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The Idea of International Society

Throughout the history of the modern states sys-
tem there have been three competing traditions
of thought: the Hobbesian or realist tradition,
which views international politics as a state of
war; the Kantian or universalist tradition, which
sees at work in international politics a potential
community of mankind; and the Grotian or inter-
nationalist tradition, which views international
politics as taking place within an international
society.! Here I shall state what is essential to the
Grotian or internationalist idea of international
society, and what divides it from the Hobbesian
or realist tradition on the éne hand, and from
the Kantian or universalist tradition on the other.
Each of these traditional patierns of thought
embodies a description of the nature of interna-
tional politics and a set of brescriptions about
international conduct,

The Hobbesian tradition describes interna-
tional relations as a state of war of all against all,
an arena of struggle in which each state is pitted
against every other. International relations, on the
Hobbesian view, represent pure conflict between
states and resemble a game that is wholly dis-
tributive or zero-sum: the interests of each state
exclude the interests of any other. The particular

From Hedley Bull, The Anarchical Society: A Study of
Order in World Politics, 2d ed. (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1977), Chap. 2.
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international activity that, on the Hobbesian
view, is most typical of international activityas a
whole, or best provides the clue to it, is war itself.
Thus peace, on the Hobbesian view, is a period
of recuperation from the last war and prepara-
tion for the next.

The Hobbesian prescription for international

conduct is that the state is free to pursue its
goals in relation to other states without moral or
legal restrictions of any kind. Ideas of morality
and law, on this view, are valid only in the con-
text of a society, but international life is beyond
the bounds of any society. If any moral or legal
goals are to be pursued in international politics,
these can only be the moral or legal goals of the
state itself. Either it is held (as by Machiavelli)
that the state conducts foreign policy in a kind of
moral and legal vacuum, or it is held (as by Hegel
and his successors) that moral behaviour for
the state in foreign policy lies in its own self
assertion. The only rules or principles which, for
those in the Hobbesian tradition, may be said to
limit or circumscribe the behaviour of states in
their relations with one another are rules of pru-
dence or expediency. Thus agreements may be
kept if it is expedient to keep them, but may be
broken if it is not,

The Kantian or universalist tradition, at the
other extreme, takes the essential nature of inter-
national politics to lie not in conflict among states,
as on the Hobbesian view, but in the trans-
national social bonds that link the individual
human beings who are the subjects or citizens of
states. The dominant theme of international rela-
tions, on the Kantian view, is only apparently
the relationship among states, and is really the
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relationship among all men in the community
of mankind—which exists potentially, even if it
does not exist actually, and which when it comes
into being will sweep the system of states into
limbo.? _

Within the community of all mankind, on the
universalist view, the interests of all men are one
and the same; international politics, considered
from this perspective, is not a purely distributive
Or zero-sum game, as the Hobbesians maintain,
but a purely cooperative or non-zero-sum game.
Conflicts of interest exist among the ruling
cliques of states, but this is only at the superficial
or transient level of the existing systermn of states;
properly understood, the interests of all peoples
are the sarne. The particular international activ-
ity which, on the Kantian view, most typifies
international activity as a whole is the horizontal
conflict of ideology that cuts across the boundar-
ies of states and divides human society into two
camps—the trustees of the immanent commu-
nity of mankind and those who stand in its way,
those who are of the trie faith and the heretics,
the liberators and the oppressed.

The Kantian or universalist view of interna-
tional morality is that, in contrast to the Hobbes-
ian conception, there are moral imperatives in
the field of international relations limiting the
action of states, but that these imperatives enjoin
not coexisience and co-operétion among states
but rather the overthrow of the system of states
and its replacement by a cosmopolitan society.
The community of mankind, on the Kantian
view, is not only the central reality in interna-
tional politics, in the sense that the forces able to
bring it into being are present; it is also the end or
object of the highest moral endeavour. The rules
that sustain coexistence and social intercourse
among states should be ignored if the impera-
tives of this higher morality require it. Gaod
faith with heretics has no meaning, except in
terms of tactical convenience; between the elect
and the damned, the liberators and the oppressed,
the question of mutual acceptance of rights to
sovereignty or independence does not arise,

| THE INTERNATIONAL SYSTEM

What has been called the Grotian or inf
tionalist tradition stands between the realis;
dition and the universalist tradition. The Grg
tradition describes international politics in
of a society of states or international] society,
against the Hobbesian tradition, the Grot
contend that states are not engaged in sim
struggle, like gladiators in an arena, but are
ited in their conflicts with one another by c
mon rules and institutions. But as against t
Kantian or universalist perspective the Grotia
accept the Hobbesian premise that sovereignsy
states are the principal reality in internation
politics; the immediate members of intern
tional society are states rather than individy;
human beings. International politics, in the Gr
tian understanding, expresses neither comple
conflict of interest between states nor comple
identity of interest; it resembles a game that:
partly distributive but also partly productive. Thé:
particular international activity which, on the'
Grotian view, best typifies international activity
as a whole is neither war between states, nor hor:
izontal conflict cutting across the boundaries of
states, but trade—or, more generally, economic
and social intercourse between one couniry and
another.

The Grotian prescription for international
conduct is that all states, in their dealings with
one another, are bound by the rules and institu-
tions of the society they form. As against the view
of the Hobbesians, states in the Grotian view are
bound not only by rules of prudence or expedi-
ency but also by imperatives of morality and law.
But, as against the view of the universalists, what
these imperatives enjoin is not the overthrow of
the systein of states and its replacement by a uni-
versal community of mankind, but rather accep-
tance of the requirements of coexistence and
co-operation in a society of states.

Each of these traditions embodies a great
variety of doctrines about international politics,
among which there exists only a loose connec-
tion. In different periods each pattern of thought
appears in a different idiom and in relation to
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sues and preoccupations. This is not
40 explore further the connections and
ns within each tradition. Here we have
ke account of the fact that the Grotian
nternational society has always been
in thought about the states system, and
ate in broad terms the metamorphoses
n the last three to four centuries, it has

ian International Society

e fifteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth cen-

s, when the universal political organisation
Western Christendom was still in process of
isintegration, and modern states in process of
" iculation, the three patierns of thought pur-
orting to describe the new international poli-
cs, and to prescribe conduct within it, first took
ape. On the one hand, thinkers like Machia-
lii, Bacon and Hobbes saw the emerging states

“as confronting one another in the social and

moral vacuum left by the receding respublica
Christiana. On the other hand Papal and Imperi-
alist writers fought a rearguard action on behalf

_of the ideas of the universal authority of Pope

and Emperor. As against these alternatives there
was asserted by a third group of thinkers, rely-
ing upon the tradition of natural law, the possi-
bility that the princes now making themselves
supreme over local rivals and independent of out-
side authorities were nevertheless bound by com-
mon interests and rules, * * *

European International Society

In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
when the vestiges of Western Christendom came
almost to disappear from the theory and prac-
tice of international politics, when the state came
to be fully articulated, first in its dynastic or
absolutist phase, then in its hational or popular
phase, and when a body of modern inter-state
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praciice came to be accumulated and studied,
the idea of international society assumed a dif
ferent form, = * *

The international society conceived by theo-
rists of this period was identified as European
rather than Christian in its values or culture.
References to Christendom or to divine law as
cementing the society of states declined and
disappeared, as did religious oaths in treaties.
References to Europe took their place, for
example in the titles of their books: in the 1740s
the Abbe de Mably published his Droit public de
I'Europe, in the 1770s J. J. Moser his Versuch des
neuesten  Europaischen Volkerrechts, in the
1790s Burke denounced the regicide Directory
of France for having violated “the public law of
Europe.™

As the sense grew of the specifically Euro-
pean character of the society of states, so also
did the sense of its cultural differentiation from
what lay outside: the sense that European pow-
ers in their dealings with one another were
bound by a code of conduct that did not apply
to them in their dealings with other and lesser
societies, * * *

* % %

World International Society

In the twenticth century international society
ceased to be regarded as specifically European
and came to be considered as global or world
wide, * * *

Today, when non-European states represent
the great majority in international society and
the United Nations is nearly universal in its
membership, the doctrine that this society rests
upan a specific culture or civilisation is gener-
ally rejected. * * *

In the twentieth century, * * * there has been
a retreat from the confident assertions, made in
the age of Vattel [France, eighteenth century],
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that the members of international society were
states and nations, towards the ambiguity and
imprecision on this point that characterised the
era of Grotius [Holland, seventeenth centuryl.
The state as a bearer of rights and duties, legal
and moral, in international society today is widely
thought to be joined by jnternational organisa-
tions, by non-state groups of various kinds oper-
ating across frontiers, and—as implied by the
Nuremberg and Tokyo War Crimes Tribunals, and
by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights—
by individuals. There is no agreement as to the
relative importance of these different kinds of
legal and moral agents, or on any general scheme
of rules that would relate them one to another,
but Vaitel’s conception of a society simply of states
has been under attack from many different
directions. "

* Kk

The twentieth-century emphasis upon ideas of a
reformed or improved international society, as
distinct from the elements of society in actual
practice, has led to a treatment of the League of
Nations, the United Nations and other general
international organisations as the chief institu-
tions of international society, to the neglect of
those institutions whose role in the maintenance
of international order is the central one. Thus
there has developed the Wilsonian rejection of
the balance of power, the denigration of diplo-
macy and the tendency to seek to replace it by
international administration, and a return to the
tendency that prevailed in the Grotian era to con-
fuse international law with international moral-
ity or international irnprovement.

® Ok Kk

The Element of Society

My contention is that the element of a society
has always been present, and remains present,
in the modern international system, although

only as one of the elements in it, whose survival
is sometimes precarious. The modern interna-
tional system in fact reflects all three of the ele-
ments singled out, respectively, by the Hobbesian,
the Kantian and the Grotian traditions: the
clement of war and struggle for power among
states, the element of transnational solidarity
and conflict, cutting across the divisions among
states, and the element of cooperation and regu-
lated intercourse among states. In different his-
torical phases of the states system, in different
geographical theatres of its operation, and in the
policies of different states and statesmen, one of
these three elements may predominate over the
others.

LI

Because international society is no more than
one of the basic elements at work in modern inter-
national politics, and is always in competition
with the elements of a state of war and of transna-
tional solidarity or conflict, it is always erroneous
to interpret international events as if internma-
tional society were the sole or the dominant ele-
ment. This is the error committed by those who
speak or write as if the Concert of Burope, the
League of Nations or the United Nations were the
principal factors in international politics in their
respective times; as if international law were to be
assessed only in relation to the function it has of
binding states together, and not also in relation to
its function as an instrument of state interest and
as a vehicle of transnational purposes; as i
attempts to maintain a balance of power were to
be interpreted only as endeavours to preserve the
system of states, and not also as manoceuvres on
the part of particular powers to gain ascendancy;
as if great powers were to be viewed only as “great
responsibles” or “great indispensables,” and not
also as great predators; as if wars were to be con-
strued only as attempts to violate the law or to
uphold it, and not also simply as attempis to
advance the interests of particular states or of
transnational groups. The element of interna-
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s real, but the elements of a state of
transnational loyalties and divisions
and to reify the first element, or to
nnulled the second and third, is an

over, the fact that international society
some element of order in international
hould not be taken as justifying an atti-
ymplacency about it, or as showing that
ments of those who are dissatisfied with
er provided by international society are
-foundation. The order provided within
.international society is precarious and
fect. To show that modern international
“has provided some degree of order is not
e-shown that order in world politics could
e provided more effectively by structures of
ite.different kind.

This threefold division derives from Martin
Wight. The best published account of it is his
“Western Values in International Relations,”
in Diplomatic Investigations, ed. Herbert But-

" terfield and Martin Wight (London: Allen &
- Unwin, 1967). The division is further dis-

cussed in my “Martin Wight and the Theory
of International Relations. The Second Mar-
tin Wight Memorial Lecture,” British Jour-
nal of International Studies, vol. 11, no. 2
(1976).

In Kant’s own doctrine there is of course
ambivalence as between the universalism of
The Idea of Universal History from a Cosmopo-
litical Point of View (1784) and the position
taken up in Perpetual Peace (1795), in which
Kant accepts the substitute goal of a league
of “republican” states.

I have myself used the term “Grotian” in two
senses: (i) as here, to describe the broad
doctrine that there is a society of states; (ii)
to describe the solidarist form of this
doctrine, which united Grotius himself and
the twentieth-century neo-Grotians, in
opposition to the pluralist conception of
International society entertained by Vattel
and later positivist writers. See “The Gro-
tian Conception of International Society,” in
Diplomatic Investigations. :

See “Third Letter on the Proposals for Peace
with the Regicide Directory of France,” in
The Works of the Right Honourable Edwmund
Burke, ed. John €. Nimmo (London: Bohn's
British Classics, 1887).




