaning to the idea of an international society’. 
Nationalism can be explained multiply as a product of romantic thinking, 
as a political tool for peoples seeking to free themselves from empires 
(primarily Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian), and as a response by state 
elites both to military pressures (the use of the levée en masse by revolu-
tionary France) and to the class tensions identified by Marx as arising from 
the practices of industrial capitalism. As Hobsbawm (1962: 116–17) says 
of its impact: ‘It was now known that social revolution was possible; that 
nations existed as something independent of states, peoples as something 
independent of their rulers.’ Nationalism transformed people from being 
subjects of their ruler to being citizens of their state, in the process relocat-
ing sovereignty from the ruler (l’état c’est moi) to the people (popular 
sovereignty).

The English School locus classicus for this story is Mayall (1990; see 
also Porter 1982; Watson 1992: 228–51). In one sense, the rise of national-
ism to the status of primary institution can be seen as an extension of the 
successive rise of pluralist institutions. After all, nationalism reinforces in 
a deep way the basic ideas of difference, historical legacy and political 
separateness that underlie pluralism and justify its prioritizing of coexist-
ence. Yet, in another way, the rise of nationalism was profoundly disturbing 
to the pluralist package. As Mayall charts in detail, nationalism changed 
the meaning and practices of key elements of the classical seven, in the 
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process upsetting the harmony of the pluralist package in profound ways. 
Indeed, along the lines suggested above by Reus-Smit’s transformation in 
the moral purpose of the state, it changed the meaning of the state itself, 
generating the true modern state. Mayall (2000b) goes so far as to argue 
that this impact, along with that of liberalism (on which more in the next 
chapter), is sufficiently profound to create a disjuncture with the classical 
pluralist story about the rise and expansion of international society. This 
disturbance effect is precisely what pluralists fear about human rights and 
democracy, which places the rise of nationalism as an interesting bridge 
between pluralism and solidarism. As Gellner (1992: 289) notes, national-
ism had the paradoxical quality of being deeply rooted in modernity, on 
the one hand, while appealing to premodern understandings of community 
and identity, on the other. This Janus face was perhaps what made it so 
successful in bridging the transition from traditional to modern society.

The transformative effect of nationalism on the state came through its 
key idea that the nation should be the basis of the state. The core idea 
seems simple: ‘nations’, being self-identifying groups sharing some com-
bination of culture, language, ethnicity and history, should have the right 
of political self-determination to claim their own state. Ideally, all states 
should be nation-states, with the state therefore becoming the container 
and protector of its particular national identity. Indeed, despite the rela-
tively late arrival of nationalism to the pantheon of primary institutions, 
this nation-state model underpins pluralism much more that does the abso-
lutist one, in which cultural and ethnic identity counted for much less. 
Nationalism delegitimized dynastic absolutism as the dominant form of 
the state (Mayall 1990: 35) and, because of that, and despite its military 
advantages, was widely resisted in Europe as a revolutionary threat to the 
post-1815 order (Kadorcan 2012). It increased the social cohesion of the 
state by the cultivation of commonly understood national languages and 
high cultures. As nationalism took root, people who would not formerly 
have thought of themselves primarily, or even at all, as French, Italian, 
Spanish, British or German increasingly did so, helped along by the state 
in the form of a national language, a national education system and national 
military service. This consolidating and centralizing of the state worked 
both where a unified state already existed but needed to be consolidated 
(France, Spain, Britain) and where a new state had to be created out of 
previously disparate parts (Germany, Italy). It also worked in some settler 
colonies where diverse immigrant populations needed to be forged into 
nation-states (Americas, Australia), though this was not without problems 
in differentiating colonial ‘nations’ from their metropolitan origins.

Since dynastic rule was closely correlated with empire, in principle 
undermining one undermined the other, but in practice the nineteenth-
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century picture was mixed. Dynastic rule was a powerful device for con-
structing conglomerate empires containing many nations – or at least many 
peoples with different languages, cultures, ethnicities and histories. By 
adding to the power of the leading states in Europe, nationalism initially 
helped to consolidate their overseas empires. Only in the twentieth century 
did the spread of nationalism (and liberal political ideas about human rights 
and equality), along with the upheaval of the First World War, corrode first 
the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires, and, after the further upheaval 
of the Second World War, the overseas colonial empires of Britain, France, 
the US and other Western states (Mayall 1990: 38–49; 2000a: 39–66). This, 
in turn, as Mayall (1990: 45–63, 111–44) argues, sowed the seeds of the 
contemporary economic and political problems of the successor Third 
World states which struggle to cope with institutions and practices designed 
by and for the core states. Nationalism in the Third World had to be created, 
often in unpromising conditions, and it as easily fragmented and weakened 
the postcolonial state as unified and legitimized it. Nevertheless, despite 
all of the problems, as Mayall (ibid.: 152) notes: ‘nationalism has become 
structurally embedded, in all parts of the world, as the basis of the modern 
state.’

In interplay with its transforming of the state, nationalism changed both 
the meaning of and the practices associated with several of the pre-existing 
institutions of pluralist international society. Most obviously, nationalism 
changed sovereignty by shifting the foundations of political legitimacy 
from the dynastic claims of ruling aristocracies to the popular sovereignty 
of the people constituted as a nation (Mayall 1990: 26–8). At the same 
time, by giving special standing to nation-states, it strengthened the move 
towards sovereign equality already noted as a feature of the nineteenth 
century. Nationalism also transformed the other foundation of the state –
territoriality. When the absolutist state became the nation-state, territory 
became sacralized by its relationship to the people in a way that was not 
present in the politics of dynastic territoriality (Mayall 2000a: 84; Holsti 
2004: 83–8). By tightening the link between states, populations and par-
ticular territories, nationalism raised the prominence of territoriality in 
relations between states and generated new problems of irredentism and 
secessionism (Mayall 1990: 57–63). The seizure of Alsace-Lorraine by 
Germany from France in their 1870 war is perhaps the exemplar of this 
effect, poisoning relations between the two and playing its part in the 
making of the First and Second world wars. The states of East Asia are 
replaying this game of sacralized territory in their ongoing disputes over 
a variety of small islands in the East and South China seas.

By changing territoriality in this way, nationalism also provided new 
reasons for war. In its extreme social Darwinist form, nationalism gave a 
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justification for the expropriation of the weak by the strong. More gener-
ally it set up a tension between the status quo of fewer than two hundred 
territorial states and the potential existence of several thousand cultural 
nations demanding their own state (Mayall 1990 63–9). It also changed 
the method of war. The ‘nation in arms’ and the ‘levée en masse’ enabled 
the mobilization of huge numbers of troops and imbued them with the 
motivation to fight heroically.

We can see, therefore, that the pluralist model did not emerge all of a piece 
at Westphalia but evolved over several centuries, with some of its key 
elements not coming into play until the nineteenth century. During this 
process of emergence, the ostensibly ‘modern’ pluralist international 
society remained imbued with a number of much older institutions, not all 
of which were a comfortable fit with the pluralist model. The early, pre-
modern European international society was mainly pluralist but was highly 
dynamic, evolving new practices and new institutions on a regular basis. 
By the nineteenth century, a truly modern international society was taking 
shape. But then the comfortable coherence of the classical set of seven 
primary institutions was being both reinforced and placed under stress by 
the new and very powerful institution of nationalism. Mayall (1990: 2) 
notes that nationalism was also one of the strands leading to the develop-
ment of human rights in the West. This observation, along with the theme 
of the disruptive dynamism of international society generally, suggests that 
it is time to move to the solidarist side of the English School’s normative 
story.



8	 CLASSICAL SOLIDARISM AND 
ITS SUCCESSORS

Introduction

This chapter covers the debate from the solidarist side, exploring the pro-
gressive, mainly liberal, wing of the English School. Here the main con-
cern has been with the justice side of the order/justice dilemma, particularly 
with human rights and the question of intervention. This wing gives much 
more attention to the role and significance of an emergent world society, 
though generally combining this with interstate society. It views the state 
not as a sovereign actor in its own right but as an agent representing its 
population (Hurrell 2007b: 65–7). Solidarism as seen by pluralists was 
discussed in chapter 6, where it was staged partly as the threatening  
cosmopolitan ‘other’ to pluralism’s culturally diverse, state-centric, sover-
eigntist order and partly as the necessary moral foundation against which 
state-based orders should be judged. This chapter focuses on solidarists 
through their own voices, and the following one continues the historical 
developmental perspective on primary institutions. With this structure I 
hope to capture, on the one hand, that there is a necessarily endless norÂ�
mative debate about current affairs and what should be done and, on the 
other hand, that there is some real evolution of international society to-
wards more solidarist practices and institutions. The core theme remains 
that pluralism and solidarism are not zero-sum positions but interlinked 
sides in an ongoing debate about the moral construction of international 
order.

Solidarist conceptions lean towards the Kantian side of rationalism. As 
Mayall (2000a: 14) notes, solidarists root their thinking in cosmopolitan 
values: ‘the view that humanity is one, and that the task of diplomacy is 
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to translate this latent or immanent solidarity of interests and values into 
reality.’ It is probably fair to say that most solidarists believe that some 
cosmopolitanism, and concern for the rights of individuals, is necessary if 
international society is to be stable. In other words, order cannot work 
without some underpinning of justice in which interstate society takes 
account of the needs and rights of its citizens. On this most pluralists and 
solidarists agree, even though they draw different conclusions about what 
then should follow. Solidarists presuppose that the potential scope for 
international society is much wider than the ‘non-developmental character’ 
that limits the pluralist vision. Their vision embraces the possibility of 
shared norms, rules and institutions about functional cooperation over  
such things as limitations on the use of force and acceptable ‘standards of 
civilization’ with regard to the relationship between states and citizens  
(i.e., human rights). In this view, sovereignty can in principle embrace 
many more degrees of political convergence than are conceivable under 
pluralism (as it does, for example, within the EU). Solidarism focuses on 
the possibility of shared moral norms underpinning a more expansive, and 
almost inevitably more interventionist, understanding of international 
order.

State-centric and cosmopolitan solidarism

Because the pluralist position is mainly state-based, it easily appears rela-
tively straightforward and coherent. Because the solidarist position ties 
together state and non-state actors and draws on cosmopolitan notions of 
individual rights and a community of humankind, it is more complex and 
potentially problematic. Given the present reality of a state-centric world 
order, it cannot help but blur across the boundary between international 
and world society. Solidarism is partly, perhaps mainly, about the creation 
of consensual beliefs across international and world society. For solidar-
ists, ethical issues transcend state boundaries, and, as Hurrell (2007b: 
63–5) argues, at least for some, solidarism can also be about the exercise 
of power to enforce beliefs that are held to be universal but are not in fact 
universally held.1 This coercive approach to solidarism is at the heart of 
disputes about human rights and has a long record in the economic sector, 
as in the mid-nineteenth-century ‘opening up’ of Japan and China by 
Western gunboats to the ‘universal’ principle of free trade. As Hurrell 
(2001: 490) also notes, the Kantian label is unfortunate because it ‘has 
consistently involved claims and arguments that are essentially concerned 
not with transcending the state system but rather with reforming the char-
acter of the international legal order.’
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In the previous chapter I hinted at a distinction between state-centric 
solidarism (states sharing norms and institutions that take them beyond a 
logic of coexistence) and cosmopolitan solidarism (based on the idea that 
there are universal rights vested in people) (see Williams 2010a). This 
distinction is implicit throughout the English School literature, but in 
practice the two are usually discussed together in an intertwined way. 
Making this distinction explicit provides a helpful way of untangling many 
elements of the pluralist/solidarist debate. It exposes which tensions are 
real and which merely rhetorical, so, at the risk of going against the ortho-
doxy of the English School, I feature it here. Clarifying the distinction 
between the two solidarisms is, perhaps, a practical reply to de Almeida’s 
(2006: 68) and Bain’s (2007a) appeals that we should abandon the habit 
of thinking about pluralist and solidarist orders as representing opposed 
ideas.

One way of understanding the issue is to locate it across a spectrum of 
internationalism (Navari 2000: 361). In this perspective, pluralism becomes 
at best a very weak form of internationalism limited to a thin logic of 
coexistence by its commitment to difference at the level of state and nation. 
State-centric and cosmopolitan solidarism are strong forms of internation-
alism, but based on different ontologies (states, people). Ontologically, 
pluralism and state-centric solidarism are more alike, both being based on 
states. But, politically and morally, state-centric solidarism is closer to 
cosmopolitan solidarism because it is open to moving beyond a logic of 
coexistence into logics of cooperation and convergence. In one important 
sense the question is about the location of solidarism: is it rooted in the 
great society of humankind, or is it rooted in the society of states, or must 
it somehow be present in both?

This line of reasoning might suggest that state-centric solidarism is the 
middle ground, and therefore a via media between the two extremes. There 
is something in that argument inasmuch as state-centric solidarism pro-
vides an exit for pluralists who want to stick with the state-centric ontology 
but abandon the constraints of coexistence. In my view, however, that is 
not the main point. The two forms of solidarism are much closer to each 
other than either is to pluralism, and that is why they are so interwoven in 
the literature. Partly this entanglement arises because, under existing con-
ditions, states necessarily play a key role in implementing and defending 
cosmopolitan principles. As many have pointed out, the great society of 
humankind may have force as a moral referent, but for the most part it 
lacks the agency to implement and defend universal rights. Only states, or 
secondary institutions largely under the control of states, can do that, even 
though states of course can also be the main violators and opponents of 
cosmopolitan principles.
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The other link is that state-centric solidarism may well be driven, or 
motivated by, cosmopolitan principles, either because such principles are 
part of its identity (as most obviously in the US) or because of political 
pressure from below. This is not necessarily the case. In pure logical terms, 
state-centric solidarism might have nothing to do with cosmopolitan prin-
ciples and be driven by other kinds of instrumental logics (for example, 
capitalism). Even in that case, however, the two types of solidarism are 
similar, both aiming to achieve higher order commonalities, making 
peoples and states more alike in their common rights and obligations and 
pursing more than merely a logic of coexistence. Solidarists of both per-
suasions think that international society can develop quite wide-ranging 
norms, rules and institutions, covering both coexistence issues and coop-
eration in pursuit of shared interests, including some scope for collective 
enforcement.

The entanglement of state-centric and cosmopolitan solidarism in the 
literature of the English School is thus perfectly understandable, and to 
some extent justified. But the logics of the two solidarisms are distinct, 
and the overall picture of the pluralist–solidarist, order–justice, states–
people debate within the English School becomes considerably clearer if 
the two solidarist logics are kept separate from each other as well as from 
pluralism. As I will show in this chapter and the next, the pluralists’ rhe-
torical tendency to construct solidarism in largely cosmopolitan terms is 
misleading to the point of being simply wrong. In practice, while cosmo-
politan logic is the main moral impetus for the solidarist camp, state-
centric solidarism is the dominant practical theme.

State-centric solidarism

State-centric solidarism is about the possibility that states can collectively 
reach beyond a logic of coexistence to construct international societies 
with a relatively high degree of shared norms, rules and institutions among 
them. In state-centric solidarism the focus is not only on ordering coexist-
ence and competition but also on cooperation over a wider range of issues, 
whether in pursuit of joint gains (e.g., trade) or realization of shared values 
(e.g., human rights, environmental stewardship, pursuit of knowledge). In 
its stronger forms, state-centric solidarism can also include convergence, 
where, as in the EU, states not only seek cooperation but also redesign 
themselves to become more alike in their domestic rules and structures 
(Buzan 2004: 45–62, 139–60).2

State-centric solidarism rests on a juridical view of sovereignty, in 
which the right to self-government derives from international society. 
Sovereignty is a social contract rather than an essentialist condition, and 
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the terms in which it is understood are always open to renegotiation. A 
view of sovereignty along these lines poses no contradiction to solidarist 
developments among states. Manning (1962: 167–8) was crystal clear on 
this point: ‘What is essentially a system of law for sovereigns, being prem-
ised on their very sovereignty, does not, by the fact of being strengthened, 
put in jeopardy the sovereignties which are the dogmatic basis for its very 
existence. Not, at any rate, in logic.’ In this view, so long as one does not 
insist that individuals have rights apart from, and above, the state, there is 
no contradiction between development of human rights and sovereignty. 
Solidarist laws, even about issues such as human rights, can be cast in 
terms of individuals as the objects of international law rather than as inde-
pendent subjects carrying their own rights. So, if they wish, states can 
agree among themselves on extensive guarantees for human rights, and 
doing so is an exercise of their sovereignty, not a questioning of it. They 
can even agree that in doing this they are recognizing some deeper uni-
versal right, though this is not a necessary condition. This logic extends 
even towards a degree of collective enforcement in some areas, as has 
happened already for aspects of trade and human rights, and somewhat 
less clearly in relation to arms control.

Arguably, state-centric solidarism harks back to Bull’s (1966b: 52) 
original formulation stressing the collective enforcement of international 
law by states. Yet, even though his rules about cooperation seem to make 
room for it, Bull’s vision of state-centric solidarism is very much at odds 
with the one just outlined, which rests on cooperation and convergence. 
Bull paints a picture based not on cooperation and convergence but on the 
awkward combination of a pluralist’s strong toleration of ideological diver-
sity alongside a solidarist’s effective collective security system (Bull 1977: 
238–40). By the device of discussing it only in relation to ‘high politics’ 
issues such as collective security and human rights, his enforcement cri-
terion is made to seem more demanding than it often is. In this perspective, 
solidarism opposes alliances as sectional and favours collective security 
on a universal basis. Pluralists argue for the centrality of sovereignty and 
nonintervention as the key principles of international society, ‘and the only 
purposes for which they could be overridden were that of self-preservation 
and that of the maintenance of the balance of power’ (Bull 1966b: 63). It 
is this very demanding concept of solidarism within pluralism, attached to 
collective security, that goes forward into The Anarchical Society (Bull 
1977: 238–40).

One can see how Bull’s view related to the history within which he 
lived, and we cannot know what he would have made of the ideological 
convergence towards varieties of capitalism that followed the Cold War. 
Because it largely excludes the possibility that states might share values 
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and goals beyond coexistence, Bull’s vision sets up state-centric solidarism 
as an unlikely development. It also reflects the blindness of the classical 
English School to developments in the world economy and at the regional 
(i.e., EU) or subglobal (i.e., Western) level. In fact, much of the solidarist 
literature is precisely about how to get states to take shared values on 
board, and thereby become more alike. It is about building, or recognizing, 
convergence among states on values that extend beyond coexistence. Such 
a logic is broadly visible in both debates and practices around democratic 
peace theory, economic liberalism, human rights and environmental 
stewardship.

Cosmopolitan solidarism

Cosmopolitan solidarism means a disposition to give moral primacy to ‘the 
great society of humankind’, and to hold universal, natural law, moral 
values as equal to or higher than the positive international law made by 
states. The impetus for cosmopolitan solidarism comes mainly from the 
desire to establish foundations for a moral critique of the state and the logic 
of an interstate society. This is accomplished by taking the community of 
humankind as a whole as a moral referent against which to judge the 
behaviour and purpose of states. This is a philosophical move, well rooted 
in the texts of political theory that play a large part in fuelling the pluralist/
solidarist debate. Humankind does not actually have to exist as an actual 
empirical community in order to be used as a moral referent in this way. 
It is important to keep distinct the moral and the empirical aspects of the 
community of humankind because the moral argument can be made even 
when the empirical one cannot. The absence of a real, existing community 
of humankind does not invalidate its use as a moral referent (Williams 
2010a), and the empirical reality of world society is very much one of 
extensive and complex fragmentations (Bull 1977: 276–81; Williams 
2005). The existence of this distinct moral use of the community of human-
kind goes a long way towards explaining why solidarists have put so much 
focus on human rights, and pluralists so much on the potentially disruptive 
effects of solidarism.

Within the pluralist/solidarist debate, cosmopolitan solidarism has a 
somewhat strange dual role. On the one hand, it is the key source of the 
moral energy and engagement with normative issues that is a noted feature 
of the English School. On the other hand, it is very much present on the 
pluralist side of the debate as the bogeyman that threatens international 
order by undermining the sovereignty that underpins the society of states. 
In both of these roles, cosmopolitan solidarism functions mainly as a 
source of moral principles rather than as a practical political programme 
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for international order. Few if any solidarists are looking towards a world 
without states as either a theoretical or a practical option. Rather, they 
regard cosmopolitan values as a way of leveraging the society of states 
towards more progressive, just and stable positions.

Pluralists have two views about cosmopolitan solidarism. First, there 
are those, such as Bull and Mayall, who have sympathy for the idea that 
international society should in some profound way reflect the moral 
demands of the great society of humankind. But they cannot see how this 
can be done given the pluralist realities of both the historical and contem-
porary society of states. Although they can see the force of the argument 
for grounding international society in some form of respect for world 
society, they see even more the dangers of opening up a moral agenda for 
interventionism that would threaten the foundations of sovereign order. 
Their acknowledgment of cosmopolitan solidarism makes them reluctant 
pluralists. Others, such as Jackson, take a more straightforward view of 
the dangers by focusing on the essential contradiction between interstate 
and world society. This is achieved by staging cosmopolitan solidarism  
as a fundamentally different form of order necessarily opposed to an order 
based on sovereign states. Authority for this view can also be taken  
from Bull. Recall from the chapter 6 that Bull (1977: 67–8) sets out three 
levels of rules about society. Within his deepest level of rules (constitu-
tional normative principles) he identifies a ‘cosmopolitan community of 
individual human beings’ as an alternative ordering principle to a society 
of states. It is not posed as a matter of having or not having some kinds 
of solidarist institutions, but as a completely different (and under contem-
porary conditions unrealistic) mode of order. Jackson (2000: 175) picks up 
this angle, taking the view that world society is the domain ‘in which 
responsibility is defined by one’s membership in the human race’, contrast-
ing this with responsibilities to the state, to international society and to  
the global commons. He then goes on at great length to unfold a plurÂ�
alist defence of nonintervention against human rights on the grounds  
of the threat that pursuit of them poses to international order (ibid.:  
210–93). Jackson is a militant, enthusiastic pluralist, not much troubled by 
the morality of states and, even though acknowledging an element of 
humanitarian responsibility, mainly happy to argue against cosmopolitan 
solidarism.

The view that pluralism and solidarism are mutually exclusive rests on 
an argument over whether primacy of right is to be allocated to individuals 
or to states. If one takes the reductionist view that individual human beings 
are the prime referent for rights, and that they must be subjects of inter-
national law, carrying rights of their own, then this necessarily falls into 
conflict with the view that the claim of states to sovereignty (the right to 
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self-government) trumps all other claims to rights. Either individual human 
beings possess rights of their own (subjects of international law) or they 
can claim and exercise rights only through the state (objects of interna-
tional law). If pluralism is essentially underpinned by realist views of state 
primacy, and solidarism is essentially a cosmopolitan position, then they 
do look mutually exclusive. This rift can be reinforced by different views 
of sovereignty. If sovereignty is given an essentialist interpretation, seeing 
it mostly in what Jackson (1990a) calls ‘empirical’ terms (in which sover-
eignty derives from the power of states to assert the claim to exclusive 
right to self-government), then states cannot surrender very much to shared 
norms, rules and institutions without endangering the very quality that 
defines them as states.

Because of these two different ways in which it can be understood and 
used, solidarism is a tricky concept. The literature is not always clear about 
this, and it matters hugely to the whole order/justice, pluralist/solidarist 
debate which meanings are in play. Both of these meanings have validity, 
but some of them pose order/justice and pluralism/solidarism as irreconcil-
able and mutually exclusive and others more as ends of a spectrum that 
can be blended and mixed in different ways. Because the existential threat 
to sovereignty is especially acute in relation to questions about human 
rights, it is in some ways unfortunate that this issue has featured so much 
in English School debates. Humanitarian intervention, as Wheeler (1992: 
486) observes, opens up fundamental issues about the relationship between 
states and their citizens and ‘poses the conflict between order and justice 
in its starkest form for the society of states’. There have been advantages 
in pursing the ‘starkest form’ hard case, but one cost has been to steer the 
pluralist–solidarist debate towards an excessive polarization in which non-
intervention and human rights become seen by some as mutually exclusive 
positions. This threatens at times to reproduce within the English School 
the zero-sum style of division between liberals and realists. Putting uni-
versal cosmopolitan principles to the fore highlights an apparent contradic-
tion with sovereignty, reducing states to mere implementers of such 
principles rather than being capable of solidarism in their own right. This 
overemphasis on cosmopolitan principles is amplified by the English 
School’s disposition to sideline both economic questions and subglobal 
developments, where state-centric solidarism is more obviously on display. 
This distortion is ironic. While it has given moral energy and legitimacy 
to both pluralists and solidarists, it has made the tension between them 
worse than it needs to be. It has given ammunition to some pluralists, and 
obscured the fact demonstrated below that much of what the solidarist 
wing has to say is in fact about how to promote state-centric solidarism.
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Bull’s solidarism

The solidarist position is driven both normatively (what states should do, 
and what norms should be part of international society) and empirically 
(what states do do, and what norms are becoming part of international 
society). Since it was Bull who did the most to set up the pluralist/solidarist 
debate within the English School, it seems fair to start with him, even 
though he has already had a considerable airing above as a pluralist. As 
Reus-Smit (2011b: 1205) astutely notes, Bull provided ‘a language and set 
of arguments that subsequent writers have used to great effect and strug-
gled to escape’. That case is reinforced by the unfolding theme in this part 
of how closely intertwined the pluralist and solidarist positions are, and in 
a sense must be, given that they are about the balance between order and 
justice. Further justification, if any is needed, can be given by the fact that 
two leading solidarists (Dunne and Wheeler 1996; Wheeler and Dunne 
1998) make the case that, despite his distaste for both natural law and 
foundationalist universalisms, Bull’s thinking contains significant open-
ings for pragmatic elements of what I understand as state-centric solidar-
ism. They find in Bull a weakening belief in the willingness of the great 
powers to underpin a pluralist order under Cold War conditions. And they 
find acknowledgement of both the possibility of some enforcement of 
international law and some responsibility for human rights.

As Alderson and Hurrell (2000: 9–10) note, there is a well-formed 
conception of solidarism in play throughout Bull’s work. Bull saw solidar-
ism as putting the interests of the social whole above those of independent 
states and as reflecting normative goals beyond mere coexistence, such as 
strong restrictions on the use of force, pursuit of human rights, or manage-
ment of common problems in the economy or environment. Actors other 
than states would be active and legitimate players in the development of 
these normative goals, and international society would have effective 
measures in place to implement and if necessary enforce its rules. Particu-
larly in his later works, Bull (1984a, 1984b) seems to display solidarist 
sentiments when he sympathetically, and with full awareness of the many 
hypocrisies in play, takes up the justice claims of the Third World against 
the West. He makes plain that the sovereign rights derive from interna-
tional society and are limited by its rules and that, in terms of justice, the 
rights of states are derivative from those of humankind (Bull 1984b: 
11–13).

Yet there can be no doubting the strength of Bull’s rejection of cosmo-
politan solidarism. He continued to identify solidarism with Grotius’s 
natural law position, and this led him to the view that:
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Carried to its logical extreme, the doctrine of human rights and duties under 
international law is subversive of the whole principle that mankind should 
be organised as a society of sovereign states. For, if the rights of each man 
can be asserted on the world political stage over and against the claims of 
his state, and his duties proclaimed irrespective of his position as a servant 
or a citizen of that state, then the position of the state as a body sovereign 
over its citizens, and entitled to command their obedience, has been subject 
to challenge, and the structure of the society of sovereign states has been 
placed in jeopardy. (Bull 1977: 152)

This position did not change much in his later, seemingly more solidarist, 
work. Despite enjoining states to take a wider morality than their own 
immediate self-interest into account, Bull (1984b: 13) still argues that ‘The 
promotion of human rights on a world scale, in a context in which there 
is no consensus as to their meaning and the priorities among them, carries 
the danger that it will be subversive of coexistence among states, on which 
the whole fabric of world order in our times depends .Â€.Â€.’

The fierceness of Bull’s defence of pluralism is understandable when 
seen as a response to a normatively driven cosmopolitan solidarism, based 
in natural law, pitting a universalist principle of individual rights against 
the state, and so compromising the principle of sovereignty. But it does 
not make sense against the logic of Bull’s own positive law position, in 
which like-minded states are perfectly at liberty to agree human rights 
regimes among themselves without compromising the principle of sover-
eignty. Since Bull rejected natural law and cosmopolitanism and focused 
on the state as the only available agent to provide order, and indeed 
justice (Wheeler and Dunne 1998: 53–5), positive law provides the only 
pathway out of his thinking towards solidarism. Remembering Bull’s 
third tier of rules to regulate cooperation, it seems clear that adherence to 
positive law does nothing to prevent states from developing such an 
extensive range of shared values, including in the area of human rights, 
that their relationship would have to be called solidarist in the state-cen-
tric sense. As Cutler (1991: 46–9) notes, this move undercuts the assump-
tion of cosmopolitan universalism that is the basis of Bull’s critique of 
solidarism. Within a positive law framework, states can by definition do 
what they like, including forming solidarist regional or subsystemic inter-
national societies. Acceptance of positive law draws a connecting line 
between the pluralist and state-centric solidarist positions and eliminates 
the logic of their being necessarily opposed, as they must be if solidarism 
is understood only in its cosmopolitan sense. Pluralism simply becomes  
a lower degree of shared norms rules and institutions (or a thinner body 
of positive law), solidarism a higher one (or a thicker body of positive 
law).
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Yet, despite this obvious opening, Bull (1977: 245) rejects the idea that 
an ideologically homogeneous state system equates with solidarism. He 
does so partly on the weak ground that it is unlikely to happen, and the 
process of arriving at it would be highly conflictual (because of inability 
to agree on universal values), and partly on the basis of a distinction 
between genuinely harmonious Kantian world societies (an idea he rejects 
as utopian) and international societies that have learned to regulate conflict 
and competition but have not eliminated it. In effect, Bull tries to eliminate 
the idea of a Kantian model of ideologically harmonious states altogether, 
so closing the door in his own work to state-centric solidarism. But the 
door nonetheless remained, and others have walked through it.

Successors

The first to lead the way was John Vincent. Dunne (1998: 161–80) presents 
Vincent as a progressive pluralist who chafed against the support for the 
status quo that was implicit in pluralism regardless of whether the status 
quo embodied justice or not.3 Vincent (1974, 1986: 113–18) started from 
Bull’s concerns about the dangers posed by cosmopolitan universalisms to 
sovereignty and nonintervention, and therefore to international order. And, 
like Bull, he accepted the importance of the great society of humankind 
as the necessary moral foundation for the society of states (Vincent 1978: 
27–9). He agreed with Bull’s view that the great society of humankind, no 
matter what its moral force, had no agency and therefore that practical 
progress towards solidarism had to be made through the society of states. 
On this basis, Welsh (2011) counts Vincent as more pluralist than solidarist, 
and from a perspective of cosmopolitan solidarism that might be a correct 
judgment. Reus-Smit (2011b: 1206) labels him a ‘qualified solidarist’. 
Linklater (2011a: 1182) puts him squarely in the middle ground between 
pluralism and solidarism. Vincent was clearly a man with a foot in both 
camps. But, unlike Bull, he found a way around the pluralist impasse 
between sovereignty and human rights by developing the view that sover-
eignty was a right granted by international society and might therefore be 
made conditional on states observing some minimum standards of basic 
rights towards their citizens. In practical terms, Vincent became a state-
centric solidarist looking to change the normative structure of interstate 
society to take more account of human rights (Dunne 1998: 169). Dunne 
(1995b: 143–5) rightly characterizes his approach as practical ethics.

Vincent’s primary concern was with human rights, and within the 
English School this focused his work precisely on the tensions between 
the individual and the state. For Vincent (1978: 40) it was the standing of 
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individuals in Western thought that gave them the right to make claims 
against the state and international society, and, in the twentieth century, 
this way of thinking was embodied in the human rights discourse. His 
angle of attack hangs on the degree to which the rights of states derive 
from their being manifestations of the right of self-determination of peoples 
(Vincent 1986: 113–18). This right, in his view, requires that states have 
some minimum degree of civil relationship with their citizens. If a state is 
‘utterly delinquent in this regard (by laying waste its own citizens, or by 
bringing on secessionist movements)’ (ibid.: 115), and ‘by its conduct 
outrages the conscience of mankind’ (ibid.: 125), then its entitlement to 
the protection of the principle of nonintervention should be suspended. He 
qualifies such suspensions by saying that the circumstances triggering a 
right of humanitarian intervention must be extraordinary ones, not routine 
(ibid.: 126). He was fully aware that he was making a normative argument, 
and that in practice international society was only weakly developed on 
this point. He was also very aware of both the need for prudence and the 
dangers of opening up a licence for intervention.

In this way, Vincent offers a minimalist, state-centric solidarist solution 
to the tension between a pluralist international society (focused on sover-
eignty and nonintervention) and the cosmopolitan, or even revolutionist, 
world society implicit in a doctrine of universal human rights. He wanted 
to put a basic rights floor under the societies of the world. His idea is the 
development of a more solidarist interstate society, in which states become 
more alike internally, and therefore more likely to find common ground in 
agreeing about when the right of humanitarian intervention overrides the 
principle of nonintervention (Vincent 1986: 104, 150–2). The trick here is 
for states to translate human rights into citizens’ rights (ibid.: 151). This 
issue of homogeneity in the domestic structures of states was perhaps 
Vincent’s key point of departure from Bull. That Vincent is mainly a state-
centric solidarist is clear from his choice of basic rights as a ground floor 
from which to build a more solidarist interstate society (Gonzalez-Pelaez 
and Buzan 2003; Gonzalez-Pelaez 2005). In the right to food he is looking 
for a lowest common denominator of human rights on which most states 
might agree, and from there perhaps to work up to the more contentious 
elements of the human rights agenda such as freedom from arbitrary vio-
lence. He was absolutely not looking to start from the moral high ground 
of universal human rights as a way of challenging the interstate order. His 
strategy was to get a foot on the first step of the ladder of human rights 
and hope to climb further once that was established. He wanted to avoid 
starting with the more difficult issues of human rights for fear of gaining 
the moral high ground at the expense of any possibility of practical 
advances towards solidarism.
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For Vincent (1986: 104, 150–2) a solidarist international society would 
be one in which all units would be alike in their domestic laws and values 
on humanitarian intervention, or at least would recognize their common 
duty in relation to it. In this context, Vincent notes (ibid.: 151) that ‘the 
spread of a global culture makes international society work more smoothly’, 
and he takes hope in the historical record by which the state has made 
deals with civil society ‘coopting the ideology of individualism by translat-
ing human rights into citizens rights’. With this line of thinking, Vincent 
begins to blend together a state-based international society with an under-
lying world society. Thus: ‘international society might admit institutions 
other than states as bearers of rights and duties in it, recognizing to that 
extent their equality and welcoming them into what would then have 
become a world society’ (Vincent 1978: 37). Vincent’s preferred future is 
one in which a Westphalian type interstate society, defining itself as an 
exclusive club of states, gives way to a world society that is defined by an 
inclusive, somewhat neomediaeval, mixture of states, groups, transnational 
entities and individuals, all sharing some key values and having legal 
standing in relation to each other (Vincent 1986: 92–104). Yet even in his 
late work, and despite his desire to bring other actors into international 
society and so push towards a more inclusive type of world society, it is 
clear that Vincent still puts the state at the centre of his solidarist world 
order (Vincent 1992: 261–2).

After Vincent’s untimely death in 1990, his breakout from Bull’s 
impasse was taken up by two of his followers, Tim Dunne and Nicholas 
Wheeler. As already noted, in their joint writings (Dunne and Wheeler 
1996; Wheeler and Dunne 1998) they try to reinterpret Bull as a kind of 
proto-solidarist, opening wider the door that he left behind and Vincent 
discovered. They draw attention, rightly, to the later Bull’s concerns for 
justice as a component of order and to his awareness of the limits of plu-
ralism exposed by the Cold War ideological polarization of the great 
powers. They even (1996: 92) want to pull out of Bull ‘three paradigms 
of world politics: realism, pluralism and solidarism .Â€.Â€. centred upon the 
themes of, respectively, power, order and justice’. In Vincent’s tradition, 
they see solidarism as intimately bound up in the transition from interna-
tional to world society, extending the Grotian line that solidarism crosses 
the boundary between international and world society. They follow Wight 
in locating on normative ground the entire theoretical foundation of the 
English School triad. Their later work (Dunne and Wheeler 2004) pushes 
strongly the line that order without justice is unsustainable, and uses this 
to critique realist, pluralist and neoliberal positions.

In his solo works Dunne (1998: xi–xv, 5–12, 187ff.) is keen to distance 
the English School from attempts to classify it as a soft branch of realism, 



126â•…â•…  Normative Orientations

seeking to emphasize the fundamentally normative grounding of its central 
concept of international order, and seeing it as in some ways more akin to 
critical theory. Like Vincent, but pushing the vision of state-centric solidar-
ism a bit further, Dunne (2001b: 7) also built on the idea of conditional 
sovereignty, arguing that modern states should ‘only exist to promote the 
welfare and security of their citizens’. He too envisages an international 
society combining states and other actors:

Bull is arguably mistaken in interpreting international society as a ‘society 
of states’ since many of the rules and institutions of international society 
predated the emergence of the modern state. It is time that the English 
School jettisoned the ontological primacy it attaches to the state. .Â€.Â€. Inter-
national society existed before sovereign states and it will outlive sovereign 
states. (Dunne 2001a: 227)

Dunne goes further (2001b: 37–8) to argue that world society should be 
folded back into international society.

Wheeler (1992) follows Vincent in unpicking Bull’s dilemma between 
order and justice, and between human rights and nonintervention, and 
finding the path to greater solidarism in making the right of noninterven-
tion conditional on some minimal observance of human rights. He sees an 
improving prospect for human rights in the post-Cold War period, albeit 
slow and modest in extent. Wheeler departs from Vincent in focusing 
particularly on humanitarian intervention as the hardest case for solidar-
ism. Like Vincent, he is fully conscious of the many risks that humanitarian 
intervention can pose to international order, both practical and philosophi-
cal (Wheeler and Morris 1996; Wheeler 2000: 11–13, 29–33). And he 
frames solidarism on this issue in state-centric terms, arguing that, if all 
states observed human rights internally, then no contradiction between 
human rights and sovereignty/nonintervention would arise (Wheeler and 
Morris 1996: 135). Wheeler (2000: 27–9, 41) does not want to undo the 
principle of nonintervention, which he recognizes as the core of interna-
tional society, or to bring human rights into conflict with international law. 
From his perspective, solidarists see human rights as universal, but, until 
such time as civilization is developed enough to support this, states have 
the right, and possibly the obligation, to act in support of human rights 
beyond their borders, especially so when violations are on a large scale 
(ibid.: 11–13). There is more than a whiff of cosmopolitan solidarism 
underlying Wheeler’s view. Yet, in the spirit of Vincent’s practical ethics, 
he constructs an essentially state-centric solidarist position. He pushes it 
further than Vincent’s basic rights by building a case from just war theory 
and customary international law that international society already recog-
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nizes and accepts some elements of humanitarian intervention, especially 
where legitimized by the UN Security Council (ibid.: 33–51). Although it 
is fair to say that Wheeler draws his normative force from cosmopolitan 
solidarism, both his empirical analysis and his policy prescriptions are 
firmly rooted in state-centric solidarism. He wants states to take more 
responsibility for ‘saving strangers’.

By contrast, Linklater takes a more robustly cosmopolitan solidarist 
position where people are more clearly in the foreground. His strategy, like 
Vincent’s, is to demolish the logic by which sovereignty and noninterven-
tion are held to be necessarily contradictory to a cosmopolitan view of 
human rights. Echoing Bull’s thinking, but not his conclusions, Linklater 
(1998: 24) starts from the proposition that ‘An elementary universalism 
underpins the society of states and contributes to the survival of interna-
tional order’ and notes the already achieved contributions of this in the 
delegitimation of racism and colonialism. Linklater (1981) is concerned 
about the way in which the system of states separates people into different 
citizenships, in the process posing citizenship against the moral commu-
nity of humankind in terms of how people weigh their moral obligations. 
He seeks to address this opposition by constructing a moral obligation both 
to fellow citizens and to the rest of humankind. He argues against the 
realist and pluralist view that the anarchic structure of the states-system 
forces citizens into rival or oppositional stances in relation to the citizens 
of other states (ibid.: 31–5). He views humankind as a developing species, 
and considers the constitutional character of states as also playing a sig-
nificant role in how they relate to other states and peoples. On that basis 
he sees room to strengthen the sense of cosmopolitan obligation without 
undermining the duties of citizenship. Linklater’s (ibid.: 34–5) vision is 
initially one of state-centric solidarism akin to liberal democratic peace, 
with states and their citizens internalizing ‘the idea of humanity’ as part 
of what would now be referred to as their ‘logic of appropriateness’.

In later work, Linklater (1996b) casts this argument within a more 
explicitly English School framing. He advocates a wider sense of citizen-
ship extending above and below the state as a necessary response to the 
opening up of the states-system by globalization. There are strong elements 
of cosmopolitan solidarism underlying this, but also strong elements of 
state-centric solidarism in play, with states ‘mediating between the differ-
ent loyalties and identities present within modern societies’ (ibid.: 78). In 
The Transformation of Political Community (1998) Linklater continues his 
assault on the moral and intellectual tyranny of excessive state-centrism 
and the trumping of cosmopolitan by communitarian logics. He argues that 
the assumption that the sense of community resides almost exclusively 
within the state is wrong, as many religious, class and national solidarities 
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across state borders demonstrate (ibid.: 3). He also argues (ibid.: 213) that 
the most successful types of state are those with relatively open stances 
between their citizens and the rest of the world.4 The essence of Linklater’s 
argument is that the recovery of a greater sense of ‘humanity as a whole’ 
is most likely to be achieved by making the meaning of citizenship itself 
more cosmopolitan.

Linklater (Linklater and Suganami 2006: 117ff.) continues to unfold 
this line of argument in favour of a progressive development of interna-
tional society towards a more solidarist position on humankind, along the 
way rejecting on empirical and social theory grounds the anti-progressivist 
assumptions within realism and pluralism. He sees scope for social learn-
ing by states and citizens, and nicely points out how even an ideological 
pluralist such as Jackson (ibid.: 223–34) makes room for moral obligations 
beyond the state and for ‘good international citizenship’. He later adds into 
this critical theory mix Norbert Elias’s idea of a ‘civilizing process’, 
seeking to make new connections between the English School and process 
sociology by showing how the analysis of international society can con-
tribute to the study of civilizing processes and vice versa. He sees this 
process as now moving beyond the state to the international sphere, car-
rying with it a growing, if still minimal, consciousness of wider obligations 
to humankind (Linklater 2010; 2011a: 1190). He perceives empirical vali-
dation for this in the simultaneous occurrence of ‘attachment to survival 
units’ and ‘transnational solidarism’ as exemplified in the contemporary 
human rights movement (Linklater 2010: 160, 164).

Linklater makes a nice critique of the English School’s misuse of  
Kant to represent revolutionism, arguing that Kant is in fact a radical 
rationalist who is far from wanting to transcend the state system, and 
whose cosmopolitanism is aimed mainly at changing states internally as a 
way of changing their relationships with each other (Linklater and Suga-
nami 2006: 155–69). He clearly sees himself as a Kantian in this sense. 
Evoking the harm principle (the imperative to do no avoidable harm, and 
the right of people to have a say in things that might harm them), he unfolds 
a vision of a merged international and world society not dissimilar to 
Vincent’s, in which states, people and non-state actors all have rights in 
relation to each other (ibid.: 155–88; Linklater 2011b; see also Clark 
2013). It might be argued that there is a parallel between Linklater and 
Vincent inasmuch as both are searching for a normative lowest common 
denominator (respectively the harm principle and the right to food) on 
which to build a more solidarist society of states. Like Vincent and Dunne 
and Wheeler, Linklater is thus primarily a state-centric solidarist in terms 
of means, albeit with a stronger and more obvious cosmopolitan solidarism 
just under its surface. Linklater is seeking to open up and humanize the 
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state and citizenship, not to overthrow them (Linklater and Suganami 
2006: 199–221, 246–55).

William Bain (2003: 1–26) picks up the problem of the obligation of 
states and their citizens to outsiders in the specific case of trusteeship: the 
idea that dominion over others is justified only if it is used to protect and 
improve those whose right of self-rule is suspended. He notes the troubled 
background to this in the unequal, often racist, doctrines of nineteenth-
century empire that put an obligation on more advanced races to bring 
those lagging behind up to the ‘standard of civilization’. On this basis the 
Europeans considered the Turks unfit to be imperial rulers (ibid.: 95). Bain 
(ibid.: 92, 78–107) argues that, after the First World War and the breakup 
of empires, trusteeship became an institution of Western international 
society. This institution was, however, short-lived. Along with colonialism, 
within which it might be seen as an evolution of practice, it was largely 
swept away by the tide of decolonization after the Second World War, in 
which formal inequality among peoples was delegitimized, and the right 
to self-determination trumped all considerations of capacity for self- 
government under modern conditions (ibid.: 134–9). Bain sees a substan-
tial ghost of trusteeship haunting contemporary international society both 
in its attempts to deal with failed and failing states and in its deployment 
of conditionality, human rights and good governance as entry criteria into 
various international clubs (ibid.: 155–63). He ends with an argument that 
seems to push Linklater’s attempt to narrow the gap between citizens and 
humankind even further. He sees the world of states and the world of 
people as having merged, so that ‘it makes little sense to speak of insiders 
and outsiders’ (ibid.: 188–9). Bain elaborates this theme in later work: ‘We 
are not moving towards a solidarist world, we began there and we are still 
there’ (2007a: 573).

Bain’s solidarism harks back to natural law. He makes the telling point 
that ‘human beings have always appealed to some sort of higher law in 
protest against the intolerable’ (Bain 2007a: 573). Knudsen (2009) is also 
committed to the natural law approach, and he uses a Grotian position on 
human rights and international society to argue that human rights can be 
(and in his view already are) an institution of international society. He 
brings individuals into international society through natural law but still 
holds solidarism to be an empirical feature of state-based international 
society. One could read Bain and Knudsen as, inter alia, an extension of 
Linklater’s argument that there is indeed a civilizing process going on in 
recent history in which obligation to others plays an increasing, if in many 
ways still modest, role in international society. There may still be a long 
way to go towards almost any version of universal human rights. But 
general acceptance since 1945 of the ideas that all humans are equal and 
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that all peoples have the right of self-government nevertheless marks very 
significant progress from the formal inequalities of slavery, racism, gender 
and empire.

Despite de Almeida’s (2006: 63–9) classification of him as a solidarist 
along with Dunne, Linklater and Wheeler, Buzan (1993; 2004: 45–62, 
139–60) is not a solidarist in the sense of pursuing a normative agenda. 
Nor is he a pluralist who sees solidarism as necessarily threatening to the 
interstate order. Buzan’s solidarism is based mainly on the pragmatic line 
of argument from Bull and Manning that states can agree to whatever 
arrangements they like. On this basis, he understands solidarism as being 
about anything that moves international society beyond the logic of coex-
istence into the realms of cooperation and convergence. The scope for 
solidarism so defined is much wider than human rights, including as well 
cooperation on the global economy, the environment and big science. For 
Buzan, the EU is a living example of a thick solidarist society that has 
done precisely that. Arguably such potential diversity puts it beyond the 
reach of a normative approach (Williams 2011).

While sharing neither the background in normative political theory nor 
the promotionalism of the mainstream solidarists, Buzan is on side with 
their arguments in two ways. First, he (1993: 336–40) argues that, beyond 
some very basic point, international and world society can only develop 
in tandem with each providing necessary elements of support to the other. 
Second, his more encompassing definition of solidarism allows him to 
support quite strongly the argument that international society in fact already 
contains very substantial elements of solidarism woven through its plural-
ist framing. In contemporary international society there is a lot more than 
just a logic of coexistence in play, most obviously in relation to the con-
struction and maintenance of a global economy. Buzan’s particular focus 
on primary institutions as a way of looking at international society, along 
with Holsti’s (2004) way of tracking their rise, evolution and decline, 
provides a quite fine-grained way of following the growth of solidarist 
content in international society. More on this in the next chapter.

Andrew Hurrell is perhaps best positioned, like Vincent, as standing 
between the pluralist and solidarist positions, acknowledging the virtues 
and flaws of both, and focusing on how to understand the complex inter-
play between them. Hurrell’s work, like Buzan’s, supports the solidarist 
view that international society has already moved beyond the pluralist 
model. Hurrell (2002b: 137–41) is generally committed to the idea of  
the English School as the best site within IR theory to address the norÂ�
mative aspects of the subject, both empirically and in terms of a proÂ�
gressive agenda. But he is also committed to exploring the empirical 
reality of a durable pluralist international society that, under the pressure 
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of globalization, has irreversibly taken on a variety of solidarist elements, 
needing to do so, and to continue doing so, in order to support its own 
legitimacy. Globalization and global governance are driving international 
society from the minimalist pluralism of the Westphalian model towards 
a much more solidarist model (Hurrell and Fawcett 1995: 309–10).

Hurrell (2007b) picks up this earlier argument, aiming to set out a 
comprehensive view of contemporary international society in its full com-
plexity. He sees it in terms of the mix of actors and institutions, the blend-
ing of pluralist and solidarist elements, and the interplay of the state, the 
market and civil society that feature in the solidarist literature. Hurrell 
blends the expansion story into an evolving, deepening one, so carrying 
forward the classical historical discussions into the complexities of con-
temporary globalization and global governance. Yet he is always conscious 
of how power and inequality play through this blend, and not only as  
a consequence of differences in state strength and power. Echoing Clark 
(2007), Hurrell (2007b: 111–14; see also Armstrong 1998) notes how  
the non-state actors increasingly populating global civil society, being 
mainly Western, serve to enhance Western dominance by projecting 
Western values.

Hurrell (2007b: 63–5, 71, 35–6) reflects on ‘coercive solidarism’ and 
US extraterritorialism, brings in the role of the market much more than 
most other English School writers, and echoes the earlier arguments of 
Watson and others that the juxtaposition of equalities (sovereignty, racial, 
human) and inequalities (elements of hierarchy) in international society is 
problematic. Although he is conscious of the clashes caused in a multicul-
tural world by Western-driven solidarist deepening, in terms of both the 
global market and human rights, he concludes that pluralism cannot work 
in today’s complex world (ibid.: 287–98). In one sense, his book can be 
read as a critique and updating of the classical expansion story, but in the 
process it moves the focus from widening to evolution and deepening. The 
deepening perspective highlights the inequalities and differences between 
the West and the rest that are the unresolved legacy of the original mono-
centric expansion. This view pushes Hurrell, like others, to question the 
image of a relatively homogeneous ‘global level international society’ 
resting on sovereign equality, and to hint at a West-plus-regions view of 
overlapping and in some ways competing international societies.

Conclusions

What is striking about this survey of mainstream solidarist literature is 
how little of it fits with the classical pluralist bogeyman image of radical 
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cosmopolitanism. The main thrust of solidarism in the English School 
debates is much more about how to make solidarism work within the 
society of states than, as Bull would have it, necessarily being revolutionist 
in the sense of setting out to replace the society of states. Even in its nor-
mative thrust, this solidarist literature is mainly moderate, and pragmatic 
to a fault – almost, in a word, classically English. While it may be moti-
vated by an underlying cosmopolitanism, in practice it is almost all about 
state-centric solidarism. In its historical understanding it shows convinc-
ingly how what was initially a mainly pluralist society of states has become 
increasingly solidarist in its practices and institutions, including even on 
the tough issue of human rights, albeit still being very far away from any 
sort of solidarist utopia. Both Barkin (1998) and Reus-Smit (2001) under-
line this inherent unity of the pluralist–solidarist debate by showing how 
sovereignty is not a rigid social construction necessarily opposed to human 
rights, as Bull and Jackson contend, but a rather open construction whose 
meaning and practice has been continuously renegotiated, not least in rela-
tion to human rights. In a similar vein, Hill (1996) argues that ‘world 
opinion’ comprises both the voices of states and the voices of global civil 
society, which together shape ‘the empire of circumstance’ within which 
world politics takes place. More broadly, Brown (1995b: 105–6) argues 
that the society of states serves as a useful via media between the narrow 
particularity of communitarianism and the universalist pretensions of 
cosmopolitanism.

While Bull rejected the idea that states might become more alike, con-
vergence plays a key role in much of the argument reviewed above. 
Although states with steep ideological differences might form a pluralist 
international society, it is quite difficult to imagine them progressing much 
beyond the principle of coexistence. But, when states and societies become 
more alike, then more possibilities for solidarist developments open up. 
This is particularly so if they converge along liberal democratic lines, in 
which case there is convergence of outward-looking values and practices 
between not only states but also their societies. Armstrong (1999) follows 
up changes in the nature and interests of the leading states as they have 
become more democratic and interdependent. He talks in terms of world 
society, seeing a shift from international law for a society of states to 
‘world law’ for a world society of people. In this sense, as Hurrell (2007b) 
makes plain, history is more on the side of the solidarists than of the plu-
ralists. Compared with the Cold War, and even more so the period between 
the First and Second world wars, states are more alike internally. In a loose 
sense, we are all capitalists now, and the great ideological divides of the 
twentieth century have lost much of their traction (Buzan and Lawson 
2014).
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And it is not just history that is on the side of solidarists. There is a fair 
amount of theoretical backing for homogenization as a feature of interna-
tional relations. Waltz (1979) argues that the structural logic of anarchy 
produces like units through a logic of socialization and competition. Simi-
larly, Tilly (1990) shows how, between 990 and 1990, war made the sov-
ereign territorial state the dominant type of unit. Halliday (1992) focuses 
on the issue of homogenization of domestic structures among states as one 
of the keys to international (and by implication world) society. He notes 
the normative case for homogenization (Burke and democratic peace), the 
Marxian idea of capitalism as the great homogenizing force, and the 
Kantian/Fukuyama idea of science and technology and democracy as 
homogenizing forces. The members of the Stanford School (Meyer et al. 
1997: 144–8) also take the striking isomorphism of the ‘like units’ of the 
international system as their key phenomenon for explanation. The large 
literature from the last quarter century backing the idea of a liberal demo-
cratic peace rests on the assumption that increasing likeness of units along 
these lines opens the way to more peaceful and cooperative relations within 
the group of like units (if also still competitive – this is capitalist society 
after all).

This convergence logic, is, however, discussed largely in universalist 
terms. The bias of much English School literature towards the system level 
continues, with the danger that the English School will continue to neglect 
the potential for regional differentiation. Logics of convergence can, after 
all, work just as powerfully to differentiate parts within a whole as they 
can to unify it, arguably more so. A logic that brings democracies (or 
Islamic states, or Confucian ones) together will generate different forms 
of solidarism that might strengthen regions in relation to the whole. As the 
relative power of the West weakens, so too does the case for assuming 
system-level homogenizing logics.

With all of this in mind, we can now return to the story of how the 
primary institutions of international society have continued to unfold and 
use this story to check empirically both how the balance between pluralism 
and solidarism and the social structure of international society in terms of 
primary institutions are evolving.



9	 SOLIDARISM IN HISTORICAL 
PERSPECTIVE

Introduction

When we left this story at the end of chapter 7 (and the end of the nine-
teenth century), nationalism was dramatically reconfiguring both the foun-
dations for legitimacy (rightful membership and rightful behaviour) and 
the meaning and practice of several key primary institutions of interna-
tional society (territoriality, sovereignty, war, dynasticism). It was both 
reinforcing and beginning to break down the age-old institution of human 
inequality: reinforcing via racism and social Darwinism; breaking down 
by establishing principles of political legitimacy that were corrosive of 
both dynasticism and imperialism/colonialism. Under the impact of moder-
nity, other primary institutions were undergoing internal revolutions of 
practice, most obviously international law and diplomacy. We saw that in 
historical perspective the abstract pluralist package of institutions con-
tained other elements (imperialism/colonialism, human inequality, dynasti-
cism) much more obvious in historical view than in the theoretical 
construction of the pluralist canon. And we saw that this supposedly stable 
minimalist package was in fact dynamic and becoming more so in desta-
bilizing ways.

In the review of solidarist thinking above, there was a strong thread  
of argument not only that international society should pay more attention 
to world society and the solidarist agenda but that up to a point it was 
already doing so, even in the contentious area of human rights. As we pick 
up this story from the late nineteenth century, the question is to what extent, 
if any, do we see a trend towards solidarism in the way the primary  
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institutions of international society have arisen, evolved and declined? The 
general backdrop to this question is the extraordinary global transforma-
tion to modernity, with its package of multiple revolutions both material 
and social, that dominated the nineteenth century. This transformation took 
off in Northwest Europe, North America and Japan during the nineteenth 
century. It quickly imposed itself on the rest of the world and continued 
to spread, evolve and diversify during the twentieth century and up to the 
present day. Given both the centrality of the idea of progress to modernity 
and the massive impact of its multiple revolutions on the human condition 
everywhere, it would be astonishing if the primary institutions of interna-
tional society had not undergone profound changes during that time. And 
given that liberalism, with its emphasis on individual rights and free 
markets, was a leading part of the modernist package, it would be equally 
astonishing if some, or indeed most, of these changes were not in a solidar-
ist direction. Nationalism was but the harbinger of further modernist 
assaults on the classical seven pluralist primary institutions and their three 
darker companions, imperialism/colonialism, human inequality and dynas-
ticism. The global transformation to modernity needs to become an explicit 
part of how the English School tells its story about the evolution of inter-
national society and the changes in primary institutions that defined it 
(Buzan and Lawson forthcoming).

The emergence of solidarist 	
primary institutions

In what follows I look first at the market, which arose alongside national-
ism during the nineteenth century and, like nationalism, had major impacts 
on other primary institutions. I turn then to the classical seven, followed 
by the additional four (imperialism/colonialism, nationalism, dynasticism 
and human inequality), and finally to some new ones (democracy, envi-
ronmental stewardship). Throughout this review I will be looking not just 
for the changes that mark the evolution of the social structure of interna-
tional society but also for changes that can be understood as moving 
towards (or away from) solidarist values. For this purpose I understand 
solidarist values to mean both bringing world society more into play in 
relation to interstate society and moving interstate society beyond a logic 
of coexistence into one of cooperation and convergence. The move beyond 
coexistence might happen for either pragmatic calculation or convergence 
in values, or both.
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The market

The English School literature is rich in allusions to the need to take account 
of the economic sector in thinking about international society, but poor in 
instances of anyone actually doing so (Gonzalez-Pelaez and Buzan 2003: 
336–7). Vincent (1986; see Gonzalez-Pelaez 2005) came close with his 
solidarist argument for a right to food. That he understood the political 
side of the international economy is clear from his statement that, ‘in 
regard to the failure to provide subsistence rights, it is not this or that 
government whose legitimacy is in question, but the whole international 
system in which we are all implicated’ (Vincent 1986: 127, 145). But his 
work was not aimed at seeing the market as an institution of international 
society. Mayall (1982, 1984, 1989, 1990) gets closest to seeing the market 
(economic liberalism) in this way, at one point (Mayall 1982) even arguing 
for the existence of a sense of community in the economic sphere despite 
differences between North and South. But he seemed to lose faith in his 
earlier interpretation (Mayall 1984). His more recent works (1990, 2000a) 
focus on nationalism, and see economic nationalism returning on the back 
of national security concerns in such a way as to undermine economic 
solidarism. Nevertheless, Mayall (1990: 70, 150ff.) considers nationalism 
and liberalism not as simple opposites, though they are often staged as 
such, but also as complementary in many ways.

The development of thinking about economics within the English 
School is indeed so poor that there is no consensus, and hardly any discus-
sion, about how to characterize primary institutions in this sector. Mayall 
(1990) talks about economic liberalism and economic nationalism, while 
Holsti (2004) focuses on trade. It might be argued that capitalism should 
be a master institution. I choose to talk about the market both because the 
term is relatively neutral and because it encompasses trade and other 
things. I am conscious of the critique that the market needs to be differenti-
ated in terms of derivative institutions (Beeson and Breslin 2014), but 
doing that work is beyond the scope of this book.

The rise of the market as a distinctive institution of international society 
began, like nationalism, in the late eighteenth century. But, whereas the 
rise of nationalism followed a relatively smooth trajectory, becoming 
almost universal by the late nineteenth century, the rise of the market was 
a much more contested and very up-and-down process. While nationalism 
quite easily reinforced (while also changing) the classical pluralist institu-
tions, the market was much more directly disturbing to them. It was one 
of the core features of the liberal modernist project to separate politics 
from economics, both intellectually and practically, and to give the market 
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a considerable degree of autonomy from the state (Ruggie 1982: 385; 
Rosenberg 1994). This was a radical departure from the previous practice 
of mercantilism, which tied the economy closely to the state. Indeed Holsti 
(2004: 211–18) very much takes that view, arguing that mercantilism was 
simply a competition to establish monopolies. Mercantilism could never-
theless be seen as an institution of Westphalian international society inas-
much as it was a shared practice constituting legitimate behaviour. It fitted 
nicely with the classical seven, simply folding economy into sovereignty, 
territoriality and war, and also with colonialism (imperial preference) and 
nationalism (economic nationalism, protectionism). Even if it was largely 
a shadow institution, not really separable from the state, it is still useful to 
have a sense of it if only to occupy the space that the market later comes 
to fill.

Ruggie (1982: 386; see also Holsti 2004: 211–38) charts a shift in the 
social purpose of the state, away from the embedding of the economy 
within its political and social structures and towards using the state to 
‘institute and safeguard the self-regulatory market’. During the nineteenth 
century, Britain, then the first and pre-eminent industrial power, led the 
beginnings of a long struggle to institute and safeguard the market (free 
trade) as an institution of Western-global international society. The story 
of this struggle is too long and complicated to recount in detail here. Some 
– most obviously totalitarians of all stripes – opposed it because they 
preferred to keep their economies under political control. Others opposed 
it because they saw themselves in a weak position, being late industrial-
izers needing, at least for a time, to protect infant industries against com-
petition from more efficient established producers – most obviously 
Germany and the US during the nineteenth century. Yet others opposed it 
because they reacted against the consequences of the market in generating 
inequality and crass materialist cultures. And then there was the issue of 
periodic instability, sometimes on a heroic scale and with devastating 
consequences for millions of people, as after the downturn of 1873 and 
the crashes of 1929 and 2008. Yet, despite all these problems, the market 
seemed to be a necessary accompaniment of industrial capitalism and to 
offer greater prospects for economic growth and development, and there-
fore power, in the long run (the short run was sometimes a quite different 
matter). The price of living with a global market was the need to engage 
in a continuous learning process about how to adapt to, and stabilize, the 
ever unfolding challenges that it generated.

Although the idea of liberating the market from the state had been 
influential since Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776), it did not begin 
to gather pace as an international practice until the middle of the nineteenth 
century, when Britain dropped its agricultural tariffs. Thereafter followed 
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a general expansion of rules governing the legitimate practice of trade and 
finance, albeit with some backsliding during the recession of the 1870s 
and 1880s (Holsti 2004: 218–21). The last quarter of the nineteenth century 
saw the creation of permanent secondary institutions such as the Interna-
tional Bureau of Weights and Measures (1875), the Universal Postal Union 
(1874) and the International Telecommunications Union (1865). These 
were set up in response to growing trade and communication and the rapid 
shrinking of the world by railways, steamships and the telegraph. The First 
World War, compounded by the great depression of the 1930s, triggered a 
major setback for the global market. The war itself was a huge disruption 
to trade and finance, and it pushed Russia into a totalitarian revolution 
deeply hostile to the global market. The great depression pushed all the 
major powers of whatever ideology, even Britain, into an economic nation-
alism that lasted until after the Second World War.

Partly in reaction against the association of economic nationalism with 
war and totalitarianism, the market was revived as a key institution of 
American-led Western international society, with a host of new secondary 
institutions governing international trade and finance. Yet the Soviet Union 
remained largely outside and opposed to the global market, and so too did 
communist China after 1949 and some major postcolonial states such as 
India. The Cold War was thus another round in the struggle for dominance 
between the market and the communist/socialist version of mercantilism. 
The market was a powerful and defining primary institution of Western-
global international society. Within the West, and particularly so within the 
developing EU, sovereignty, territoriality and borders were adapted to 
meet the conditions created by a more extensive embracing of the market.

But not until the end of the Cold War did it achieve for the first time 
something like fully global status as an institution of international society. 
China changed sides in the late 1970s, Russia, more arguably, after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, and India during the 1990s. Thus, over a 
period of some two centuries, the market has moved from being an elite 
idea held by few to being a mainstream institution of international society 
(Bowden and Seabrooke 2006). Many support it on normative grounds of 
being good in itself. But many go along with it either on instrumental 
grounds that it has proved to be the most efficient way to generate power 
and wealth or because they are coerced into it by stronger powers. It 
remains contested, and the dialectic between economic nationalism and 
economic liberalism is far from finished. Very few states are completely 
open to the global market, and many cultivate forms of state capitalism in 
which economic nationalism is still prominent. But now the main game is 
about how to relate to the global market, and how to make it work best. 
The twentieth-century struggle over whether to have it or not is over. And 
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since the building and maintaining of a global market goes far beyond the 
remit of mere coexistence, this is a major solidarist development in the 
structure of international society even though it has no necessary roots in 
cosmopolitan values or human rights.1

Sovereignty and nonintervention

Sovereignty, with its corollary nonintervention, has remained central to 
constituting the state and is one of the core primary institutions of inter-
national society. These two institutions together continue to define the form 
not only of world politics but also of international law and diplomacy. So, 
in a deep sense, there is tremendous continuity in the centrality of this most 
distinctively pluralist institution within the structure of international 
society. Yet at the same time, and without changing the basic idea of inde-
pendent self-governing collectivities, there have also been profound 
changes in the nature of sovereignty and the practices associated with it. 
Nationalism redefined the basis of legitimacy for sovereignty by shifting 
its foundations from dynasticism, where the sovereign virtually was the 
state, to popular sovereignty, where the state was in a sense owned by its 
people. This move weakened the hierarchy of sovereignty among princes, 
kings and emperors (Reus-Smit 1999: 101–2) and facilitated the move 
towards a norm of sovereign equality that picked up speed during the 
nineteenth century (Hjorth 2011: 2588–95). Just as sovereignty under 
dynasticism was unequal because princes, kings and emperors had unequal 
status, so there was a matching link between the idea of the equality of 
people and the sovereign equality of their states (Bain 2003: 173–92; 
Hjorth 2011: 2590). This kicked in with particular force after 1945 and the 
beginning of large-scale decolonization, prompting James (1992: 391) to 
argue that it had ‘taken on a new vitality’ by extending ‘the concept of 
equality to encompass the formal renunciation of many of the pressures 
which might be thought to be natural in a society without a government, 
and in which there are huge imbalances of power between its members’.

While nationalism had a big impact on sovereignty, it is harder to make 
the case that the market did so. This is notwithstanding the widespread 
argument that the market undermines sovereignty because it reduces the 
autonomy of states in a large and vital sector of activity. The key point 
here is once again Manning’s argument that such decisions do not affect 
the basic principle of sovereignty if states consent to them. As Holsti 
(2004: 135–42) maintains, the basic constitutive functions of sovereignty 
that underpin the state, international law and international society have 
remained robust despite changes in the relative autonomy or autarchy of 
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states. Sovereignty would not be compromised unless, by allowing them-
selves to be penetrated in this way, states eliminated themselves as the 
dominant political unit. So far this has not happened, and it does not look 
like happening any time soon. The effect of the market is more on the 
institution of territoriality than on sovereignty, as will be shown below.

A more difficult question is the classical English School chestnut about 
the impact of human rights on sovereignty, and particularly on noninter-
vention. How one views this depends on how much weight is given to a 
juridical interpretation of sovereignty. If sovereignty is understood mainly 
as juridical, then it is largely given by international society in the form of 
diplomatic recognition and acceptance as a rightful member. In that case, 
sovereignty is in its essence conditional. Thus, to the extent that interna-
tional society embraces human rights as a form of state-centric solidarism, 
there can be legitimate erosion of the right of nonintervention on those 
grounds, without such erosion affecting the institution of sovereignty itself. 
As I will argue below, human rights is an emergent but still hotly contested 
institution, which means that there are sharp differences of opinion within 
international society at the global level as to whether intervention on 
human rights grounds is legitimate or not. Ralph (2005), for example, uses 
the case of US opposition to the International Criminal Court to explore 
the ongoing tension between sovereignty in the context of international 
society and individual rights rooted more in world society.

The other big change in the practices of sovereignty comes not from 
other primary institutions but from the expansion of international society. 
Holsti (2004: 128–30) charts the shift in criteria for recognition (what 
Jackson 1990a terms ‘juridical sovereignty’) from the strict rules of the 
‘standard of civilization’ during the nineteenth century through to the 
almost anything goes attitude during the post-1945 decolonization. Colo-
nial international society during the nineteenth century was very much a 
two-tier affair, with the Western core moving towards sovereign equality 
for interstate relations within it but outsiders being subject to the entry 
criteria of the Western-defined ‘standard of civilization’. This involved 
conditionality on such issues as law, property rights, human rights and 
good governance. Colonized peoples were notionally under tutelage on 
such things. Non-colonized peoples, such as in China, Japan and the 
Ottoman Empire, were not given full recognition until they could meet the 
standard. Their unequal status was inscribed in the humiliating extraterrito-
rial rights demanded by Westerners in treaties with them.

Although a handful of non-Western countries made it into international 
society, this system of divided sovereignty stayed largely in place until the 
breakdown of imperialism/colonialism as an institution of international 
society after the Second World War. As Bain (2003: 92) argues, this was 
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a system in which a ‘superior’ West decided on the readiness for self-
government of less developed peoples: ‘self-determination implied grant-
ing powers of self-government and autonomy in proportion to the capacity 
of a people to make good use of them.’ The Second World War, with its 
catalogue of barbaric behaviour by Westerners to each other, delegitimized 
rule by ‘superior’ over ‘inferior’ on grounds of the ‘standard of civiliza-
tion’. It opened the way to mass decolonization on the basis of a transcen-
dental right of self-determination that trumped all arguments about 
unreadiness for self-government in the modern world (ibid.: 134–5). This 
in turn set up the problem of failed states and humanitarian intervention 
which after 1989 brought the return of a modicum of conditionality to 
recognition of sovereignty, and more so to rights of entry into various 
international clubs. As Holsti (2004: 131–4) points out, decolonization also 
removed the right of conquest as a legitimate ground for claiming sover-
eignty. He traces this back to 1815, but it became robust only after the 
Second World War, when it was reinforced by the political dynamics of 
decolonization and anti-colonialism.

In two very significant ways, then, the quintessentially pluralist primary 
institution of sovereignty has taken on board profoundly solidarist charac-
teristics: its legitimacy now rests on peoples rather than on dynastic leaders, 
and its practice has been extended to all on the basis of a link between the 
principle of human equality and that of sovereign equality.

Territoriality

Along with sovereignty, territoriality has retained its strong role as one of 
the two definers of the state, and therefore as a key principle for how 
humankind organizes and legitimizes its political life. Holsti (2004: 
73–111) shows how borders have become firmer and more precisely 
defined over time, both as a result of improved survey techniques and 
because administrative, political and military needs demanded it. Jackson 
(2000: 317–35) notes the centrality of boundaries to international relations 
and their relative neglect in IR theory. I have already noted how national-
ism transformed the dynastic meaning of territoriality by sacralizing 
boundaries linked to the nation. As Zacher (2001: 246) argues, this move 
consolidated a new norm of territorial integrity in which ‘mutually recog-
nized and respected boundaries are not what separate peoples but what 
binds them together’. This cumulative firming up of territoriality has pro-
gressively delegitimized transfers of territory by force, as Saddam Hussein 
discovered when he invaded Kuwait in 1990. Transfers of territory are now 
legitimate only by consent and, after the major round of decolonization 
following the end of the Second World War, the political map of the world 
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has taken on an increasingly fixed character. It is notable how even major 
state disintegrations, such as that of the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, have 
happened along the lines of internal administrative boundaries. Williams 
(2002) makes the case for territoriality as an institution of modern inter-
national society whose ethical justification is that it supports a desirable 
social pluralism that to some extent defends people against oppression.

Nationalism has both reinforced and challenged territoriality. It has 
reinforced it by linking territory to people in an emotional way and trans-
forming the idea of the state to that of the nation-state. So effective has 
this been that the term ‘nation’ has become a synonym for ‘state’, and we 
talk without thinking about it of ‘international relations’ and ‘international 
society’ rather than using the term ‘interstate’. But nationalism has also 
challenged territoriality because of the large disparity between the number 
of ethnic nations and the number of states. This causes major problems of 
secessionism and irredentism if nationalism is interpreted in an ethnic way, 
and it was instrumental in breaking up empires during the twentieth 
century. Civic nationalism addresses this problem by creating overarching 
‘national’ identities, such as British, American, Nigerian and Indian, to 
allow a variety of ethnicities to coexist as a nation within a given territory. 
Both types of nationalism reinforce territoriality but may do so in conflict-
ing ways, as when Kosovars do not want to be part of Serbia, or Kurds 
part of Iraq, Syria or Turkey. The ongoing strength of territoriality plays 
to pluralism by reinforcing the dividedness and difference of states. Yet, 
at the same time, this consolidation of a firmer territoriality seems to play 
a major role in the decline of war – another of the key pluralist institutions 
– by delegitimizing territorial transfers by conquest (Holsti 2004: 
103–11).

The market, reinforced by huge improvements in the technologies of 
transportation and communication, has, on the other hand, made major 
modifications to the practice of territoriality that unambiguously strengthen 
state-centric solidarism and the logics of cooperation and convergence. 
The rise of the market has in one sense been a struggle about territoriality. 
Economic nationalists have wanted to impose territoriality onto the eco-
nomic sector, while economic liberals have wanted to open borders to 
flows of goods, ideas, capital and, up to a point, labour (i.e., people). This 
struggle hinges on the liberal trick, central to modernity, of conceptually 
separating the economic and political sectors. Most types of economic 
nationalist reject this separation and think that opening up to the world 
economy necessarily involves major impacts on domestic politics. Eco-
nomic liberals think that the autonomy of the national political sphere can 
be preserved even when borders are opened to economic flows. Without 
taking a position on this complex dispute, one can still say that the rise of 
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the global market has in many ways, and in most places, shot territorial 
borders full of what look like rather large and permanent holes. Here the 
argument links to sovereignty, because much of this opening up of borders 
has been done by the consent of the states concerned, whether consensually 
out of belief or under coercion from liberal powers. The rise of the market 
as a primary institution has thus radically changed the practice of territo-
riality, or, from another perspective, compromised its core principle in 
relation to the economic sector. The contemporary form of this debate is 
about globalization, and whether the deterritorializing tendencies of the 
global economy are challenging the state as the core political player in 
international society. If they are, then the global market perhaps poses a 
more serious threat of cosmopolitan revolutionism to pluralist international 
society than human rights has so far managed to do.

The balance of power

The balance of power is another key pluralist institution. Recall that this 
is not about the purely mechanistic understanding of realism, where rival 
powers compete for dominance or survival. It is about the essentially 
constructivist idea that the great powers in particular agree to a principle 
of balance as a way of maintaining international order. Little (2007a: 66–7) 
labels these adversarial and associational balancing. While theoretically 
distinct, these two understandings of the balance of power are not mutually 
exclusive in practice, and observation of the mechanistic tendency may 
have played a role in the development of balancing as a social convention. 
Both depend on the idea from Vattel that no one power should be in a 
position to lay down the law to the others (Bull 1977: 101). It is not uncom-
mon in the English School to infer from this definition that a balance of 
power is a necessary condition for international society and, in some sense, 
the foundation on which other institutions rest (ibid.: 106–7; Hurrell 2007b: 
32, 51; Clark 2009a: 203–5, 220–3). In the absence of a balance, either 
one power would indeed be laying down the law to the rest, which does 
not constitute an international society, or there would be insufficient inter-
action to require a society. Both types of balancing are essentially moti-
vated by anti-hegemonism: the imperative to stop any one power from 
dominating the international system.

Associational balancing emerged after 1713 and was consolidated after 
1815. The Concert of Europe during the nineteenth century provides the 
model for the balance of power as a conscious institution of international 
society. As Little (2006: 113–15) observes, by the nineteenth century, 
colonial acquisitions were feeding back into the European balance of 
power. The great power Concert broke down in the run up to the First 
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World War, had a flawed and feeble revival during the 1920s under the 
League of Nations (with the US refusing to join in), and broke down again 
catastrophically during the 1930s. Hope for reconstruction of an associa-
tional balance after the Second World War was quickly dashed by the onset 
of the Cold War and another adversarial balance, this time between the 
two superpowers. Anti-hegemonism remained the driving motive through-
out. The rise of nationalism made little impact on the balance of power. 
Neither did the rise of the market except in an inverse way, when the return 
of economic nationalism during the 1930s was associated with intense 
adversarial balancing. Likewise the market did not much affect balancing 
between the US and the Soviet Union because their economies were 
largely separate.

 The appearance of nuclear weapons after 1945 made a substantial dif-
ference to the operation of the balance of power (Bull 1977: 117–26). In 
a strictly classical sense, the balance of power assumes that power (meaning 
mainly military power, the capacity to destroy) is a scarce resource. Bal-
ancing is therefore about ensuring that no one power accumulates a pre-
ponderance of this resource. But nuclear weapons quickly created a surplus 
capacity of destructive power such that more than one country could 
acquire sufficient of it to lay waste the entire planet. This technical change 
did not eliminate balancing behaviour between the US and the Soviet 
Union, but it added deterrence logic into the equation. The huge destructive 
capacity of nuclear weapons changed equations by making it possible for 
states with fairly small nuclear arsenals to deter much larger adversaries. 
Nuclear weapons also added to the balance of power an imperative to 
prevent nuclear wars if humankind was to survive. During the later Cold 
War this survival imperative led to some reassertion of associational bal-
ancing in the form of superpower arms control negotiations and 
agreements.

The big question about this institution comes with the ending of the 
Cold War in 1989. The implosion of the Soviet Union abruptly ended the 
adversarial balancing game between the US and the Soviet Union and left 
the US as the sole superpower. The frenzy of balancing that realists 
assumed should be triggered by this structure did not take place. China 
decided to rise peacefully and integrate itself into the Western-global 
economy. Russia remained prickly, but too weak to mount more than nui-
sance tactics. Europe and Japan retained their Cold War ties to the US. At 
best there was some ‘soft’ balancing. This generated a variety of explana-
tions as to why there was no balancing. These included geography (the 
distance of the US from Eurasia), politics (the liberal, non-threatening 
character of the US and the democratic peace), economics (the impact of 
the market in reducing the importance of territorial control to the pursuit 
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of power and wealth) and power gap (the idea that the US lead, especially 
military, was too daunting for anyone to challenge). While the US was 
clearly the biggest power, it was not really in a position to lay down the 
law to the others, although it did claim exceptional rights for itself.

So, probably for a mix of reasons, after 1989, balancing and anti-
hegemonism weakened markedly. Adversarial balancing remained in the 
background with a possible revival in a US–China rivalry. Associational 
balancing was loosely present both in ongoing nuclear deterrence among 
most of the major powers and in the unwillingness of any of the other 
major powers to pose a serious challenge to US primacy. But even asso-
ciational balancing was hardly a major theme of international order. There 
was a quite widespread willingness among the powers both to open their 
economies and accept the risks of interdependence and to collaborate in 
various big science projects. Asking whether the balance of power as a 
master institution was in decay was at least not an unreasonable question. 
Nau (2001: 585), for example, argues that ‘when national identities con-
verge, as they have recently among the democratic great powers, they may 
temper and even eliminate the struggle for power.’ Such democratic peace 
and liberal market effects might have been operating within the West 
during the Cold War, but this effect is difficult to separate from that of 
their joint alliance against the Soviet Union. After the Cold War at least 
the market effects, less so the democratic ones, became more global.

To the extent that this weakening of a key pluralist institution can be 
linked to the global market and a degree of ideological convergence among 
the great powers around economic liberalism/capitalism, then aspects of 
state-centric solidarism can be seen as changing the normative composition 
of international society.

Great power management

As Hjorth (2011: 2591–8) argues, the privileged status of great powers is 
a practical derogation from the principle of sovereign equality. Great 
power management strongly implies collective hegemony, which in turn 
raises questions about sovereign equality. This poses a theoretical chal-
lenge to the English School. Existing English School scholarship has 
focused mainly on international societies close to the anarchic end of 
Watson’s (1992: 13–18) spectrum. It could be argued that the concept of 
international society is relevant only for the anarchic side of the spectrum 
because hierarchy removes the multi-actor condition required for a society. 
The institution of great power management is closely tied to an associa-
tional balance of power (Little 2006), with the strength of adversarial 
balancing and great power management being inversely correlated. Thus 
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the ups and downs of this institution follow much the same trajectory as 
that of associational balancing, with major breakdowns around the First 
and Second world wars. Bull’s (1980) castigation of the two superpowers 
during the Cold War as ‘great irresponsibles’ is about the failure of the US 
and the Soviet Union to take adequate responsibility for managing inter-
national society.

This parallel breaks down after 1989, when the unchallenged rise of the 
US as the sole superpower raises doubts about the basic principle of 
balance of power but causes much less disturbance to that of great power 
management. Post-Cold War, the US was perfectly willing to see itself as 
the leader and to claim privileges for itself on that basis. Up to a point, the 
US retained followers, though after 2001 under the Bush administration it 
did not seem to care much whether anyone followed its lead or not, and 
its legitimacy as leader consequently declined (Hurrell 2002a: 202; 2007b: 
262–83; Buzan 2008). Hurrell (2002c: xxii) rightly posed the question: 
‘How stable and how legitimate can a liberal order be when it depends 
heavily on the hegemony of the single superpower whose history is so 
exceptionalist and whose attitude to international law and institutions has 
been so ambivalent?’ Morris (2005) argues that the US sullied its norma-
tive opportunity by its unilateral and coercive approach to promoting its 
liberal agenda. Dunne (2003) even questions whether, after 9/11, US policy 
amounted to suzerainty, moving it outside of international society.

This concrete situation of a sole superpower made manifest in acute 
form a broader question that had been under discussion within the English 
School for many years. The legitimacy of contemporary international 
society is based on the principles of the sovereign equality of states and, 
up to a point, post-decolonization, on the equality of people(s) and nations. 
Yet it is still riddled with the hegemonic/hierarchical practices and inequal-
ities of status left over from its founding process and largely favouring 
great powers in particular and the West in general.2 Simpson’s (2004) work 
has a lot to say about this tension over the last two centuries, providing a 
useful link between English School concerns and international law. Clark 
(2009a, 2009b, 2011) has tackled this problem with an argument that 
hegemony can be a primary institution of international society. This in turn 
picks up the dissatisfaction of Wight and Watson, noted in chapter 4, about 
wanting the British Committee to explore hegemonic international socie-
ties. Clark (2011: 1) notes the contradiction in English School thinking 
between a strong commitment to anti-hegemonism as a condition of inter-
national society and its simultaneous acceptance of great power manage-
ment as an institution, with the inequality of status that that implies. The 
key to both great power management and hegemony as institutions of 
international society is that the powers concerned attract legitimacy to 
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support their unequal status as leaders. They do this both by displaying 
good manners and by efficiently providing public goods (Clark 2009a: 
207–20). Clark, however, is arguing mainly in theoretical terms that 
hegemony as a variant of great power management is possible. He is not 
arguing that the US has successfully achieved hegemony in this sense, 
seeing it as at best a limited and partial hegemon.

Great power management, like the balance of power, is a classical plu-
ralist institution. It is also one that places pluralism close to realism in the 
sense of accepting and legitimizing an uneven distribution of power in the 
face of a broader commitment to sovereign equality. In historical perspec-
tive, this institution also looks to be weakened for two reasons. First, 
because for most of the twentieth century the great powers pursued adver-
sarial balancing and, second, because anti-hegemonism has been a continu-
ing and robust feature of post-decolonization international society more 
broadly. There is of course no doubt that the larger powers remain dispro-
portionately influential, and Clark (2011: 235–44) makes much of the veto 
power of the US in world politics. Yet whether their right to manage can 
be legitimized is open to question. Although it is beyond the scope of this 
book, this line of argument points towards the literatures on secondary 
institutions and global governance, and the idea that the management of 
international society is diffusing downwards and outwards from the great 
powers. It is notable how both minor powers (most notably in ASEAN) 
and non-state actors (e.g., in the Land Mine Treaty) take leadership roles 
in specific aspects of the management of international society. This might 
be thought to support solidarism, but whether or not it does so depends on 
the nature of the actors in play. Even great powers or hegemons might 
promote state-centric solidarism (as in the promotion of the market), 
whereas world society actors and/or lesser powers might work against 
solidarist goals (e.g., religious extremists) as well as for them (most human 
rights international non-governmental organizations [INGOs]).

International law

Unlike the balance of power, the primary institution of international law 
is not intrinsically pluralist. Bull (1977: 106–9) emphasizes its pluralism 
by arguing that ‘international law depends on its very existence as an 
operating system of rules on the balance of power.’ Mayall (2000a: 84–95) 
likewise presents international law as mainly a pluralist institution. As 
shown above, Bull rejected Grotius’s natural law precisely because it gave 
too much scope to human beings and world society; he preferred positive 
law for the clarity of its state-centrism. Natural law is therefore attractive 
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to cosmopolitan solidarists, and positive law to pluralists. On that basis, 
the trajectory of international law might at first glance seem to favour 
pluralism. As with sovereignty, while the basic principle of international 
law has remained stable, the sources of legitimacy, content and practices 
within it have changed quite radically. The distinctive type of international 
law that emerged during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as a 
response to the rise of sovereignty was initially dominated by natural law. 
Positive law developed alongside this, and during the nineteenth century 
positive law became dominant while natural law was pushed increasingly 
to the margins (Holsti 2004: 146–50). This development was driven, 
among other things, by the rising global market and the general increase 
in interaction flows of all kinds across international society consequent on 
the nineteenth-century revolutions of modernity. There was a major expan-
sion in functional regimes of all sorts starting in the late nineteenth century 
to regulate and coordinate the new global infrastructures of rail, steamship, 
post, telegraph and radio, as well as the expanding activities of interna-
tional trade, investment and finance and the rights of European citizens 
abroad (Armstrong 2006: 129–33).

It was this rapidly growing body of positive international law with its 
universalist pretentions that the newly empowered West projected out-
wards during the nineteenth century, overriding pre-existing Chinese and 
Islamic systems that also saw themselves as representing universal systems 
of law (Onuma 2000). The process of an ever expanding and more elabo-
rate body of positive international law along functional lines has continued, 
and international law has also adapted to changes in other institutions, such 
as the demise of imperialism/colonialism and the growth of restraints on 
war. The triumph of positive law suggests that the evolution of this primary 
institution favours the pluralist position. Yet, as Holsti (2004: 156–61) 
observes, there has also been growth in human rights law despite the dif-
ficulties posed by potential clashes with the principle of nonintervention. 
Bull (1977: 127–61) remained opposed both to erosion of positive law by 
infringement of the principle that states had the right to consent and to 
extension to non-state actors and individuals of status as subjects of inter-
national law. Yet, although international law has remained overwhelmingly 
positive, it has also been extended in various ways to take in non-state 
actors and individuals. Armstrong (1999) reviews the case for and against 
seeing international law as still predominantly state-based or moving 
towards being a world law for a world society of people. He arrives at a 
conclusion in line with what I have called state-centric solidarism. Inter-
national law is still state-based rather than cosmopolitan, but its content 
has been driven into a more solidarist direction by the changing nature of 
the leading powers and their commercial and moral interests. Elements of 
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human rights and environmental and commercial law transcend mere coex-
istence and open out into cooperation.

One interesting point to watch is whether the weakening of the balance 
of power since 1989 has implications for international law. If the balance 
of power underpinned international law, as Bull and others thought, then 
there could be substantial implications. Yet so far, other than some awkward 
and inconsistent behaviour on the part of the US (Armstrong 2006: 125–9), 
international law seems to be going from strength to strength. That would 
make sense if, as some think, the mechanisms of global governance are 
beginning to displace the balance of power.

Diplomacy

Diplomacy certainly starts as a core pluralist institution concerning com-
munication in state-to-state relations. In historical perspective, it is another 
story of continuity in the basic principles but substantial changes in prac-
tice. Like international law, it emerged in modern form to meet the needs 
of sovereignty, albeit initially in dynastic form, becoming professionalized 
only during the nineteenth century (Holsti 2004: 179–98), during the shift 
from dynastic to multilateral diplomacy (Reus-Smit 1999: 101–10). Mul-
tilateralism takes root during the nineteenth century, symbolized by the 
advent of permanent IGOs, but really this takes off under US leadership 
after the Second World War, when the US promoted multilateralism as the 
main way of doing diplomatic business. After the First World War there 
was considerable public reaction against the secret diplomacy seen as one 
of the causes of the war, but the institution weathered this storm.

Great pressure on the institution has come from the impact of commu-
nications technology, the huge increase in both the number and type of 
actors and the volume of interactions throughout the international system, 
and the pressures of ideological competition and propaganda (Hall 2006a). 
Vastly improved communications have not just centralized diplomacy but 
also bypassed it. State leaders can talk directly to each other, and so can 
representatives of lower tiers of government from different states. This 
kind of development has gone furthest within the EU, where diplomacy in 
its traditional sense no longer really describes the process of governance 
within the grouping, and embassies and ambassadors are of decreasing 
relevance (Holsti 2004: 206–10). Generally, the huge proliferation of func-
tional IGOs and international conferences has created not only new actors 
and new nodes of communication but also a structure of global governance 
that has taken on a life of its own alongside interstate diplomacy (Hurrell 
2007b: 96–9). Decolonization has centralized much diplomacy into IGOs 
for new states unable to afford diplomatic representation in two hundred 



150â•…â•…  Normative Orientations

countries (Buzan and Little 2000: 316–18). Given the massive increase in 
trade, investment and financial flows, firms have increasingly become 
players in diplomacy (Stopford and Strange 1991). And, given the increas-
ing strength of civil society, so too have INGOs, both as advocacy groups 
and as participants in diplomatic conferences (Holsti 2004: 198–205; Clark 
1995: 508–9; Clark 2007; Hurrell 2007b: 99–104). At the same time as all 
of this, what Der Derian (1992) labels ‘antidiplomacy’, the propagandist, 
coercive and self-promoting behaviours designed to ‘disorder international 
society’ (Hall 2006a:160) have grown in strength. Some violent non-state 
actors have acquired elements of diplomatic standing, as have elite con-
claves such as Davos. From the late 1990s multilateralism itself came 
under hard questioning, as Washington adopted more unilateralist attitudes 
and practices and turned against many of the secondary institutions it had 
been the prime mover in creating.

Watson (1982) notes how diplomacy has changed and adapted to new 
circumstances, but it will remain central so long as states continue to be 
the principal players in world politics. Holsti (2004: 206–10) sees greater 
complexity in diplomacy but no fundamental change of principle, and 
Jackson’s (2000) defence of pluralism gives ‘statecraft’ a central role in 
preserving order. But Hall (2006a: 160–1) is perhaps closest to the truth 
when he sees diplomacy as a weakening institution: ‘The erosion of “dip-
lomatic culture” might thus be welcomed, at least by cosmopolitans, for it 
may signify the end of [pluralist] international society.’ For better or worse, 
diplomacy looks to be another pluralist institution evolving in such a way 
as to make some room for non-state actors and solidarist issues.

War

The last of the seven classical pluralist primary institutions is war. Holsti 
(2004: 277–83) outlines the institutionalization of war during the eight-
eenth century, making it more professional, putting limits on conduct, 
legalizing its status, and confining it to states as legitimate practitioners. 
Pejcinovic (2013) tracks the history of war as an institution of European/
Western international society, looking particularly at the changing ration-
ales for war and the difference between the use of war among insiders, and 
between insiders and outsiders (see also Buzan 1996). Making war an 
institution of international society is about limiting who may resort to it, 
how it is conducted, and the purposes for which it can legitimately be used. 
This poses something of a paradox about how to understand the strength/
weakness of war as an institution of international society. Is it strong when 
war is legitimate for a wide range of purposes or strong when war is 
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heavily constrained? Would an agreement to abolish war completely be an 
instance of a strong institution of war?

Up until the end of the First World War states were pretty free to go to 
war for a wide variety of legitimate purposes, from extending their home 
territory and preventing a rival from rising, to empire building abroad and 
the pursuit of economic gain. The two Hague conferences before the First 
World War sought mainly to begin imposing some limits on the means by 
which wars could be fought. Mayall (2000a: 17–19) argues that, after the 
First World War, war was discredited as an institution and became seen 
more as ‘the breakdown of international society’. The League of Nations 
attempted to restrict the right of war, but this quickly broke down. Except 
for the conspicuous non-use of chemical weapons arsenals, the Second 
World War was a pretty unrestrained affair in terms of both motives and 
means. Thereafter there was a more serious attempt to limit the use of war 
to self-defence and purposes ordained by the UN Security Council, 
although, as Pejcinovic (2013: ch. 6) argues, for a time the shift to decolo-
nization after 1945 legitimized wars for independence against colonial 
powers such as France and Portugal.

Pressure to narrow the legitimacy of war even among states has arisen 
from a variety of sources. Navari (2007) remakes the Kantian argument 
that the propensity for states to resort to war has declined as the state has 
evolved from absolutist through constitutional to democratic forms. 
Looking at the internal political dynamics of these three types, she sees a 
progression from war as a normal and regular activity of absolutist states 
through to war as a last resort among democracies. A host of more particu-
lar explanations for the increasing restraint on war can also be found. As 
discussed above, the rise of nationalism made the claiming of legitimate 
sovereignty over territories seized by force more difficult than in earlier 
times. Holsti (2004: 131–4) claims that removal of conquest as a legitimate 
ground for claiming sovereignty can be observed from 1815 onwards. The 
major round of decolonization begun after the Second World War, and the 
parallel demise of imperialism/colonialism as an institution (more on this 
below), consolidated this norm. The rise of the market downgraded or 
removed economic motives for war by delinking wealth and the possession 
of territory (Bull 1977: 195), but this effect did not really kick in until after 
the Second World War, and even more so after the end of the Cold War. 
The incentives to resort to war, especially among the great powers, were 
being reduced by the impact of technology in raising its costs and scale of 
destruction (ibid.: 189–99), though, as Pejcinovic (2013) argues, the use 
of the threat of war was still very much in play in Cold War policies of 
nuclear deterrence. These impacts also increased incentives to restrict the 
use of war. This dynamic became plainly visible after the First World War, 
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with its unprecedented costs and casualties, its undoing of empires, and 
the fear that technologically driven powers of destruction threatened to 
wreck European civilization. Fear of war began to rival fear of defeat in 
the minds of the great powers (Buzan 2007 [1991]: 217–33). The Second 
World War happened anyway, of course, but its climax in the use of nuclear 
weapons against Japan signalled clearly that all-out war among great 
powers would soon be an irrational act of mutual suicide. The means of 
destruction had outgrown both the states that deployed them and the insti-
tution of war that justified them.

Up until 2001, the combined effect of these pressures served mainly to 
narrow the utility and legitimacy of war, restricting it to the right of self-
defence and for purposes mandated by the Security Council. With the 
terrorist attacks of 9/11, this steady squeeze on the legitimacy of war came 
to an end. The US reacted to this attack by declaring open season on ter-
rorists and their supporters and claiming a much wider right to resort to 
war in its self-defence against the new type of threat (Holsti 2004: 146–50; 
Jones 2006; Ralph 2010). At the time of writing, the full impact of these 
US moves on the institution of war is not clear. They have received some 
support from other states which share US fears of terrorism (or simply like 
the idea of opening up the legitimacy of war again), but the legitimacy of 
the US as a hegemon is sufficiently under question that these moves do 
not automatically change the accepted practices within the institution, 
though they certainly do challenge them.

The picture is now very mixed (Holsti 2004: 283–99; see also Hurrell 
2007b: 165–93). War is pretty much obsolete within the West, and more 
arguably among the great powers as a whole, though Pejcinovic (2013) 
argues that it is still an important institution of international society. By 
contrast, in many other parts of the world it is suffering de-institutionali-
zation and a return to pre-eighteenth-century practices and norms, whereby 
any sense of professionalism, restraint on violence or limits to use have 
eroded away. Between the West and the rest is a murky zone of actual 
(Iraq, former Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, Libya) and potential (North Korea, 
Iran) interventions and more or less noninterventions (Rwanda, Somalia, 
Syria). Here the debates hinge around legality versus legitimacy in moral 
terms, and motives range from the solidarist (humanitarian intervention) 
to the pluralist (preventing nuclear proliferation, removing regimes seen 
as threatening to international order). As Mayall (2000a: 95–6, 102–4; 
2000b: 70; see also Hurrell 2007b: 63–5) notes, the rise of human rights 
as an institution extends the right of war beyond self-defence, and he is 
highly critical of sanctions as a surrogate for war. These cases fall between 
the institutionalized and non-institutionalized extremes. There is much 
dispute about the legitimacy of these uses and non-uses of war in relation 
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to the right of nonintervention that is a corollary of sovereignty and the 
obligation to protect against acts of genocide. Holsti (2004: 294–7) offers 
an intriguing speculation that the development of high-precision weapons 
might offer a possible route in these cases for restoring some limits to both 
the use of force and political objectives. The intensive use of drones by 
the US and others in the war against terrorism is perhaps a move in this 
direction.

It is very difficult to draw any conclusions about this in relation to a 
historical perspective on pluralism and solidarism. War has been, and 
mainly still is, a pluralist institution. But it is also one that can and does 
sometimes serve solidarist ends, and, arguably, much of the narrowing of 
war’s legitimacy since 1945 and the increasing role of IGOs in providing 
legitimacy pushed war in a solidarist direction. The trend towards de-
institutionalization in some parts of the world serves neither pluralism nor 
solidarism, undermining both and constituting a curious turn in the struc-
ture of international society.

Imperialism/colonialism/development

If one were looking for a date to mark the beginning of the end of impe-
rialism/colonialism, Japan’s defeat of Russia in 1904–5 would be a good 
choice. Although it was the precursor to yet more empire-building by 
Japan, it was also the major opening move in breaking the myth of white 
power. For the first time in the modern era, a non-Western, non-white 
people had won not just a battle (there were several examples of that) but 
a whole war against a major European great power. This gave hope to 
non-whites everywhere who were under the heel of white domination, thus 
fuelling the revolt against the West. Imperialism/colonialism as an institu-
tion did not begin visibly to weaken until after the First World War, when 
the mandate system questioned its legitimacy (Mayall 2000a: 17–25). At 
the same time, several empires broke up, and there was a major consolida-
tion of national self-determination, popular sovereignty and, to a lesser 
extent, democracy within European international society (Wilsonianism). 
These corrosive ideas began to seep into the colonies.

The widespread de-legitimation and collapse of imperialism/colonial-
ism as an institution happened quite rapidly after the Second World War. 
There were many reasons for this (Holsti 2004: 262–74). There was, of 
course, anti-colonial resistance within the colonies, but this was just one 
of several factors. There was also public opposition to empire within the 
metropolitan states and a growing contradiction between democratic poli-
tics at home and imperial ones abroad (Mayall 2000b: 64–5). There was 
a shift in the general framing ideas that supported imperialism/colonialism, 
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especially against racism and towards human equality and the right of 
self-determination (Bain 2003: 134–9). The two superpowers that domi-
nated post-1945 world politics, although fiercely opposed to each other 
ideologically, both understood themselves to be anti-colonial and did not 
want to see the continuation of European overseas empires. And the Euro-
pean metropolitan powers (and Japan) were weakened materially and dis-
credited as ‘superior’ cultures by the war. In terms of interplay with other 
primary institutions, nationalism and liberalism – both economic (market) 
and political (human equality and human rights) – were corrosive of impe-
rialism/colonialism. In some contrast to Keene (2002), Holsti (2004: 274) 
rightly perceives the obsolescence of colonialism as one of the most impor-
tant developments in twentieth-century international relations. Seen in 
longer perspective, it is arguably more important than the onset of the Cold 
War that happened at the same time and still dominates the IR landscape 
for that period.

The great wave of decolonization after 1945 hugely expanded interna-
tional society. Rather than being a formal, two-tier colonial society with 
divided sovereignty, it became formally a global-scale society based on 
sovereign equality. But many of the new states were poor and lacking in 
modernization. The colonial construction of non-Europeans as being at a 
lower stage of development within a single model of development carried 
over into trusteeship and the postcolonial discourse of development (Bain 
2003: 13–21). Although the ‘standard of civilization’ as a criterion for entry 
was gone, it left as its legacy to the postcolonial world the discourse of 
aid and development (Holsti 2004: 250; Bowden 2009: locs. 1000–84, 
2173–220). The colonial obligation of the metropolitan powers to bring 
the indigenous peoples up to a European ‘standard of civilization’ morphed 
into an obligation on the part of the rich world to assist in the development 
of the ‘Third World’ or ‘less developed countries’. Indeed, it is an interest-
ing thought that development, understood as the right to acquire modernity, 
might well have become the successor primary institution to imperialism/
colonialism. It appears as a goal in countless diplomatic documents and 
IGO constitutions and charters. It draws legitimacy from a sense both of 
obligation by the former colonial powers (aka ‘developed states’) and of 
entitlement by the postcolonial states. It also draws legitimacy from its 
synergies with the welfare and basic needs end of the human rights and 
human security discourses, with their emphasis on rights to adequate nutri-
tion, clean water, shelter, education and suchlike, all of which are associ-
ated with better developed societies (Clark 2013). Whether this right to 
development is about resources transfers from rich to poor, or about the 
necessity for the ‘underdeveloped’ to undergo their own revolutions of 
modernity, is of course hotly contested.
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As discussed in chapter 5, for the English School, the great postcolonial 
expansion in the membership of international society, with its ending of 
divided sovereignty, raised the problem of whether or not the cultural 
cohesion of international society had been seriously undermined. For soli-
darists, the problem of multiculturalism, and the embedded inequality that 
went along with it, was more complex than it was for pluralists. Pluralists 
had lower expectations of what international society could be or do, and 
so could set their sights lower and hope that a modicum of cultural cohe-
sion via Westernized elites would somehow offset the otherwise depressing 
prospects for a multicultural international society that would lack any 
shared moral foundations. Solidarists had higher hopes for international 
society and were more challenged by the need, on the one hand, to accept 
multiculturalism on liberal grounds,while, on the other, wanting to promote 
universal values such as human rights and equality. As Donnelly (1998: 
1–11) argues, contemporary international society can be seen as open 
(because, although European in origin, others can join if they meet specific 
terms and conditions) or as imperial (seeming to offer pluralism while in 
fact requiring extensive Westernization). O’Hagan (2005) takes a similar 
view, noting the complacency of pluralists such as Jackson (2000), who 
think that the global covenant on coexistence among states largely takes 
care of this by providing a Western framework for dialogue across cultures. 
She contrasts this with critics such as Keal (2003) and Keene (2002), who 
focus on the coerced unequal character of international society in which 
non-Western cultures were devalued and forced into Western moulds. 
From this perspective, pluralism is not so much about respect for multi-
culturalism as de facto assimilation. Fidler (2000), Gong (2002) and 
Bowden (2009: loc. 2398–448) see the ongoing inequality in the world 
economy as perpetuating the ‘standard of civilization’ logic, or, as Fidler 
puts it, ‘the standard of liberal, globalized civilization’. These tensions 
echo many of the concerns in the pluralist story and suggest that contem-
porary international society is less stable, egalitarian and consensual than 
it might at first appear to be.

Linklater and Suganami (2006: 147–53) pick up this problem of expan-
sion, having created a multicultural underpinning for international society 
and having caused inequality, exclusion, and the ‘revolt against the West’ 
noted in the classical expansion story. They are interested in both interna-
tional order and moral progress and suggest a kind of pluralist, coexistence 
approach to interstate society, in which progress is measured not by the 
adoption of a common hegemonic culture but by the working out of a set 
of cross-cultural values ‘which reveal that very different societies can agree 
on forms of human solidarity in the context of radical cultural and religious 
differences’. In this process, they think, lies the possibility of ‘progress 
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towards a universal community’. Cronin (1999) emphasizes the possibility 
for identity change on the grounds that political community is constructÂ�
able, and therefore international and world society remain open to trans-
formation. This view, however, leaves open the question as to whether 
what is constructed is a new consensus or a hegemonic imposition.

Assessing imperialism/colonialism and its demise in terms of the plural-
ist/solidarist debate produces a surprisingly mixed picture. Imperialism/
colonialism was not part of the classical construction of pluralism, and it 
could be construed as both compatible with it (if empire is acceptable) and 
opposed to it (if pluralism values sovereign equality as a universal value). 
Solidarist attitudes towards colonialism are even more mixed. While lib-
eral-minded solidarists would be unanimously opposed to imperialism/
colonialism on many grounds, they are vulnerable to some forms of trus-
teeship, state-building and international administration that have strong 
imperialism/colonial overtones. Despite these mixed feelings, imperialism/
colonialism served both pluralist and solidarist goals in highly significant 
ways. The main service of imperialism/colonialism to pluralism was in 
transplanting the European system of states to the whole of humankind, 
along with the classical seven primary institutions plus nationalism. It also 
transferred human equality, though not before it had also implanted racism 
and colonialism into many cultures. Imperialism/colonialism remade the 
political world in Western, pluralist form. The price of independence was 
to take on the trappings of a sovereign, territorial state participating in 
diplomacy and accepting international law.

The main service of imperialism/colonialism to solidarism was in 
moving humankind some way along the path towards an interconnected 
human community, or at least a world society based on some common 
knowledge, ideas and mutual awareness. The idea of human equality 
served both pluralist and solidarist ends. Imperialism/colonialism trans-
planted lingua francas, nationalism, sovereignty, human equality, and some 
elements of modernity to the four corners of the world (Ferguson 2004). 
For better or worse (usually both of these together), it enmeshed everyone 
in a single global economy. This was often a cruel and coercive process, 
with many casualties and huge amounts of pain and disruption to both 
individuals and cultures. But it cannot, and should not, be denied that, in 
addition to being only an abstract moral referent, it created the conditions 
for ‘world society’ and ‘the community of humankind’ to begin to take 
practical form. Humankind now knew about itself on a global scale for the 
first time. Imperialism/colonialism provided some of the basic tools to 
make that happen. The end of imperialism/colonialism left a historically 
unprecedented solidarist legacy in the form of the principle that all people(s) 
are equal.
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Nationalism

In one sense there is not too much more to be said about nationalism. By 
the late nineteenth century it was well consolidated in Europe, underpin-
ning the formation of new states in Germany and Italy and undoing old 
empires such as Austria-Hungary (whose name already gives away its fate) 
and the Ottoman Empire. Imperialism/colonialism transmitted it beyond 
Europe, where it began to eat away at the legitimacy of overseas empires. 
Within Europe (and Japan), nationalism began to take on extreme forms. 
It fused first, and quite widely, with Social Darwinism and the ideas of 
natural selection and survival of the fittest. Then, and more selectively, it 
fused with ‘scientific’ racism to form fascism. In that guise during the 
Second World War it reached a violent and exterminist peak so ghastly as 
to speed the delegitimation of racism, human inequality and empire once 
the fascist powers had been defeated. Fascism delegitimized itself, but it 
did not weaken the overall position of nationalism as one of the key institu-
tions of international society. Decolonization indeed strengthened national-
ism, albeit with a difficult and dangerous ongoing legacy of tension 
between its ethno and civic interpretations (Mayall 2000a: 39–66).

Nationalism was always primarily a pluralist institution, the main coun-
terpoint to cosmopolitanism and therefore having little to offer to solidar-
ists other than the idea that all peoples are equal. That remains the case. 
The ongoing strength of nationalism rests on its being an institution not 
just of interstate society but also of world society in the sense that, as 
demonstrated in many types of sport, it is widely internalized and embed-
ded as a legitimate idea in most of the populations of the world. Even as 
the state comes under question because of globalization, nationalism still 
reinforces the pluralist vision of the human condition.

Dynasticism

I have already traced the demise of dynasticism in some detail, and there 
is not much to add here. Dynasticism as the legitimate form of rule gave 
way over a long period to the balance of power, nationalism and popular 
sovereignty, sovereign equality, and the equality of peoples. Dynastic rule 
was closely associated with empire, and in some ways these two institu-
tions declined together. Dynasticism did not, like colonialism, become 
illegitimate. Instead, it faded away into the background, being seen as 
increasingly incompatible with modernity. It hung on in residual form in 
a few places as constitutional monarchy and in more substantive, if archaic, 
form mainly in some Arab countries. Political (as opposed to aristocratic) 
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dynasties can still be found in some democracies (the US, India) and some 
dictatorships (North Korea, Syria). But these are now more quirks of par-
ticular domestic societies, and they do not constitute an institution of 
international society in the same way that aristocratic rule once did in 
Europe and many other parts of the world. As with imperialism/colonial-
ism, and for many of the same reasons, the demise of dynasticism sup-
ported both pluralist and solidarist ends: pluralism because it cleared the 
way for an international society of sovereign equals, and solidarism 
because it cleared the way towards human equality.

Human equality and human rights

I argued in chapter 7 that human inequality was a primary institution up 
until the Second World War, that this was closely linked to dynasticism 
and imperialism/colonialism as supporting institutions, and that in the 
century up to 1945 inequality was also buttressed by ‘scientific’ racism 
and gender inequality. The norm of human inequality prevailed despite 
some counter-moves such as the successful campaign against slavery 
during the nineteenth century (Clark 2007: 37–60; Keene 2007) and moves 
towards human rights in the Covenant of the League of Nations. It peaked 
during the Second World War and collapsed afterwards, along with impe-
rialism/colonialism. It was replaced by a norm of human equality embed-
ded in the Charter of the United Nations and most visibly expressed in the 
1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). The UDHR made 
individual human beings ‘right holders on their own behalf’ (Mayall 
2000a: 33). On the face of it, this by itself is an enormous advance for 
solidarism. Human equality is a necessary, or at least a strongly supporting, 
condition for human rights because without it the universality of the human 
rights principle cannot apply (Reus-Smit 2011a, 2011b). As also argued 
above, even though the shift from natural to positive law might be seen as 
mainly pluralist and as weakening the solidarist position, it also opened 
the door to the development of state-centric solidarism in this area. Under 
positive law, human rights are legal rather than natural, which is a weaker 
(because reversible) position, but in a practical sense there might not be 
much to choose between them.

This is not the place to enter into detailed accounts of either the complex 
history of human rights or the many disputes about the interpretation and 
implementation of them. Suffice it to say that human rights are now 
embodied not only in the Charter of the UN (Clark 2007: 131–51), but 
also in many UN conventions and committees and in many regional bodies. 
The UN has a Human Rights Council, and there is a body of international 
humanitarian law. Serious questions can be raised as to how much of this 
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is merely rhetorical posturing and about the often feeble or ineffective or 
cynical responses to human rights crises (Gonzalez-Pelaez 2005). Yet it is 
clear that there has been some advance of state-centric solidarism on 
human rights and that, for all the contestation about it, human rights has 
acquired legitimacy as a basis for public policy and appeal for international 
action. Welsh (2011) sees progress since the 1990s in attaching responsibil-
ity for human rights to sovereign states (e.g., the responsibility to protect 
– R2P) but still also great hesitation on the part of international society to 
intervene on humanitarian grounds. Wheeler (2000: 40–8, 283–8) argues 
that since the end of the Cold War a new norm of humanitarian interven-
tion is emerging, linked to legitimation by the UN Security Council. 
Mayall (2000b: 64) and Donnelly (1998: 20–3) both see human rights as 
having becoming influential in international society, albeit far from 
universally.

It is probably fair to say that human rights is at best still only emergent 
as an institution of international society, though it does have a wide stand-
ing as a legitimating principle. It is much more strongly held in some parts 
of international society, mainly the West, than in others, and elements of 
it are strongly opposed by states that fear erosion of their right to nonin-
tervention, most prominently Russia and China. Indeed, as noted above, 
there is a quite widespread view within the English School that human 
rights has in some ways become the new ‘standard of civilization’ wielded 
by the West against the rest. The Vincentian idea that sovereignty is a 
function of recognition by international society, and therefore comes with 
conditions about human rights, opens two opportunities. First, human 
rights can be promoted by liberalizing the internal practices of states. 
Second, there is an opportunity to circumvent the decolonization deal of 
sovereign equality for all by reviving the ‘standard of civilization’, by 
declaring some states, or at least their governments, not fit for membership. 
As always, who does such declaring is a crucial issue: an authorized col-
lective body such as the UN Security Council, or some self-declared 
standard-bearers such as the mooted ‘League of Democracies’? As human 
rights becomes more influential within international society, it probably 
cannot avoid resurrecting something like the ‘standard of civilization’, 
albeit now doing so within a universal international society rather than 
being about the unequal relations between insiders and outsiders. Argu-
ments about what human rights are, and what responsibilities and obliga-
tions states have towards them both within, and more especially outside, 
their borders, are not going to be resolved soon. This limited movement is 
nevertheless a gain for solidarism, even though the emergence of human 
rights as an institution of international society looks as if it might be a long 
and turbulent story like that of the emergence of the market. But, that said, 



160â•…â•…  Normative Orientations

there can be no doubt that human equality is now widely and deeply 
accepted as an institution of international society, providing a stable foun-
dation on which the evolution of human rights can be built.

Democracy

Like human rights, and quite closely associated with it, democracy is an 
emergent but still hotly contested institution of international society. It is 
the counterpoint to the demise of dynasticism in the sense that both rep-
resent primary institutions that define the legitimate form of government 
within the state members of ‘civilized’ international society. But democ-
racy has not yet acquired the general legitimacy that dynasticism once had 
as the norm for government, nor has it been as widely successful as nation-
alism in the role of legitimizing politics. Democracy promotion has nev-
ertheless achieved some legitimacy within international society, and this 
is reflected in the practices and policies of a lot of IGOs (Stivachtis 2006: 
102; Clark 2009c: 563, 568–9). As well as conditionalities for membership 
and/or access based on democratic values, many INGOs have achieved 
limited official standing within IGOs (Clark 1995; Clark 2007: 189–93) 
and increasingly play significant roles in the promotion of solidarist values, 
from environmentalism through human rights to restraints on war. Mayall 
(2000a: 86; 2000b: 64–8) argues that, even though democracy is far from 
universal, democratic values such as human rights, representative govern-
ment and the rule of law have become influential, perhaps even the stand-
ard of legitimacy, in international society. But democracy promotion is still 
essentially a Western and especially an American project (Stivachtis 2006: 
103; Clark 2009c). Democracy promotion has been a longstanding part of 
US foreign policy dating back at least to Wilsonianism (Clark 2009c: 
564–5).

After the Second World War, democracy became consolidated as a 
primary institution within Western international society. Democracy pro-
motion was part of US Cold War strategy against the Soviet Union (Sti-
vachtis 2006: 107–8), albeit accompanied by a good deal of hypocritical, 
if pragmatic, support for anti-Soviet dictatorships. Disagreements over 
policies and alignments meant that being a democracy never earned India 
much favour from the US during the Cold War. There was a burst of 
enthusiasm after 1989, when democracy seemed to defeat its last great 
rival and become the dominant form of government within international 
society (e.g., Franck 1992). This led to a largely American debate about 
whether to exploit the tide of history to pursue democracy promotion more 
aggressively by creating a League or Concert of Democracies to act 
towards that end and to circumvent the paralysis of the UN Security 



	 Solidarism in Historical Perspectiveâ•…â•…  161

Council (Clark 2009c). Although this idea did not, in the end, become the 
organizing principle for US foreign policy, it has certainly played a role 
in such things as the US cultivating a coalition of Asian democracies as 
part of its hedging strategy against the rise of China. As can be seen from 
China’s paranoid crackdown on its own civil society in response to the 
Arab Spring, democracy has enough clout as an international norm to make 
authoritarian regimes feel existentially challenged.

Part of the impetus to promote democracy comes from the fact that it 
is seen as a necessary condition for both human rights and peace (Clark 
2007: 153–4; 2009c: 570–1). Among its promoters there is consequently 
a tendency to revive ‘standard of civilization’ thinking by equating democ-
racy with ‘civilization’ and non-democracy with ‘barbarity’ (Stivachtis 
2006: 111). This type of thinking opens up a classic rift between the essen-
tial openness and tolerance of pluralism, with its consequent inefficiency 
for decision-making, and the more efficient and solidarist idea of a League 
or Concert of Democracies, which then re-creates a two-tier, insider/out-
sider structure of international society, where legitimation is sought more 
in democratic values than in an international consensus (Clark 2009). This 
kind of promotionalism, as with human rights, raised tensions not only 
with nonintervention but also with the problem that the social conditions 
necessary to sustain democracy and human rights as a ‘standard of civiliza-
tion’ simply do not exist in many parts of the world (Mayall 2000a: 81120).

Even although it is still contested and emergent as an institution, democ-
racy has come far enough to count as a firm development towards solidar-
ism in international society.

Environmental stewardship

Like human rights, environmental stewardship is at best still only emergent 
as an institution of international society. It is unclear how much normative 
leverage it has acquired, but this could change quickly if some crisis 
created a more unified opinion about priorities. It rose to consciousness 
later than human rights, and it has been more a pragmatic response to 
observed problems than a fundamental and longstanding question of politi-
cal philosophy. Since the 1970s, it too has acquired a host of international 
conferences, conventions, treaties and protocols and also some standing in 
international law. And, as with human rights, there is both much diplomatic 
engagement by non-state actors and a big question about how much of this 
is just rhetorical posturing and how much substantive commitment. As 
with the right to food, even if there is agreement about the problem, there 
is large scope for legitimate disagreement about what should be done. And 
since, even more so than the right to food, environmental stewardship has 
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potentially enormous implications for how the global economy is run, 
these disagreements have been deep. There is also still disagreement about 
whether or not the problem exists, though this could change in the face of 
a suitably grave and obvious crisis. Environmental stewardship probably 
now registers as a primary institution, but more within a logic of coexist-
ence than with the force of a joint project.

There is now beginning to be a body of English School writing on this 
institution. Bull (1977: 293–5) has a brief passage in which he argues that 
disagreement about environmental problems is intrinsic to the issues con-
cerned and would be present whether the political order was an interstate 
society or not. He acknowledges that the interstate society is unlikely to 
be able to tackle such global issues fully, but he maintains that it is the 
best place to start. Interestingly, he came quite close to a state-centric soli-
darist position, arguing that a greater global environmental consciousness 
at the level of world society might best be constructed through initial 
measures of cooperation by states. Reus-Smit (1996) hints at the emer-
gence of a green moral purpose of the state, and Linklater (Linklater and 
Suganami 2006: 218–19, 269; Linklater 2011b) sees environmental damage 
as part of his harm project (discussed in chapter 8). Hurrell (2007b: 216–36) 
follows on from Bull, emphasizing the inescapable role of states both as 
part of the problem and as part of the solution, and charting the way in 
which environmental issues have pushed forward non-state actors and the 
process of global governance. He adds to this mix the need for environ-
mentalists to pitch their normative (‘one world’) case to the pluralist 
multiculturalism of world society (‘many worlds’).

Jackson (1996b, 2000: 170–8) is in no doubt that environmental stew-
ardship is a solidarist institution, and, to the extent that it continues to 
emerge as an institution of international society, this will strengthen the 
solidarist position. Interestingly, he goes out of his way to distinguish 
environmental stewardship from human rights cosmopolitanism by attrib-
uting to it a distinct logic of ‘custodial responsibility for the planet’ (ibid.: 
177). This raises an issue familiar from debates about environmental secu-
rity as to whether the referent object is the environment itself, as Jackson 
implies, or the capacity of the environment to sustain existing and desired 
levels of human civilization. If the environment itself is the referent object, 
then Jackson is correct. But if the environment is a means to the sustain-
ability of human life and civilization, then his separate logic is more 
questionable. The ‘life and civilization’ logic would open a link between 
environmental stewardship and human rights, in which the right to a live-
able environment is constructed as a human right. From that perspective, 
the emergence of environmental stewardship as an institution of interna-
tional society might be more a derivative of human rights than an entirely 
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new social concept. There are also synergies with development, both 
because development depends on a sustainable environment and because 
dealing with environmental issues almost certainly requires the resources 
generated by higher levels of development. Arcadian solutions to the pres-
sure that humankind places on the environment raise the problem of what 
to do with the several billion people whose food supplies depend on indus-
trial agriculture.

Paterson (2005) is concerned mainly to critique the thinness of the 
English School’s writing on this topic and the dogged state-centrism of the 
approach of Bull, Jackson and Hurrell, as well as to establish a Marxist 
critique of the state and international society. Yet in the process he suggests 
that there has indeed been considerable development of state-centric soli-
darism on this issue. Hurrell and Sengupta’s (2012) empirical analysis of 
global climate politics could be read as supporting this, given the erosion 
of a clear North–South divide on environmental politics and its replace-
ment by a limited amount of convergence of interest and outlook.

Falkner (2012) follows Jackson in seeing environmental stewardship as 
a value in itself. He focuses on the greening of international society, tracing 
the first glimmerings back to before the First World War but the main 
developments arising from the 1960s. He tracks the rise of environmental 
norms within international society, citing the 1972 Stockholm Conference 
and the Rio Summit of 1992 as particular landmarks. He shows how envi-
ronmental norms have interacted with, and changed the substance of, other 
primary institutions such as sovereignty, international law and the market. 
His process-tracing approach is reminiscent of Mayall’s (1990) study of 
nationalism, and how its emergence changed the meaning and practices of 
sovereignty, territoriality and war. Falkner concludes that environmental 
stewardship is still only an emergent primary institution. Rhetorical  
acceptance is much ahead of practical policies, which in turn are probably 
inadequate in the face of the problems. But, for all these shortcomings, 
there is a clear case that environmental stewardship is now established  
as a legitimate basis for moral claims in international society (see also 
Palmujoki 2013).

The review of these fourteen primary institutions suggests that there can 
be no doubt that solidarists have not just a necessary normative perspective 
but also a significant empirical story to tell. In social structural terms, the 
evolution of international society remains as dynamic and as contested as 
it has always been, but the general drift favours solidarism, most obviously, 
but not only, in state-centric form.



CONCLUSIONS TO PART III

This part started from the idea that the pluralist/solidarist debate was not 
about irreconcilable opposites but reflected a normative tension that was 
an enduring and necessary feature of thinking in terms of international and 
world society. Chapter 6 teased out the essence of the pluralist position in 
the works of its leading proponents. Chapter 7 interrogated the pluralist 
position in terms of a distinctive set of primary institutions, looking at 
these in the historical context of their emergence. Chapter 8 reviewed the 
solidarist literature, distinguishing between cosmopolitan and state-centric 
understandings of solidarism and arguing that, for the most part, its advo-
cates are studiously moderate in their approach and fully aware of the 
constraints of the interstate society. Chapter 9 extended the historical story 
of primary institutions, contending that the practices within many ostensi-
bly pluralist institutions have evolved in solidarist directions (war, inter-
national law, diplomacy, colonialism, dynasticism) and that more purely 
solidarist institutions are emergent (human rights, development, democ-
racy, environmental stewardship). Non-state actors are playing a signifi-
cant role in the normative development of international society. In a 
structural sense, international society is, from the very beginning, persist-
ently and highly dynamic. Some old institutions die, new ones arise, and 
many of those that endure are internally transformed by changing princi-
ples of legitimation and changing practices.

The theoretical debates about pluralism and solidarism and the empiri-
cal analysis of the evolving normative structure of international society 
point strongly to a complex blending and interplay of elements from both 
sides. There is now room for thinking that, in many ways, the market, 
multilateralism and the host of secondary institutions associated with them 
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have taken over from war, the balance of power and their derivatives as 
the institutions that shape how sovereignty and territoriality are under-
stood. Pluralism and solidarism are neither conceptually nor in practice, 
necessarily or even probably, mutually exclusive positions. The basic 
arrangement of international society continues to reflect pluralist norms 
rather than cosmopolitan ones, but state-centric solidarism is quite strongly 
in play across many primary institutions. Mayall (2000a: 25) was correct 
to point out that the end of the Cold War reduced the need for coexistence 
and opened the way to a more solidarist international society. But so far 
his fears that excessive solidarism will destabilize international society 
have not been borne out. It is true, as Clark (2005: 26–8) warns, that soli-
darist international societies can tend to narrow the range of rightful 
membership by stiffening the criteria for entry. That was the point of the 
‘standard of civilization’ and remains the point of contemporary proposals 
for a League of Democracies. Clark sees this as having been a growing 
problem since the First and Second world wars (ibid.: 109–29, 173–89), 
and it is clear from the discussion of human rights and democracy that 
such dynamics are powerfully in play. Yet it is also clear that there have 
been many changes, sometimes quite profound and widespread, towards 
more solidarist practices in what constitutes rightful behaviour. This is true 
from imperialism/colonialism and war, through the economy, to human 
rights and, in a modest way, environmental stewardship. There have also 
been solidarist changes in diplomacy and communication, with non-state 
actors having become much more engaged as a legitimate part of the 
process.

On top of these changes in interstate society, there are also very signifi-
cant changes in world society. Up to a century ago, relatively few people 
thought of themselves as members of the human race in any meaningful 
way. Empire was common, outright slavery only recently pushed to the 
margins, unequal status among humans routine on grounds of class, caste, 
race or gender, and the idea of a common humanity very marginal except 
within some religious traditions. Few people knew much or cared much 
about what was happening in other parts of the planet. Now many more 
people do know at least something about what goes on elsewhere, and up 
to a point care about it, even if very unevenly and in ways heavily shaped 
by the skewed patterns of media attention. For the past half century there 
has been a general acceptance that all humans are equal, even if this is still 
violated in practice in many ways and places. This has fed a growing 
demand for rights. People everywhere now understand that they are embed-
ded in a single global economy (like it or not), and up to a point that they 
are also embedded in a single global culture and a single global environ-
ment (again, like it or not). Things such as nationalism, the market, popular 
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music and football, not to mention Facebook, Twitter and Google, are very 
widely shared understandings and practices. These developments provide 
the substance for the increased interplay between interstate society and 
world society. Potentially they contribute to the stability of international 
society by embedding ideas not just in state elites but in the minds of the 
peoples as well.

Hurrell (2007b: 1–21, 287–98) is thus quite right both to see this as 
mixed-actor, multi-sector international society in which the operation of 
power and norms are deeply entangled and to argue that the pluralist vision 
in any pure sense simply cannot work in today’s world. Pluralism is neither 
intellectually nor historically a free-standing, singular position. Intellectu-
ally, it is chained to solidarism by the endless permutations of the dilemma 
between order and justice. Historically, it has perhaps never been present 
as a pure or static practice. When history is closest to the pluralist model, 
there are not only always big changes and evolutions going on but also 
other things happening which are not pluralist. And, as has been shown in 
chapters 7 and 9, the historical unfolding of the primary institutions of 
international society reveals a powerful dynamic of ongoing change and 
evolution and, within that, both the growth of tensions and contradictions 
among the elements of the pluralist package and an increasing array of 
solidarist practices and institutions. Bellamy (2005: 292) rightly argues 
that there is a ‘need to think much more carefully about how different types 
of solidarism emerge’, and I hope the analysis in these chapters at least 
begins to answer that call.

Like Hurrell, Armstrong (1998) also seems correct with his idea of 
‘social states’ as being in continuous negotiation with international society 
about interplay between their own identities and the institutions of inter-
national society. Thus, Vincent’s (1978: 37; 1986: 150–2; 1992: 253–61) 
vision of a ‘world society’, in which states have somewhat converged and 
transnational actors and individuals all have rights in relation to each other, 
is, in a modest way, coming into being. But Williams’s (2005) caution that, 
contrary to the hopes of some solidarists, world society is more thoroughly 
and deeply fragmented and diverse, and therefore more embeddedly plural-
ist, than international society is also highly relevant. There isn’t a ready-
made cosmopolitan alternative to the states-system, but there is increasing 
interplay and in some ways merger between the different pluralisms in the 
interstate and world society domains.

These conclusions reinforce Reus-Smit’s (2002: 502–5) argument that 
the underlying assumptions of pluralism are untenable as seen from a 
constructivist perspective. Its sharp separation of interstate society from 
global civil society is simply not sustainable empirically, as subsequently 
shown by Clark’s (2007) study of ‘world society’ influences on the norms 
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of interstate society from the anti-slavery movement onwards. Neither is 
the idea of international society as a practical association, because the 
actual practice of international society requires a significant degree of 
shared identity in the form of the criteria for legitimate membership. That 
in turn undermines the simplification of Jackson’s ‘situational ethics’, 
which may be part of what is going on but cannot function without some 
prior moral decisions about what responsibilities states have beyond their 
borders. Pluralism cannot by itself represent the normative character of 
international society. It cannot detach itself from natural law, which was 
dominant for much of its formative historical process. It cannot be just 
about the ‘is’ rather than the ‘ought’, because the ‘is’ is not static but in 
seemingly permanent evolution. And it cannot be just about order because, 
as the impact of nationalism makes clear, the natural evolution of interna-
tional society is continuously changing the moral foundations of order.



10	 ONGOING DEBATES AND 
EMERGENT AGENDAS

The previous chapters have sketched out both what the English School is 
and what it has done. They have set out the main concepts, questions, 
debates and lines of research and shown the ongoing dynamism of the 
English School’s ‘great conversation’ for more than half a century. This 
final chapter turns forward from the past and the present to the future. It 
looks first at the traditional, and in some cases perennial, debates that will 
remain a continuing core feature of the English School literature. It then 
turns to some newer debates that seem likely to become part of this core, 
and finally it touches on one emergent agenda that might become a new 
site for the further development of English School thinking.

Traditional debates

There are four well-established mainstream debates that are likely to 
remain central to the English School conversation: about the expansion 
story; between the pluralist and solidarist normative perspectives; about 
methods; and about the distinction between international system and inter-
national society. The first three of these have been largely covered in the 
preceding chapters, and I will only sum up here. The fourth has been 
touched upon at various points above but gets a fuller account here.

The expansion story

As set out in chapter 5, this core English School story dates back to  
British Committee days. It is in many ways the source not only for the 
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distinctiveness of the English School from other approaches to IR, and for 
the concept of primary institutions, but also for much of the pluralist/soli-
darist debate. Given this centrality, not to mention the intrinsic interest of 
the project, it is not surprising that the expansion story remains a lively 
part of the literature. The original telling was broadly pluralist, with Mayall 
making the initial critique on the basis of nationalism and the market. He 
looked to put the story into a broader perspective, and more needs to be 
done to link the changes in international society during the nineteenth 
century to the general impact of the revolutions of modernity. More 
recently, the emphasis has been on postcolonial revisions to the expansion 
story, bringing in more non-Western voices, perspectives and experiences. 
One part of this has aimed at building up the West–non-West encounter as 
a two-way story, in the process dissolving some of the force of that distinc-
tion. Another part has aimed at being more open and explicit about the 
institution of imperialism/colonialism and the role of coercion and inequal-
ity in the making of contemporary international society. Such revisions are 
important not only in getting the story right but also in how the story plays 
to its contemporary global audience. The expansion story is in some ways 
the flagship of the English School. It provides a distinctive picture of how 
the world came to be as it is and to have the problems that it has. Initially 
this story was constructed by and for a Western (mainly European) audi-
ence. Increasingly it speaks to a global audience, much of which was very 
differently positioned from Europe in the expansion process. As the English 
School ‘goes global’ (Y. Zhang 2014), all of those involved will want,  
and should be encouraged, to put their own histories into the story. Asians 
are already retelling their side of the encounter, and there is more to do 
there. Interestingly, the Americas generally and the US in particular are 
still only weakly represented in how the expansion story is told. Yet they 
played a crucial role in the early part of the expansion from European to 
Western, not only increasing the size of international society but also 
changing some of its institutions. This part of the story needs to be filled 
in. It is a safe bet that the debates about it will remain vigorous for a long 
time.

The pluralist/solidarist debate

The pluralist/solidarist debate, covered extensively in Part III, is the nor-
mative heart of the English School’s conversation. It provides the basic 
framing for the perennial and permanently necessary discussion of how 
order and justice relate to each other in an ever changing global system, 
which is one of the great strengths and attractions of the English School’s 
societal approach to IR. This debate will therefore remain a core feature 
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of the School’s conversation. As it has done in the past, it will continually 
adapt to new events and circumstances such as those created by the global 
war on terrorism and the rise of concerns about environmental harm. 
Because it has the rich history of the expansion story (itself continuously 
expanding) to draw on, this debate can usefully deploy older concepts, 
such as the standard of civilization and raison de système, to interrogate 
and critique new ones, such as human rights and conditionality. As noted 
at several places in preceding chapters, English School authors have 
already made this link, illustrating the advantage of keeping a long his-
torical perspective in play when thinking about IR. The pluralist/solidarist 
debate is not about one or the other winning or both agreeing to some 
bland compromise. It is about sustaining a creative tension in thinking 
normatively about the endlessly unfolding and changing problematique of 
how to get the best mix of order and justice under any given circum-
stances. I hope the clarifying distinction between cosmopolitan and state-
centric solidarism made in chapter 8 might remove some unnecessary 
heat from this debate by making clear that there is more common ground 
than is at first apparent. But essential normative tensions will always 
remain and need to be argued over, both in themselves and in their 
applications.

Methods

The English School’s debate about methods goes back to the British Com-
mittee discussions and Bull’s (in)famous defence of the classical approach 
against US-led behaviouralism and scientific methods. As discussed in 
chapter 3, the English School’s complacency about methodological plural-
ism has been attacked as mere conceptual sloppiness, and the methods 
debate has been reopened by Cornelia Navari. Because of its commitment 
to a holistic approach to thinking about IR, the English School is both 
methodologically and substantively distinct from realism, liberalism, 
Marxism and constructivism. Its blending of normative and historical 
structural elements enables it not only to address the most pressing prob-
lems of the day but also to investigate deeper questions about the structure 
and evolution of international systems and societies. Its strong historical 
commitment makes it more open to the postcolonial influences than the 
more ideologically committed IR theories, and this equips it well to deal 
with a culturally and materially more polycentric world. This capacity 
explains both why the English School has flourished during recent decades 
and why it is, and will be, increasingly popular as IR becomes less of ‘an 
American social science’ and more a globally distributed activity reflecting 
local as well as Western roots. Given that IR as a whole tends to evolve 
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when new methods (or even just new methodological fashions) arise, it 
seems reasonable to expect this debate to be ongoing.

The international system/international society distinction

The drawing of a clear distinction between international system and inter-
national society goes right back to the debates within the British Commit-
tee and is foundational to the English School’s three traditions. Vigezzi 
(2005: 83, 93, 292–6) features it as the British Committee’s major contri-
bution to IR theory and the key difference from the system-oriented IR 
theory developing in the US. Like much else in English School theory, this 
distinction, or at least the strong formulation of it, originates with Bull 
(1977: 3–20; see also Gills 1989: 106–9; Stivachtis 2010). Bull and 
Watson’s (1984b: 1) definition that embodies it is widely cited within the 
English School:

a group of states (or, more generally, a group of independent political com-
munities) which not merely form a system, in the sense that the behaviour 
of each is a necessary factor in the calculations of the others, but also have 
established by dialogue and consent common rules and institutions for the 
conduct of their relations, and recognise their common interest in maintain-
ing these arrangements.

System in this definition is basically about physical interaction and calcula-
tion, while society is about the structuring of interaction through shared 
rules, norms and institutions.

Yet, despite its foundational quality, the system/society distinction has 
for long been contested. The grounds for this challenge are that one can 
cover most or perhaps all of the ground claimed by physical system theo-
ries from within a social structural theory, whereas the reverse move is not 
possible. The key to such an interpretation is the high degree of overlap 
between physical and social systems. All human social interaction presup-
poses the existence of physical interaction of some sort, and physical 
interaction without social content is, if not quite impossible, at least rather 
rare and marginal in human affairs (de Almeida 2001). Berridge (1980: 
86–7) was an early critic of Bull for separating system and society. Wight 
(1991: 39) leans in this direction: ‘it might be argued cogently that at any 
given moment the greater part of the totality of international relationships 
reposes on custom rather than force.’ Much more forcefully, James (1993) 
demonstrates in detail that Bull’s distinction between the two is shot 
through with ambiguities and difficulties, leading him to the conclusion 
that international system is a meaningless idea and that international 
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society is the key concept. As noted in chapter 4, Jackson (2000: 113–16) 
interprets Bull’s ‘system’ as representing not a physical but a social (i.e., 
Hobbesian) interpretation to cover the domain of realism. Adam Watson 
(1987, 1990), though being a party to Bull’s distinction, concludes defini-
tively that ‘no international system as defined by Bull has operated without 
some regulatory rules and institutions’ (Watson 1987: 151–2). Buzan 
(2004: 98–108) makes a call for the English School to drop the idea of 
international system and to focus instead on constructing a typology of 
international societies that will cover the Hobbesian side of international 
relations. He argues (ibid.: 100) that

If all human interaction is in some sense social and rule-bound, then what 
results is not a distinction between international systems and international 
societies, but a spectrum of international societies ranging from weak, or 
thin, or poorly developed, or conflictual, to strong, or thick or well devel-
oped, or cooperative.

This idea that society goes all the way down is supported by Williams 
(2010a).

Despite this assault, the idea of international system still has firm 
defenders. Little (2005) defends Bull’s distinction against James’s attack, 
though he does leave the door open to resolution in a typology of interna-
tional societies. He deploys a similar defence against Buzan’s call for the 
dropping of international system, while again leaving open the door to a 
typology of international societies (Little 2009: 81–7; 2011). Dunne (2008: 
276–9) also argues against the dropping of international system.

It is fair to say that the English School remains divided on this question. 
It has been so for a long time, and so this debate is likely to continue. The 
rift is similar to that between ‘all the way down’ constructivists and those 
allowing at least some ‘rump materialism’. This points to an epistemologi-
cal divide that is likely to remain durable. In the case of the English School, 
however, this question might well be pursued in terms of a debate about 
types of international society, on which more in the next section.

Newer debates

In addition to these long-established debates, there are three newer ones 
that in various ways grow out of the traditional debates but have taken, or 
are taking, distinctive forms of their own. They are about primary institu-
tions, types of international society, and regional international societies and 
the meaning of ‘global level’ international society. At the end of Part II, I 
raised two questions:
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1	 How are primary institutions to be theorized? Are they just empirically 
observed, or is there some principle of differentiation, whether func-
tional or something else, that can be used to put bookends around the 
possible set?

2	 Is it possible to create comprehensive taxonomies of types of interna-
tional society? If it is, do we need the concept of international system 
that has been an important part of the English School’s classical triad, 
or does the system element reduce to a mere rump of interaction 
capacity?

Now that chapters 7 and 9 have given a fuller picture of the primary insti-
tutions in play in contemporary Western-global international society, we 
are in a better position to consider these questions. I will address the issue 
of how to theorize primary institutions in the next subsection and that of 
taxonomies in the one following that. The question about the system/
society distinction has already been covered.

Primary institutions

Primary institutions were defined in chapter 2 and have played throughout 
subsequent chapters. The theoretical discussion of them in the conclusions 
to Part II noted that they were the key both to thinking about the structure 
and evolution of international societies and to differentiating regional 
international societies from the Western-global one and each other. They 
also played a significant role both in comparing international societies and 
in constructing typologies of them. The discussion of the pluralist/solidar-
ist debate in Part III was framed by primary institutions in two ways. First, 
the basic division in the debate was set up in terms of tensions between 
different primary institutions, particularly the pluralist emphasis on sover-
eignty and nonintervention as the key to international order and the solidar-
ist concern with human rights as necessary to justice and legitimacy. 
Second, the actual evolution of contemporary international society was set 
up in empirical terms of how its primary institutions have emerged and 
evolved over the past five centuries, and how that story plays into pluralist 
and solidarist characterizations of international society. This discussion of 
primary institutions has been based almost entirely on what has been said 
about them in the English School literature. That literature is itself based 
on either empirical observation of such institutions at work in historical 
and present-day international societies and/or normative promotion of (or 
opposition to) the strengthening of primary institutions thought to be desir-
able, such as human rights or environmental stewardship. There are justi-
fied objections that this approach lacks rigour and is open to the selection 
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biases of authors (Finnemore 2001; Wilson 2012). In Part III I nevertheless 
treated this empirical approach to primary institutions as unproblematic 
for two reasons: first, in order to survey the English School literature on 
this topic and, second, to flesh out both the pluralist–solidarist debate and 
the evolving social structure of international society.

But the question remains: can primary institutions be theorized and, if 
so, how? It is tempting to follow Bull (1977: 53–7), whose conception of 
society comes out of a kind of sociological functionalism in which all 
human societies must be founded on three understandings: about security 
against violence, observance of agreements, and rules about property 
rights. It is quite easy to start fitting the primary institutions of international 
society into this functional template:

•	 security against violence: nonintervention, balance of power, war (rules 
of), great power management, human rights;

•	 observance of agreements: diplomacy, international law;
•	 property rights: territoriality, sovereignty, colonialism, nationalism, 

dynasticism.

Functional logic is also implicit in the legitimacy framing from Clark and 
others discussed in chapter 7. This emphasizes rightful membership and 
rightful conduct and focuses on how pluralist and solidarist understandings 
differ on these. Given their tolerance for cultural and political diversity, 
pluralists have looser criteria for both membership and rightful conduct. 
Solidarists defend tighter definitions of ‘standards of civilization’ and 
promote more rule-bound social structures across a wider range of issues. 
They therefore necessarily have tighter criteria for both membership and 
rightful conduct.

Buzan (2004: 187–90), with the particular needs of second-order socie-
ties in mind, adds two more categories to Bull’s three: membership (sov-
ereignty, dynasticism, democracy) and authoritative communication 
(diplomacy). Donnelly (2006: 11–12) is working on an approach to primary 
institutions based on six functions: making rules, regulating conflicts, 
regulating the use of force, regulating ownership and exchange, commu-
nicating and interacting, and aggregating interests and power (i.e., enabling 
collective action). Schouenborg (2011) critiques these schemes and tries 
to construct a functional set that is tied less to modernity. Buzan and Albert 
have pushed the functional line a little further by trying to think about 
primary institutions in the light of functional differentiation theory.1 This 
posits three types of differentiation: segmentary (like units), stratificatory 
(hierarchically ordered) and functional (where subsystems are defined by 
the coherence of particular types of activity). This too provides a way of 
ordering primary institutions: nationalism, territoriality and sovereignty 
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are clearly segmentary; great power management, hegemony, colonialism, 
human inequality and dynasticism are clearly stratificatory; and interna-
tional law, diplomacy, the market and environmental stewardship are 
clearly functional.

Such functional approaches are useful in at least two ways. First, they 
provide schemes for grouping institutions into clusters of like kind. Second, 
they provide a template that can be applied to historical cases in order to 
look for their primary institutions. But what they do not, and probably 
cannot, do is to provide any bookends that might define or limit the whole 
set of possible primary institutions. In this regard, primary institutions are 
in the same boat as sectors and function systems. As Stichweh (2013) says 
of the latter:

A theory looking for synthetic processes of system formation knows no 
inherent limits to the number of function systems it will be able to describe. 
It only needs an abstract catalogue of (necessary) constituents of any func-
tion system and can do historical analyses on the basis of such a catalogue 
of constituents which in itself has a provisional status. It can be enlarged 
and corrected on the basis of new analytical insights or from new insights 
won in historical studies about individual function systems.

In other words, there can be no fixed set of primary institutions (or sectors, 
or function systems) because they are emergent from the complex proc-
esses of human society. Human societies can be, and have been, almost 
endlessly inventive about the social forms and structures that they gener-
ate. To date, human societies have exhibited astounding diversity over time 
and place, and there is no reason at all to think that everything that could 
be invented has been.

If the set of primary institutions is potentially infinite, then empirical 
identification is the only way of determining what such institutions exist 
in any given case. Functional and comparative approaches can help with 
this but don’t determine it. It is not clear that a comprehensive set of func-
tions can be generated that would not itself fall victim to the infinite crea-
tivity of human societies, and, even within any of the functional categories 
listed above, the possible institutions that might address each function is 
itself probably infinite. Relying on empirical identification means that how 
primary institutions are defined becomes crucial to the coherence of the 
collective enterprise, and this remains a problem for English School theory. 
The classical English School literature is pretty unclear about defining 
primary institutions (see the critique in Buzan 2004: 167–76). Holsti (2004: 
18–24) has taken a lead by seeking an operational definition that offers 
three fairly precise criteria for identifying primary institutions:
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•	 the existence of patterned, recurrent practices;
•	 the existence of coherent sets of ideas/beliefs that frame these practices 

and make them purposive;
•	 the presence of norms, rules and etiquettes that both prescribe and 

proscribe legitimate behaviour.

Buzan (2004: 167) opts for a more general definition:

•	 that they are relatively fundamental and durable practices that are 
evolved more than designed; and

•	 that they are constitutive of actors and their patterns of legitimate activ-
ity in relation to each other.

Some others are also working on this problem. Wilson (2012) offers a 
method for identifying primary institutions through the perceptions of 
diplomats and statespersons. Navari is convening a project to look at 
whether the constitutional documents of IGOs can be used as an empirical 
source for identifying the primary institutions on which the secondary ones 
rest. And, as mentioned at the end of chapter 3, the opening to practice 
theory seems to offer another approach to the problem of identifying 
primary institutions. The potentiality of this is indicated by the fact that 
both of the attempted definitions of primary institutions just cited refer to 
practices.

Given the centrality of primary institutions to the English School’s 
work, this is an area in which more work urgently needs to be done. Hol-
sti’s approach is a useful formalization of the definition but leads him, 
controversially, to drop two of the classic primary institutions – the 
balance of power and great power management – that are central to much 
English School literature. Buzan’s approach highlights some essential fea-
tures, but it is too general to give a clear enough answer to the question 
of how we know whether something is a primary institution or not.  
Wilson’s approach could provide a clear line of evidence, but it is open  
to the critique that what practitioners see in their view from the coal-face 
of international relations may not actually give a fair representation of 
what primary institutions are in play. Mining the constitutional documents 
of IGOs might well tell us something useful about the primary institutions 
of modern international society, but it will be of no help as a method  
for premodern international societies that did not have secondary institu-
tions. And almost nothing has been done to think about whether or how 
the concept of primary institutions can or should be applied to world 
society.

In the absence of a clear, or at least clearer, definition of primary institu-
tions and some degree of consensus about it, it is difficult to come to 
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agreement about how to understand the evolution of international socie-
ties, and how to differentiate contemporaneous regional international soci-
eties from each other and from the Western-global one. The waters are also 
muddied in considering whether or not various things should be conÂ�
sidered as primary institutions. Is hegemony an institution for at least  
parts of contemporary international society, as argued by Wight, Watson, 
Simpson and Clark? Should development be considered a contemporary 
institution and the successor to imperialism/colonialism, given the fre-
quency with which it turns up in the constitutional documents of IGOs? 
And, while human equality is pretty much universally accepted as a 
primary institution, how do we understand human rights, democracy and 
environmental stewardship? They are strongest in the Western core, but 
not accepted universally even there, and are much more contested 
globally.

Part of the definitional question about primary institutions needs to take 
into account who should recognize and practise them. Is it only state elites, 
or also wider elites, and even in some sense the people as a whole? As 
Gaskarth (2012) also argues, primary institutions cannot be reproduced 
without practitioners socially equipped to make them work. As discussed 
earlier in relation to Wendt (1999), it makes a difference to the stability 
and durability of any social structure both how (consent/belief, calculation, 
coercion), and how widely, primary institutions are internalized. Practice 
theory may have something to offer here. In contemporary international 
society, for example, sovereignty, territoriality, nonintervention, diplo-
macy, international law, great power management, nationalism, self- 
determination (not all versions), popular sovereignty and equality of 
people(s) are all pretty deeply internalized and not widely or deeply con-
tested as either principles or practices at the level of state elites. Particular 
instances or applications may excite controversy – for example, resent-
ments of great power management or opposition to some self-determina-
tion bids based on cultural nationalism. But the basic institutions of pluralist 
interstate society have wide support among states, and pretty wide support 
among peoples and non-state actors (NSAs). Most liberation movements 
seek sovereignty. Most NSAs, especially economic ones, want and need a 
stable legal framework. Although these institutions were originally imposed 
coercively by the West, it is far from clear that they are now held in place 
primarily by Western power and influence. Even if Western power declined, 
it does not seem unreasonable to think that most of these pluralist institu-
tions would remain in place, as too might the modest level of commitment 
to environmental stewardship.

The same cannot yet be said for some of the solidarist elements of 
contemporary international society. Should the backing for human rights, 
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R2P and humanitarian intervention by the West weaken, it remains an  
open question how much standing they would retain as global institutions, 
even though they would retain strong constituencies of interstate support 
both regionally and more widely in the transnational and interhuman 
domains. At the global interstate level they are perhaps held in place more 
by calculation and coercion than by belief or doxa. Whether the same is 
true of the market and its derivatives is an interesting, important and dif-
ficult question. While many states support the market out of belief, many 
others adhere to it because of calculation or soft forms of coercion. One 
does not see much of gunboats being sent in to open markets as was done 
during colonial times, but, for most periphery states, access to aid, loans 
and markets is frequently made conditional on compliance with market 
rules.

It is probably the case that primary institutions cannot be theorized in 
the sense of being derived from some general principles. Nor can the pos-
sible set be delimited in any abstract or general way. Functional approaches 
to primary institutions offer some insight, some classificatory leverage, and 
a useful template for conducting comparative studies. But the empirical 
approach seems likely to remain the principal line of understanding for 
primary institutions, and for that to progress the English School needs to 
work more on the criteria for identifying and defining them. Given the 
centrality of this concept to English School theory, both structural and 
normative, and the ever unfolding landscape of primary institutions in 
practice, this is certain to remain a core subject of discussion.

Types of international society

That international societies can and do come in different forms is inherent 
to the comparative historical work of Watson and Wight discussed in 
chapter 4. It is intrinsic both to the debates between pluralists and solidar-
ists and to the idea of a variable set of primary institutions. Functional 
approaches also frame the basis for differentiating types of international 
society, as does Wendt’s (1992) famous proposition that ‘anarchy is what 
states make of it’. The basis for a typology of international societies is thus 
inherent in the whole English School canon. Despite this, it has not until 
recently become a focus for debate. Nobody has really taken up Wight’s 
typological initiative, and the comparative historical work of Wight and 
Watson has somehow failed to inspire any tidy-minded taxonomists to 
derive a general scheme from it. Perhaps Linklater’s project on harm con-
ventions will reopen this debate. Most of the English School’s discussion 
has been about the evolution of contemporary international society, both 
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empirically and aspirationally, and not much interest has been shown in 
either theoretical or empirical cases of international society rooted outside 
the modern Western tradition.

A key impetus for this new interest is that a typology of international 
societies is one way of addressing, and possibly resolving, the differences 
within the English School about the standing of international system as 
something distinct from international society, a physical logic beyond the 
social one. If a typology of international societies can incorporate much 
or all of what is now discussed as ‘international system’, then the need for 
the system concept disappears. Buzan (2004: 190–5; see above in Conclu-
sions to Part III) argues for exactly that in setting out four types of inter-
national society: power political, coexistence, cooperative and convergence. 
In this reasoning, the key question is not about the distinction between 
physical and social systems but about how any physical-social system is 
structured. What is the dominant type of interaction? What are the domi-
nant units? What is the distribution of capability? What is the interaction 
capacity of the system? What type of social structure is it, and how is it 
maintained? It is important to note that this move does not take the physical 
out of the analysis altogether. Physical elements such as the distribution 
of power and the nature of interaction capacity remain central to the analy-
sis of all social systems. What changes is that the physical aspect ceases 
to provide the principal basis for distinguishing one type of international 
system from another. Instead of thinking in a frame of two basic forms 
(international systems and international societies), this move pushes one 
inexorably down the path of seeking a classification scheme for a spectrum 
of types of international society.

Quite what that spectrum should look like remains an open question, as 
does the issue of whether it is a good idea or not to ditch the concept of 
system. Buzan’s scheme is probably too West-centric, or perhaps just too 
simple. It does suggest how the system logic could be covered by power-
political institutions, but it may well have difficulty encompassing both 
non-Western cases such as the classical Chinese tribute system or the social 
structure of the classical Islamic world. There is a need to move away from 
the tyranny of liberal forms of international society in English School 
thinking, perhaps by returning to the comparative historical work of Wight 
and Watson, or by examining the international society logics of other ide-
ologies such as fascism and communism. As already hinted at in preceding 
chapters, the English School has begun to open up at least the beginnings 
of a distinction in the European case between dynastic and modern forms 
of international society. This type of thinking needs to be pushed further 
and extended to other types of international society both within and beyond 
the West.
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Regional international societies and the meaning of ‘global 
level’ international society

This new debate was reviewed at the end of chapter 4. The classical 
English School accounts of contemporary international society largely 
submerged the regional level in their concern with the development and 
problems of global-level international society. With the ‘rise of the rest’ 
and the relative decline of Western power and influence, there is good 
reason to expect that interest in regional international society will increase. 
This will be so partly because regions are likely to become more important 
within the overall global scheme of things, and because universalist 
Western values will be more subject to cultural challenge. Western-global 
international society incorporates an array of peripheral regional interna-
tional societies that are in varying degrees of integration with, subordina-
tion to, and alienation from the Western core. Often, as most obviously in 
East Asia, the degree of coherence (or not) of the regional international 
society is directly connected to agreement or disagreement over whether 
the local states feel more integrated with or more alienated from the 
Western core. Although much common ground will remain at the global 
level on things such as nationalism, human equality, sovereignty, diplo-
macy and, up to a point, international law and the market, it is reasonable 
to expect that regions will want to differentiate themselves according to 
their own cultural and political dispositions. The degree of this differentia-
tion, and whether it is regionally coherent or not, will vary a lot from place 
to place and will be the subject of local contestation. The EU can be seen 
as a leader in this process of regional differentiation, even though it is part 
of the core.

In this way, thinking about regional international society, or putting the 
global-level international society into core–periphery perspective, raises 
necessary questions about how the structure of global-level international 
society should be understood. I have used the term Western-global inter-
national society in order to move away from any easy assumption that 
global-level international society represents some kind of coherent model 
based on like units. As the whole English School concern with decoloniza-
tion and the ‘revolt against the West’ indicates, it does not. Postcolonial 
states are often quite different types of construct from the states in their 
former metropoles, a difference highlighted by differentiations such as that 
of Cooper (1996) into postmodern, modern and premodern states. Even 
the thin commonality of sovereign equality is questioned by the persist-
ence, and legitimacy, of hegemony that has been a recurrent theme in  
the preceding chapters. Yet there is sufficient differentiation within the 
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periphery to make a simple binary core–periphery model equally inade-
quate. The regional differences within the periphery – between Africa and 
Asia, or Latin America and the Middle East – are easily large enough to 
suggest that the most accurate model for global-level international society 
is neither a like-units nor a core–periphery one, but a core-plus-regions 
one. This too has its difficulties because the (in)coherence of regions varies 
a lot. But it has the merit of deconstructing a too simple and too homoge-
neous assumption about what global-level international society means. It 
strips away the assumption of equality by making clear that the conse-
quences of the monocentric model by which the global level was made 
have left a legacy that remains strong. This, in turn, largely solves, or at 
least puts into clear perspective, the problem of hegemony versus sover-
eign equality that has bedevilled English School thinking.

It seems therefore a good bet that, as debates about regional interna-
tional society become more prominent within the English School, so too 
will debates about the overall nature and structure of international society 
at the global level.

A possible emerging agenda? international 
society and international security2

The ‘English School’ and ‘International Security Studies’ are names seldom 
found in the same sentence. Relatively few within the English School have 
explicitly addressed the international security agenda, and the concept of 
security does not play much of a role in English School thinking.3 Yet there 
is a substantial English School literature about security, and the English 
School can be used as a general theoretical framing for thinking about 
international security comparable with realism and liberalism and Marxism. 
Realism and Marxism see a world of enemies and rivals running on a logic 
of survival, coercion, calculation, relative gains and inevitable conflict. 
Liberalism sees a world of rivals and friends running on a logic of calcula-
tion, belief, absolute gains and the possibility of peace. The English School 
agrees with Wendt (1999) in allowing enemies, rivals and friends and, 
running on a logic of coercion, calculation and belief. In this sense, it 
incorporates both the realist and liberal framings and contextualizes them 
in a range of possible types of international society.

The spectrum of types of international society can be set up in various 
ways. But, even just using Buzan’s four general types, it is immediately 
apparent that what type of international society one is in has huge conse-
quences for what the agenda of international security will look like. Life 
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within a power-political international society will be extremely different 
from life in a cooperative or convergence one. The classical English School 
view of coexistence international societies, like the realist one, stresses 
great powers, war and the balance of power as key institutions of the social 
order. But in cooperative and convergence international societies of almost 
any conceivable sort, war and the balance of power will be respectively 
marginalized or nearly eliminated as institutions. This does not, of course, 
mean that such societies have no security agenda. As one can see from the 
contemporary practice of the EU or the liberal international economic 
order, security concerns move away from the traditional military ones 
towards economic, societal and environmental ones and the human secu-
rity agenda.

If international society is conceived of as a social structure, then it has 
inside/outside qualities, and this points to at least three novel lines for 
thinking about international security.

1	 What are the security consequences for insiders of being included within 
the particular set of primary institutions that defines any international 
society?

2	 What are the security consequences for outsiders of being excluded from 
international society?

3	 Can international society itself become a referent object of security?

This is how the English School could be used as a comprehensive approach 
to international security, and there is a substantial literature that already 
goes in this direction.

The security consequences of international society 	
for insiders

The primary institutions of international society are the key social frame-
work within which the processes of securitization occur. It makes a differ-
ence whether the dominant institutions are, say, dynasticism, human 
inequality and suzerainty, or popular sovereignty, human equality and 
nationalism. Likewise, the possibilities for securitization are shaped by 
whether the dominant economic institution is mercantilism or the market. 
Some institutions have an obvious major impact on what the agenda of 
international security will look like (e.g., sovereignty, territoriality, colo-
nialism, war, the balance of power, human inequality, nationalism, the 
market, environmental stewardship). Will it be a security agenda arising 
from classic military-political competition among states, or one centred 
more around interdependence issues such as economy, environment and/
or identity?
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The classical literature had little to say on the question of how overall 
social structures might impact on the likely agendas of international secu-
rity. The discussion of types of international society, which would give 
leverage on it, is still fairly new. But one can also look at individual 
primary institutions of international society and their security conse-
quences. The exemplar here is Mayall’s (1990) discussions of how the rise 
of nationalism and the market during the nineteenth century as new institu-
tions of international society not only changed the nature of international 
politics and security in themselves but also transformed the practices asso-
ciated with other institutions such as war and territoriality. There has been 
no systematic attempt to relate the whole possible range of English School 
institutions to security issues, though this would be a valuable thing to do. 
What there has been is quite a lot of work on some institutions but not 
much on others. Much of this work parallels discussions in International 
Security Studies, though little of it was done with an international security 
audience in mind. The English School has devoted a lot of discussion to 
war,4 and there is a body of work specifically on the laws of war by Adam 
Roberts (Roberts and Guelff 2000; Roberts 2004, 2006). There has also 
been substantial English School work on the balance of power5 and great 
power management (Bull 1977; Brown 2004; Little 2006). Although the 
security dilemma is not considered to be an institution of international 
society, there have been English School reflections on that as well.6

The other big debates in the English School that relate to International 
Security Studies are those on intervention and human rights, which can be 
read as close to human security. The English School discussion of human 
rights is partly a general one about the tensions between human rights and 
sovereignty in relation to international order (Bull 1977, 1984b; Vincent 
1986; Hurrell 2007b: 143–64) and partly a more particular one about the 
emergence (or not) of human rights as a norm or institution of international 
society. There is a lot of analysis of (non)intervention generally7 and 
humanitarian intervention in particular.8 In considering this question, Wil-
liams (2004) makes the case for linking the more radical concerns with 
human rights in the English School to the emancipatory themes of Critical 
Security Studies in order to create a more revolutionist English School 
approach to security. Morris (2004) and Nardin (2004) address the related, 
but more general, question of how the structure of international society 
defines the legimacy (or not) of the use of force.

The security consequences of international 	
society for outsiders

Insiders have to live with the security consequences of the prevailing 
institutions and character of international society. Outsiders have the 
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problem of not being recognized as equals, or possibly not being recog-
nized at all. Think of the era of European (or Roman, or Persian, or 
Chinese) imperialism, with the world divided into the civilized, barbarian 
and savage and with few or sometimes no restraints on the ‘civilized’ from 
subordinating or even exterminating the ‘lesser breeds’. Even in these 
post-imperial times, a few days in Taipei quickly reveals how non-recog-
nition poses real security problems for outsiders. The English School view 
of inside/outside relating to membership of international society provides 
a framing for International Security Studies that makes much more sense 
for constructivist, feminist and Copenhagen School appÂ�roaches, and puts 
the traditionalist, military-political approach into a wider context within 
which one can see whether its assumptions are appropriate or not.

The only systematic general attempt to think through the security con-
sequences of being inside or outside international society is by Buzan 
(1996). This remains a pretty preliminary exercise, but it did attempt to 
map out both the specific character of the spectrum of international socie-
ties on a sector by sector basis and the possible security implications of 
these for insiders and outsiders. There has been no specific attempt to 
follow it up, though work by both Buzan (2004, 2010b) and Holsti (2004) 
can be read partly along those lines. Nevertheless, one of the big stories 
of the English School – that of the expansion of an initially European 
international society to global scale – is essentially about insiders and 
outsiders, and much of it is about the coercive imposition of European 
values and institutions.9 As noted in chapter 5, there are many studies in 
this literature of the encounters between, on the one hand, well-armed 
Europeans (and later Americans) not hesitant to use force to impose their 
values and, on the other, a variety of non-Western cultures (mainly Japan, 
China, the Ottoman Empire, Thailand) forced to come to terms with the 
new Western order. These encounters, with their stories of unequal treaties 
and threats of occupation, give a stark insight into the problems of being 
either outside international society or else in a second and inferior tier of 
it in relation to some core.

In a global international society, of course, all are to some degree insid-
ers, and the idea of outsiders becomes much more relative than it was 
during the ‘expansion’ story, when in and out could be pretty clearly drawn. 
When outsider status is relative, and contingent on one’s placement in a 
differentiated international society (e.g., core or periphery), Wendt’s (1999: 
247–50) opinion that social structures can be held in place by coercion, 
calculation and/or belief is one useful way of approaching the idea of 
outsiders in contemporary international society. Where a particular institu-
tion is either contested or held in place mainly by coercion, that could be 
seen as marking a form of outsider status.
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International society as a referent object of security

If one puts the inside and outside perspectives together, then the institu-
tions of international society, both individually and collectively, can 
become the referent objects of security. Since the institutions of interna-
tional society constitute both the players and the game, threats to those 
institutions affect both the units and the social order. One of the logics 
behind the ‘war on terrorism’ is that violence-wielding outfits such as al-
Qaeda threaten the institution of sovereignty. The global market easily 
becomes a referent object when there are threats to the rules on trade and 
finance on which its operation rests (Buzan et al. 1998: 95–117).

This line of thinking features either the international social order as a 
whole (Bull 1977: 18) or individual primary institutions as the referent 
objects for security. It plays to the English School’s focus on social struc-
tures and contrasts with the realist’s inclination to privilege the state as the 
central referent object for all security studies. The Copenhagen School has 
applied its securitization theory to show how the primary (e.g., sovereignty, 
market) and secondary (e.g., WTO, UN) institutions of international 
society can be referent objects for securitization in their own right (Buzan 
et al. 1998). It has also featured regional security in a way that could easily 
be linked to the discussion of regional international society in preceding 
chapters.

The English School thus has much to offer to International Security 
Studies, but it needs to be considerably more proactive than it has been in 
making this clear to the community of International Security Studies schol-
ars. For their part, some of the International Security Studies community 
need to open their eyes to the importance of international society in 
framing and shaping the agenda of international security.

Conclusions

The account of the English School given in this book portrays a well-
developed and intellectually lively approach to thinking about international 
relations. It has been going strong for half a century and has been success-
fully transferred not only across several generations but also across oceans 
and continents to all countries where the study of international relations is 
taken seriously. The English School offers an impressive body of literature 
containing a number of classic works and has developed several lines of 
well-structured and durable debate. That said, there is still huge scope 
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within it for original work on many topics. There are many gaps in the 
expansion story to be filled in, and there is much room for expanding work 
on comparative international society, both historical and regional. The 
debate about system and society is far from over, and the possible develop-
ment of an English School approach to Security Studies and the incorpora-
tion of international political economy into international society thinking 
are opportunities waiting to be seized. Both the theorizing and the histori-
cal accounting of primary institutions and legitimacy are still in their 
infancy. The range and variety of possibilities for new work is part of what 
has made the English School attractive to successive generations of schol-
ars. Subsequent generations of writers are steadily improving the stories, 
and correcting the distortions and absences, that were part of the legacy 
of the founding fathers on such things as imperialism/colonialism and 
hegemony. In the process they are building an ever stronger English School 
historical account and theoretical framing.

By establishing an approach that is distinctive from other mainstream 
theories, the English School has earned its place in the IR canon. It offers 
concepts (international society, primary institutions) and debates (plural-
ism/solidarism) that are not available through other approaches to IR. Its 
openness to normative debate offers a well-structured, and partly non-zero-
sum, approach to the moral analysis of international relations that contrasts 
with the moral sterility of neorealism, neoliberalism and a surprising 
amount of constructivism. It offers a holistic approach that goes some way 
to overcoming the chronic fragmentation of IR as a discipline. It holds out 
better linkages to world history, international law and historical sociology 
than other mainstream IR theories. And some of its debates, most obvi-
ously that about system/society and that about the social structure of world 
politics, have ramifications for the whole discipline of IR.

Although it does offer some limited capacity to generate hypotheses, 
and to predict the likely direction of the evolution of international society, 
the English School is never going to satisfy those who hold that positivism 
is the only acceptable form of knowledge in IR. It is not alone in that and 
has no need to apologize for it. But it does have a need to sharpen up its 
concepts and methods and, while some good progress has been made along 
these lines, there is still more to do.

The English School’s attractiveness rests largely on its merits and on 
its ability to offer distinctive and holistic ways of thinking about interna-
tional relations. Yet there is no denying that some part of its appeal has 
been simply that it is conspicuously not an American IR theory. Since its 
founding, IR has been a peculiar discipline in the extent of its narrow 
cultural placement. It has been predominantly a discipline of the Anglo-
sphere, with the vast bulk of its literature and journals located in the US 
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and Britain as a fairly distant second. This has created a certain tension 
because of the fact of US primacy in world politics running in close parallel 
with the development of IR as a discipline. Since Britain has been number 
two in the development of IR, there is a certain justice in the otherwise 
inappropriate label of ‘English School’. Now, however, as the discipline 
builds up in China, India, Latin America and elsewhere, IR is at last begin-
ning to become more genuinely global. The English School can claim some 
credit for leading the way in this. It has been, and will continue to be, part 
of the process of bringing the discipline of IR itself into better alignment 
with the global nature of its subject matter.
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Chapter 1â•… The Evolution of the English School

  1â•… On the British Committee and its members, see Dunne 1998: 89–135; Suga-
nami 2003; Vigezzi 2005; Cochran 2009; Epp 2010.

  2â•… For example: Howard 1976; Bull 1977a, 1984a; Gong 1984a; Wight 1977, 
1979, 1991; Vincent 1986; Watson 1992, 1997, 2007.

  3â•… Donelan 1978; Mayall 1982; Navari 1991. See also Navari 2009, 7–8.
  4â•… For further assessment of Butterfields’s work, see Thompson 1980; Coll 1985; 

Epp 1991; Dunne 1998: 71–88; Katano 1998; Hall 2002; Sharp 2003; Zhou 
2005; Schweizer and Sharp 2007.

  5â•… For further assessment of Bull’s work, see Miller and Vincent 1990; Der 
Derian 1996; Dunne and Wheeler 1996; Kingsbury 1996; Dunne 1998: 
136–60; Wheeler and Dunne 1998; Alderson and Hurrell 2000; Hurrell 2002c; 
Guo 2005; Vigezzi 2005; Little and Williams 2006; Williams 2010b; Ayson 
2012.

  6â•… For further assessment of Watson’s work, see Wæver 1996; Buzan and Little 
2009.

  7â•… For further assessment of Wight’s work, see Bull 1976; Porter 1978, 2007; 
Nicholson 1981, 1982; Jackson 1990b, 2008; Epp 1996; Dunne 1998; Weber 
1998; Thomas 2001; Hall 2003, 2006b; Chiaruzzi 2008.

  8â•… For further assessment of Manning’s work, see James 1973; Suganami 2001a; 
Wilson 2004; Long 2005; Aalberts 2010.

  9â•… James 1963; Mackinnon 1966; Butterfield and Wight 1966; Howard 1966; 
Bull 1972, 1977a; Manning 1972; Armstrong 1977; Bull 1977a; Suganami 
1982; Palliser 1984.

10â•… Bull 1971, 1977a, 1984a; Butterfield 1972; James 1973; Brewin 1978; Vincent 
1975, 1988, 1990; Miller and Vincent 1990; Suganami 1989.

11â•… Bull et al. 1990; Fawn and Larkins 1996; Finnemore 1996; Mapel and Nardin 
1998; Roberson 1998.
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13â•… For further assessment of Buzan’s work, see Little 1995; Adler 2005; Dunne 
2005; Miao and Qin 2005; Williams 2010a, 2011; Schouenborg 2011.

14â•… Suganami 1983; Grader 1988; Wilson 1989; Cutler, 1991; Evans and Wilson 
1992; Shaw 1992; Wæver 1992; Buzan 1993; Brown 1995a; Dunne 1995b; 
Little 1995; Linklater 1996a; Epp 1998; Wæver 1998; Little 2000; Makinda 
2000; Buzan 2001; Hall 2001; Suganami 2002, 2003; de Almeida 2003; Jones 
2003; Little 2003; Manners 2003; Neumann 2003; Y. Zhang 2003; Young 
2005.

15â•… Vincent 1988; Miller and Vincent 1990; Wheeler 1992; Dunne and Wheeler 
1996; Wheeler and Dunne 1998; Alderson and Hurrell 2000; Little and  
Williams 2006; Williams 2010b.

16â•… Foot et al. 2003; Bellamy 2005; Schweizer and Sharp 2007; Navari 2009; 
Navari and Green 2014.

17â•… Buzan and Little 2000; Jackson 2000; Mayall 2000a; Wheeler 2000; Keene 
2002; Bain 2003; Keal 2003; Buzan 2004; Holsti 2004; Clark 2005; Vigezzi 
2005; Hall 2006b; Linklater and Suganami 2006; Clark 2007; Hurrell 2007b; 
Little 2007a; Suzuki 2009; Clark 2011.

18â•… Riemer and Stivachtis 2002; Hurrell 2007a, 2007b; Buzan and Gonzalez-
Pelaez 2009; Stivachtis 2010; Merke 2011; Buzan and Zhang 2014.

19â•… Pang 1996; Shi 2000; Y. Zhang 2003; Ren 2003; Callahan 2004a, 2004b; 
Fang 2004; Xu 2005; Wang 2007; X. Zhang 2010.

20â•… A much fuller listing of English School works from these three countries can 
be found in the bibliography at www.leeds.ac.uk/polis/englishschool/.

Chapter 2â•… Key Concepts

  1â•… Wight’s meaning of ‘rationalism’ is about a philosophical disposition. It has 
nothing to do with the current mainstream IR meaning about rational choice 
theory. Unless otherwise specified, all uses of the term in this book will follow 
Wight’s meaning.

  2â•… For a more complex genealogical view on society, see Roshchin 2013.
  3â•… I am grateful to Ole Wæver for this latter point.
  4â•… The framing of the three traditions is, like much IR theory, essentially state-

centric, thereby making the location of transnational organizations problem-
atic. To the limited extent that such things are discussed within the English 
School, they tend to be put into the world society segment (e.g., Clark 2007).

  5â•… Primary institutions originally evolve in some place and time. After that, they 
can be imposed upon, or adopted by, others, as was the case with sovereignty, 
nationalism and territoriality during the expansion of Western international 
society to global scale. I am grateful to Mutsumi Hirano for this point.

  6â•… One could add to this set raison de famille, as the logic of dynastic systems 
preceding raison d’état (Green 2013).

  7â•… I am grateful to Hidemi Suganami for this formulation.

http://www.leeds.ac.uk/polis/englishschool/
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  8â•… For example: Rengger 1992; Brown 1995b, 1998; Halliday 1992; Linklater 
1998; Jackson 2000; Roshchin 2013.

Chapter 3â•… Theories and Methodologies

  1â•… Little 1995, 1998, 2000; Jackson 2000, 2009; Linklater and Suganami 2006: 
81–116; Navari 2009, 2010.

  2â•… Buzan 2004; Clark 2005, 2007; Linklater and Suganami 2006; Hurrell 2007b.
  3â•… Buzan 2004; Holsti 2004; Albert and Buzan 2011; Wilson 2012.
  4â•… To avoid confusion with the normative meaning of pluralism I will use the 

term ‘eclectic’ when referring to the English School’s approach to method 
and theory.

  5â•… For further assessment of Vincent’s work, see Neumann 1997; Dunne 1998: 
161–80; Fu 2005; Gonzalez-Pelaez and Buzan 2003; Gonzalez-Pelaez 2005; 
Linklater 2011a; Rengger 2011; Reus-Smit 2011b; Welsh 2011.

  6â•… On the Hobbesian analogy, see also Bull 1966c; Navari 1982; Suganami 
1989; Yurdusev 2006. For critique of some English School interpretations of 
Hobbes, see Malcolm 2002.

  7â•… Carr’s perspective was doubly anti-liberal, on realist and Marxist grounds, 
both of which stressed the inevitability of conflict.

  8â•… I am grateful to Cornelia Navari for this formulation.
  9â•… Bull 1984b; Vincent 1986; Wheeler 2000; Linklater 1998, 2011b; Linklater 

and Suganami 2006: 117ff.
10â•… Keohane 1988; Hurrell 1993; Evans and Wilson 1992; Buzan 1993; Dunne 

1995b: 140–3; Wæver 1998: 109–12; Alderson and Hurrell 2000.
11â•… Reus-Smit 2002: 499–502; 2005: 82–4; 2009: 58–9. See also Dunne 2008: 

279–82.

Introduction to Part II

  1â•… On the general issue of bringing IR and world history together, see Gills 1989; 
Little 1994, 2005; Osiander 2001; Hobson and Lawson 2008. More specifi-
cally, on the relationship between the English School and history, see Weber 
1998; Keene 2008.

  2â•… Republican ideas are of course much older. See Deudney 2007.

Chapter 4â•… International Society in World History

  1â•… Some of the discussion in this subsection is drawn from Buzan and Little 
(2009).

  2â•… Watson 1990, 1992; Buzan and Little 1996, 2009; Wæver 1996.
  3â•… This argument has an obvious resonance with hegemonic stability theory, but 

I am not aware than anyone has connected the two.
  4â•… This figure is simplified because it omits suzerainty and dominion. Watson 

locates hegemony and dominion on either side of the pendulum’s resting 
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point. However, this figure is in line with Watson’s view of hegemony repre-
senting the norm position in international relations.

  5â•… Ayoob 1999; Y. Zhang 2001; Buzan and Gonzalez-Pelaez 2009; F. Zhang 
2009; Suzuki 2009; Quayle 2013; Buzan and Zhang 2014.

Chapter 5â•… The Expansion of European International Society

  1â•… Wight 1977: 115–22; Naff 1984; Gong 1984a: 106–19; Yurdusev 2009.
  2â•… Gong 1984a: 136–63, 1984b; Y. Zhang 1991, 2001; X. Zhang 2011b.
  3â•… This discussion perhaps confuses hegemony and primacy, with Watson’s 

general line actually being more about primacy. See Clark (2009a, 2011) for 
discussion of the difference.

  4â•… Interaction capacity refers to the amount of transportation, communication 
and organizational capacity within the system, and how much in the way of 
information, goods and people can be moved over what distances, at what 
speeds, and at what cost. See Buzan and Little 2000: 80–4.

  5â•… Jones 2007; Simpson 2004; Little 2007b; Fabry 2010.

Conclusions to Part II

  1â•… See also Williams 2011; Adler 2005; Dunne 2005; Schouenborg 2011.

Introduction to Part III

  1â•… Bull 1984b; Vincent 1986; Dunne and Wheeler 1996; Linklater 1998; Wheeler 
and Dunne 1998; Knudsen 1999; Wheeler 2000; Mayall 2000a; Jackson 2000.

  2â•… See, e.g., Brown 1995a, 1995b, 1998; Mapel and Nardin 1998; Rengger 2011.
  3â•… See, e.g., Bull 1981; Bull et al. 1990; Hurrell 1996; Keene 2005; Kingsbury 

2002; Vincent 1984a; Wight 2004.
  4â•… See Linklater and Suganami 2006: 238–9, 243–4, for an interesting attempt 

to list the practical characteristics of pluralist and solidarist positions.
  5â•… I am grateful to Molly Cochran for this point.
  6â•… Mayall 2000a; Bain 2003, 2007a; Hurrell 2007b; for overviews, see Cochran 

2009; Bain 2010.

Chapter 7â•… Pluralism in Historical Perspective

  1â•… Thereafter, European history largely drops out of IR theory and becomes the 
self-containing story of the European Union. The English School follows this 
lead and has paid almost no attention to the EU despite its being the major 
empirical case of a solidarist international society.

  2â•… De Almeida (2006) argues that Wight’s misconstruction of the mediaeval to 
modern transition, in which he staged the mediaeval order as cosmopolitan, 
goes a long way to explain why so many in the classical English School, 
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including Bull, ended up wrongly seeing cosmopolitanism as a revolutionist 
alternative to the society of states rather than as something that exists within 
and through the society of states.

  3â•… It might be argued that this placing is wrong. Bull’s three basic elements apply 
to any type of society. They are thus prior to the choice of constitutional 
normative principle. That choice sets the terms in which the three elements 
will be interpreted. For a states-system rules of coexistence are the starting 
point for international society, but for empires or cosmopolitan communities 
these elements of society would take different forms. I am grateful to Will 
Bain for pointing this out.

  4â•… Holsti 1991: 36, 39; Reus-Smit 1999: 87–9; Clark 2005: 51–70; Navari 2007.
  5â•… The English School is of course not alone in discussing sovereignty as a key 

principle constituting the international system/society. See, for example, 
Keohane 1995; Krasner 1999; Onuf 2002.

  6â•… Armstrong 1977; Bull 1977a: 162–83; Watson 1982; Palliser 1984; Wight 
1991: 141; Watson 1992; Reus-Smit 1999; Jackson 2000; Hall 2002, 2006a; 
Neumann 2001, 2003; Sharp 2003.

  7â•… James 1963; Mackinnon 1966; Manning 1972; Bull 1972, 1977a: 127–61; 
Suganami 1982; Watson 1992; Armstrong 2006.

  8â•… Holsti 1991: 71–89; Watson 1992: 198–213; Clark 2005: 71–84; Keene 2013.
  9â•… I am grateful to Tim Dunne for this point.
10â•… Gong 1984a: 90–3; Donnelly 1998; Jackson 2000: 287–93; Keene 2002: 

122–3, 147–8; Gong, 2002; Clark 2007: 183; Bowden 2009: locs. 
2289–322.

11â•… In our post-Holocaust times, it is quite difficult for contemporary readers to 
appreciate just how normal and ‘scientific’ this discourse of racism was during 
the nineteenth century. Anyone wanting to taste the flavour of it should look 
at Taylor (1840), with its talk of the Caucasian as the ‘highest variety of the 
human species’ (p. 17) and the possibility of ‘breeding out the taint’ of inferior 
types by interbreeding with Caucasian stock (p. 19), though many were 
against this, fearing the opposite effect and the degrading of the human stock 
by such miscegenation.

Chapter 8â•… Classical Solidarism and its Successors

  1â•… Arguably, that kind of ‘offensive solidarism’ would fall outside the English 
School’s requirement for collective legitimation of practices.

  2â•… This cuts close to Bull’s (1977a: 243–8) idea of an ‘ideologically homoge-
nous’ system, which, because he is thinking globally rather than regionally, 
he dismisses as unlikely to arise.

  3â•… Vincent 1978. See also Wheeler 1992; Linklater and Suganami 2006: 56–74; 
Reus-Smit 2011b; Linklater 2011a; Welsh 2011.

  4â•… Interestingly, Yan (2011) makes a similar argument based on his reading of 
classical Chinese political philosophy.
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Chapter 9â•… Solidarism in Historical Perspective

  1â•… Good liberals will of course argue that promoting the market is in the long 
run a way of promoting human rights because the operation of the market 
requires that individuals be empowered and have some rights and freedoms.

  2â•… Watson 1992: 299–309, 319–25; 1997; Gong 1984a: 7–21; Clark 1989; 
Kingsbury 1999; Hurrell 2007b: 13, 35–6, 63–5, 71, 111–14; Buzan 2010a.

Chapter 10â•… Ongoing Debates and Emergent Agendas

  1â•… Buzan and Albert 2010, 2011. See also Donnelly 2009, 2012; Albert et al. 
2013.

  2â•… This subsection draws heavily on Buzan 2010b.
  3â•… One exception being Bellamy and McDonald 2004.
  4â•… Howard 1966; Bull 1977a; Draper 1990; Holsti 1991, 1996, 2004; Windsor 

1991; Best 1994; Hassner 1994; Song 2005; Jones 2006.
  5â•… Butterfield 1966; Wight 1966c; Bull 1977a; Hobson and Seabrooke 2001; 

Kingsbury 2002; Little 2006, 2007a, 2007b.
  6â•… Butterfield 1951; Hurrell 2007b; Booth and Wheeler 2008; Wheeler 2013.
  7â•… Vincent 1974; Little 1975; Bull 1984c; Roberts 1993, 1996, 1999, 2006; 

Vincent and Wilson 1993; Makinda 1997, 1998; Mayall 1998; Cronin 2002; 
Buzan 2004.

  8â•… Wheeler 1992, 2000; Knudsen 1996, 1999; Wheeler and Morris 1996;  
Williams 1999; Ayoob 2001; Brown 2002; Bellamy 2003; Wu 2006.

  9â•… Bull and Watson 1984a; Gong 1984a; Y. Zhang 1991; Keene 2002; Keal 2003; 
Suzuki 2005, 2009.
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